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1919
 
It is a terrible thing to watch a child die. It is worse still when you carry the secret knowledge that a child’s death is your fault.
I observed the scene around the little boy’s bedside. It should have been easy for me as I had witnessed the conclusion of a life lived countless times in the past. This particular scene should have been no different than what happened in millions of hospitals and homes around the globe at all hours, every day and night. The dying time; a unit measured by fever and failing organs and seemingly endless final moments, each attuned to a fate set out by powers greater than mine from the moment of birth.
The grieving parents wore linen face masks as they hovered over the dying child whose face resembled some ghastly china doll. He might as well have been made of porcelain, because the flu hit hard and fast, smashing its way through his immune system, shattering any hope of a future into a million tiny shards. He was only nine years old and his body betrayed him. Disease kicked his hopes and dreams to the gutter. It stabbed his mother in the abdomen, in the very womb from which he emerged only nine short years ago, and she would never be the same. She would blame herself until the day one of my kind comes to claim her. The loss of her only child would poison her mind, her life and her marriage until such a point her husband leaves her for another less guilt-ridden woman because that is how this particular grieving family would play itself out.
I caused this.
These final seconds, like countless others occurring at the same moment only divided by human constructs like time and faith, is overseen by those who facilitate the natural order of things. Like me, we passively watch life’s end unfold until our shadow-like hands gently brush the collective faces of our intended and we whisper the words of timeless, ageless and limitless ending.
“Come with me,” I whispered in the little boy’s ear as I brushed against his clammy cheek.
He let out a sudden sharp gasp; a gulp of air from a drowning soul. A full life was his birthright and I took it from him. I snatched it away. He emitted a last desperate breath and then my intended slowly exhaled; that final breath leaving his lungs like the air being slowly released from a balloon. His heart stopped beating within a microsecond and that’s when tears began to flow.
This was the start of my punishment. The little boy was to be the last soul I would ever claim. There must have been some kind of symbolism in it having been a child, though I didn’t have a freaking clue what meaning could ever be drawn from what I had just done.
His lifeless eyes stared up at the ceiling, they looked through it actually. And it was in the very next moment I felt his soul emerge from the same body that once skated on the frozen edges of the lake with his pals. The child’s mother let out a haunted, painful wail as she drove her face into her dead child’s now motionless chest and sobbed.
The flickering image of the boy stood before his mother and reached out to her; his near translucent hand passing through her flesh. The Angel of Death and Transformation appeared a second or so later – a rarity because he never showed up at death side, that’s always a reaper’s job. He fired a contemptuous glare my way and then his features softened as he knelt before the visage of the dead boy.
“Take my hand, child,” Ezekiel said in a voice so filled with tenderness I couldn’t believe this was the same Holy being that unleashed hell on earth in Egypt nearly three thousand years ago.
The boy reached out and the moment his hand touched Ezekiel’s, Holy light filled the room. A host of angels sang His praise and the light diminished until there was only a crying mother hugging her dead child’s body as the grief-stricken father looked on.
I created the cataclysm that unleashed death on a scale not seen since the Middle Ages. It had been grinding at me for the last dozen souls I’d claimed: why must anyone die when death itself tears apart those who are left behind? My role had always been clear — I understood the natural order of things and for millennia, I never questioned it. Yet doubts crept in like a winter chill seeping in through the cracks in a wall. There was something about claiming the souls of children that always haunted me. This one certainly wasn’t the first child I’d taken. Yet with each dying child I encountered, I noticed they more than anyone else fought hardest right up until their last breaths. And it bothered me to see the end of innocence when so many I’d claimed were as far from innocent as you can get. It angered me. It was unjust.
And that’s so completely unlike me.
No, seriously.
I’ve waited passively while a madman walked into a shipping office in London with a shotgun and two revolvers, blasting away at anything that moved. He killed eight people and me? I just observed the proceedings, oblivious the horrifying carnage. And the worst part? I wasn’t there to claim any of the eight victims; he was for me. It was my job to claim the crazy person the moment he fired both barrels straight into his mouth. There were eight other death dealers milling about, each assigned to claim the souls of his victim – they too were as oblivious as me.
That’s how it worked, by the way.
We claim one of you at a time. No more and no less. It’s always been like that.
The little boy who died of the flu was to be my last. After he disappeared, I too disappeared.
But only for a short time.
Look, the arbitrary nature of what I do is cosmic cement that binds all living things to their fate; it’s not ever to be fucked with. Yet there I was drifting through the organic constructs of the living, en-route to the drunken man.
The war had ended more than nine months earlier and all over the world, the dying continued on biblical scale. I was alone for the very first time, yet I knew the lure of living energy would be too much to bear. I decided to sample people’s lives. To drink in their life force. To experience fleeting glimpses into those seemingly unimportant gifts to the living, which are too quickly forgotten: the feel of the wind blowing gently through your hair or the warmth of the midmorning sun against your skin. I decided to sample their lives like a judge at a wine-tasting competition. I’d feel the constant thump-thump-thump of a beating heart, and then onto the next for another small moment. I’d look upon all there was to see through their living eyes, then onto another and another still, hopping from one person to the next, each body a mere stepping stone until I spotted him – the drunken man.
I knew his end was near because we all see everyone’s end – it’s what we do. A thought occurred to me: what if I use him? What might happen? Anything would be better than an eternity’s existence as an intangible cloud of energy stealing glimpses into people’s lives.
He staggered hard up a steep incline, blind to the approach of the streetcar about to clip him as it rumbled toward the stop not more than a half a block away.
I hopped into the body of a homeless man squatting in a gully and taking a shit. I heard a thud and watched the drunken man’s feet leave the ground after the streetcar struck him. Another of my kind appeared beside the body as it lay bleeding on a patch of grass. It greeted the now dead man’s luminous form and escorted him away. As soon as the two were gone, I made my move.
I drove my essence straight into his central nervous system. He’d been dead for less than a minute and I wasted no time getting him to draw a breath. An electric jolt shot through his heart and it began to beat.
I blinked three times and drew in a cleansing breath of air. The body spasmed for a few seconds, just long enough for me to acquaint myself with my new host’s functions. When the twitching stopped, I pushed myself up off the grass. My head spun like a turbine and I felt a splash of nausea roll about in the pit of my stomach. A cloud of choking dust swirled around my face as another streetcar zipped by. I turned around and looked at the spot where I’d just resurrected a dead man.
I saw the pool of blood along with a crisp grayish-brown human shaped impression in the grass where my host had been only a few seconds ago.
Every living thing within a few feet of where I stood was dead. I glanced down at my hands and saw blood mixed with tiny flecks of dirt and a pair of long grass stains that stretched from the heel of my hands up to my wrists.
The drunken man was gone. I was alive for the very first time.
And my lips curled up into a smile.
His name was Amos Regan and he’d been in America for twenty-five years. He’d worked with his hands back in the old country but it was in the new land that he discovered the lure of the drink. Dirt cheap American whisky warmed his insides on those cold mornings working the docks, loading and unloading Great Lakes ships with names like Ojibwa and Algonquin. Liquor drove away his wife and family – she’d taken the kids and run off after he slapped her around one time too many.
He poured his worth into yet more drink night after night, picking fights for spare change and pummeling the faces of those who gave him any lip in one of the many saloons he frequented near dockside. He made quick cash doing side jobs for any gang in need of an enforcer. He wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty so it was a surprise to me his life ended by accident instead of by design.
I simply carried on where Amos left off: drinking because drunkenness was a new sensation, brawling because the lure of bashing a man into submission excited the basest parts of my being, and doing odd jobs with a knife or a gun or a lead pipe.
His nature became my second nature. I revelled in sexual escapades with the whores near dockside because it was cheap and new. I fashioned knuckle dusters which I wore underneath my woolen gloves during Detroit’s bitterly cold winters because there was always someone in need of a beating whenever I was in need of cold hard cash. I could find anyone, anytime for easy money but things changed on the day when I first encountered a human being with no soul.
I cast my gaze on him as he stood in a lineup at the bank; he was dressed in a tweed cap and blue denim coveralls. He carried an aluminum lunch box and his hands were black from fitting pipes or shoveling coal in one of the new skyscrapers under construction in Detroit at the time. I couldn’t believe what I was looking at because all around me the living energy of dozens of souls thrummed with percussive intensity.
Everyone except him.
I thought for a moment he might be one of my kind — another defrocked reaper who’d figured out how to live in the body of a dead man.
I followed him as he left the bank. I stayed a good twenty paces back, lighting up a cigarette and bumping into the occasional pedestrian that hot August afternoon. We both hopped a streetcar and rode for twenty minutes until we reached a series of dilapidated row houses near the docks. I stopped dead in my tracks when I caught a glimpse of three reapers waiting patiently in front of his house. They spotted me and raged; the ancient Words spilling out of their mouths like a foul torrent in some polluted spillway. I was the forsaken one. I wasn’t fit to be in their presence. I was the usurper who openly challenged the will of the Almighty. I shut out their anger because what I was looking at just didn’t add up. Unless the house was about to burst into flames, killing everyone inside, it was a rare occurrence to see three death dealers waiting outside of a home.
I needed information. I waited until nightfall, the entire time keeping my eye on the front door and the reapers whose vaporous forms resembled clouds of ink floating and bobbing in still water. I needed information about the man with no soul, but I couldn’t barge into his place without knowing whether or not he was some elemental being or someone from the pits of you-know-where.
After sucking back yet another cigarette, I squatted against the wall of a small brick apartment building and shut my eyes. I reached out, willing the tiniest fragment of my essence forward, so tiny that with a little luck, I wouldn’t rouse the suspicions of the creatures holding a vigil outside the skid row house.
And naturally, it didn’t work one bit. The three reapers immediately detected my presence and went for me; twisting my essence, pulling it in three different directions. I cupped my hands over my ears to blot out the sounds of their recriminations and cursing. They spat out words so foul that each syllable threatened to poison the very air I breathed
I grated my teeth together and stood. I pointed at the death dealers and barked a curse at them in the ancient tongue of our kind. I spoke the words no human was ever to speak and it so horrified the creatures they recoiled at my power. And so I latched onto their essence until I could see through their eyes. My mind filled with the image of three women locked in a dark room. I saw a rope hanging from the ceiling and I could smell shit and piss. I could taste the coppery tang of blood in my mouth and I could feel the burn as his knife cut into their backs just enough to draw blood. His task was clear – he cared little for the women and cared a lot for the skin on their backs because each presented a blank canvas for a new work of art. Each cut was like the stroke of an artist’s brush. He needed them alive long enough for their skin to heal. There would be bright red scars standing out against their ivory skin with intensity so pure he would drop to his knees and weep in thanksgiving for his artistic gifts. He no longer needed the women at this point – their bodies were mere easels for his human canvas and underneath the floorboards lay seven other completed works. These three made ten and his task would be complete. He could then assemble each panel on the wall of his home before spilling his own blood as an offering to the art he’d created. He would be dead but his art would live on in a portrait gallery or a museum.
A wave of anger hit me with enough force that I staggered for a moment or two. Inside this shit hole house were three women and the man with no soul was some kind of sick fuck with dreams of artistic glory. He had already killed seven women; these three would be his last. I removed my gloves and adjusted my knuckle dusters as I marched up to the front door. I pounded on it four times with enough force the entire doorframe shook. He opened the door and I didn’t give him enough time to formulate his next move. I drove my right fist into his face with a loud crunch. He dropped to his knees and I sent a size twelve right into his chest. He toppled over as I kicked the door closed and then drove my left fist into his throat. It crushed his windpipe and he immediately started making choking sounds. I grabbed his left arm and dragged him down a hall filled with rodent droppings. I followed my nose; the stench of urine and faeces was so strong it burned my lungs with each breath. I found the room with the three women and I kicked the door open, still pulling the soulless man behind me. I wanted him to see what I was going to do to his masterpiece.
In front of me were three shirtless women; their hands bound with rope. Each hung by their own metal hook that had been drilled into a supporting wall. Their backs were a mass of scab-covered lines and circles and their skirts were covered with dried blood. They’d been hanging there for a long time since there was piss and shit smeared all over the floor and their bare feet. They each twisted around to see me standing there with the soulless man choking at my feet. Their battered and bruised faces lit up as they gazed down at the mad man who was dying by inches on the filth-covered floor. I spotted a butcher’s roll on a small table. I dashed across the room and pulled out a filleting knife and proceeded to cut the women’s bonds.
“You’re free, ladies,” I said as I handed each of them a knife from the butcher’s roll. “Why don’t you three make some art out of this asshole, seeing as how that was his plan for you?”
One of them glanced at the knife and then looked me in the eyes. “You … how did you find us?” she croaked.
I shrugged as I backed up to the doorway. “Call it divine intervention. You won’t see me again. Goodbye.”
I drove my boot into the soulless man’s face as the three women descended on him like vultures to carrion. The last thing I heard as I headed out the door was the snikt, snikt, snikt of razor sharp blades stabbing into flesh over and over and over again.
I nodded to the three reapers as I walked out onto the street.
“I bet you pricks didn’t see that coming,” I said, lighting up a cigarette. “Tell Ezekiel to go fuck himself.”
 




Halifax, Present Day
I like cats.
They have a calming effect on me even though I know full well that every feline out there has an agenda and they pull stupid crap like knocking a half-full glass of water off the coffee table and onto your hardwood floor at three in the morning. I’ve tried to keep a cat or two over the years, but because of what I am or possibly what I’ve done, whenever I get within ten feet of a cat, it’ll go into a violent display of hissing and spitting and stress shedding.
A few even shit themselves.
I’m serious.
There are reasons why this happens and I’m not going to get into that right now because despite the fact that cats generally dislike me, I still retain a measure of admiration for them due to their uncomplicated nature.
Human beings, on the other hand? Well, that’s another story entirely.
I’m going to throw out a word that you might consider to be archaic. But I can’t really find a better term to describe the true nature of those who slink about in the shadows, brandishing a shining steel blade or a garroting wire. Those twisted individuals that like to prey on women with the same predatory qualities as the best killing machines in the animal kingdom. Let’s just call them, soulless evildoers. I make it my business to hunt those without a soul because the evil they carry with them is a cosmic abomination and all those assholes in heaven above and hell below know it. It’s open season on serial killers and really, it should be for everyone when you think about it. No manner of psychiatric treatment or chemical castration is going to stop them from doing what they do, so why not hit them before they hit you? Don’t get me wrong either; I enjoy removing their stain from this earth not because of any personal sense of duty to protect women or to mete out justice – far from it.
Most of the time women piss me off; freak me out, or both.
That’s why in addition to cats, I also retain a certain fondness for hookers. I get what I want, they get paid and everyone’s happy, right? It’s a simple business transaction.
Still, someone has to put serial killing assholes down because they truly are monsters. So when it comes to dealing with monsters, I like to think of myself as the guy at the grocery store produce department who sifts through hundreds of wax covered crates of red peppers, separating the cosmetically perfect ones from those that look like some kind of weird-ass genetic mutation. (The vast majority of humanity is far from perfect, incidentally, but whack-job serial killers like to think they’re perfect in every conceivable way, and nobody likes a narcissist, especially if he or she is armed.)
No, I’m not like that blood spatter guy who used to be on cable TV. If he were, in fact, a real human being, I’d pay him a visit, too. I’d probably show up when he’s about to kill one of his own kind because there are few things better in this world than a two-for-one deal, am I right?
My name is Tim Reaper by the way, so, by now you’ve figured out what I am. I’ve been carrying out my little hobby for nearly a century and I’m good at it. I’m good at a lot of things you might frown on so I’ll make it easy for you: try to think of me as a guy who does odd jobs for money. You may be in need of my services one day, so don’t get all judgmental by what I do because a guy has to make a living.
The murderous prick I’d been alerted to had an interesting modus operandi. While serial killers like Ted Bundy would lure a potential victim to their vehicle and bash the person on the head to facilitate an abduction, this monster liked to use cats to lure his prey, and more precisely, kittens.
I cannot abide anyone hurting a frigging kitten. If I see cat abuse, I’ll open a can of elemental whoop-ass all over the abuser. My concern for the overall welfare of local felines had intensified after I read in the paper about some maimed kittens that had been found alongside the dismembered remains of a pair of women. The cops weren’t yet ready to say that a serial killer was on the loose, but the press sure as hell was. Normally I let these kinds of things find resolution without my involvement when I know there are cops already on the case. While I knew I would have little difficulty in finding the bastard who committed these heinous acts, there’s this old saying you might be familiar with that governs my actions for better or worse. While it sucks in the human scheme of things, it’s a necessary element in the cosmic grand design. In a nutshell: everyone has their time.
I’ll throw another one out for you to chew on: fate determines your ultimate destiny. Cue creepy organ music.
So, why do I target serial killing pricks? Because I have to do something productive with my spare time, that and it’s also probable on some residual level, I’m trying to make amends for the biggest cock-up in the history of the death dealers. Still not sure what it was?
Google Spanish Flu Epidemic of 1918.
Yeah, that was me. I caused it – long story.
The cosmic powers that be moved swiftly after that one, and I got the old heave-ho from my order. De vita exir – my ability to claim souls was stripped from me. I still possess my innate ability to find most human beings if the need arises, but that’s it. I was blacklisted.
So I make my own order of things. To hell with what the rest of the elementals have to say about it. I’m here for a long time, not a good one.
I kicked at the still blood-stained soil beneath a massive chestnut tree with the heel of my boot. There was a faint hint of autumn in the air and a damp breeze carried the scent of rain falling somewhere in the city a few miles away.
This was where he did it.
The bastard.
Mountain bikers fifteen year-old Bonnie Teller’s disemboweled corpse was here less than two days ago. She’d been cut wide open from between her legs right up to her sternum and a three-month old Tabby was tied to Bonnie’s left wrist by a two-foot length of braided cotton. The kitten’s hind legs were broken and it was still alive (barely) and the coroner said the girl had been dead for about a day. Amazingly, coyotes and other scavengers had steered clear of her remains.
Alright, listen.
You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure out that this was the work of a twisted bastard because the body was deliberately laid out on a well-used bike trail. The killer wanted someone to find the body about a thousand kinds of fast because gruesome crime scenes are always the lead story on the nightly news. These psychos revel in their own news coverage – another reason I hate them.
Two weeks before Bonnie, a family of three found twenty year-old Elaine Lahey’s internal organs in a blue bag hanging from a spruce tree. Her hollowed-out torso was discovered about thirty feet away, lying against a twelve-foot length of driftwood out at Cow Bay. She too had been cut from stem to stern and there was a three-month old dead Calico, again with two broken rear legs, lashed to Elaine’s left wrist.
I clenched my jaw and drew in a breath of air as I collected a handful of soil from where Bonnie met another one of my kind. It was her time, unfortunately. The whirring, spinning clockwork mechanism that runs our universe had already chosen to end her before her first cries in the delivery room. Her death had already been determined before she was even a thought in her horny father’s brain as he slammed the nuts to his girlfriend in the back of a minivan on their third date.
How fair is that, right? Conceived on a bench seat in the back of a Dodge Caravan only to be gutted by a knife-wielding cat abuser a mere fifteen years and nine months later. I can’t explain the workings of the universe, the meaning of life, or even the meaning in Bonnie’s murder. I can’t question why out of six billion people inhabiting the planet, she was selected to meet her gruesome and terrifying end at the hands of a sick bastard who breaks the legs of kittens and kills young girls for sport.
I knew how to find the guy who did it, though, and I was going to make damned sure he’d pay for killing those two girls. Soon.
I came to him in the darkness, my black trench coat billowing back over my heels as a gust of supernatural force blew a scattering of litter against a garbage bin outside the old warehouse on Bayer’s Road. Yeah, I wear a trench coat. Lots of people in my business wear trench coats. They look cool; they’re good for hiding everything from a sawed-off shotgun to shoulder holsters and hand grenades. I even know of one guy in England who keeps a pocket dimension in his trench coat.
I heard the mewling of a kitten in the back of the cargo van parked adjacent to the bin. I knew the soulless prick was probably just moments away from breaking its legs and before turning his attention to the girl he’d taken.
I ran a leather-clad sleeve across my brow as I reached into my trench coat and clasped my hand across the pistol grip of my nine millimeter Beretta. I slid it out, silencer and all, as I gripped the door handle and pulled up. The door swung open with a loud creak and there he was, hunched over a pretty blonde whose legs were bound together with silver duct tape. Her outstretched arms were taped over her head, and her eyes were a pair of enormous white O’s. She would have screamed save for the fact there was a sock in her mouth. And her would-be killer?
If I could have packaged the look on his face and posted it online, I’d be the proud author of the greatest Internet meme in human history. They could put it on a t-shirt, sell it and send me a royalty cheque each month. Oh to dream a little.
He stared at me, his mouth hanging open as if it were on a hinge. In his left hand was a tiny Siamese kitten, and in his right hand he brandished a pair of blood stained vice-grip pliers.
Pliers! The prick was hurting kitties with fucking pliers! That just pissed me off even more.
“Daniel Mackie Hooper,” I rumbled, as I aimed my weapon. “How fucked are you?”
Both the vice grip pliers and the kitten slipped out of his hands simultaneously. The kitten, of course, took one look at me, hissed, and then promptly shit all over the floor of the van. It arched its back and puffed out its white and black fur until the tiny creature appeared twice its size.
“W-Who are you?” Hooper croaked, as a large wet spot slowly appeared on his jeans. “How did you find me?”
I cocked an eyebrow as my eyes bore right through his.
“Two things led me to you. The first is that you’re a soulless anomaly in the world of the living and people without souls don’t get to live – that’s my rule. The second is that I heard the kitty.” I said, as I began squeezing the trigger. “Have fun in hell, prick.”
My Beretta emitted a muffled pop as the back of his skull along with a bright red mixture of blood and brain matter splattered against the back of the passenger seat and he fell back, the rest of his head thumping against the side wall of the van. The kitten tore past me at something close to Mach One as I climbed inside.
Perfect. I was rejected yet again by a cat – the story of my life. I pulled the sock out of the girl’s mouth and cut the tape that he’d used to bind her hands and legs.
“Kelly Jameson, you get to live another day,” I said calmly, as I slid my Beretta back into its holster. “You’re three months’ shy of your nineteenth birthday so, you know, maybe in the future you might want to avoid climbing into vehicles with psychopathic kitten-maiming assholes.”
What happened next was kind of awkward.
The pretty blonde threw herself at my chest and started bawling. “H-He was going to kill me just like he killed those two other girls!” she blubbered.
I placed both hands firmly on the girl’s shoulders and gave her a slight push. She dropped to her knees and sobbed as I pulled out my wallet and slipped her a twenty-dollar bill.
“Maybe, you know, uh… call a cab or something, okay?” I said as I stuffed the note into her clenched fist.
She gazed up at me, wide-eyed. “But the police will want to talk to you – you’re not leaving are you? I don’t want to wait here all by myself. Please, just stay with me … please?”
Well crap.
See, this is why women bug the hell out of me. I mean, I’d just killed the living shit out of the guy who’d planned on gutting her and now she wanted me to baby-sit until the cops showed up. I glanced over my shoulder to where my pickup was parked, just around the corner from the warehouse. If I was going to hang around, I’d definitely wind up being hauled in for questioning about precisely how I was able to locate Danny-boy. Then there was the issue of why the back of his head was splashed all over the passenger seat, and with my luck, I’d probably wind up being charged with manslaughter. I pursed my lips tightly and looked down at Kelly who’d managed to get the tape off her legs. I decided I needed Sparks if the cops were going to be involved and she fucking hated me.
“I want my money back,” I said flatly, holding out my hand.
She blinked a couple of times and handed me back my twenty bucks.
“Here,” she said, almost in a whisper.
“You okay to walk?” I asked, as I crawled out of the van.
She sniffled back a big gob of snot as she started rifling through her purse. “Yeah – are you going to hang here with me while I call the police?”
“Looks that way,” I said, handing her a business card. “Here’s the number for the homicide division. Ask for Detective Sergeant Sparks. When she answers, tell her Tim Reaper told you to call and that I’ve solved her cat abuse problem.”
The girl nodded slowly and gave me one of those looks that told me exactly what she was thinking.
“Yeah-yeah,” I groaned, as I slipped a cigarette between my lips. “My name really is Tim Reaper … just make the call.”
 
 




Detective Sergeant Carol Sparks showed up within twenty minutes of the girl’s call. She hopped out of her Crown Victoria and fired a glare my way that could melt the rivets out of an iron girder.
“Evening, Carol,” I said with a slight nod.
“Reaper,” she replied in a cool voice, as she strode over to the back of Danny-boy’s cargo van. “That the girl?”
“Yup,” I said, matching her tone. “She’s a basket case right now, but there’s barely a scratch on her.”
Kelly Jameson was squatting in front of the garbage bin sucking back a cigarette. I’d taken pity and draped my trench coat over her, seeing as how her clothes were torn and she was almost half-naked. She stared blankly at the pavement as Sparks swung open the rear door of the van.
“It smells like shit in here,” she said, waving her hand in front of her nose.
“Cat’s aren’t exactly my biggest fans,” I said. “That’s definitely the guy you’ve been looking for, though. Do I have to wait for you to pay me, because I’m running low on cash these days.”
Sparks snorted. “You get paid when I decide to fucking pay you. And by the way, I’ve just got a corpse with his head blown off instead of a killer who should have had a trial and gone to prison for what he did.”
I snorted right back. “Why? So the guy could rot away in a cell on the taxpayer’s dime? I’m far more cost-effective. So, you know … pay up.”
She closed the back door and sauntered over to Kelly Jameson who was stubbing out her cigarette on the damp pavement. “You enjoy shooting people way too much to draw any kind of income from it, so suck it up. Times are tough all over so if you want to picket the city auditor, see if you can get me a raise because I’ve been working outside of a contract for the past two years.”
Carol Sparks sort of had a hate-on for me. It’s a complicated relationship to describe. She’s probably still pissed off at me after she made the mistake of trying to rough me up last year when she took me in for questioning about the death of a nurse who’d been whacking terminally ill patients on the intensive care ward at the Camp Hill Hospital. (Okay, yeah … I shot the nurse, but she had killed twelve people in a three year period, so what the hell, right?) Normally I kept my ability to know the time and date of someone’s death to myself, but Sparks called bullshit when I tried to explain that criminal law didn’t exactly apply to death spirits. The good detective challenged me to prove I was what I claimed to be so I grabbed her by the wrist and gave her a cold, hard stare straight into her eyes. What she saw that day changed her life forever because it was knowledge no human being should ever possess. I had given Sparks a brief glimpse into her demise, and she learned she’d be shot to death during a routine stop at a convenience store on the way home from work on New Year’s Eve, eight years from now. Since then, she’d bounced back and forth between believing what she saw in my icy blue eyes that day a year ago was real, or that I’d pulled some kind of Vegas-style hypnosis trick on her.
I didn’t particularly like cops, but I had a healthy respect for Carol Sparks because she’d seen boatloads of trouble in her thirty-two years. A product of East Preston, she’d grown up surrounded by a deeply religious family in a black community that took great strides to insulate itself from a white province where racism was alive and well. Seriously, some of the rural folks literally act, walk and talk like they fell headfirst out of the back of a turnip truck. Tall and slender with the grace of an Olympic hurdler, Sparks beat the odds and at twenty-one, she became the youngest African-Canadian ever hired by the Halifax City Police. By twenty-five, she’d been assigned to do undercover work and she single-handedly exposed a human trafficking ring that was smuggling Thai women into the country via shipping containers in Cape Breton. At thirty, she was assigned to the Homicide Division and solved four cold cases in one year through sheer determination and toughness. That got her promoted to Detective Sergeant, and last year she personally put up the bounty for a kiddie-diddler who was the head honcho of a local pedophile ring. In short, Carol Sparks was a force of nature and while I didn’t exactly understand her motivations, she’s the best cop I’d ever seen.
She knelt down and reached for Kelly’s hand as the young girl stared at the cargo van. “We need to get you to the hospital and we have to inform your family you’re safe,” she said with a hint of tenderness in her voice.
The traumatized girl blinked and stared at me with a look of stone cold terror in her eyes. “How did he know to find me? How could he have known the exact location of … he shot him! He blew his frigging head off right in front of me!”
Sparks grimaced and then somehow managed to force a weak smile. “That’s not really important right now, Kelly. What matters is that you’re safe and that sick bastard won’t ever harm another woman.”
I put a gloved hand on Sparks’ shoulder. “Um … we probably should talk about … you know?”
Sparks swept my hand off her blazer, and then spun around and gave me a hard shove. “Don’t ever touch me, Reaper,” she growled.
I stepped back and motioned for her to calm down as I craned my neck over her shoulder and fired a glance at the girl I’d just saved. “Just sit tight for a second or two, kid. The detective and me are going to have a wee chat, okay?”
The girl skittered a few feet further away from me and then looked back at Sparks who threw her a sympathetic smile.  She sniffed back another gob of snot as I gestured for Sparks to follow me until we were out of earshot.
“What is it?” said Sparks in a voice that could freeze boiling water in five seconds flat.
“I can fix it so the kid over there doesn’t remember a thing about me and Detective Sergeant Carol Sparks gets to be the hero.”
The detective blinked. “Precisely how?”
“Well you can’t exactly haul me in for questioning again, Sparks. Nobody is going to believe yours truly just happened to know the precise location of your serial killer. Hell, it wouldn’t exactly be a public relations coup for you guys either … how long have you been looking for this guy?”
“Four months,” she said, cocking her eyebrow. “What are you proposing to do?”
I waved my fingers in the air like a magician. “I’ll just help her select what to remember.”
Sparks pursed her lips and turned to look back at Kelly Jameson. I could almost hear her teeth grinding as she glanced at her watch and then back to the girl. “This better not be anything like what—“
“Not even close,” I interrupted. “And I’m glad to see you’re keeping an open mind. Listen, the kid’s grey matter is in a fragile state. I can impart a little bit of me into her subconscious and then I can do a bit of rewiring.”
“I don’t like it,” said Sparks as her eyes narrowed. “But I don’t see how I have a choice. They’ll haul you in for questioning again and I need that headache like I need another ex-husband.”
I grunted as I headed back to the traumatized girl. “Fair enough – this won’t take more than a minute.”
A few drops of rain tapped the back of my neck and I smiled to myself as a shiver ran across my shoulders. Since the day I crossed over into the human world, I found myself amazed by the tiniest sensations. I gulped back a big mouthful of air as I knelt before the girl, tilting her head back so she could look into my eyes.
“Kelly, I want you to pay close attention,” I said softly. “Just take four or five deep breaths as I examine your eyes … try to relax, now.”
She tilted her chin up as I gazed into her eyes. “Oh my God.” She gasped.
I looked deep into her mind and a torrent of emotion poured over me. It spilled out; flooding my mind with sensations of terror, lust, hatred and hopelessness, they were all there. An amalgam of concentrated feelings that existed in all humanity, experiences I’d only recently discovered began pushing forward in shimmering waves of energy. I was deep inside now, and all around me were faces of people she’d met. I looked upon her memories of home, a warm bed, dinner on the table and a smiling middle aged woman, each one flashed by me as twinkling vignettes. A thousand miniscule threads of conversation filled my ears and I had to blot them out; I was searching for something: a dark place that existed in everyone’s mind. The inky black shadow containing a stone-cold vault of horror and pain filled with all of the bad people and places that happened to the girl in her young life. In seconds, I’d found it: a solitary figure with a menacing grin on its face and claw-like hands dripping a heart wrenching mix of tears and torment onto its feet.
I approached the figure with my own mixture of menace and loathing. I reached out and latched onto its face as I drew on the ancient power that dwelled within me. A taker of lives I’d been since the very beginning, since before the very first breath and the very first thought that ever was. I pressed my palms against its cold flesh as I raised my power against her memories. Like a sponge, I drew upon those primal images, sucking up the poison that had been every terror she’d experienced since she was abducted. I scoured her thoughts and her memory, erasing every horror-filled breath she’d experienced until the figure dissolved in my hands like melting snow. I drew a deep breath and broke my gaze from the girl’s eyes. She’d sleep now, a long and fitful sleep and when she’d awaken, there would be nothing but a gap in time where any memory of Tim Reaper might have been found.
I stepped back from the girl and rubbed my temples. “It’s done – take her home.”
Sparks gave me a worried look. “You’d better be right because I’m going to call this in.”
“Her mind will heal in time,” I said, exhaling. “She’ll be in la-la land for a day or so, but she won’t remember anything.”
“It’s my ass if she does – got it?”
I spun around and threw Sparks a wiseass grin. “Why Carol, you have one of the classic asses of our time. If you didn’t hate me so much, I’d probably try to seduce you.”
She snorted. “Don’t look at my ass – as a matter of fact, don’t even look at me. You creep the hell out of me, did you know that?”
“I creep most women out – it’s another little talent of mine. Sorry about the mess in the van, but the guy did have it coming.”
Sparks threw me a grudging nod. “We all have it coming, Reaper. You should know that.”
 
 




I lived in a small flat overlooking the narrows in the Halifax Harbour where in 1917, the largest accidental, non-nuclear explosion in human history occurred. The Halifax Explosion killed more than two thousand people and flattened the city. For those of my kind, it was just another in an ongoing series of human contrived calamities that had been going on for thousands of years, so we did what we always did; we claimed souls.
It’s important to remember death spirits didn’t cause wars, pestilence or any number of plagues that can destroy life, as we know it. Shit, as they say, happens. Extinction events such as the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs happen. Climate change happens, whether man-made or not; it’s just how it goes sometimes, and when death comes to all things, Reapers are there doing what they do best. On the subject of Reapers, I carry a certain amount of notoriety among those in my order for unleashing a flu pandemic that wiped out nearly five percent of humanity. I wasn’t on someone’s payroll when I did it, I was just a death spirit who arrived to claim a man infected with a nasty-ass super virus and it seemed reasonable at the time to see what it could do. I decided instead of taking him when he was lying in bed hacking his lungs out it might be interesting to let him linger on until someone came to check on him. What I hadn’t taken into consideration was a poor sap that came calling to check on my charge becoming infected himself. Obviously, the dominoes started falling shortly after and the rest was history.
Okay, so it wasn’t my brightest moment.
Bear in mind, though, my actions were nothing compared to what human beings caused in wars they started, so let’s just call it even: Humans sucked for killing each other off and I sucked for helping them along.
Why did I live in Halifax and not some glamorous place like New York or London? The rent was cheap, the stroll was about four blocks from my place, and I liked to watch the ships go underneath the MacKay Bridge-it relaxed me. I worked as a bounty hunter of sorts, and in truth, I liked to think of myself as a guy who did odd jobs for money. I’m halfway between gumshoe and mercenary, and it paid the bills, not that my lifestyle was anything extravagant. I didn’t work for government agencies to take down supernatural threats; there are lots of human beings with special skills to deal with that kind of crap. Me? I dabbled in stuff they wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole, so it’s fair to say some of my employers were on the shady side.
And sometimes not.
I stared hard at the envelope on the floor below my mail slot. It was a standard business sized piece of stationary except for the words ‘Archdiocese of Halifax’ embossed in gold ink on the top left corner. I clenched my jaw, deciding whether or not to open it. What the hell did the Catholic Church want from a guy like me? I didn’t go to church, I wasn’t exactly on good terms with the Supreme Being and I’d probably burst into flames if I ever set foot on church-owned property.
I reached for the envelope and stopped, my fingers inches away from it. “I just freaking know I’m going to regret this,” I said, as I swiped it off the doormat.
I threw off my trench coat and hung it up on the back of the door when I noticed the red light on my phone was blinking, so I picked it up to check my voice mail.
“Hello, Mister Waxman, or rather, Mister Reaper, isn’t it?” asked a voice thick with an eastern shore accent. “Your landlord said Thomas Waxman lived in your flat – but we know otherwise, don’t we? My name is Father Butler and it was I who dropped the envelope in your mail slot early this afternoon. When you’ve opened it and had a chance to absorb the contents, I’d like to meet with you tomorrow morning at the Halifax Citadel main gate. I’ll look for you at Eight-thirty sharp, and I’ll be happy to answer any questions you might have at that time.”
The phone beeped again, so I placed it in its cradle and plopped down on my easy chair. I stared at the envelope and then glanced back at the phone for half a second.
Absorb the contents?
I slid my knife out from its sheath and ran the razor sharp blade across the top of the envelope. I looked inside and blinked hard for a long moment: it was a single white feather and on it, a smattering of what looked liked dried blood.
“Father Butler, huh?” I grunted, as I pulled the feather out of the envelope. It was maybe four inches long from shaft to tip and the unstained portions were as white as freshly fallen snow. I got up out of my chair and padded down the narrow hall to my office, feather in hand. I flipped the light switch and went over to my roll top desk to do a little amateur CSI work because my gut told me the feather in my hand didn’t come from a chicken. Or a goose. Or an eagle.
I had a sneaking suspicion the blood didn’t either, so instead of grabbing my luminal test kit, I snatched my relic and stared at it for a long moment. More than eighty years had passed since I’d used the ancient finger bone I’d swiped from an Italian monastery for a summoning and I half wondered if the big guy would even show up.
No – not God; Ezekiel, the Angel of Death and Transformation. He’s the guy who gave all Reapers their marching orders on behalf of you-know-who, and he’s someone not to be fucked with. He’s also the only angel I’d ever met in my life since angels generally avoided death-dealers. It was a crap shoot as to whether he’d show up, so I gave a small shrug and clutched the bone in my right hand as I dropped to one knee and prepared to speak the Word that would summon him.
I shut my eyes tight and reached out through pools of bubbling energy that formed the barrier between the world of the living and the realms of the Infinite, and instantly, I was bombarded with voices seething with anger. They called out my name, each voice more venomous than the next. Their rage lashed out, trying to tear the Word from my lips, but my will blotted them out as easily as snuffing out a candle.
In seconds I felt his presence, so I took a deep breath as I opened my eyes and looked upon the shimmering energy swirling around Ezekiel’s bare feet. He stood before me, pulsing with a whiteness that would blind a normal man, but I was not a man and sure as hell not normal.
His face was smooth like the surface of a gemstone and his clear blue eyes bore into me like a dentist’s drill. His blonde hair appeared as strands of gold, hanging loosely and nearly touching his bare shoulders, and he was shrouded in a winged cocoon which he folded back from the front of his body until they rested behind his shoulders. He appeared to take a deep breath of the stale air inside my flat and he folded his perfectly sculpted arms across his broad, muscular chest.
“Timothy,” he said in a cold, hard voice. “Why do you summon that which you can no longer claim fellowship with?”
I rose from my kneeling position, pushing back a sudden urge to tell him to go fuck himself.
“I’m not looking for fellowship, I’m looking for answers.” I said, matching his tone.
“No, I don’t suppose you are, my flawed child. I have not come to mince words that lead to no good end for either of us. I will assume you seek my counsel?”
I thrust out my left hand, dangling the blood-encrusted feather in front of me. “This arrived in an envelope from your people. I can tell right off the bat the feather is of a divine origin but that’s not what has me worried. I want to know about the blood. I don’t know anything about angels outside of you, so you’ll forgive me if I’m just a little curious.”
He crossed the floor until he was an arm’s length from me and snatched the feather from my hand. “The feather is indeed from one of my kind. As for the stain, it is not my place to speak of it.”
“It’s blood, Ezekiel,” I said, eyeballing him. “And it didn’t come from an angel who cut himself shaving. What’s going on?”
“We bleed for the redemption of humanity,” he said. “We give light in the dark places and we glow with the warmth of His love.”
I raised a hand. “Yeah, I don’t need a Sunday school lesson here. I want to know how this feather could come into the possession of the Archdiocese of Halifax. Is it a Holy relic?”
His eyes narrowed. “It is none of your concern, death-dealer.”
“You’re so damned predictable, Ezekiel –kind of what I figured you’d say. Listen … angel’s feathers covered in blood don’t show up on my doorstep every day, so just tell me what’s going on and maybe I can shed a little light on things. You know my reputation.”
“I know that you are beyond redemption, death-dealer,” he said. “I know that you have taken a name for yourself – when none of your kind has a name. Tim Reaper – a silly play on words from a silly entity dressed in human skin.”
I grated my teeth together and took a deep breath because Ezekiel was starting to piss me off. “I get we’re not going to get all huggy and apologetic here, Ezekiel, but it would be nice if you’d tone down the Holy rhetoric. Just tell me about the feather and we can go our separate ways.”
His eyes drifted down to the feather and then back up to my face. “There is nothing further to discuss. You summoned me to provide you with an answer which I have now provided. I said you were beyond redemption and I meant it.”
I nodded. “That you did, Ezekiel, but here’s the thing: if I am beyond redemption as you say, why did this land on my doorstep? You answered my call after ignoring me for decades, so that would imply this feather is of some importance. If this isn’t a Holy relic and it clearly doesn’t have any earthly DNA, then my hunch is that something shitty has happened to one of your guys.”
What happened next confirmed my suspicion the feather was genuine.
Blackness suddenly filled my office as Ezekiel stretched out his wings and lifted off the ground. “BLASPHEMY!” he roared. “KNOW THY PLACE FOR THE VERY GROUND BENEATH YOUR FEET WAS CREATED BY THE ALMIGHTY! BEG HIS FORGIVENESS LEST I SMITE THEE IN HIS NAME!”
Okay, I didn’t see that kind of reaction coming. He was going full King James English and just so you know, whenever Holy beings started using words like “thee” and “thou”, it was time to freaking head for the hills.
But why all the secrecy? I’d known Ezekiel since the beginning and despite my little faux pas nearly a century ago, he’d never threatened to raise a hand against me until now. If Ezekiel was clamming up about why the Catholic Church saw fit to deposit an envelope containing a genuine angel’s feather covered with genuine angel’s blood, then all was not well in the halls of the Holy.
I gestured for him to calm down. “Okay, look … first off we’re in my flat so the ground beneath my feet is knotty pine and second, my home is a smite-free zone, got it?”
The angel glared at me as he floated down until his feet touched the floor. “I am here because I carry the smallest of hopes you have seen the error of your ways and you’re ready to beg for His forgiveness. I can see now nothing has changed since the time you were cast out.”
“Cast out?” I snapped. “You guys didn’t even give me a chance to explain why I did what I did. You forced me to take the life of that little boy as some kind of twisted lesson at the start of this so-called punishment. You didn’t want to hear what I had to say then and you’re still not interested even now, a hundred years later!”
“Your desire to touch the human soul?” the angel sneered. “That you wished to understand why He chooses everyone’s time? That is not your place and it never was. You were a taker of lives – that is how it has always been. You questioned His plan for those He created and chose to usurp the Almighty by shaping the very power He gave you into a weapon against Him. I know what you are, creature – I’ve seen the darkness inside you. It stirs your thoughts and poisons your intent. It bleeds into your very being and infects your thoughts with notions of taking His place. There was another who once thought as you do now and he too was cast out.”
Taking His place?
The discussion was going to hell with a capital H. All I wanted was a little insight into why the Church saw fit to slip an envelope in my mail slot and now I was being compared to the Devil himself because once upon a time I had the audacity to question my role in the grand scheme of things. Somehow a simple line of inquiry about an angel’s feather had morphed into a debate about the mistake I made, and I hate that shit.
I yanked the feather out of the angel’s left hand and stuffed it back in the envelope. “I get that we’re not exactly drinking buddies, Ezekiel, but you know who this feather belongs to and you probably know how the Church got its hands on it. The question is what do they want from the likes of me?”
A thin smile formed on his lips. “That’s the great mystery, isn’t it? One I’m confident will reveal itself to you in His good time. For now, it is you who must decide if that which you hold in your hand is a curse or a gift, Timothy.”
“Curse or gift? What the hell are you talking about?”
Ezekiel began glow so brightly I had to squint to see him. His feet lifted off the ground and he stretched out his arms as he began to disappear.
“A time of choices is upon you, death-dealer. In the days ahead, you’ll be put to the test and the wrong choice will affect not only you, but those who He made in His image. It was His will that made you what you were – He believes you are not without redemption, but I have my doubts.”
A blinding light filled the room as I fell to my knees. Waves of emerald energy swept over my body like a rogue swell. It burned like a thousand suns, searing my essence with images of a hell on earth if I failed to discover the meaning behind the bloody feather. Towering pillars of blackness cast an eternal shadow, scouring the natural light of the sun from the face of the earth; erasing any memory of warmth and love and hope. A great cry filled the air as the damned marched by me in an unending procession, their tortured faces, frozen by the darkness that set itself on the world of man. I cupped my hands over my ears to block out the haunting cries and screams of terror when suddenly there was another flash of light and then a welcome silence. But only for a moment, because what happened next made my blood run cold.
Two clear and unmistakable words that told me I was in way over my head.
“Help me,” the voice said .
 




For the record, I disliked anything that even remotely resembled a religious quest because it always ended up badly for everyone involved. But there it was: an omnipotent presence spoke to me in a language whose breadth and scope was beyond imagining and it wanted my help. Me.
But was it Him? Did the Almighty speak to me, the biggest fuck-up in celestial history?
Nah … it couldn’t have been. First off, I’m a freaking asshole on a good day for shit sake. And second, it wasn’t a man’s voice. Or a woman’s … it was just a voice. Even if it was the Almighty, surely there was an ancient order of Holy warriors out there somewhere that could take this thing on. I shrugged and decided if the creator had wanted to speak with me, he’d have done something cool like make a burning bush appear in my living room.
I slid into my easy chair and stared at the feather, still confused as to whatever the hell Father Butler had drawn me into when he slipped the envelope through my mail slot. My mind swam with theories. Maybe the feather was a key to some unknown plague that would throw the entire planet into chaos. Perhaps the heavens were about to experience an all out civil war between competing camps of angels, but to what end? The Supreme Being could kick the ass of any army that dared try to challenge His authority over all things, and yet … a mysterious voice spoke to me.
I glanced at my watch. It was shortly past midnight, and I was in a holding pattern until I met with the priest at the Citadel. I threw on my trench coat and chambered a round in my Beretta. I lived in a shitty part of Halifax and I didn’t like to leave my flat after dark without a loaded weapon because when you’re a known quantity  among those who stick to the shadows, you’re an automatic target. I locked the door to my flat and headed down the narrow staircase overlooking the small parking lot behind my building, my mind full of the nightmare imagery I had the misfortune of witnessing. I paid little attention to a cat-fight between two strung out crack heads behind a dumpster at Uniacke Square as I climbed the hill leading to Gottingen Street.
The moon bathed the sidewalk with milky blue light as I pulled a cigarette out from my breast pocket and slipped it between my lips. I was about to light it when my eyes caught a flash of movement from a stairwell hidden behind a large blue spruce tree.
“Don’t fuckin’ move, Jack,” said a voice from the shadows. “You even breathe and I’ll slice and dice your sorry ass.”
I heaved a weary sigh and did as the voice ordered. I had no interest brawling before I’d had a chance to suck back a pint of Alexander Keith’s.
“You have my undivided attention,” I said. “But I’d like to finish this cigarette before you mug me. I mean, it’s only fair, seeing as how you’re going to walk out of here with my wallet and all.”
A solitary figure slunk out of the shadows. He was dressed in a pair of oversized denims that hung down just over his pelvis and exposed a pair of red boxer shorts. There was a red doo rag on his head and about ten pounds of shit jewellery hanging from his wiry neck. His face appeared as a ghastly shade of grey in the moonlight and his eyes narrowed as he performed acrobatic tricks with the butterfly knife in his right hand.
“You trying’ to be funny, ass wipe?” he choked, his voice sounding like he’d hit puberty at about eighty miles an hour. “Q … this fucktard thinks he’s a funny guy.”
I felt a hand on my right shoulder and it gave me a hard shove.
“He’s too fuckin’ funny,” said a voice from behind me, as the cold steel blade of a knife pressed ever so gently against the right side of my neck. “Maybe I should cut out his tongue so he don’t make shitty jokes no more.”
I cocked an eyebrow as Q ran his blade along the front of my trench coat, slicing off a button for effect. I lit my cigarette and inhaled deeply to show I wasn’t buying his bullshit tough guy routine.
“I’m going to have to sew that button back on and me without my thimble” I said as I exhaled through my nostrils, my eyes on the one with the butterfly knife. “I’ve already been introduced to Q, so I guess you’ve probably got some bonehead name you ripped off from New Jack City , too, huh?”
The knife acrobatics stopped as doo rag took a threatening step forward. “Shit, man … all I was gonna do was take your wallet and now you’re dissin’ me?”
I stretched out my arm and then carefully unbuttoned the first three buttons of my trench coat as I gestured for him to calm down with my other hand.
“I’m not dissing you, buddy,” I said, opening my trench coat to reveal the holstered Beretta. Q took one look at it and the colour drained from his face. “What was that line Sean Connery used in The Untouchables? Something about never bringing a knife to a gun fight? Yeah, that’s the one.  Here’s what’s going to happen – I’m willing to bet the contents of my wallet against the likelihood that both of you won’t live longer than twenty seconds from now if you don’t clear the fuck off. So … which of you gangsta wannabes do I shoot first, Doo Rag or Q? I’m not picky by the way … I thought you should know that before I send both of you assholes to the morgue.”
Q didn’t waste a minute giving me an answer. He dropped his knife and flew over a chain link fence. My eyes panned over to Doo Rag who began flipping his butterfly knife as he backed away.
“Yo … w-we didn’t mean nothin’,” he stammered. “We was just fuckin’ with ya.”
I grunted something in the affirmative and buttoned up my trench coat. “Fair enough. Seeing as how your associate has abandoned you, I would try to say something deep and meaningful like ‘go and sin no more’, but somehow I think it’d be lost on you. Steer clear of my neighborhood, got it?”
“Y-Yes, sir,” he answered with an audible gulp.
My eyes narrowed menacingly. “I mean it now. If I see you hassling anyone within a ten block radius of here, I’ll shove that butterfly knife up your ass sideways.”
He nodded and raced off, nearly crashing into a roll out recycling bin. I took a deep drag off my cigarette and headed up Gottingen Street until I could see the blinking neon sign for Boyzies, a high-end gay bar in the worst part of town. Dane Woollcott was the proprietor of my favourite watering hole and when I asked him why the hell he was opening up in a dangerous part of the city he told me it made good business sense because redneck assholes won’t come near the place. It was safe, secure and free from any homophobic morons who might want to harass his clientele.
Look – I’m not gay. I drink at Boyzies because the beer was cheap, I could smoke indoors and Dane happened to be a broker of information about everyone and everything going on in the city. He had his ear to the ground because his patrons ranged from politicians to professional athletes, and he had dirt on everyone including me. Yeah, yeah – I know that I stuck out like a sore thumb in the place, but Dane paid me to drink there because I’m the best bouncer he’d ever seen in his life.
Like I said before, I did a bit of everything to scrape by.
A techno-vibe beat poured through the front doors as I sauntered past Marilyn, a steroid soaked drag queen with a penchant for size sixteen pumps and next to me, the best bouncer in town. Pink and lime green fluorescent light stabbed at my brain like an ice pick as she gave me a sultry wink and pointed to the enormous horseshoe-shaped bar in the middle of the dance floor. I nodded my thanks and proceeded to weave my way through a crowd of about twenty men who were dancing their asses off amid a haze of sweat, smoke and Axe body  spray until I found my usual spot facing the main doors.
I eased myself onto the plush leather bar stool as Dane sloshed an ice cold pint of Keith’s in front of me. His ebony skin took on a purple hue amid the fluorescent light and cigarette smoke, and he wore an Armani suit that probably cost more than my entire earnings in the last fiscal year.
“How’s life been treating you, Timmy?” he asked, as he pushed an ashtray in front of me. “You find the guy who killed those two girls yet?”
I yanked a cigarette out of the pack and slid it between my lips. “If I were to tell you that it was taken care of, Dane, you’d have firsthand knowledge of a major crime and you’re far too pretty for prison.”
He snorted . “I’m too pretty for the entire correctional system – you? Not so much.”
“Thanks,” I said as I gulped back a mouthful of Keith’s. I leaned in toward him. “I need to pick your brain for a minute.”
“Pick away – just don’t expect any miraculous insights.”
“Gotcha – listen, you grew up in East Preston, right? That’s a pretty tight community and everyone goes to church, yeah?”
His eyes narrowed. “Don’t get me started about Baptists, man – they don’t exactly take a shining to my lifestyle.”
I nodded. “Yeah, you’re gay, I get that. Anyway, Baptists are all hellfire and damnation, right? But I’ve never set foot in a Baptist church in my life, so I’m kind of wondering what the official Baptist spin on angels might be.”
He flashed me a toothy grin. “You’re asking me about angels? Honey, I’m a sinner with a capital S. Shouldn’t you be talking to a priest or something?”
“I will be,” I said as I took a deep haul on my cigarette. “What I want to know is whether or not Baptists believe in angels. I mean, Baptists take their Jesus seriously, but I just wondered if you were ever taught about angels interacting with human beings.”
He poured himself a shot of rye and then quickly injected it with a high-pressure spray of cola. “Tim, I haven’t been to church for more than ten years. Why are you asking me this shit?”
I flicked my cigarette in the ashtray and carefully considered how much I should reveal about the angel feather. Dane was an ally of mine. He didn’t know that I was not human, but he’d seen the kinds of things humanity didn’t believe in, or refused to. He knew that arcane forces surrounded us every day and he was fully aware of my hobby of whacking serial killing assholes because I saved him from one.
Eight gay men went missing from the LGBT community back in 2002. Each one had been last seen at Rumours, a gay bar on Hollis Street, and each had been seen leaving with a transvestite. Stephen Dixon wasn’t gay and wasn’t a transvestite either, but he hated gay men, particularly black gay men with a passion that burned like a supernova. His modus operandi was to dress up in drag and pick up a one-night stand. For eight men, it was the last one-night stand of their lives because each of them washed up at Lawrencetown Beach with their throats cut. It took me very little time to track him down in Cole Harbour, a short drive from Lawrencetown. Dane was naked on the bed and just about to bleed out when I popped Dixon in the back of the head with my Berretta.  Ever since then, Dane has locked his evening gowns in his closet in favor of Armani suits, and he’s heartily endorsed my hobby. He provided me with a constant flow of information about questionable characters that might fit the description of a serial killer waiting to happen, and he always has my back.
“You know about demonic possession, right?” I asked as I gulped back another mouthful of Keith’s. “I mean; a person has to be dabbling in some seriously arcane shit to invite a demon into his life. But I’m wondering what religious people think about angels, you know? Lots of people believe in angels, and boatloads of them are always reporting that they’ve got a guardian angel and shit. So, what do you think? You went to church – do people have to pray to get an angel to help them out or something?”
“Do I look religious to you, Reaper?” Dane groaned. “Shit, you could Google it and get more information than I can ever hope to provide. Look … maybe it’s all the great big ass mystery of the universe. Who the hell knows, right? People see things all the time and I usually categorize angel sightings with the trailer trash who say they’ve been abducted by a UFO. It’s all bullshit.”
I gave a slight nod and said, “But people believe it’s real, right? Maybe by believing in angels it somehow makes them appear in the world.”
“Maybe you need to stop drinking the Kool-Aid, honey. Why all the sudden interest? Are you thinking about becoming a born-again Christian, because if that’s your plan then I’m outta here.”
I snorted. “They wouldn’t have me even if I wanted to – I’m a magnet for bad joo-joo.”
“You called that one right,” he said, as he took another swig of rye. “Listen … I got a feeling that you’d better get an umbrella, because shit’s going to start falling all over you.”
I arched my eyebrows. “Bad in what way?”
“Bad as in there have been people asking where they can find our notorious vigilante.”
“I do odd jobs for money, Dane – the only way people can find me is if they ask around. It’s not like I keep an ad in the yellow pages.”
Dane lit a cigarette. “Sweetheart, you carry a nasty-ass reputation among those who know about you. Maybe it’s time to watch your back — more than usual.”
I chugged a mouthful of beer and said, “Why? Assholes have been trying to take me down for years – it comes with the territory.”
“Uh-huh,” said Dane in a skeptical voice. He reached into his blazer and pulled out a business card with two fingers. I snatched it out of his hand and saw it didn’t contain a name. In fact, it had no words written on it – just an image of a smiley face.
“Charming. How’d you get this?” I asked, staring at the card.
“A plain looking dude came in three nights ago, dressed in a grey business suit. He started asking around and Marilyn pointed him to the bar. He looked like an accountant or something – had a pudgy little face with horn rimmed glasses. He was carrying a briefcase.”
“What did he want?”
Dane took another swig of his drink. “Said he was looking for someone named Waxman. I told him I never heard of anyone by that name and then he pulled out a photo of you. It looked like it was taken from one of those gas station security cameras. I played stupid, so he gave me this card, and if you ask me, he probably knew I was lying. Who the hell is Waxman, anyway?”
“It’s the name on the lease for my place. I can’t exactly use the name Reaper, now can I? Did you tell him anything?”
Dane shook his head. “Nope. I’m thinking you might want to invest in some tighter security, sugar. That or get a new name on your lease.”
It wasn’t the first time someone had hit up Dane for information about me, but those people were always looking for Tim Reaper, not fictitious Thomas Waxman. I had a tight list of contacts I trusted that acted as intermediaries for desperate people in need of a solution, but I always received a head’s up if they were sending me a client. I chewed my lip for a moment when I remembered in Father Butler’s voicemail he’d somehow learned I was Thomas Waxman. Maybe the pudgy little bastard was a private investigator hired by the Archdiocese to find me.
“Thanks for the tip,” I said, stuffing the card into my wallet. “The smiley face adds a nice touch of mystery to my shitty evening.”
Dane raised a hand. “Yeah, well I looked into the card, Reaper, and do you want to know something interesting?”
“What’s that?”
“There’s a bunch of unsolved murders in four countries where  the killer left the same card with the bodies,” Dane said. “This guy is obviously a hired gun.”
I shrugged. “No kidding. I’m not too worried about it, though. There’s bigger fish to fry and right now I’m reeling in a trophy sized one.”
Dane put a hand on my shoulder. “You should be worried, Reaper. The guy had a message for you, said you’d know what it meant.”
“Go on…”
Dane leaned closer and gave me a worried look. “He said, ‘I’m coming’.”
 
 
 
 
 
 




Okay, so some guy in a grey suit was asking and possibly gunning for me. Big freaking deal.
I’ve been shot, stabbed, burned, blasted and baked alive on more than one occasion since I stepped into the human world, and every single time I’ve managed to stitch myself back together to fight another day. Mind you, a bullet or a five-inch blade causes me just as much pain as the next guy, but I’m able to draw on my unnatural qualities to make myself whole again. If a body I’m occupying gets too beat to shit, then I jump into a new one and voila! A whole new me!
I’ve been accused of being some kind of elemental version of Pinocchio and maybe there’s some truth in it. Just like the little wooden puppet wanted to be a real boy, I guess that I want to be a real human being. The only trouble is that I generally screw up in the humanity department nine times out of ten because I don’t understand what makes people tick. So while I love cute little kitties and will stomp all over anyone hurting a kitten, I really don’t lose much sleep over the plight of the working poor. Then again, most people who aren’t poor don’t care about them either so maybe I’m more human than I give myself credit for.
The one I was currently occupying was that of a failed reality TV star who’d overdosed on crystal meth. He was persona-non-grata in the world of instant celebrities ever since a notorious anti-gay rant he’d posted on his YouTube that went viral. After being hounded by the paparazzi for two weeks he disappeared entirely only to be found in a Holiday Inn hotel room at the Toronto airport lying in a pool of his own vomit. They got him to the hospital and discovered that he was brain damaged and getting ready to take up residence in a vegetable garden, so I just hung around and waited until he kicked the bucket. I decided to get his face altered after being recognized on the street a few too many times for my liking so if you’re in need of plastic surgery on the cheap, I can recommend a guy with bargain basement prices and reasonably sterile surgical tools.
I’ve sort of lost track of how many hosts I’ve had over the years. When I first crossed over, I didn’t exactly have a preference for a body to occupy – hell, I could have jumped into a woman instead of a man, but it was nearly a hundred years ago and I didn’t like the fact that I’d probably be stuck in a house baking bread or knitting or leading a suffragette march instead of, you know, shooting very bad people.
My first host oozed masculinity through his pores. It turns out that in life he was a longshoreman whose hobbies included smoking, drinking excessively, brawling and whoring, in that order. He wound flying through the wind screen of a 1923 Ford Model T because drinking and driving was legal and seatbelts hadn’t yet been invented. My second host was a button man for a certain Chicago gangster named Bugs. And just as with my first host, I partook in more whoring, brawling and generally bad behavior. My second host wound up being gunned down on Valentine’s Day in 1929. Obviously I assimilated most of his qualities. I assimilate fragments of each host’s personality and it’s the main reason why those who know me consider me to be an asshole, a loose cannon and a general scum bag.
Surprisingly, my current host had some staying power as I’d been using it for more than a decade and that’s a new record for me because when there were times when doing odd jobs for anyone willing to pay, that I’d be going through human hosts at a rate of two a year. Over time I’ve learned how to not get shot, stabbed, burned, blasted and baked alive, and I’ve seen it all through the decades – from railway bulls in the 1930’s to flower children and free love in the 1960’s. And all through the decades there have been people willing to call on me to do any manner of nasty business that you can think of.
This was the first time I’d been called on by anyone in the Church and I had half a mind to tell Father Butler I wasn’t interested, but that voice. I just couldn’t shake it. That and The Vatican has more money than they know what to do with, so the pay would be good. I didn’t have a clue what I was getting myself into, but I figured that He would owe me one for helping the home team and that kind of divine intervention can seriously save your bacon when you’ve run out of bullets and you’re backed into a corner.
I climbed the steep hill in front of the Halifax Citadel clutching a large double-double I’d picked up at Tim Horton’s, a doughnut chain that I swear to shit puts some kind of narcotic in their coffee, it’s just that good. The Citadel sits on one of the highest points in the city and dates back more than two hundred and fifty years. Before office buildings obscured its view, the ten-acre star-shaped defensive position had its guns aimed squarely at the mouth of Halifax harbour and was a symbol of English military might in the 1800’s. It’s a national historic site now and each year someone falls in the moat and breaks their legs right up to the kneecaps.
In hindsight, I probably should have gone back to my flat after Boyzie’s closed but it was a mild evening and my head was swimming with questions about how my meeting with the priest would go down. I glanced at my watch as I passed through an enormous wrought-iron gate on Barrington Street and onto the cobblestone pathway leading to the main entrance. It was almost 8:30 AM and outside of a couple of maintenance guys with leaf blowers, the priest was nowhere in sight. I sighed and strode over the wooden draw bridge until I was directly beneath the sharp stone arch and pulled a cigarette out of my over coat.
“This is a national park, son,” a voice called out from across the courtyard. “There are no smoking signs all over the place!”
I deliberately slipped the cigarette between my lips and then fished my lighter out of my pocket. I squinted as I glanced across the courtyard to see a grey-haired man dressed in a black clerical shirt and wearing a white Scala cotton hat stride across the loose gravel. In his left hand was a battered looking brief case and he had a large manila envelope tucked neatly under a long-sleeved left arm.
I lit my cigarette and stuffed the lighter back into my pocket. I took a deep drag and walked across the gravel court yard to meet the priest. “I’m just a rigid non-conformist, Padre. Following instructions has never been my strong suit being that I’m a free thinker and all.”
He gestured for me to follow so I took a slug of my coffee and strode over to a long wooden bench in front of a small stone building. The priest took a seat and slipped the manila envelope out from his left arm. He placed it on the bench beside him as I dropped my cigarette on the gravel and stubbed it out with the heel of my boot.
I stood about five feet from the bench as my eyes panned over to the envelope and then onto the priest. He was wearing a pair of thin wire-framed glasses with small round lenses and he had rich brown eyes buried beneath a thick layer of bushy white hair that made up his eyebrows. He motioned for me to take a seat as I took another sip of my coffee, sizing him up.
“You’re hesitant to sit with me,” he said in a disappointed voice. “And you’re wondering why I asked to meet with you this morning.”
I snorted. “I’m pretty sure that His Holiness would frown on any kind of arrangement between you and me, Padre. You do realize the kind of sinning I’ve done is about a galaxy away from the stuff you hear during morning confession, right?”
“All sins are equal in His eyes, my son, and all sinners are worthy of forgiveness. They need only ask for it.”
“Yeah,” I said slowly as I studied his face. “That big black book you guys read out of doesn’t really apply to me.”
“We’re all God’s creatures,” he said, once again gesturing for me to take a seat. “Please, there is much to discuss.”
“Like how you were able to find out where I live or how you got my phone number? Do you cloistered types have a bunch of priests who moonlight as private investigators or something?”
“You’re not a hard man to find – all one has to do is look at the crime statistics for your neighbourhood and they can see that it’s the safest place in the city. A rather strange set of affairs given that Uniacke Square used to be a part of town the police once described as a criminal’s playground.”
“And they’ve never once paid me for taking out the trash, can you believe those guys?” I said as I tossed my now empty coffee cup in a garbage can and sat down beside the priest. “That envelope looks kind of flat, so I’ll assume there are stacks of cash in your briefcase.”
“I can’t speak to that, but He offers a payment that is beyond anything you can deposit in a bank account, son.”
“Good thing I don’t have a bank account then … what’s in the envelope?”
“Open it and find out,” he said flatly.
I shook my head. “Not on your life, it might be loaded. Why don’t you open the envelope and then we can discuss why you slipped a blood-covered feather in my mail slot.”
The old priest gave me a wary look as he tore open the envelope and then he reached in with two fingers and pulled out a crisp sheet of paper. He furrowed his brow as he handed it to me and my eyes were immediately drawn to the bright red ink stamps of Saint Peter and Paul along with a name and Roman numerals that told me Butler was no ordinary courier.
“This is serious stuff, Padre,” I grunted. “That’s the seal of your boss here on earth. Apparently His Holiness wants to go slumming.”
“Really? I hadn’t expected that,” he said, sounding genuinely surprised. “I was simply dispatched to hand you the letter and then give you this briefcase.”
“What’s inside of it?”
“I have no idea,” he said, sliding the briefcase to me with his foot. “But it’s locked and I’m supposed to give you the key.”
I cocked an eyebrow as I scanned the letter. “This is written in Latin, but the gist of it is that I’m to take the briefcase and review the contents … so you don’t have a clue what any of this is about?”
“You know Latin, my son? Very few people these days understand it.”
I grunted. “I know lots of things that might surprise you. I’ll ask you again – do you have any idea why the Church contacted me?”
He shook his head. “I’m just an old priest with far too many miles on his brittle bones. Three days ago I received instructions from my Bishop that I was to slip a letter in your mail slot and leave a message requesting this meeting. I don’t know what any of this is about.”
I clenched my jaw. “Interesting … you’re really just a messenger and that’s it.”
He shook his head. “Not entirely … I’m to work with you in providing whatever support you need; the problem is that I know less than you about why your services are needed.”
I chewed my lip for a moment as I again read over the letter from The Vatican. It was a simple contract for services and it referred to the briefcase as containing important information about what exactly I’d been sucked into.
If I was going to take on a contract from the Church, there was the issue of Father Butler. He was assigned to assist me but maybe the Church didn’t realize that I work alone when they did a background check on me.
I turned to face the old priest. “I don’t really need an assistant, Padre. I work on my own and- “
“And I’m instructed not to hand over the briefcase unless you agree to my assistance from time to time,” he interrupted.
I grunted as I glanced at the briefcase again. “You’re in the dark, The Vatican wants to hire me for God only knows what- “
“Careful now, son,” said the priest as he raised a finger. “He knows everything.”
“You say that with such certainty in your voice,” I grumbled.
The old priest leaned in closer. “If His Holiness saw fit to acquire your services, then whatever is inside this briefcase must pose a threat to the Church itself. Perhaps hiring a private investigator like you suggests that- “
“I’m not a private investigator, Padre,” I interrupted, as I opened my trench coat to reveal my holstered Beretta. “I’m not a cop, and I’m not running a private security service either. I deal with stuff that would shatter your faith-based view of the world. If the man with the nice red shoes wants to hire me, I have no problem with that, but there’s no way on earth you could possibly be prepared for the kind of crap we might be drawn into.”
His eyes narrowed and he reached beneath his collar to pull out a silver chain looped through a small circular medallion. “Don’t be so sure about what I can or cannot do. This is a scapular that is worn only by eleven other men in the world. I too have seen the stuff of nightmares and when I’m not giving mass at Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow or working in my office at the Archdiocese, I’m dispatched by my Bishop for one purpose only.”
I squinted as I examined at the embossed image of Saint Benedict holding a cross in one hand and the book of his Rule in the other and then I stared hard into the little priest’s eyes.
“Lowly priest my ass,” I snorted as he tucked the medallion back underneath his collar. “You’re one of the twelve – I thought you guys were just a freaking myth.”
He nodded once and a look of grim determination washed over his wrinkled face. “More than a thousand years ago, Pope Victor the Second created the Order of Charismata. We twelve are unknown to each other in order protect against those who would seek to offer the powers of darkness safe passage in the world of man. We are a myth for a practical reason – to strike fear in the enemy. There are few things on this earth that can compare to the power of myth and the secrecy of our Order is our greatest weapon to use against the enemy.”
Well shit, there it was. The head of the Catholic Church wanted to hire me and my sidekick was going to be an exorcist from a secret order who’d no doubt gone toe-to-toe with Hellions, Demons and probably Satan himself. Ezekiel had said the angel’s feather might be a curse or a gift and it was starting to look like I was being drawn into something that gave a hell of a lot of validity to my little daydream about a hell on earth.
I didn’t know what was inside the briefcase but clearly it was enough to scare the living shit out of the Pope. Yep. Big payday if I could figure out what the hell was going on in the first place.
I blinked hard as the old priest stood up and tucked his shirt underneath his belt. “Signs and wonders, Padre,” I said, as I grabbed the briefcase. “If a priest from a mythological order of exorcists has been assigned to me, then it tells me one thing about what’s in this briefcase.”
“And what would that be, Mr. Reaper?”
“That murder is no longer exclusively the domain for human beings.” I said grimly.
 
 




I said nothing as I stared at the four separate bundles of crime scene-style photographs laid across an enormous oak desk. Each photo showed the butchered body of a different golden-haired male, only they weren’t males as we knew them. Each was laid out in horrific poses on the steps of four Catholic Churches in four different countries, each missing male genitalia.
And their genitalia weren’t sliced off by some knife-wielding nut job in search of fleshy trophies to reminisce about his kills. The bodies didn’t have any sexual organs to begin with. Their perfectly formed six packs continued in a smooth continuation of muscle and tissues as if the four bodies had been renaissance statues come to life and the sculptor had forgotten to add their boy parts.
To make matters more surreal, each body had been spread out on a bed of blood stained feathers with bloody, pulpy stumps on their shoulders and backs from where wings should have been.
Father Butler and I had been sitting in the tiny parish office of Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow for more than an hour. The good news was I didn’t burst into flames the minute I set foot on Church-owned property. The bad news was someone had figured out a way to kill angels, and judging from the pictures, this had all the earmarks of a serial killer. Each victim, if that’s what you called a murdered angel, had a gaping hole in the center of its chests from where the killer had removed the heart. (I had no idea angels had internal organs similar to humans, by the way.) Naturally, there was one glaring question that would have to be answered if I was going to be of any use: why would anyone want to kill an angel?
Father Butler held a white handkerchief in front of his face to conceal the look of sheer terror that had seized him when we laid the photographs across his desk. It was a hell of a thing to see a butchered human body, another thing entirely when the body is of divine origin. And the priest just wasn’t terrified. In fact, I was pretty sure that he’d been struck dumb by the sheer enormity of what the photographs meant.
“Wakie-wakie, Padre,” I said and snapped my fingers in front of his eyes. “We can’t do anything for these four. Remember that shit-storm I said we were walking into? Well, I have a feeling we’re about to experience a downpour of frogs or toads or whatever the hell the Almighty rains on Earth when he’s pissed.”
            “Angels,” he said in an astonished voice. “Someone is killing angels … but how? They are an echo of His grace, they’re holy power manifest in divine form, and they’re His warriors and servants. But I’ve never seen one before, it has always been a matter of faith that angels exist, you see.”
“Serious? Dude … you’re an exorcist,” I said, surprised by his statement. “You’re part of a Holy order that kicks demon ass. Aren’t demons just fallen angels? If they exist, why shouldn’t angels exist in the human world as well?”
“But an exorcist is not in the business of killing a demon; we can only cast it back to Hell. A human cannot kill the divine.”
“Maybe the Romans didn’t get that message when they nailed you-know-who to the cross … and since when are demons divine creatures, anyway? I know a few demons and they’re complete assholes.”
He stood and walked to a window overlooking a tidy flower garden. “All that He created is divine by its very own nature. Satan and his fallen brethren were once just as those four in the photographs and when they rose up against God, angels from both sides fought and died just as easily as any human soldier on any battlefield.”
“Yeah, but they were duking it out with each other – immortal beings. Humans are mere mortals – a human would easily get his ass handed to him if he were to tangle with an angel in a barroom brawl. That doesn’t exactly explain how humans managed to kill Jesus, though.”
He turned and straightened his shirt with a sharp tug. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son. You know the Bible, Mr. Reaper. His Son chose to die for the sins of God’s most divine creation: man. Angels and demons are not given the choice of life or death – they simply are and always have been.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re giving me a headache with all this holy parable crap, Padre. Whether a human can or cannot kill an angel is pretty much an irrelevant question, gauging from the photos, because somebody sure as hell killed the shit out of these guys. And by the way, the victims, if you can call an angel a victim, don’t exactly look like they chose to die. My thoughts are that someone with a pitchfork, a goatee and a pair of horns is behind this.”
The priest sighed and ran his left hand across the top of his head.  “Forgive me, but I find it rather difficult to discuss these matters with a person whose surname is Reaper. What is your true name, my son?”
“Why?”
“Because I need to know your true name if I’m to trust you in this endeavour.”
I chuckled. “An endeavour, is that what this is?”
“Of course not,” he said in a sharp voice. “But we are likely dealing with unspeakable evil. Should you become possessed—“
I flipped open the briefcase and pulled out a file filled with newspaper clippings. “Yeah … that ain’t exactly going to work for me, Padre. You either trust me or you don’t. Besides, your boss in Rome seems to think I’m good enough for the task at hand. I’m just surprised that you weren’t at least briefed about who I am and what exactly I do for my clients.”
He took a seat on the edge of his desk and folded his arms. “Who are you then, my son?”
“It’s complicated, Padre,” I said, avoiding his gaze. “You’ve seen the kinds of things that most people can’t even imagine in their worst nightmares, but that’s only a fraction of the stuff that’s out there.”
“Try me,” he said, as his eyes narrowed.
I reached for my cigarettes and slid one out of the pack. I flipped it in my mouth and lit it with a quick flick of my Zippo lighter.
“All right,” I said, taking a deep haul of smoke. “Do you remember how old Noah was when he died?”
“According to the Bible, he lived to be nine hundred and fifty years old,” he said flatly.
“Do you believe it?”
“It’s a mistranslation of age.”
“Is it now?” I said as he slid an ashtray out from his desk drawer. “I sort of transcend mortal concepts of age and stuff. So, I’ll ask you this – do you believe in reincarnation?”
He let out a frustrated sigh. “You’re to tell me that you’re a reincarnated Spartan soldier and that you’re over two thousand years old? Please, Mr. Reaper, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t insult my intelligence.”
“I’m no Spartan soldier, but I’m old,” I said flicking ash from my cigarette into his ashtray.
“You’re talking in circles,” he said.
“I’m trying to finesse something you’re going to reject, so sue me.” I shot back. “You’ve seen the stuff of nightmares, Padre. I’m no Demon, but I know they’re real. I know that a heaven exists and that divine forces govern life and death here on earth. The truth of me is the kind of shit that most human beings would be unable to believe because to believe it would mean that the world’s scientific and logic based view of things doesn’t amount to squat. You know my surname. You figure it out.”
“No, I don’t believe you,” he said with a slight edge to his voice. “But, I am going to have to work with you – the Church made that clear enough. We’ve looked at the photos, what’s the next step?”
I stubbed my cigarette out in the ashtray and pointed to the briefcase. “Ideally, we’d have a heart-to-heart talk with whoever in the Church prepared this little bundle of high resolution gore, but I somehow suspect that ain’t gonna happen. There’s also the matter of my fee.”
He reached into the desk drawer and pulled out another manila envelope, only this time I could tell it had a stack of cash inside. “There’s twenty-thousand dollars in here,” he said, placing it on the desk next to the ashtray. “I’m advised to inform you that you’ll receive the other half upon successful completion of the contract.”
I picked up the envelope and pulled out the money. The hundred dollar bills were crisp and stacked in neat piles bound with thick elastic bands. “Successful completion of the contract, huh? It’d be nice if I knew what your boss means by that.”
“Presumably it means that we need to catch a killer,” the old priest said as he gazed down at the photos. “Only we need to determine whether the killer is human or something else.”
“On that we agree,” I said. “Unfortunately, I’m not a gumshoe. These pictures and the reports on each victim are meaningless unless we know what we’re looking for, and to do that you need someone with a trained eye for these kinds of things.”
“And who might that be?” he asked.
I clenched my jaw as I pulled out my cell phone and flipped through the address book. “Someone who doesn’t exactly approve of my methods. She’s probably going to need some spiritual guidance, Padre, because these photos are going to go over about as well as a nun in a whorehouse.”
I found the name I was looking for and pressed the send button with my thumb. It was time to call Detective Sergeant Carol Sparks.
 




I left the priest, deciding instead to deal with Sparks one-on-one. You know, in case she decided to shoot me after showing her pictures of dead angels.
“This better be good, Reaper,” Carol Sparks grumbled as she stepped out of her police cruiser. “Why the hell are we meeting at the bloody library of all places, anyway? You could have come down to my office.”
“The last time I was at the cop shop you had me sharing a cell with a mental patient who couldn’t stop whipping out his pecker,” I said as I gestured for her to follow me into the old four story building. “That left me scarred, Sparks, I still have nightmares about it.”
“Suck it up, sunshine,” she said as we climbed the steps and walked in through the enormous brass covered doors leading to the main foyer. “If you’re planning a one-on-one bitch session about not getting paid for that guy two nights ago, forget it. I’m not interested.”
“Nope – consider it your yearly freebie,” I replied casually. “I’ve rented a private meeting room for an hour and the clock is ticking. I figured if we met at my place, people would talk.”
She snorted. “Yeah, we wouldn’t want your scumbag friends to think you’re a snitch or anything, would we?”
“That’s not fair, Sparks. You know I don’t have any friends – only acquaintances.”
She snorted. “I’ll acquaint your ass with my boot if you’re wasting my time. This better be good, Reaper.”
I kept myself a healthy distance behind Sparks as she strolled into the meeting room. She sat down at the head of a small board room table and threw me an impatient glare and it was at that moment I half-wondered if seeking out her opinion wasn’t a good idea.
She was also scowling so hard I was afraid she might turn me into a pillar of salt. For the briefest of moments, I considered that Sparks might actually beat on me with the briefcase once she saw the photos.
“Carol,” I said cautiously. “I need your help with something.”
“Since when are a first-name-basis, Reaper?” she answered sounding as icy as ever.
I pushed the snappy comeback that was on the tip of my tongue back into its place and said, “Detective, I have some stuff I want you to look at but before I share it with you, I need you to keep an open mind. A very open mind.”
“If you’re looking for my help so you can shoot someone, then forget it. The law exists to catch these criminals and put them away.”
I pulled out the thick file containing the photos and dropped it on the table. “Not everything is a simple matter for the police to investigate – it’s why you’ve never prosecuted me.”
She glanced at the file and for a short moment and then leaned back in her chair. “Fine … what have you got?”
I opened the file and laid out the pictures in a neat row about an arm’s length from Sparks. I kept my mouth shut because the next move was up to her – she could believe that what she was seeing was real or she could have a meltdown. Knowing Sparks as well as I did, my money was on a meltdown followed by the liberal use of four letter words and possibly handcuffs.
Sparks rose from her chair and leaned over to examine the pictures. I watched her eyes as they panned over each gruesome shot mostly to gauge her reaction, and for the briefest of moments her eyes narrowed, as if she were squinting to make out the tiniest of flaws in a gemstone. She flipped over the first photo to see the stamp of the Holy See along with the date of the murder and then dropped down into her chair as a look of confusion washed over her face.
“Assuming this isn’t a forgery, it would appear that I’m looking at a Vatican seal or something,” she said pointing at the back of the photo. “How did you get these?”
I raised my eyebrows. “The photos are real – I was approached by someone from inside the Church. You know that what you’re looking at probably won’t fit neatly into any police report, right? It’s why they sought me out … so what do you think?”
She slapped the photo on the desk and then placed her hands on the edge and gave a hard shove. Her chair rolled back about a foot as she stared at me, wide-eyed. “What do I think?” she huffed. “What the hell do you expect me to think, Reaper? You’ve got pictures of four dead men- “
“Dead angels,” I interrupted.
She immediately jumped out of her chair and headed for the door, so I leaped out of mine and grabbed her arm.
Bad move.
In a fluid motion, she spun me around and wrenched my arm into a hammerlock as she shoved me face-first into the wall.  I felt the muzzle pressing hard against the back of my head and I could hear Sparks’ teeth grating together.
“Don’t ever fucking touch me, Reaper,” she snarled. “I don’t know what the hell the Church wants from you, but I’m not doing this – I can’t deal with this shit.”
“They hired me,” I said, wincing from the pain in my right shoulder. “But I’m not a detective, Sparks, that’s your department.”
She wrenched my arm higher into the center of my back and I ground my teeth together as another sharp jolt of pain stabbed at my shoulder. “What the hell do you expect me to say, Reaper? Do you honestly think I’m going to believe your bullshit story that those are dead angels?”
“It’s not my bullshit story, Sparks. You know what I am. Those are angels, Detective. It’s real, the Church knows it’s real and that’s why they hired me. They want me to take this guy down.”
She let go of my arm and stepped back as I turned around and massaged my shoulder. It was the first time I’d ever gone to Carol Sparks for anything, and it was just my dumb luck that it had to be a serial killer case that was about a thousand miles past any detective’s worst nightmare. She leaned over the photos again and I gave her a wide berth as she fanned them out across the table.
“I can’t accept this, Reaper,” she said coldly. “You’re asking me to believe in the unbelievable. I won’t do it.”
“I’m not asking you to accept it,” I said flatly. “I know that these pictures defy all logic and reason, but they’re real – it doesn’t matter what your belief system is, okay?”
“I need a freaking drink.”
“I’ll buy you a forty-ounce bottle of whatever you need to get you through this, Sparks. Just tell me that you’ll help me.”
She let out a weary sigh and returned to her chair. “I’m not even going to ask for the cause of death. Do you have anything in the way of forensic evidence?”
I grabbed the file and sat down in the chair next to her, beyond an arm’s reach. I pulled out a forensics report and handed it to her. She slipped on a pair of glasses and started reading. After about ten minutes of silence, she stood up and once again looked over the photos. She then carefully stacked them into four separate piles and grabbed her pen out of her blazer.
“Okay, this pile is St. Catherine of Alexandria Parish in Mexico City. The next one is St. Margaret of Antioch Church in New Orleans. This one was found at St. Cyriacus Catholic Church in Boston and the last one was found at St. Christophorus Basilica in New York City. The forensics report doesn’t list a cause of death for any of them.”
I grunted. “They’re angels, Sparks. I doubt there’s a medical examiner in this galaxy who could figure out what killed them.”
“Yet it says here their hearts were removed post mortem, but the bodies don’t show any signs of a conventional violent death. No entry or exit wounds from small arms ammunition. They weren’t stabbed or bludgeoned. If these bodies are angels, how in the hell would the Church know a thing about their anatomy? For all we know, having their hearts ripped out is the cause of death.”
I shrugged. “Beats the shit out of me … unless.”
“Unless what?”
“Well outside of the big hole in each of their chests, they all share one thing in common.”
She spun around and gave me a knowing look. “You don’t think those bloody stumps on their backs have anything to do with how they died, do you?”
I pointed to the pile of pictures from New York and spread them out. “There’s a hell of a lot of blood on those feathers, Sparks. You and I have both gone to some pretty horrific crime scenes where there was a ton of blood. What do you think?”
“I think that you actually want me to believe they bled out after someone cut off their wings.” She gave me a wild look. “I can’t believe I even said that! Their freaking wings? Come on, Reaper, how can you expect me to believe that these four victims are angels? If word got out that I was helping you on this, they’ll start sizing me up for a straightjacket. Christ, the only reason I’m here is because for some bizarre reason, I actually believe you might possibly be force for good provided that someone keeps you on a short leash.”
This wasn’t going over as well as I’d hoped.
Okay, maybe I was being naïve because I was expecting Sparks to believe in the unbelievable. I threw her a sympathetic nod and then decided to try a different approach. I just hoped she wouldn’t shoot me for doing it.
“Sparks – do you remember that night last year when-“
“I don’t want to talk about it, Reaper,” she spat out the words.
“But you know what you saw when I touched you. You got a ringside seat to your own death. It was my fault for letting that happen – I should never have done it, but here we are. You know what I am, Sparks. If you’re going to deny that those four victims are angels, then you’re going to have to deny that what I showed you was real as well. And I know that you believe it. But I need you to trust me again, Sparks. Give me your hand.”
“Not on your bloody life, Reaper,” she snapped as she pulled her hand away. “I haven’t slept a full night ever since, and when I do sleep, I have fucking nightmares about it.”
“So … on some level you’re acknowledging that what you saw was real. But your future can be changed because of what you saw that night. All you have to do is avoid that convenience store and what you saw won’t happen.”
She immediately bolted up from her chair. “And if I do, that armed robbery is going to happen and that store owner might wind up shot dead! You’re telling me I should let someone else die instead of me? You’re a supreme asshole, Reaper, and this conversation is over!”
Our meeting was going over about as well as a drag queen at a Hell’s Angel’s meeting, so I did the only thing I could do. I clamped my hand down on Sparks’ right wrist. She stood frozen in place as my essence coursed through her body like bullet train and within seconds, we stood together as shadows in time. A young black woman was lying in a hospital bed, her face twisted in pain and dripping with sweat. A handsome black man in short sleeves held her hand as she bore down in her labour, her breath shooting out of her mouth with sharp puffs of air.
“Push, Elizabeth,” the Doctor said. “The baby is crowning. Just three or four more good and hard pushes until it’s over.”
“Hang in there, baby, you’re almost done,” the father to be said tenderly. “I love you so much, Elizabeth.”
The mother drew on her last reserves of energy with an almighty roar. Her head dropped back down onto the pillow as the Doctor reached down underneath the sheet that covered her legs. In seconds a baby’s cry filled the room and he reappeared with the tiny infant in hand. A nurse quickly cleaned out the baby’s mouth and nostrils as the Doctor cut and clamped the umbilical cord and then she wrapped the infant tightly in a thick flannel blanket. She carried the child over to the new mother and father and said, “Your daughter wants to see you Mr. and Mrs. Sparks. Congratulations.”
I released my grip from Sparks and she slumped back into her chair as her eyes slowly filled with tears.
“Those … those were my parents. That was my birth – I-I saw my own birth!”
I knelt down and placed a firm hand on the arm rest of her chair. Sparks didn’t recoil this time. She ran the sleeve of her blazer across her eyes to wipe away her tears and then gazed at me with a look of bewilderment on her face. I said nothing and slowly nodded.
“You’re truly not human, are you?” she said, more as a statement than a question.
My lips arched up into the closest thing to a sympathetic smile that I could muster and I said, “I try to be, Carol. Most of the time my attempts at becoming human blow up in my face.”
“Then … what are you, Reaper because you sure as shit look human to me.”
I could have stood up and made a cryptic pronouncement about time and space and infinite destiny, but Sparks had just experienced the closest thing in her life to a religious moment and I’m not one for blowing my own horn. Instead I remained kneeling before her, unsure of what to say to her in a way that wouldn’t destroy the moment or possibly scare the living shit out of her any more than she already was. I searched her face for a clue as to how I could reply to her question and all I saw was confusion mixed with a healthy dose of fear. But Sparks is a smart woman. She’s always been a straight shooter in all her dealings with me and I had a grudging admiration not only for her skills as a detective, but also for intellect. I decided to take a gamble and I hoped like hell it wouldn’t backfire.
“The truth of what I am is clouded for me, Sparks,” I said slowly. “What you just saw was nothing more than a shadow in time, but it was your time and nobody else’s. I’m not an angel – I am what my name implies. I’m death itself, just dressed up in second-hand clothing from the thrift store. I don’t carry a sickle and I don’t have a hooded robe hidden away behind the seat of my pickup truck. I’m a function of lives-lived … or at least I used to be. Every human being dies eventually and it is my kind that claims them for the next stage in their journey.”
She blinked a few times as she absorbed what I’d just revealed. “So you’re the grim reaper then?” she sniffled. “Are there others like you?”
I nodded. “There isn’t just one of us, there are legions of reapers. More than you can possibly imagine. More than all the stars in the sky on a clear night. I made a terrible mistake once and that’s why I’m now living among you.”
“Do you have a name? Do they have names?”
I nodded again. “Probably. We don’t exactly hang out at the bar after work or join a death-dealer bowling league … it’s complicated.”
“Because of you, I’ve now seen my birth and my death. I can’t deal with this, Reaper. How am I supposed to just get on with my life knowing what I know – seeing my own end?”
I shrugged and said, “I screwed up, Carol. But I’m going to make you a promise and I hope that you’ll believe me.”
“What’s that?”
I placed a tentative hand on her knee. She didn’t try to remove it. “I won’t allow anything to happen to you or anyone on the night you’re supposed to die. Do you understand? You’ll be safe.”
I searched her eyes for a sign that I’d gotten through to her and she avoided my gaze. Still, she didn’t remove my hand so that was a positive development because she could easily have been beating me on the head with her chair. She took a deep breath and composed herself as she turned to face me again.
“God help me for saying this,” she exhaled. “I’ve faced death dozens of times in my career but I’ve never shared a room with it. If you are what you say you are, then what’s in those pictures must also be real.”
“They’re as real as the day you were born, Sparks. And someone is killing them. I need to find whoever it is and stop them because you aren’t the only one who’s looked into the future. Normally I can find any killer and-“
“Just how do you do that, anyway?” she asked.
“It’s what I do, Sparks. I’m connected with all living beings because my kind is a part of the cycle of life and death. Besides, we can’t exactly ask for directions to the next death waiting to happen.”
“So you just knew where that guy who killed those girls was? You could have prevented him from killing Bonnie Teller and Elaine Lahey. Why didn’t you?”
“Because screwing around with the natural order of life and death is what got me kicked out of my order in the first place. Nobody gets to decide who lives or who dies other than the guy with the big white beard. I know that sounds cold as hell, but that’s how it works. Other reapers claimed them. Those two girls were killed because it was their time and nobody else’s.”
“So you just got your marching orders and went after him?”
I stood up and pushed my hands into the pockets of my trench coat. “Nobody gave me any marching orders. It took me a bit of work to locate him and because serial killers are an aberration – a cosmic mistake. They are soulless creatures and thankfully very few and far between. But when I concentrate hard enough, I can find them. I want to find them all because that kind of evil isn’t fit to live.”
“We have a justice system, Reaper,” she said flatly. “People need to see these murderers pay for their crimes.”
“Yeah, well sometimes cops don’t have enough evidence to nail someone they know is a killer – that’s one of the ways I’ve earned a living over the years. I get paid for doing a lot of things you probably wouldn’t approve of, Sparks, but I don’t technically exist and a guy needs money to survive.”
She gave her head a hard shake. “Unreal. All of this is unreal.”
“It’s real, Sparks,” I said pointing at the photos. “Will you help me find this guy?”
“Assuming it’s a guy – for all I know the killer is someone like-”
“Like me?” I said, finishing her sentence. “Look, if he is human then it’s a big-ass mystery as to how he’s able to kill an angel. It’s an even bigger mystery as to why I can’t locate him what with not having a soul and all.”
She rose from her chair and stooped over the photos again. “If we forget for a moment that what we’re looking at is supposed to be angels, then we have to look for clues on the bodies.”
“How come?”
She pointed to the Mexico City victim and then to the body found in New Orleans. “This one has its left arm draped over its eyes. This one here has a hand covering its mouth.”
“See no evil, speak no evil?” I mused.
“The ones in Boston don’t. They’re both laid out with their arms extended wide.”
“And you think it means something?”
She clenched her jaw and said, “Serial killers are all about symbolism and we just need to figure out what the symbols are in these photos. If the first two are see and speak no evil, then the last two with their arms outstretched – that has to mean something. This guy is talking to us, Reaper. We have to learn his language … wait a minute.”
“What have you got?”
She pointed to the Boston and New York photos. “Arms outstretched – isn’t that a symbol for prayer?”
“You’re asking me? The last thing I want to do is get into a conversation with the divine.”
“It has to be,” she said, pulling her smart phone out of her purse. “Maybe he’s mocking the Church. Damn – I wish I had an internet connection in here because I’ll bet you ten bucks that his message has to do with the patron saints those churches are named after.”
“And if we can figure out who these saints are we’ll have our first real clue. Not bad, Detective. So I take it you’re cool with helping me on this?”
She slipped her smart phone back in her purse and grunted. “Reaper, I don’t know if these are angels or not. But someone killed them and my job is to catch whoever did it before they have a chance to kill again. I’ll work with you on this, but according to my rules.”
“And those would be?”
“You follow my lead. You steer clear of the homicide division and you don’t go off with your guns blazing. We’re going to catch this guy and then we’ll decide what to do with him.”
I nodded. “That’s fine with me but just remember that you can’t prosecute someone for killing angels since technically, they don’t exist. If anything we’ll hand whoever it is over to the Vatican Police.”
Sparks headed for the door. “Alright. I’ll research those patron saints and get back to you. And Reaper?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t kill anyone between now and the next time we meet.”
“Who me?” I said, pointing to my chest. “That really hurts, Sparks – I’m just a guy who does odd jobs.”
“Let’s keep it that way. I’ll call you tonight.”
 




I stood alongside the statue of Winston Churchill and watched Sparks’ Crown Victoria as it sped away up Spring Garden Road. I counted myself as being unbelievably lucky in securing Sparks help for this job because I have about as much skill at being a detective as I do at being a counsellor at a summer camp for special needs kids. I slipped my pickup into gear and it lurched ahead with a loud clunk, narrowly avoiding a passerby whose head was a rat’s nest of dreadlocks and beads.
I’d just turned onto Robie Street, a mild breeze flowing through my window, when my eyes panned over to the Halifax Common, a huge urban park that attracts everyone from skateboarders to softball teams. A family friendly place at first glance, but once darkness sets in, you’re basically nuts to set foot in the Common because it’s swarming with drug dealers, petty thieves and young gang bangers.
I stared at the empty jungle gym and scratched my head because it’s always teeming with kids even on rainy days. Naturally I decided to investigate, so I pulled my pickup behind a beat up Toyota minivan and slipped it into park as I scanned the area for any sign of life.
And there wasn’t a soul in sight. Nobody. It was mid-morning and the park should have at least been filled with kids from the daycare center at the YWCA just down the street.
“This ain’t right,” I grumbled as I hopped out of my truck and jogged across the road. As soon as my feet touched the park’s grass, I heard a little girl’s high pitched voice singing happily in the distance. The air should have been filled with the sounds of dozens of kids on a sunny spring morning. I followed the beautiful song until I’d climbed a small knoll overlooking a new toddler swing set the city had installed. A little girl of no more than four or five years of age was laughing away as if she didn’t have a care in the world. That wouldn’t have been much problem save for the fact that the guy pushing the swing set had a look about him and my bad guy radar is generally bang on when it comes to locating scum bags.
It was the kind of look that screamed kiddie-diddler.
I freaking loathe pedophiles. Thanks to the Internet, there are secret societies of the bastards that barter and trade in everything from kiddie porn to human trafficking. They are a special kind of scum who don’t deserve a nine millimeter bullet in the back of their heads, and it’s for this reason alone that I keep a buck knife attached to my belt and a blow torch underneath the seat of my pickup.
I hadn’t used either on pedophile. Yet.
The little girl was dressed in a pink wind breaker and jeans with pink butterflies embroidered on the knees. Her long blonde hair was bound tightly in two pig tails and she had a smile on her face that could melt a foot of snow as she pumped her body, willing herself to go higher and higher. The man behind giving her the occasional push was sporting at least a two-day growth of beard. He was wearing a denim blazer and he bore no physical resemblance to the little girl who had now begun to sing a nonsense song at the top of her lungs.
My eyes narrowed as I approached the pair. The man gave me a quick once over and then lowered his gaze, focusing instead on pushing the swing. The little girl paid me no attention, she was lost in the upward motion of the swing and from the look on her face it could have been anyone pushing her. She was awash in the sheer joy of seeing her feet sweeping high in the air.
“How old is your daughter?” I called out to the man as I took a seat on bench facing the swing set. “She’s cute as all hell!”
He blinked a couple of times and looked to my right and left. “She’s my niece,” he said shakily. “Her mom gave her to me for the afternoon, so we decided the park was a pretty good place to kill a few hours.”
“Oh yeah,” I said, pulling a cigarette out of a fresh package. I lit it and took a deep haul.
“You shouldn’t smoke, Mister,” the girl said, almost breathless. “’Specially in a park cuz there’s signs all over the place.”
My eyes panned over from the girl to the man whose was now slowly moving his left hand into the pocket of his blazer. “Your mom is right, kiddo,” I answered, as I dropped my cigarette onto the ground and stubbed it out with the heel of my boot. “Where is she?”
“What’s it to you?” the man asked, the shakiness in his voice disappearing.
I folded my arms. “Well, you can’t be too careful these days, now can you? Especially in a huge park like the Common where any kid can wander away from a distracted parent. What’s your niece’s name?”
The little girl opened her mouth to say something but the man behind her beat her to the punch. “It’s Danielle,” he said, as he stepped back from the swing set. It was almost like he knew what was going to happen next.
The little girl’s face twisted itself into a knot. “My name isn’t Danielle, I told you that it was Erika!” she shouted.
And that’s when he bolted in a cloud of shale dust.
“Shit,” I muttered, as I took off after him.
He raced over a small crest behind the swing set, quickly looking over his shoulder to see if he’d put any distance between the two of us – mad panic generally lights a fire under the asses of bad guys everywhere. I pushed myself harder to catch up, but he had a good twenty yards on me, so I said to hell with the foot race and pulled out my silenced Beretta. I lined up the sight with his right foot and pumped off a quick shot that hit him like a sledge hammer. He did a face plant into a trash can and in seconds I had him by the scruff of the neck.
“You fucking shot me!” he roared, as he gripped his foot with both hands to stop the bleeding.
“You’ll live … unfortunately,” I said, as I mashed my right fist into his face. His head snapped back and bounced off the grass as I stood up and placed my boot over his throat. “There’s nothing freaking worse than a kiddie-diddler.”
He spat out a huge gob of blood. “Who the hell are you? You’re not a cop!”
“Right … I forgot. Only cops are allowed to shoot perverts,” I grunted, glancing back at the crest near the swings. The little girl had lost interest in the swing set and was now jogging toward us. “Here’s how this is going to play out. You’re within hobbling distance of the hospital, so you’re going to check yourself into the emergency department and you’re going to get all confessional when they ask you how you wound up with a bullet hole in your leg.”
“What the hell are you talking about!” he barked.
I pressed my boot down on his neck good and hard this time, mashing his face into the dirt. “What I mean is that I don’t have time to sit around and wait for the cops to show up. They’ll probably want to take me in for questioning seeing as how I shot you and all – we have a weird ass justice system. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to fess up that you probably have a rap sheet a mile long and a court order saying that you’re banned from anything that even remotely looks like it has a swing set. If you don’t, I’m going to find you and finish this in a way that ensures you’ll be singing soprano for the rest of your miserable life – you got that?”
He nodded so I took my boot off his neck. He slowly got back to his feet and hobbled across the empty field. The little girl caught up to me and said nothing as she watched the man limp away. I dropped to one knee and looked her over to see if there were any signs that she’d been harmed.
It was at this point when I realized that my little angel murdering serial killer case was, shall we say, epic in scope.
“A soul that might yet be saved, death-dealer,” the little girl said in a crisp, clear voice that was about as far from sounding like an eight-year-old as you can get. “Surely you must know that it is our role to mete out vengeance on this world when called on by Him.”
“Shit – you’re a freaking angel!” I spat, suddenly realizing I’d stepped in on someone else’s supernatural turf.
The little girl nodded once. “I am Jael, one of the twin cherubim on the Mercy Seat of the Ark of the Covenant.”
“Right,” I said, eyeballing her closely. “And you just chanced upon a pedophile waiting to happen. That’s why you’re not in your true form.”
She cocked an eyebrow and paced around me a few times. “I took this form because I was trying very hard to lead the man you just shot toward something resembling redemption. This does not concern you and you deliberately chose to interfere.”
“How was I supposed to know you’re a freaking angel? This is an urban park that’s usually swarming with moms and tots and for some reason, this morning it’s completely deserted save for a scumbag that looks like he just got out of jail. He’s all alone with a cute little girl … what the hell was I supposed to think?”
She gave me an indignant look and then simply shook her head. “I know what you’ve done, death-dealer. I’ve a mind to smite you where you stand, but for some absurd reason He believes there is still good in you.”
“I’m glad somebody does,” I answered back. “So you arranged for the park to be empty – you set that guy up?”
“I simply created an environment that favoured a heart-to-heart discussion with the man – none can see or hear us.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Does that include gunshots? Because, you know, I should probably high tail it out of here before the cops come.”
Jael emitted a weary sigh. “What part of none can see or hear us do you not understand? You are crafted by the hand of the divine. It’s why you were able to see me in the first place.”
This was my second ever encounter with an angel so seeing as how I’d been hired to find out who was killing them, it seemed like a good opportunity to pump Jael for some divine insight. I slipped a cigarette between my lips and sparked up my Zippo. “You up to speed on what’s happening, Jael?”
She blinked. “I might be if you could be a bit more specific.”
I decided to take the direct approach and not beat around the bush. “Someone is killing your people and the big guy’s rep here on earth hired me to find him.”
“I’m aware of it,” she said, gesturing for me to follow. “But His work must continue.”
I took a deep drag on my cigarette as I walked up beside her. “Yeah, save a few souls and stuff. I got that. Look, I’d like if you’d throw me a bone on this.”
“What … and I have the answers you’re looking for?” she said, as she took a seat on a worn out park bench. I sat down beside her and wondered for half a second if this was some kind of test. “Are you sure you’re the same being responsible for what happened in 1918 because my sense from talking with you is that you’re dumb as a post. If I knew who the killer was I’d have done something about it!”
“Then tell me about your physiology,” I shot back. “Give me something to work with. They found bodies of angels in Mexico City, New Orleans, Boston and New York. Their wings ripped from their bodies and they bled out. I didn’t realize you guys could actually bleed.”
She regarded me with a look of hesitation and then said, “I take back what I said about you being dumb as a post because you know much already. Tell me, what do you intend to do if and when you find the person or thing responsible?”
I inhaled deeply and waited a moment to gather my thoughts because I hadn’t really decided what my options were if I found the guy. I mean, if he were a human, I could simply end him with a nine millimeter slug, but if he was something different entirely, then it could mean a host of undesirable outcomes. Like him ending me, and that would suck big time. I was hoping the killer was human because if he wasn’t, I’d be in a world of hurt.
“That will depend on whether the killer is human or not, I guess. I do have my limitations. He could destroy this body, for example.”
“Or if he were powerful enough, he could destroy the ancient essence that is you,” she said ominously.
I shuddered for a moment and said, “You must have some information, though, right? I mean all you angels must keep in contact with one another.”
She nodded. “Of course I do. I didn’t come to earth with the sole purpose of saving the pathetic creature that you shot. An army of us are scouring the world to find whoever did this.”
“Holy shit,” I whispered.
“Charming,” she said, shaking her head. “You chose now to blaspheme. Amazing.”
I rolled my eyes. “Listen, if I’m going to find this guy-”
She raised a hand to cut me off. “Unlikely. This is best left to His servants, and you, death-dealer, have fallen from grace.”
I chewed my lip for a moment and then said, “If there’s an army of your people looking for the killer then I’m going to assume that we’re staring into the abyss. I had a vision that was filled with end of the world kinda crap.”
“It’s not my place to say,” she said curtly. “But I’d like to know something.”
“What?”
She pulled her knees up to her chest and for half a second I forgot that I was talking with a Holy entity and not a little girl. “What do you believe you stand to gain should you find the killer? One good deed does not erase all of the terrible things you’ve done.”
“I expect to get paid,” I said firmly. “I’m not looking for some kind of Holy reward or anything like that. And yeah, I’ve done a ton of crap that ain’t exactly going to get me in anyone’s good books, but I’m not one of the bad guys. Of course I’d like to make up for what I did, but I haven’t a clue how or where to begin. Half the time I don’t even know if I should bother.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “I never suggested that you were completely beyond all hope, death dealer. If anything, you’re just another lost soul.”
“I’m not lost – I just wound up getting evicted by my own kind. Listen – can you do me a favour?”
“That depends on what it is,” said Jael.
“Give a homeless guy a bit of spiritual guidance,” I said earnestly. “How can I make up for the shit I’ve caused – all the lives I’ve taken? If I’m to live among human beings, how can I escape the truth of what I am?”
She placed a tiny hand on my knee and offered what I could have sworn was a compassionate smile. “We can never replace what we’ve taken by doing good deeds or thinking honourable thoughts, death-dealer. In spite of your murky past, there is a reason you are here. There’s a reason for all of us and it’s entirely possible that you been called on by His will. If that’s the case, then what you have been given is a great gift. How you choose to use that gift will determine your worth in His eyes.”
I nodded and kicked at the dirt with the heel of my boot. “Jael,” I said with more than a hint of dread in my voice. “I heard a voice yesterday – in my flat. It said, help me.”
She threw me a surprised look. “And you believe that He was calling out to you? This is an unexpected development.”
Okay, I didn’t see that coming.
The tiny angel spun around to face me. She looked me square in the eyes and clenched her jaw tightly. Clearly she was struggling to tell me something and the last thing I wanted to do was to put my foot in my mouth and screw up any chance of learning what she knew about the killer.
“I don’t like this,” she grumbled, as she lifted her chin up and gazed into the sky. “Am I to believe that a lowly death-dealer can somehow find that which your servants cannot?”
A sharp gust of wind blew beneath my feet as Jael continued to look skyward, her eyes firmly fixed on someone or something I clearly couldn’t see. She exhaled heavily and then slowly lowered her gaze until she was staring into my eyes again.
“My question remains unanswered,” said Jael, sounding slightly deflated. “It is therefore a matter of faith for both of us, it would seem.”
“Then you’ll tell me what you know?” I asked.
Jael slipped off the bench. Her eyes narrowed for a moment and she inhaled deeply. “The truth is that angels live alongside all of humanity. Taken human form by the power of His word and charged with giving hope to those who have lost their faith, we number in the thousands.”
I snorted. “That ain’t exactly a revelation, Jael. There’s dozens of websites devoted to angel sightings. There’s also dozens of websites about UFO sightings, Bigfoot encounters and alien abduction. What I’m not getting is that if you guys are all powerful, then how come you haven’t found the guy who is killing you?”
The angel’s jaw clenched tightly and she glared at me. “Do you think we’re not looking for the killer? Of course we are! But for all our Holy power, we simply can’t find him. What’s worse is that we haven’t a clue how the killer manages to find us.”
I lifted a finger. “Wait a minute … I mean, demons might be helping him. Maybe they know how to find you and this is some big netherworld plot.”
Jael shook her head. “There is no plot between the dark forces and the killer – of this we are certain.”
“Why’s that?” I asked, surprised by Jael’s categorical denial of Hell’s involvement.
She pursed her lips tightly and gave be an uneasy look. “Because four of the fallen have been found murdered in the same manner as the four angels.”
Jumping, dying Moses.
I blinked hard as I tried to absorb the gravity of what Jael had just disclosed. Someone was killing angels and demons? But how? I wasn’t entirely surprised that angels live among humans because demons exist as well – hell, they have their own pub on Hollis Street for crying out loud. Yet for someone to take down both angels and demons, well, they’d have to be damned near omnipotent – that or the killer could be someone from within either side’s ranks. Was it possible that a divine being could present with the same kinds of psychological behaviors that are hallmarks of a serial killer? How could that be possible in the first place – they see all, they know all.
“And the four murdered demons were found in Mexico City, New Orleans, Boston and New York, right?”
She nodded. “Bingo. For every one of ours that is killed, so too is one of theirs.”
“Could the killer be one of your people?” I asked.
“Doubtful – we are agents of His grace and He most certainly would know about it – just as he knew that his most favoured would rise up against Him.”
“So you guys don’t have a clue either, perfect.” I said flatly. “What in the hell have I been dragged into?”
Jael placed a hand on my shoulder. “Or rather, why have you been dragged into it, death-dealer. It’s possible the answer lies in why your help has been sought to solve this mystery.”
I snorted. “Four dead angels and four dead demons. A divine voice has called out to me. It might have been Him or it might have been another frigging angel about to get his wings clipped. That means there’s possibly a fifth dead demon – maybe even right here in the city somewhere.”
And just like that, my cell phone rang. I slipped it against my ear to hear a frantic Carol Sparks on the other end of the line.
“Reaper – I need you to come here quickly!” she nearly shouted into the phone. “I’m at Fairview Cove. There’s a shipping container and inside is … shit! Just get your ass over here because what I’m staring at doesn’t look … human.”
“I’m on my way,” I said, pushing down a wave of panic that just bubbled up from the pit of my stomach right into my throat. Jael regarded me with a suspicious glance.
“What is it?” she asked.
I stuffed my phone into my pocket and said, “That was Detective Sergeant Carol Sparks from the Homicide Division. They found a body at Fairview Cove and she said it didn’t look human. Sounds to me like that angel who called out to us might be tits up just like the other four. I’m going to head over.”
Jael nodded. “Ah … Ms. Sparks. She is quite tenacious when she sets her mind to a challenging task. You’re in good hands.”
“Tenacious?” I mused. “Yeah, that sounds about right. I gotta jet, Jael.”
“Goodbye, death-dealer. Do try to be careful because whoever the killer is will be coming after you the moment he knows about your involvement.”
“You’re worried about my safety?” I said with more than a hint of sarcasm in my voice. “That’s rich. Listen, I find anything, how will I know how to find you.”
The tiny angel smiled warmly. “Oh, dear silly death spirit – you can never find us, but we can always find you.”
“Just like how you divine types have been leading the charge in your search for the killer, right?” I said with a slight edge to my voice. “How’s that working out for you?”
Apparently I’d struck a nerve. The little angel’s face twisted into a knot and she fired off a glare that could melt the hull of an aircraft carrier. “Be mindful of your tone, spirit. You are dealing with godly forces – you might well become a casualty in all of this.”
“Probably,” I said as I turned on my heels and headed back to my pickup. “But then again, I’m not the one getting his wings clipped. Be seeing you, Jael.”
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The Fairview Cove Container Terminal contained seventy acres of land and more than two thousand linear feet of dock.  A familiar sight to Haligonians bombing up the Bedford Highway on their way to work, massive cranes towering clear across the basin. As one of the largest container terminals in the country, Fairview Cove was a prime destination for human smuggling rings and nearly every year a body popped up inside a shipping container.
Only this time the body wasn’t human.
The creature lay flat on its belly, a large pool of black ichor collected on its right side. Two pulpy stumps on its shoulders from where its wings should have been – cut off, just like the other four dead angels. Carol Sparks kept a healthy distance from the demon, a mixture of disgust and horror on her face. The dock worker who’d found the body, a linebacker-sized black man who looked like he could have killed whatever the thing I was stooping over with his bare hands, draped a meaty arm around her shoulder. Sparks leaned into his chest.
“Anyone else know about this?” I asked, looking back at Sparks. “You know, other than your boyfriend there?”
She bristled at my question. “He’s my brother, Reaper. When he found the body he called me – he always calls me.”
“Nice. Does your brother have a name?”
“It’s Derek,” he said in a deep, baritone voice. “What the hell is that … that thing?”
I stood and said, “It’s a dead body. They’re always finding a one or two at Fairview Cove. If you work here, you should be used to that by now.”
“That don’t look like any dead body I’ve ever seen. It stinks like a sewer … what is that, sulphur?”
I gave Sparks a knowing look that she immediately picked up on. She took her brother by the hand and gave it a tight squeeze. “Derek – I need you to trust me on this, okay?”
He nodded. “Okay – I trust you, Carol. Now what the hell is that thing?”
“Something you don’t need to know about,” she said, sounding like a regular person this time, instead of the by-the-book detective she was. “Something that could probably get you killed if you told anyone. I want you to run interference on the rest of the staff here. Tell them you found another shipping container that’s been vandalized. Can you do that for me?”
His eyes narrowed. He glanced back at me for half a second. “Who’s that asshole?”
“I’m the asshole that’s helping your sister on a really complicated case,” I said, mildly annoyed at his tone. “And this thing we’re staring at is a—“
“It’s a cult killing!” Sparks blurted out. “Derek, just do this for me, will you? This is off the clock, if you know what I mean.”
He gave me a menacing glare, which was kind of admirable when you think about it. He was protective of his sister, a normal human response. Not that Carol Sparks ever needed protection from anyone in this freaking galaxy.
“I can buy you about twenty minutes,” he said, finally. “The next shift is getting ready and I’m running the safety meeting today, so I’ll drag it out. I take it you’re going to be bringing whatever the hell that thing is with you, right?”
“If we can scrape it off the asphalt,” I said. “And seriously, your sister isn’t wrong about us being off the clock, so keep your little discovery this afternoon between the three of us, will you?”
He let out a throaty grumble, and said, “Fine – Carol, are you going to be okay?”
She nodded. Then gave him a half smile. “Yes – try not to worry. We’ve got this covered.”
He grunted his displeasure and trudged off to his tiny pickup. In seconds, he was gone. Sparks still maintained a good distance from the corpse, holding a handkerchief over her face.
“Derek was right – that thing stinks,” she said. “What the hell am I looking at?”
“That depends on whether you want to have your mind blown again,” I said, kneeling down in front of the creature’s face.
The demon’s skin was covered with festering boils, glistening with some kind of unnatural sheen or slime, I couldn’t tell which. Its torso appeared similar to that of a human except it was disproportionate to the rest of its body – as if it had been stretched beyond that of a normal man. One stiff arm reached out, it’s claw-like fingers extended as if the demon had been trying to grab on to something, anything that might save it. A pair of sunken eyes that were little more than inky, black pools stared off into the distance. I wondered for a short moment if that was the direction the killer had gone after he’d slaughtered the monster.
“It doesn’t look like any angel I’ve ever envisioned — it sure as hell doesn’t look like what we saw in those photos,” said Sparks as she approached the body.
I shook my head. “That’s because it ain’t an angel — this here sack of shit works for the other guy.”
“The other guy, as in the Devil?”
“Bingo,” I replied. “It’s not wearing the regular flesh sack so it can blend in with humans — I’m thinking the killer must have taken it with him. That tar-like stuff is probably the netherworld version of blood, so, you know, try not to get any on you or it might give the guys downstairs an express route to your soul .”
She stepped back, still covering her face. “This is a lot to take in, Reaper. What are you saying?”
“I’m saying this pretty much confirms that our serial killer isn’t just targeting the good guys on an exclusive basis.”
“He’s killing both?” She almost choked on the words. “But, how is that possible?”
I shrugged and pointed to the creature’s shoulders. “With a really sharp knife from the look of these stumps. Where are the wings anyway?”
“They have wings?” Sparks said. “Wait a minute. Of course they have wings — they used to be angels, if I know my bible.”
I nodded. “I’m impressed. You probably kicked ass in Sunday School.”
“Shut up, Reaper — I can’t call this in. So what’s the plan?”
I glanced at her police cruiser and then back to the body. “The trunk of your car looks like it’ll do nicely. I want to get this thing to the Archdiocese and let them deal with it. You wouldn’t happen to have any work gloves, would you?”
She gave me a sour look. “I’m a detective, not a longshoreman — hey look at that.”
“Look at what?”
Sparks stepped forward and knelt beside the creature’s other hand balled in a fist. She pulled out a Bic pen from her blazer and slipped it into a tiny metal loop sticking out from between the folds in the monster’s skin. She pulled.
“It’s a chain – like a necklace. The only problem is that it’s stuck and I’m not laying my hands on this thing.”
I leaned over to get a look at what she was talking about and then reached over and opened the demon’s closed fist until its palm was flat on the pavement. Sparks gave the chain a sharp tug and then stood, the chain dangling from the end of her ballpoint pen. What I saw at the end of the chain surprised even me.
“A crucifix? What the hell is a demon doing with a freaking crucifix? Holy symbols are toxic to hell spawn.”
Before I could say another word, a sizzling sound, like someone was frying bacon erupted. I glanced down to see a series of wispy thin smoke tendrils floating into the air from the center of the demon’s back.
“Reaper, that thing is starting to burn,” said Sparks as she took a step backward. I stepped back, too, and watched as a small glowing ember appeared between the demon’s shoulders. It burned quickly, spreading across the monster’s body as a thick plume of oily black smoke filled the air. The body hissed and spat tiny yellow flashes as I pulled Sparks back toward her Crown Victoria when suddenly there was a flash of orange light followed by a short, intense wave of heat. A plume of white flame shot up a good ten feet in the air and within seconds it was over. All there was left to show that a demon had been murdered was a five-foot circular scorch mark in front of the shipping container.
Sparks grimaced. “Was that supposed to happen, Reaper?”
I dangled the crucifix in front of my eyes and furrowed my brow. “Your guess is as good as mine. At least it saves us the trouble of driving around the city with a demonic corpse in the trunk of your car. Good thing it went nuclear here instead of while you were on the Bedford Highway.”
She pointed to the crucifix. “So, if Holy symbols are toxic to demons, do you think he might have ripped it off the killer?”
“That, or it was planted on him. I need to have a little chitchat with Father Butler. Want to meet him? He’s an exorcist, so he deals in this kind of stuff.”
Sparks exhaled. “An exorcist. Well, of course he’s an exorcist. You know, I just want to thank you from the bottom of my heart for including me in this little adventure.”
I blinked. “Seriously?”
She gave me a good hard shot in the left shoulder that actually stung for a second. “No, you moron! I’d rather be investigating the three cold cases that have been sitting on my desk for the past week. Instead, I’m running around chasing ghosts with a guy who claims to be a death spirit. I’ve seen photos of four dead angels and now I’ve been introduced to the concept of a self-immolating demon. My brain says none of this can possibly be real, but what I just saw, it … it—“
“It doesn’t fit neatly into your analytical mind?” I interrupted. “There’s a lot of evil shit in the world, Sparks. You know this better than anyone. You’re probably thinking that if angels and demons exist, then all those legends and myths that humanity calls superstition are true. Sorry to ruin your day, but we’re dealing with something that has world-ending consequences.”
“Then why hide, Reaper?” she asked. “If these things exist, why stick to the shadows? I mean, if God exists, then why not come down to earth and kick some ass or something?”
I snorted. “Because he built the place – when was the last time a building contractor ever cleaned up a mess after building a roof, or a house, or anything?”
“You’re likening God to a building contractor?” she choked.
“Again … He built the place,” I said, gesturing to the sky with my thumb. “Maybe demons and angels and shadowy figures that go bump in the night are all sub-contractors on the public works project known as humanity. The world is far from perfect, Sparks, but in its own warped way, the checks and balances tend to work themselves out.”
“Is that what you are, Reaper? A system of checks and balances for murderers and serial killers?”
I shrugged. “Maybe, probably, and who the hell knows? Who knows the meaning in the killings of angels and demons for that matter? I’ve been hired to find whoever is killing these assholes, and the only clue I’ve got is this stupid crucifix and some crime scene photos. I need to call in some markers on this one.”
She looked at me suspiciously. “More people like you? Supernaturals?”
I shook my head. “Not entirely. You want to go for a ride? There are some people we need to see.”
“That thing?” she sneered as she pointed to my beat up F150. “Why don’t you leave it in the parking lot and we’ll take my car.”
“All right,” I said as I headed for my truck. “And Sparks?”
“What?”
“You might not believe this, but I want to thank you for helping me. Does this mean we’re friends now? Because if so, you should know friends never diss their friend’s trucks.”
“We’re not friends, Reaper,” she called back. “And your truck is a piece of crap.”
I chuckled as I hopped inside and rolled down the window. “You’re a class act, Carol. I’ll take that as a yes.”
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“Those patron saints from the four churches,” said Sparks as she maneuvered the Crown Victoria through the evening traffic with the skill of a NASCAR driver. “I did manage a bit of research.”
“What did you find out?” I asked as we roared past a Tim Horton’s double drive-thru with a line-up of cars that stretched out onto Windmill Road.
“Saint Margaret of Antioch. The Romans threatened her with death unless she renounced the Christian faith, and she refused, so they tried to burn her at the stake. What’s amazing is the flames apparently didn’t kill her. In fact she walked away without a scratch. She was then bound hand and foot and thrown into a cauldron of boiling water, but at her prayer her bonds were broken and she stood up uninjured. They finally did kill her by lopping off her head, though.”
“That’ll do it every time,” I said as my stomach rumbled. “You hungry?”
She glanced at her watch. “I’m on my day off – you buying?”
“Sure – let’s hit the golden arches. I’m craving mechanically deboned chicken morsels.”
“Alight,” she said, as we pulled onto Nantucket Road and headed up the hill to a McDonald’s.
I handed her a twenty-dollar bill and said, “Here you go, order anything you like. I’ll have a McNugget combo with a Coke.”
She grabbed it and spoke to the disembodied voice that was coming out of the menu screen and five minutes later we were parked in a far corner of the near empty lot.
“The next saint,” she said through a mouthful of Big Mac. “The one from Mexico City.”
“Saint Catherine of Alexandria Parish – that’s where they found the first angel’s body.”
She took another huge bite. “Yeah – apparently Saint Catherine pissed off Roman Emperor Maxentius by asking him to lay off on the persecution of Christians. She then converted his wife to Christianity which pissed him off even more, so the Emperor ordered her to be put in prison. When the people who visited her started converting to the new religion, she was condemned to death on the breaking wheel – literally, a wagon wheel where the victim would be bound and every bone in their body would then be broken. According to legend, the wheel itself broke when she touched it, so the Emperor had her beheaded.”
“They just loved lopping off people’s heads back then. What about the other two?”
“I haven’t gotten to them yet – my brother called me, remember?”
I sucked back a mouthful of Coke. “One saint walked away from being burned and then boiled alive without a scratch. Another one has an instrument of torture smashed after she touched it. Sounds to me that divine intervention made them invincible somehow.”
“Except for the beheading part,” said Sparks.
I nodded. “You wouldn’t happen to know if there are any relics for those two saints, would you?”
“Yep – there’s a ring that Saint Catherine wore and it’s at some monastery on Mount Sinai and there’s something called Saint Margaret’s Venerable Hand. An actual hand, Reaper! A bunch of monks in a monastery in Greece have it!”
I opened the passenger window and chucked my now empty soft drink container onto the pavement beside me.
“That’s littering!” squawked Sparks. “You can’t litter, it’s against the law! You also can’t litter when you’re in an unmarked police car. Go pick it up!”
I sighed heavily, “Really?”
Her eyes narrowed as she moved her right hand toward her Glock. “If you don’t pick up that cup in the next ten seconds, I’ll shoot you.”
“I believe you would,” I said with a grunt, as I opened the door and picked up the cup.
And that’s when the unmistakable crack of a bullet split the air as it whizzed past my left ear. There was another crack followed by a metallic thump as a bullet struck the right fender of the car. I hit the pavement, my Beretta aimed squarely at where I thought the sound was coming from and Sparks was already pointing her Glock over the right fender returning fire.
“Stay down, Reaper!” she shouted. “That report was from a high caliber rifle.”
“No shit!” I snarled, as I scrambled underneath the car, reappearing seconds later beside her.
“You piss off any hit-men lately?” she said, her eyes peeled on a small copse of trees in the middle of the Anglican cemetery that bordered the McDonald’s parking lot.
“Who don’t I piss off?” I barked. “There’s a lowlife who’s been looking for me. Long story.”
“An enemy?”
“Well my friends don’t shoot at me!” I shouted, as I bolted toward wrought iron fence surrounding the cemetery.

“Reaper, what the hell are you doing! I need to call this in!”

I shouted back at her. “Don’t bother – the shooter is a professional. He’s probably off the grid!”
Another shot rang out, kicking up a clump of sod next to my right knee and Sparks immediately returned fire.
“Cover me!” she shouted, so I pulled out my second Beretta and fired the pair simultaneously at a crypt on top of a small ridge that was about two hundred meters in front of me. In seconds, Sparks was crouched behind a large headstone next to me, her Glock at the ready.
“I saw a muzzle flash from that last shot,” I said. “It’s coming from that crypt across the cemetery.”
“He’s too far for either of us to get a shot with our handguns. If you keep me covered, I can sprint over to the low ground and try to come up from behind.”
I shook my head. “He’s not an idiot, Sparks. If he’s a good sniper, he’ll be moving, too.”
“So what’s your plan?”
I stood up and started walking calmly across the cemetery and straight toward the crypt.
“Reaper! What the hell do you think you’re doing!” shouted Sparks, her voice lilting up an octave.
“Fire straight into the crypt,” I said, aiming both my guns at the doorway. “We’ll keep his head down.”
       “But you’ll be shot!” she barked.
       “Just do it!” I roared, as I started firing into the doorway.
Another crack rang out, hitting me in the right shoulder. A searing pain shot down my entire right side and it was everything I could do to keep my right gun even with my left. I grated my teeth together, squeezing off shots as I half-sprinted across the cemetery. Another shot rang out, hitting me in the chest. It didn’t hurt like the shot to my shoulder, but it did feel like I’d been hit with a sledgehammer. My vision started to blur as my mouth filled with blood, but I kept on shooting. I could hear Sparks’ Glock firing off from behind me and somewhere in the distance I could hear police sirens wailing into the gathering darkness.
I’d been shot twice and thankfully the sniper hadn’t shot me in the head or my great plan of smoking him out would have ended with me lying in a heap in the middle of the cemetery. Another shot rang out, this time hitting me in the right leg, but I pushed back the pain and limped forward, firing a round every two or three seconds. I hit the clip release on both guns and ducked behind another large headstone to reload.
       “Reaper!” Sparks shouted. “You’re hit! Just stay where you are, the tactical team is on its way and they’ll whack this asshole!”
I ignored her and stood up, again firing single shots into the doorway. I hobbled along until I was twenty feet away from the crypt, my shirt and pants were soaked with blood and a deathly chill started to creep up my spine. It wouldn’t be long until I was in shock, so I had to end this or the body I was occupying would become a permanent resident of the cemetery.
“You know who I am,” I growled at the doorway. “If you’re going to take down a death-dealer, you’d better make sure you can do it in one shot!”
Silence.
“I smell cordite – I know you’re in there and I’m willing to bet I can blow your head off before you get a chance to fire another shot. Last warning!”
Silence.
“Your funeral, asshole!” I shouted as I started firing point blank into the doorway. I trudged forward, blasting away until I stood in the entrance. A sniper rifle lay at my feet and the shooter was nowhere in sight. How the hell he’d gotten away without my seeing him told me that I either needed glasses or the shooter was a ghost. I dropped to one knee, disappointed that he’d disappeared into thin air when I heard Sparks’ footsteps in the grass behind me.
“Did you get him?” she panted.
I cocked my head over my shoulder and shook my head. “Nope. And I have a feeling your brain is going to melt again because he vanished into thin air. There’s no exit other than this broken doorway and he’s gone – poof!”
I staggered and everything became fairly clouded. I remember the light headedness I’d felt earlier had morphed into a high grade dizziness and I collapsed. The inside of the crypt was spinning before my eyes and I caught vague glimpses of Sparks as she ripped my shirt off and started applying pressure to my chest wound.
“Hang on, Reaper – an ambulance is coming,” she choked. “Don’t you freaking die on me because I’m going to be in shit up to my eyeballs over this.”
I coughed up a mouthful of blood. “I didn’t know you cared so much, Carol. I need you to get me onto the grass.”
“The grass? The only things keeping you from bleeding to death are my hands on your chest.”
“Just trust me,” I croaked as I struggled to get back to my feet. Sparks helped drag me away from the entrance to the crypt until I was lying on patch of turf. I dug my hands into the earth and it felt warm and tingled against my skin. I could feel the living energy of the grass and trees surrounding me through my fingertips, so I shut my eyes tight and reached deeper and deeper into the swirling stew of living energy. I gathered small threads of it – willing them into a tight bind of power. I opened my eyes and stared at Sparks.
“Get into the crypt and don’t come out until I say so,” I said weakly.
“Reaper, you’re dying in front of me – I won’t let you!” she protested.
I tried to offer a smile, some tiny measure of hope to convince her, but from the look on her face she wasn’t going to budge.
“Carol,” I said through a mouthful of blood. “What I’m about to do is going to kill every living thing within a ten-yard radius of my body. Now get in that fucking crypt now!”
Sparks stared wildly at me for a moment and then grudgingly nodded. She stepped back into the crypt just as I channeled the tight cord of living energy from around me and sucked it into my body through my fingertips. I could hear a faint cry of life ebbing away from the land as I fueled my body with power. I’d have felt a pang of guilt if I weren’t about to die myself, but I needed this body if I was going to find who did this. I rolled my head at the crypt and looked at Sparks. Her jaw was clenched tightly and she had a death grip as she stared at me through a pair of eyes that was probably getting used to seeing the unbelievable.
I could feel the bullets pushing out of my shoulders my leg and chest. The life forces I’d stolen from the earth slowly regenerated my body, the wounds began to close and I took a huge gulp of air as my lungs cleared. In minutes it was over, so I carefully stood up and surveyed the damage I’d caused.
All around me was dead grass, grey and cold and lifeless. A nearby tree had turned ashen, the ground beneath it carpeted with flat grey leaves. Two dead magpies lay with their feet in the air next to the crypt as a cool gust of wind sent relief to my burning skin. I buttoned up my trench coat and then knelt down and picked up the three bullets that moments earlier had been lodged inside my body. Sparks stepped out of the crypt, once again giving me a wide berth.
       “I-It’s true,” she gasped. “Everything you told me is real.”
I slowly got back to my feet and said, “Sorry it had to be like this, Sparks. It ain’t pretty … anyway I’m glad you’ve accepted the truth.”
“But how? You were dying, Reaper!”
“Everything has its time,” I said grimly as I pointed to the dead tree. “The land surrounding us is gone now, and it won’t come back, either. I sucked the life right out of the earth – it was the only way to save this body. That’s why I wanted you to step into the crypt. If you hadn’t, you’d be as dead as those two magpies over there.”
She quickly composed herself and tugged sharply at her blazer. “You need to get the hell out of here now, Reaper. In about two minutes this place is going to be swarming with police.”
“You’re wearing my blood, Sparks,” I said, pointing to her hands. “How are you going to explain that away when the start asking questions?”
She threw off her blazer and tossed it to me. “Take that with you and get rid of it. As for my hands, I’m going to give them a dirt bath. Is there any more blood on me?”
I gave her a quick once over and shook my head. “You’re clear,” I said. “I’m going to cab it over to my truck and then head back to my flat. I need some rest.”
She knelt down and started scrubbing her hands in the dead earth. “That makes one of us at least. I’ll be up all night doing a report on this. I’ll probably get a freaking reprimand, too, for losing the guy.”
“I’m … sorry about that, Carol.” I said earnestly. “My hunch is the shooter has a set of skills that aren’t exactly from this plane of existence if you know what I mean.”
“You think the guy who was asking about you is the shooter. You believe he’s supernatural or something then?”
“Probably,” I said, stuffing her blazer inside my trench coat. “Damned if I know who it is or why he shot the shit out of me. You sure you’re going to be okay?”
“Right now, yes. When I get home later tonight and crawl into bed, probably not. But I’ll mend. I’ll call you in the morning.”
“I gently placed both hands on her shoulders. “Thank you, Sparks,” I said warmly. “I mean that.”
She glanced at my hand and to my great surprise; she didn’t place me in another hammer lock. “When this is over, you’re paying the bills for my shrink.”



12



I took a taxi back to Fairview Cove and hopped in my pickup after tossing Sparks’ blazer into the Bedford Basin. My chest hurt like hell – just because I’d managed to heal myself doesn’t mean that I don’t feel the after-effects of critical injuries. And damaged tissue isn’t the same after traumatic injuries. After being shot to pieces, I reckoned the whole thing had knocked at least twenty years off the natural life span of the body I was occupying.
As I tore up Kempt Road past the Windsor Park Naval Barracks, I started thinking about how my would-be assassin managed to pull off his disappearing trick. If he was mortal, I should have seen him running from that crypt and I didn’t see a damned thing. If he wasn’t, then hell has got some pretty damned good sharpshooters. Trained snipers are masters of camouflage. A good one can stand up behind you and cut your throat before you’ve had a chance to realize he’s killed you.
I flipped a cigarette into my lips and took a deep haul as I nodded to a couple of the ladies on Robie Street when I decided that Sparks would have called me by now if the guy had been hiding in plain sight. It was pretty clear the guy shooting at me had to be the one Dane Woollcott warned me about. Were the few pot shots taken at Sparks and me connected with the killing of four angels and four demons? Whatever the motivation, I’d just survived a clear-cut attempt at a hit and that kind of professional fire power costs money whether the assassin is human or something else entirely. And he or she would have had to be following my movements to know that we’d stopped at the McDonald’s for a bite to eat.
I glanced at my watch. It was 11:15 PM, and Boyzies wouldn’t be flooded with people for another hour. Maybe some of Dane’s contacts might know something. I chucked my cigarette out the window and turned onto Gottingen Street. It had been a long day and I needed time to piece together what little information I had about the murders, so I pulled into the parking lot behind Boyzies and chambered a round inside my Beretta. I wasn’t about to allow someone to try another head shot without my getting a round off first. I had been caught with my pants down at the cemetery and I resolved never to drop my guard like that again.
As I hopped out of my truck I noticed a couple having a major spat in a blue Cadillac Deville across the parking lot that I immediately recognized. It was Emil Vachon in his pimp-mobile complete with a gold grill and matching gold rims. Every window save for the front windshield was blacked out with a limousine tint, but the orange glow from the streetlight provided enough illumination so that I could see an attractive brunette wedged in tightly next to Vachon’s steroid-laden enforcer. Vachon, a man with probably less fashion sense than me was covered with tacky-looking bling and seated comfortably behind the steering wheel and bellowing at the girl.
I stuck to the shadows as I walked across the parking lot just in time to hear Emil start cursing in French as he slapped the woman across the face so hard that her neck snapped back. I was quite prepared to ignore what was going on until I saw Vachon’s enforcer pull out a long-bladed knife from inside his leather jacket. He pressed it against the woman’s throat and she immediately opened up her purse and dumped the contents. Vachon rifled through what had been poured on the driver’s seat and then gave the woman a hard back hand. He nodded to his partner who quickly maneuvered his blade onto the girl’s right cheek.
That did it. I wasn’t going to stand for watching a pretty face like that get wrecked by a low-life like Emil Vachon.
Yeah, whatever. I have a soft-spot for hookers, I told you that.
I ducked behind the rear of the car and snuck up to the passenger window. I tapped it with the pistol grip of my Beretta and the window slid down with a mechanical sounding buzz.
“How’s it going, Emil?” I said easily, as I drove the pistol grip of my Beretta into his thug’s face. There was an audible crunch as the cold metal connected with his cheekbone, so I smashed it into his face again for good measure and the knife fell from his hand. “Not sure who your enforcer is, but there’ll be no cutting up of the ladies in my neighbourhood. They gotta earn a living just like everyone else.”
Vachon threw me a menacing glare. His left hand slowly moved down to between his seat and the door when I cocked the hammer on my Beretta and pointed it over his now unconscious enforcer’s massive shoulders.
“Tim Reaper,” he snarled. “You look like shit … are those bullet holes?”
I nodded as I opened the door and pulled his thug onto the cold pavement. “Oui-oui! And blood, too!” I said in the world’s worst ever French accent. “Now Emil, you know I’m a good client, but when it comes to cutting up their pretty little faces, I like to think of myself as Occupational Health and Safety for working girls. Get your hands where I can see them.”
He placed both hands on the steering wheel and grumbled something in French as I eyeballed the brunette to assess the damage. She looked to be in her early twenties and her face didn’t have that threadbare appearance that prostitutes usually get after a winter of working the streets of Halifax. She had shining black hair that dropped neatly to her shoulders and lips the colour of raspberries. She tensed up for a moment as her brown eyes gazed out over the hood of the car. She took a deep breath and then she straightened her back and started putting everything back in her purse.  In a few seconds she slid across the seat and then stepped out of the car.
“It’s business, Reaper,” Vachon said angrily. “This one here came up short.”
“Uh-huh – you know, the smart pimps are getting their girls off the street and onto the Internet. Some of ‘em even go so far as to register their business as a corporation and offer free dental and drug coverage. They also drive nicer cars than the kind you usually find at a retirement villa. How much is she short?”
“Five hundred,” snapped Vachon as his thug groaned beneath my feet. I drove my foot into the goon’s ribs to keep him on the pavement and then I kicked him one more time for good measure.
“She’d be worthless with a scar, Emil, and your buddy here seemed pretty keen to cut the girl up. My hunch is this little tiff is about something that you’re taking personally. She’s trying to buy her way out and you were going to take her money and leave her with a life-long memento of her services in the sex trade, weren’t you?”
He shot me a defiant glare. “She’s cattle, Reaper. All cattle wind up wearing someone’s brand. She’s no different.”
I glanced over my shoulder at the woman and she avoided my gaze. “You want me to whack this asshole because, you know, I can do that. I never liked French guys anyway.”
She shook her head. “There’s always someone else willing to take his place … are those real bullet holes?”
“Yep – another outfit ruined,” I said casually as I directed my attention back to Emil. “Now, Frenchie, you know that if anything happens to her after you and flat nuts here leave the parking lot that I’ll be coming for you, right? It’s been a crummy day and I’m not in a charitable mood, so you’d better think very carefully about what you’re going to say next.”
I watched his jaw tighten and his eyes narrowed sharply. “Fine … whatever. She’s yours, Reaper. She’s always been more trouble than she’s worth.”
“And the rest of her exit fee? You’re going to write that off, yeah?”
“Sure,” he said, his eyes panning over to the woman. “You’re free, Danni. Consider this an early Christmas present.”
“See? That was easy enough,” I said, stepping back from the car. Vachon’s thug slowly got back to his feet and crawled into the passenger seat. I shut the door behind him and the Cadillac roared to life. The rear tires spun hard against the cold asphalt and left a trail of acrid blue smoke as the car tore out of the parking lot.
I gave the girl another look-over as I fished a cigarette out of the pack and lit it. “So, yeah … I guess, you know, go and sin no more or something. You’re too damned pretty to be working on the streets of Halifax. What are you, like nineteen?”
“I’m twenty-four,” she shot back. “And you’re covered in blood!”
“Thanks for pointing out the glaringly obvious.”
She reached into my trench coat and pulled out my package of cigarettes. She deftly yanked one out and placed it between her lips. “Well … are you going to explain how those bullet holes got there and do you have a light?”
I handed her my Zippo and she lit her cigarette and then took a deep haul. “The bullet holes? Just an on the job hazard, that’s all. I’m all patched up now. So, yeah … what kind of name is Danni? Only a parent in the porn business would name their daughter Danni.”
“It’s Amy – Amy Curtis,” she said. “I always hated working in this neighbourhood … oh shoot.”
“What?”
She took another deep haul on her cigarette and then said, “I can’t go home – Emil owns the condo. He owns all the furniture, too.”
“But you were trying to buy your way out,” I said. “You mean that little prick owns your place?”
“He owns the apartment and everything in it,” she said with a groan. “I had it worked out that if I turned enough tricks for six months, I’d be able to pay off Emil and have enough left over for a damage deposit on my own place. He said that he’d let me go after the last one.”
“And you believed him? Jeez, I thought working girls had street smarts!”
“Apparently not – anyway, thanks for being here tonight,” she said. “I can’t believe he was going to cut my face. The worst I’d ever seen him do was to slap around some of the girls, but never something like that.”
I dug my hands into the pockets of my trench coat and started heading out of the parking lot. “Yeah – well, never work for a French guy. Also, you know, maybe carry a gun or something. It can’t hurt.”
She raced up to me and grabbed my right shoulder. “You’re not leaving are you?”
I spun around on my heels to face her. “That was my plan.”
“But where will I go? I have no money and no apartment. All I have are the clothes on my back. Please – could I just-“
There was a look of quiet desperation in her eyes which was odd given that I’d just secured her freedom. So what the hell did the girl want with me now? She tried to force a smile but that didn’t work, so then she hit me with the one thing in a woman’s arsenal that I’m pretty much useless at defending myself against: she started to sob. Tears rolled down her cheeks and then she buried her face in my chest as my nostrils filled with the apple-cinnamon scent of her hair. Once again, I’d managed to get myself knee-deep in woman troubles and I freaking hate that. I placed both my hands on her shoulders and gave her a slight push.
“Amy is it?” I asked.
She sniffled loudly and nodded. “Yes.”
“You’re about three sobs away from asking if you can stay at my place until you get back on your feet, aren’t you?”
“It would just be for a couple of days – until I get in touch with my family in Toronto.”
“Do I look like a social services agency?” I groaned. “I have enough complications in my life and I don’t need another one.”
She let out another loud sob and sniffled loudly as I started to walk away. The sobbing continued until I’d left the parking lot and it was at this point that I got a strange feeling that might have been guilt or gas – I couldn’t tell which. I continued walking, trying to ignore her blubbering but the strange feeling I was experiencing stopped me dead in my tracks. I turned around to face the parking lot and a weary sigh.
“Can you cook?” I shouted. “This is important.”
She stood up and wiped the tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her blouse. “Yeah – I can cook,” she shouted back, her voice shaking. “Sort of.”
I took another deep breath and kicked at the pavement with the heel of my boot. “Look, Amy – it’s only going to be a couple of days, right?”
She nodded. “Just until I can get in touch with my family – I won’t stay long.”
I fished another cigarette out of my trench coat and lit it. I gestured for her to follow me, and then headed back to my pickup. A meeting with Dane Woollcott would have to wait.
I hopped in and unlocked the passenger door as Amy hustled across the street. She swung open the door and pulled off the fake diamond ring she was wearing. She thrust out her hand and said, “Here – I’m not looking for charity. This is payment, okay?”
My eyes panned down to the ring and then back to her. “Keep the stupid ring,” I said, shaking my head. “Get in the truck and I’ll get you situated.”
“I want you to have it, Reaper. I’m not a freeloader, so just take it.”
“Never said you were,” as I slipped my truck into gear. “You can pay me by making me some breakfast when we get back to my place. Deal?”
She climbed in and threw me a warm smile. “It’s a deal.”
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When we arrived back at my flat, I excused myself to have a shower. The hot water splashing down my aching body felt good, but it offered little in the way of relief for a guy who’d been shot to shit only a few hours ago. I gazed down at my chest and ran my finger along a small indentation in the skin, a tiny scar-covered reminder of my run-in with a nameless, faceless sniper.
Oh, and there was a massive plum-coloured bruise about the size of a basketball, too.
I scrubbed a handful of shampoo in my hair and lathered up as I contemplated precisely why I’d offered temporary shelter to a wayward working girl. The last thing I needed was a perky looking distraction with a pretty face when I was knee-deep in a case involving elemental forces who could burn the planet to a cinder with little more than a wave of a hand. So far I’d learned that whoever was killing angels was also killing demons and for some reason, Halifax was relevant. The question of why it was relevant gnawed at me as I threw on a bathrobe and headed down the hall to the kitchen. The smell of grease and burnt-to-a-crisp bacon filled the air as I took a seat at my dinette.
“I thought you said you could cook,” I said with a grimace as I gulped back a mouthful of coffee swimming with coffee grounds.
Amy hopped up on the counter and gave me a little shrug of her shoulders. “I said I could sort-of cook.”
“Uh-huh … so if you can’t cook, what are you good at?” I asked, spitting the coffee grounds into a paper napkin.
She arched an eyebrow and her lips curved up into sultry looking smile. “Do you really need to ask?”
“Yeah – duh. I mean besides boinking.” I said flatly. “Girls from Toronto don’t usually wind up working the streets of Halifax. As a matter of fact, it’s the other way around – most girls your age want to get out of Dodge as quickly as possible. So why are you here?”
Her sultry smile dissolved and she gave me a little shrug. “It’s a movie-of-the-week. I came out for university – Dalhousie. Anyway, too much partying my first year led to a heap of trouble for me and naturally I just had to party into my second year. My grades were terrible, I cut myself off from my family and of course, there was a boy.”
I rolled my eyes. “And he was a dealer, right?”
She raised a finger to her nose and pointed at me. “Bingo. I started using and pretty soon I needed more money to support my habit. That led to me becoming a … anyway, I’ve been clean for a year now. I go to NA meetings and I have a sponsor.”
“Why aren’t you staying at your sponsor’s place instead of gracing me with your company?” I asked, surprised by her candor.
“Well,” she said, half-groaning. “He knows what I do for a living and he’s been trying to get into my pants for more than a year. If I were to stay at his place, he’d expect me to … well, you know what I mean.”
I nodded. “Oh, right – you’d have to put out. Well you are a hooker – you should expect as much.”
She flashed me an icy glare and hopped off the counter. Her eyes bore into me as she stomped across the kitchen floor and dug a finger into my chest. “You’re a huge asshole, did you know that?”
I swiped her hand away and took another swig of the worst cup of coffee known to man. “Maybe I am, but I deal in reality and everyone has a shit story about their past.  People piss and moan about how hard their lives are and half the time they forget that choices they make are responsible for their lot in life. Listen, you’d better not be lying to me when you say that you’ve been clean for a year.”
She crossed her chest. “Scout’s honour. Tell me … what is it that you do to afford such luxury trappings? You carry a gun but there’s nothing about you that comes close to law enforcement. And you still haven’t explained the bullet holes and blood.”
“It’s a long story,” I said, as I gnawed at a strip of nearly incinerated bacon. “And my place isn’t luxurious. It’s a flat – a boring old flat in a crummy part of town.”
“I was being facetious,” she clucked. “You say your name is Reaper. I’m thinking you’re involved with organized crime somehow. Are you a cleaner or what do they call it … a fixer?”
“I do odd jobs for money – that’s all you need to know.”
She pursed her lips tightly and her eyes narrowed as she hopped back up on the counter. “Sounds like you’re a private investigator. I’ve never met a P.I. before – everything I know about them comes from television.”
“I’m not a P.I. and TV shows bear little resemblance to my life, trust me. Anyway, I’m dealing with something right now that would probably make your eyeballs bleed if you ever found out about it. The fewer questions about me, the better things will be for everyone involved. Got it?”
“Got it – well it is kind of late. I guess I’ll just crash on your couch then?”
“This is a one bedroom flat and in the shape I’m in, I wouldn’t survive a night on my couch. There’s food in the fridge and a carton of smokes in the crisper – keeps ‘em fresh. Seeing as how we’re going to be roommates for a couple of days, it’s probably best to set down some ground rules.”
“I’m listening.”
“Alright,” I said, gesturing for her to follow me. “Rule one is you clean as you go. Don’t leave your junk lying around because I’m a neat freak. Rule two is that you don’t answer the phone or the door. Ever. Rule three is I make the rules and I can add or subtract rules as long as you’re staying here.”
“Sounds fair enough,” she said as she sat down on my sofa. “I have a question, though.”
“Another one? Rule four is that you stop asking me questions – it’s giving me a headache.”
She stretched her long legs across the sofa and said, “Why did you help me? You don’t seem to have an agenda that involves getting free sex, so what gives?”
I yawned as I leaned against the doorway leading to my bedroom. “That French bastard Emil needs to be reminded once in a while that he’s not untouchable. There’s that and the fact that I’m not a fan of anyone who goes around slapping women – hookers or not. I mean, I ain’t a social worker or anything, but I know that women don’t make a conscious choice to do what you do. There’s always a reason for it that has to do with lives falling apart and no shortage of desperation. I might come off like a hard-ass most of the time, but I’m not entirely without compassion.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Is that what this is? Compassion? You don’t have any ulterior motives?”
“The only motive I have right now is sleep. Look, I said my life was complicated and I meant it. But I do have a pretty strict code when it comes to the ladies. You don’t beat up women – ever.”
She gave her head a little shake. “Chivalry is alive and well in Halifax, it seems. Is it okay if I take a shower before crashing?”
“Go nuts. There’s a linen closet next to the bathroom and there’s a big ass comforter and a couple of pillows in there. I’m going to bed.”
She got up from the sofa and gave me a soft smile – it was genuine and honest and actually kind of beautiful to look at. Her eyes twinkled amid the ambient glow from the lamp and I decided I’d made the right decision in helping her get away from the French prick. She was too young to face the kind of hardship that consumes most girls who work the street. Too innocent to get slapped around by an asshole like Emil Vachon, and way too pretty to be in the same room with a guy like me.
“Thanks for helping me,” she said quietly. “Emil really meant to hurt me tonight and you saved me from that. You got me away from him.”
“The next step is up to you, Amy,” I said. “You get yourself back with your family and people who care about you. I’ve been around a long time and one thing I’ve learned is that it’s never too late to start over.”
***
I lay on my bed staring at the ceiling in the darkness. I’d been lying there for more than an hour, my head swimming with unanswered questions about dead angels and motive. Clearly the Church decided that whoever was behind the four deaths bore the hallmarks of a serial killer but how could Father Butler have known how to find me? The only people alive who knew about my extracurricular activities were Dane Woollcott and Carol Sparks, two people I trusted. There was no way on earth they’d tip anyone off because each had a personal stake in the people I’d whacked over the years – they both had skin in the game.
But how could the Church have known?
“Ezekiel,” I whispered.
It seemed far-fetched, but maybe he told them about me – or maybe another angel. Now I’m not saying that the Angel of Death and Transformation appeared in the Pope’s office one morning to Holy trumpets blowing – maybe he’d adopted a human guise like Jael had done back at the Halifax Common. I’d already decided that whoever shot the shit out of me back at the cemetery was probably the guy who’d inquired about my whereabouts at Boyzies, but damned if I knew who’d hired him to try and take me out of the picture.
I chewed on that question for a couple of minutes when my bedroom door opened. The silhouette of a female in a t-shirt appeared from the shadows. I could make out the shape of her breasts and I noticed her erect nipples.
So sue me. I’m a guy … kind of.
She crossed the room and crawled into the bed next to me, slipping an arm underneath my shoulders.
“What are you doing, Amy?” I whispered, as her scent filled my nostrils. I could feel my heart beginning to beat a little bit faster as I breathed her in.
“I don’t ever forget to repay a kindness, Reaper,” she said. Her voice was smooth, like liquid smoke.
She buried her face into the nape of my neck, her hot tongue manipulating my skin with the skill of a surgeon and sending waves of pleasure throughout my body.
“I have a thing for bad boys and you’re as bad as they come.”
She ran her fingers across my chest, stopping to twirl her index finger around my navel.
“I swear to shit, I’ll never understand women,” I said, as her lips worked their way down the side of my neck. “Amy, listen … I wasn’t asking for payment to let you stay here like your NA sponsor … I just-“
She kissed me again and then leaned over to my ear. “Shhh – you did something nice for me now let me do something nice for you,” she whispered, her voice laced with the tiniest hint of mischief. “I feel safe now … I haven’t felt safe for a long time.”
“You think you’re safe with me? God, you must really be desperate,” I whispered back, smiling.
She nibbled on my earlobe and giggled. “These are desperate times. Now shut up and let a working girl do what she does best.”
So I did as I was told.
I shut my mouth … and smiled.
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I woke up to the sound of birds singing outside my bedroom window. If I hadn’t been naked in bed with a hooker, it might have actually been an idyllic scene in a romantic movie, but I hate chick flicks and I had stuff to do. I threw on a clean set of cloths and slinked out of my bedroom, quietly closing the door behind me. I headed into the kitchen and scrawled a note for Amy, once again reminding her not to answer the door or the phone and then I sneaked out of my flat because the last thing I needed after a night of frolicking in the hay was a serious examination of my feelings. Anyway, she jumped me – and not vice-versa. I’d have been happy enough to catch a few hours of shut-eye.
Okay, that was a lie. The sex was pretty amazing. I mean the woman was drop-dead-gorgeous and all. I wasn’t entirely sure why I decided to take pity on her after I’d put the fear of God in Emil Vachon; I’d turned my back on damsels in distress many times in the past, so it wouldn’t have been like I’d be leaving her high and dry. I mean, there are women’s shelters in town.
Yeah, I’m a heartless prick. Whatever. But there was something special about her. I decided that it was pointless to think about what had just transpired in my flat. A shit storm of bad juju was brewing and I needed answers, so I headed to Grafton Street and the offices of the Archdiocese of Halifax. I parked my pickup in front of the old three-story brick building that was once home to St. Mary’s Boys School and hopped out. Across the street I could hear a choir singing hymns from inside the Church of St. David’s. A young priest sauntered out from the marble archway over the main doors of the Archdiocese office, so he seemed like an obvious place to start in my search for Father Butler.
“Padre,” I said, walking up to them. “I’m looking for a Father Butler. Do you have any idea where I might find him?”
He brushed aside a thick shock of blonde hair and then smiled amiably. “Father William Butler or Father Albert Butler – we have two of them.”
“The one with the wire framed glasses and bushy white eyebrows,” I said, holding out my hand to show his approximate height.
He nodded and said, “His office is on the second floor but he’s probably not in there yet. He usually arrives at work around ten in the morning.”
I glanced at my watch, it was nine-thirty. “Alright, I guess I can wait around for him. Is there a reception area or a place I can sit and hang out?”
“Just take the main stairwell up to the second floor and have a seat outside his office. I’m sure he won’t be long.”
I nodded my thanks and headed through the main doors and then down a long hall with black and white floor tiles that reflected the white fluorescent lighting. There was oak wainscoting on either side of me with pictures of priests dating back to the late 1800’s along with framed photographs of Halifax through the years. I eventually found the stairway to the second floor, so I grabbed the shining brass handrail and started up the stairs. In seconds I was sauntering down another hall that was nearly a clone of the one on the main floor when I found Father Butler’s office. I took a seat on a pew-like bench and waited. I waited a full ten minutes and noticed that not a single person had come up the stairs or out of their office, and that made no sense. It was, after all, an office building of sorts, so where the heck was the staff?
I waited five more minutes and not a soul was to be found. Maybe everyone was at mass across the road at St. David’s? It seemed like a reasonable enough explanation, so I decided to take advantage of the situation and do a little snooping. I grabbed the doorknob on Father Butler’s door and imagine my surprise, it was unlocked. Seeing as how someone had left the office insecure, it seemed like an equally reasonable opportunity to simply invite myself inside, and that’s precisely what I did.
I closed the door behind me and scanned the tidy office. A pair of massive bookcases stood opposite me, the shelves packed tightly with thick leather-bound books and dusty old binders. I walked over and ran my finger along the spines and noticed all of the titles were in Latin. I spun around to see an old metal desk tucked neatly in the corner in front of a window. The curtains were fluttering in the breeze, so I headed over to have a look when I saw something that told me I should get the hell out of that office as quickly as possible.
A liver-spotted hand lay in a thick pool of blood.
“Shit,” I muttered as I gazed down at the corpse. Father Butler’s body lay on its side; an overturned office chair lay next to him. His forehead was a pulpy mass of bone and blood and so it was pretty clear someone had whacked him with a clear shot from behind.
“Shit, shit, shit!” I growled. “Somebody whacked him.”
I pulled my Beretta out and stepped over the body being careful not to disturb anything. I pushed the curtain to the side with the barrel of my gun and peeked out onto Argyle Street. I was on the second floor, so whoever the shooter was had to be either in the window of another office building or even a roof. I scanned the surroundings; there were any number of good firing positions. My gut told me that whoever had killed Father Butler was likely the same guy who shot the shit out of me the night before. I wasn’t going to find him and if I didn’t hustle my ass out of the office, I’d wind up as the prime suspect in Butler’s killing.
I quickly stepped over the body and dashed to the office door. I opened it up a crack and peered out into the hallway to see that it was still empty, so I walked out and closed the door behind me. I wiped the doorknob clean of any fingerprints with the sleeve of my greatcoat and raced up hallway and then down stairwell, nearly tripping myself up in my rush to get out of the building. A few of the staff had returned and were wandering around the first floor as I cooled my heels to avoid drawing any attention to myself. I padded back up the hallway and turned left when I spotted a security camera mounted directly above the front entrance. I might as well have just smiled and said cheese.
“Perfect,” I grumbled as I walked out through the marble archway and back onto Grafton Street. I reached for my cell phone as I dodged the oncoming traffic and climbed into my truck. I hit the speed dial as I slipped my pickup in gear and pulled out of my spot, nearly clipping the car in front of me. The phone rang three times and then Detective Sergeant Carol Sparks picked up.
“Reaper – what’s going on? Why are you calling me? Have you picked up a new lead?”
I stomped on the gas and headed up Quinpool Road, racing through a yellow light. “Yeah – in about two minutes you’re going to get a call from the Archdiocese of Halifax. Someone killed Father Butler in his office and it looked like a professional hit.”
“And you know this … how?” she said in a suspicious voice.
“I’d planned to ask him about the whole demon thing – he knew more than he was letting on. Someone shot him through the window in his office and I found his body lying on the floor when I got there. It gets worse, by the way.”
“How worse?” she said, her voice sounding almost cryptic.
“Worse as in the building was empty when I decided to pay a visit. Worse as in they’ve got me coming into the aforementioned empty building and leaving twenty minutes later on their security cameras. Why the hell does the Catholic Church need security cameras, Sparks? It’s the frigging Church for shit sake!”
“Jesus, Reaper!” she almost shouted into the phone. “Where are you?”
“Heading up Quinpool Road – we need to meet.”
She exhaled heavily. “Reaper, you have to come down here and report this. Dammit, you should have stayed put and called it in when you found the body! Where’s your brains? You’re going to be-”
“The prime suspect?” I clucked. “Someone set me up, Sparks. Whoever killed Butler knew I’d be paying him a visit. Shit, whoever tried to take me out last night was probably tailing me for days. They knew I’d be armed – I might as well have just gift wrapped myself.”
“Reaper,” she barked into the phone. “I have an obligation to bring you in – for all I know you could have killed him.”
“Really, Carol?” I said, barely containing the anger in my voice. “You don’t trust me after all we’ve been through together the past couple of days? Dead angels? A self-immolating demon corpse and an attempted hit on me last night? You know there’s a guy gunning for me – you saw it for yourself!”
The line went silent for a short moment and I could hear footsteps and then a door closing in the background. “Reaper, I don’t know what the hell you’ve sucked me into here, but I’ve been doing paperwork all night trying to cover your ass from what happened at the cemetery. Listen – if there’s someone trying to take you down, you’d be safest if you came into our custody. If you didn’t kill Father Butler- “
I cut her off. “I didn’t kill him, Sparks! Look – you saw what I did to the earth and the trees and those birds. This tidy little investigation into a bunch of dead angels has morphed into something bigger than anything that’s ever hit this town.”
“I … don’t know how to handle this stuff, Reaper,” she said in a cold, harsh voice. “Why the hell did you pick me to dump all this end-of-the-world crap on?”
I jammed on the brakes to avoid ploughing into a little old lady at a crosswalk. “Call me a generous prick, Carol. Listen – something bad is brewing. Something way bigger than anything you or the Halifax City Police could ever hope to dream up. You’re a professional investigator and I’m just a fuck-up nine times out of ten. I can’t do this on my own – please just meet with me, alright?”
The line went silent for again and then Sparks emitted a loud groan. “Alright – dammit! You need to get as far the hell away from that crime scene as you can. Christ, you should get yourself as far the hell away from Halifax as possible for that matter, but-”
I cut her off just as I hit a pothole and bounced hard in my seat, smacking the top of my head on the ceiling of the cab. “Rainbow Haven Beach – the parking lot near where they found Elaine Lahey’s body.”
“It’s going to have to wait, Reaper. I’m getting paged and it means that someone probably reported your dead priest. You need to go to ground fast – I’ll be in touch.”
“Shit!” I protested. “How long will that take?”
“As long as necessary!” she snapped. “It’s a murder investigation so you’ll forgive me for doing my frigging job. Just get your ass out of the city and do it now!”
I tore up Robie Street and headed back to my flat. “Sparks, thanks for running interference on this.”
“I’m not running interference, you moron,” she growled into the phone. “If I detect even a whiff that you had anything to with that priest’s murder, I’ll shoot you myself.”
***
I made it back to my flat in less than ten minutes and Amy was busily folding laundry when I stormed through the door.
“Get your shit in gear and be ready to move out of here pronto,” I barked.
She gave me a surprised look. “You’re ditching me so quickly? I thought we sort of connected last night.”
I trotted past her and down the hall to my bedroom. “Yeah – we connected, whatever,” I bellowed as I began stuffing socks and underwear into a duffle bag. “I gotta disappear for a few days and that means that you can’t stay here because people are going to be looking for me.”
She appeared in my doorway and said, “This sounds serious, is there anything I can do to help?”
I shook my head as I reached into the top drawer of my dresser and pulled out three boxes of nine millimeter ammunition, tossing them on my freshly made bed. “There isn’t much help you can offer, Toots. Like I said, I need to disappear and that means that you need to disappear, too.”
She sat down on my bed next to the duffle bag as I went into my closet and pulled out the oak box containing my one remaining nickel plated .357 Magnum Desert Eagle. (I’d gifted the other to a pain-in-the-ass sorceress in Calgary a short time ago.) I opened up the case and pulled out the enormous handgun, cocking it and then chambering a round.
“Jesus!” Amy choked. “Are you expecting an invasion or something? That gun is huge!”
I engaged the safety and slipped it into my duffle bag. “Honey, I’ve been stalked by someone, shot at by a sniper and set up for a murder I didn’t commit all within the span of twenty-four hours. Where I’m going there’s bound to be more gunplay and I like to be armed to the teeth.”
“A murder?” she made a choking sound.
“Yeah, a murder,” I said, tossing boxes of .357 magnum ammunition into the bag. “You don’t know squat about me, Toots, but this is my life. You liked bad boys, well there are bad boys and then there’s me. There’s enough shit flying around me right now that you’ll wind up getting you killed, so, you know, maybe heading to Toronto might be a good idea for you right about now.”
“If only I had the cash,” she said in a somber voice. “I have maybe fifty dollars to my name.”
“The bus is cheap,” I grumbled, as I tossed a fresh pair of jeans on the bed. “Can’t be much more than a hundred bucks for a Greyhound to the big smoke. I’ll spot you the other fifty bucks.”
“It costs two hundred and ten dollars for a ticket – I checked it out online. And then there’s the issue of whether my family hasn’t written me out of their lives entirely by now.”
I zipped up the duffle and slung it over my shoulder as I looked at her. She wasn’t packing. Hell, she wasn’t even getting off the bed for crying out loud. I swallowed hard, trying carefully to select the next sentence I was going to use because if she started doing something stupid like crying, I’d lose my temper and start yelling – my all-purpose knee-jerk reaction to extreme female emotional outbursts. That invariably leads to an ugly scene with more crying, more yelling and then the cops showing up on my doorstep.
“Amy … I can spot you a few bucks, I told you that. We need to leave … now.”
“I could go with you,” she said. “I actually need to go with you.”
I blinked. “Come again?”
“I said that I need to go with you,” she said, hopping off the bed. “You think your life is complicated, try mine out for size some time.”
I slung the duffle over my shoulder. “Complicated how?”
“Well …  Emil has been parked outside your building for the last two hours waiting for me to come out.”
I did a double take and then raced to the big window in my living room that overlooked the street below. Emil Vachon’s Cadillac was parked with a clear view of my building’s entrance, and I could see the French prick had a cigarette in his mouth and was slurping away at a Coke. I grated my teeth together in frustration because I’d parked behind my building and entered through the back. Had I gone in through the front, I’d have spotted Vachon’s car and we’d have had words.
The kind of words that generally leads to gunshots, cops and hell of a lot of unwanted attention.
It was out of character for the French prick to do something so brazen as to stake out my flat and I decided that one of his girls must have told him where I lived. I could see his thug seated next to him but the tinted windows on the limo concealed anyone sitting in the back seat, and I just knew that for Vachon to stake out my place, he’d have brought some backup.
“This day keeps getting better and better,” I groaned as I turned to face Amy. “You know, you’re more freaking trouble than you’re worth.”
She shrugged hard. “You’re the one that came to my rescue, or did you forget that? I didn’t exactly force you to intervene last night. It’s your fault that Emil is out there, not mine.”
“If I hadn’t,” I said, half-surprised by her nonchalant reply. “You’d be in the hospital with a messed up face, Toots.”
It was at this point that the sound of someone pounding at the door to my flat filled the air. They continued pounding so hard the walls shook.
“Nobody screws around with my property, Reaper!” shouted Emil, his voice nearly shrill.
Lovely. So much for my quick and stealthy exit. Vachon was at the door and he probably had about three thugs with him. I rushed over to the peephole and started right into the barrel of a gun.
“Son of a bitch,” I snarled, as I pulled out my Beretta and knelt down to the mail slot. “Toots, we’re leaving. Stay low and follow me!”
I slid the barrel of my gun in through the mail slot and fired off two quick shots. The bullets hit Vachon square on the kneecap and he howled like a skinned cat.
“Get behind the sofa!” I barked as Amy dove for cover. The door flew open and there was Vachon, lying on the floor clutching his right knee. Three of his thugs raced over his crumpled body, guns blazing. I dove behind the couch, landing on top of Amy. I peered out from underneath the couch to see that I had a clear shot at another thug’s foot, so I blasted a pair of rounds and the next thing I saw was his face hitting the floor like an anvil.
I dashed across the living room, firing both guns as the third thug flew over his wounded comrades firing a sawed-off shotgun. A lethal spray of pellets blew a dinner plate sized hole in my plasma TV, knocking it off its stand as I grabbed one of my three-inch thick end tables by one of its legs. I placed it in front of my chest hoping it would make for a half-decent shield against the shotgun blasts and I kicked a gun out of the hands of one of Vachon’s thugs who was applying pressure to his leg wound. Thug number three fired another two rounds that hit the end table like a battering ram. Splinters of wood filled the air temporarily blinding me, as I ducked behind what I thought was my big easy chair. I dropped the end table and ran my forearm across my eyes, trying desperately to clear my vision enough to see what I was shooting at. In seconds my eyes began to focus through a stinging film of tears and then I heard Amy scream.
“I got your honey, asshole!” shouted thug number three as I poked my head above the top of my easy chair. “Toss out your guns or I’ll pop her pretty little face like a zit.”
I grated my teeth together and could hear Vachon groaning something in what I assumed was French. He was lucky I didn’t blast him between the eyes because no I was officially pissed. It’s one thing to come into my flat with your guns blazing and it was another thing entirely to use an innocent woman as a human shield.
I surveyed my surroundings looking for something I could possibly throw that would distract thug number three long enough to blast a pair of nine millimeter slugs in his legs, but outside of throwing the chair at him, I was shit out of luck. This meant that someone was going to get killed in the next thirty seconds and there was nothing I could do about it. As soon as my two Berettas were out of my hands, I knew that thug three would shoot either Amy or me and it was at this point that I decided to think outside the box. I reached into my boot and palmed my blade as I threw one handgun over the top of my easy chair. It landed on the carpet with a heavy thud as I slowly stood up, my one remaining gun in my left hand.
“Toss it on the floor, asshole!” snarled thug number three, his right arm clamped tightly around Amy’s neck and in his left hand, a .38 Special pressed against her temple.
I nodded slowly and said, “Alright, fine … just don’t hurt the girl. Do what you want with me, but let her live.”
“Screw you, Reaper, you sack of shit!’ snarled Vachon from the doorway. “You take what’s mine and you expect me to bargain? Shoot him and shoot that bitch!”
Things went into slow motion at this point. I could see thug number three’s finger begin to press against the trigger as Amy struggled to free herself. Her eyes looked up to me pleadingly as I hurled my boot knife at the thug, the cold steel tearing across the room in a straight, sharp trajectory. It flew into his right eye and he screamed as I spun around and fired two quick rounds at Vachon just as he reached for of his thug’s stray guns. The first round clipped his right ear and the second flew right through his mouth, entering the right cheek and exiting the left. He clawed at his face as thug number three reeled backwards, tripping over an upturned coffee table, so I sprinted down the hall to my bedroom and grabbed my duffle bag. I was back in the living room less than ten seconds later, so I grabbed Amy by the wrist and raced through the doorway. She could barely keep up as we flew down the back stairs and across the parking lot to my truck.
I jumped in the cab and my truck roared to life as Amy climbed in beside me. “Looks like you’re coming with me after all,” I said, catching my breath as I slipped the truck in gear. I could hear the wail of police sirens in the distance and I knew they’d be on my tail as soon as someone from my building identified me as Thomas Waxman. They’d tell the cops what I looked like and what kind of truck I drove, but I smiled contentedly when I considered that Emil Vachon would have some explaining to do himself – once his face healed up enough for him to start talking. I glanced at Amy through the corner of my eye as my truck raced up Robie Street and onto the MacKay Bridge into Dartmouth.
“Looks like you and me have a lot more in common than I’d originally thought.” I said, my hands gripping the steering wheel tightly.
“Like what?” asked Amy, shrinking in her seat.
I fished a cigarette out of my pocket and slipped it between my lips. My eyes panned over to the rear view mirror and I emitted a weary sigh as I lit my cigarette.
“We’re both homeless now,” I said.
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 When you’re in my line of work, you needed back-up plans. Hell, more often than not, you needed a back-up plan for your back-up plan and another one on top of the first two. Because nothing ever went the way you wanted it to. 
 A basic rule of anyone who does odd jobs like me was to have a safe house complete with everything you needed to do a long-term disappearing act. I’ve actually seen some pretty elaborate safe houses owned by guys who made me look like an amateur. They ranged from a high-tech subterranean bunker complete with trip wires and land mines aplenty to a secluded forest fire tower overlooking dozens of square miles of pristine woodland. 
 My safe house was decidedly low-tech. It was completely off the grid right down to the portable generators I used for electricity so that I didn’t have to tap into any government-owned utility. Das Bunker as I liked to call it was an old coastal defensive position on the outskirts of Three Fathom Harbour, about an hour east of Halifax. It was one of dozens the Ministry of National Defence built to protect Canada’s shores from the German Fleet during the Second World War, none of which, by the way, saw any action. In order to access it, you had to drive cross-country through thick, horse fly-infested bush land that led to the concrete and steel entrance doors nestled deep inside a cave that was positively crawling with rattle snakes. I liked cats, but I hated snakes. Like, a lot. Probably one of the reasons that I only used the place on three separate occasions in the past ten years. The bunker itself was constructed of reinforced concrete and came complete with firing slits and a million-dollar view of the Atlantic Ocean – that was, of course, assuming you cut down the trees that had grown in front of the monstrosity over the past seven decades. 
 I kept to the speed limit as I steered onto the highway leading to the airport, glancing through the rear view mirror every few minutes because I’d actually been expecting a high-speed chase with the police. I had to ditch my pickup as quickly as possible, but I wasn’t about to steal a vehicle – that was mistake number one when you were on the lam. Instead, I made a beeline for Layton’s Self Storage – a mini-mall of storage garages about ten miles outside of town. I had a fee-free super-sized unit that I acquired after helping the owner deal with some bad dudes who used the place to fence stolen goods (did I mention that biker gangs and I don’t exactly get along?) and I had access to the place twenty-four hours a day. No questions asked. 
 The sun sat high in the sky as I pulled into the secure compound and wheeled my truck around a pair of large aluminum buildings with more than sixty garage doors on either side of a gravel road. My unit was at the very end and I manoeuvred my truck over a series of ruts until we parked about twenty feet from the door. 
 “Amy … we’re swapping vehicles – you can drive, right?” I said, slipping a key into the lock. It opened with a quick snap. 
 She poked her head out of the passenger window and gave me a sour look. “Um … yeah. I have my license and everything.” 
 “Good,” I said, lifting the garage door over my head to reveal my vintage 1976 Jeep Wagoneer, complete with a faux wood exterior and a chrome roof rack. “Pull my truck in when I drive out.” 
 “What automotive museum did you rob to get that ancient thing?” said Amy as she eyeballed the Jeep. “Is that … is that wood?” 
 I climbed into the driver’s seat and rolled down the window. “It’s a classic — never diss a classic,” I said and pulled a key out from the ashtray. “We’re going to need it where we’re going.” 
 I pumped the gas pedal a few times and slipped the key into the ignition. The big V-8 roared to life and I dropped the Wagoneer in gear with a loud thunk. Amy slid over to the driver’s side of my truck and within minutes I’d secured the storage unit and we were back on the highway. 
 She glanced over her shoulder to the back of the Wagoneer. “There’s a tarp over the entire back seat – what’s underneath?” 
 “Supplies,” I said. “Fresh water, canned food, guns and ammo. Flares, razor wire and probably some skin mags. A guy needs his reading material.” 
 She lifted the tarp and pulled out an olive drab wooden box with handles made of plasticized rope. “M1A1 US FRAG HE … what’s in this crate?” 
 “Hand grenades,” I said, fishing a smoke out of my trench coat. 
 She stared at the box, wide-eyed. “You’re not serious, are you?” 
 I nodded. “Yep … I keep this rig loaded with essentials for when shit starts flying.” 
 She carefully placed the crate of grenades back under the tarp and slid back down in the front seat. “Hand grenades and guns are essentials? Just how bad is it, Reaper?” 
 I chewed my lip for a moment and glanced at her through the corner of my eye. Amy was an innocent bystander and in my business, bystanders usually wound up as casualties. I thought for a moment that I could drop her off at a gas station with a few bucks, but after that shootout in my flat, there were probably dozens of eyewitnesses who saw us sprinting to my pickup. It meant not only were they on the lookout for me, the cops would be searching for her, too. I took a deep haul on my cigarette and then tossed the butt out the window. 
 “Things could be better,” I said, exhaling a plume of blue smoke. “We’re going to lay low until a contact of mine gets in touch. I’ve got enough supplies in this truck and at my safe house to keep us going for weeks. It’s secluded, camouflaged and protected with a whole shit pile of improvised defensive traps I’ve set up over the years. If anyone comes for us, we’ll have lots of warning.” 
 “And then what?” she said, her eyes shifting to the floor. “I’m no Bonnie Parker, Reaper. The only thing illegal I’ve ever done is be a …” 
 I placed my hand on her knee and gave it a small squeeze. “We do what we gotta do to get through the day, kiddo. Believe me, I’ve been in the survival business for a lot of years and I don’t hold anything against you for what you’ve done. Shit … I just shot four guys in my flat. I’m not exactly a pillar of the community.” 
 “H-How many people have you killed?” 
 I cocked an eyebrow and glanced at her again. “Enough. And everyone that I’ve killed was doing his or her level best to kill the shit out of me. I don’t go looking for trouble, Amy, but it sure as hell comes looking for me every freaking chance it gets.” 
 “And nobody has tried to take you in? Jeez, I get busted just for standing on Hollis Street after one in the morning.” 
 I grunted. “Cops bust hookers because it’s the seedy side of life that’s visible to the naked eye. They need to give the community the appearance of doing something about crime and your kind are just the low-hanging fruit, if you know what I mean. Someone like me, well … normally when I’m not engaged in a gun battle in my own stinking flat, I’m the invisible man. Guess I’ll have to find a new place when this is all over.” 
 She exhaled. “Yeah … you and me both. How come you haven’t ditched me yet?” 
 “Nobody is keeping you here, Amy, but you’re safer with me than without.” 
 She blinked a couple of times. “How come?” 
 I signaled onto a grid road and veered off the highway. “Because the cops aren’t the only people you need to worry about. There’s a guy who’s after me, and I’ve been set up for a murder I didn’t commit. Whoever is behind all this would find you and kill you, and that’s after they’ve made you talk.” 
 She gulped. Audibly. “Are you serious?” 
 I nodded. “Dead serious … do you know how to fire a gun?” 
 Amy shook her head. “No … I’ve never fired one in my life.” 
 “All right,” I said. “You’re going to learn how before this day is out. You cool with that?” 
 “I guess so – I just hope I don’t have to use it.” 
 I nodded. “Me too – just make sure that if you do start shooting, that I’m not the one you’re aiming at.” 
 *** 
 We drove in silence for about half an hour as I considered my next move. I was nowhere near finding out who was responsible for the deaths of the angels or how a mere mortal could do it for that matter. If it were a mere mortal. Someone had upped the ante by whacking Father Butler and that reeked of conspiracy. He was my only contact with the Church. The priest had hired me and paid me a deposit for my services – money that was still in the pocket of my greatcoat, albeit covered with my blood from the shootout at the cemetery. Outside of laying low until I heard from Sparks, I didn’t have a whole lot of options. But then I always had a target on my back –the nature of what I did. Most of the time I was knee-deep in shit ranging from counter extortion to putting a bullet in the brain of some asshole contract killer, because the person who ordered a hit didn’t want anything pointing back to them. But this time it was high stakes poker with end of the world consequences if I screwed up. Someone was gunning for me, I managed to get a priest killed, I had a shoot-out in my flat and every peace officer for miles was looking for me. 
 Hiding out was the last thing I wanted, but I didn’t have a choice. Everything depended on Sparks running interference. 
 “Where are you taking me, anyway?” asked Amy. 
 “Three Fathom Harbour – we’ll be doing some off-roading for a few miles before I hide the Wagoneer. It’s bumpier than shit, but this old girl can handle it.” 
 “Are you sure nobody will find us?” 
 I shrugged. “I think we’re clear. The cops haven’t put up any roadblocks yet, but give them a few hours. We’ll be safe, so don’t worry about it.” 
 Amy seemed to relax a little and sunk down into the seat. “I’ve never been on the run before, but you rescued me from Emil Vachon. I trust you and that’s hard for me to do. I don’t even trust myself half the time.” 
 Wow. Here I was bombing down the highway with a beautiful girl less than two hours after a shootout and she said that she trusted me. I should have sent her packing – that’s what my brain was screaming at me to do, but she was different from other women. Amy didn’t ask to be rescued. Yet I rescued her nevertheless. I could have left her in the parking lot outside Boyzies, but I chose to intervene. I had let her come to my flat and straight into my life. 
 I didn’t generally feel the way that real people did. I knew right from wrong and I played for both teams when it came to good versus evil. Feelings were hard to comprehend because they came from the soul and the last time I looked, death spirits were soulless entities. But humanity fascinated me – it had since the day I crossed over. Their capacity to inspire or destroy. Humanity’s ability to overcome the odds when those same odds were stacked against them. Maybe that was why I chose to live among them; human beings were living puzzles and Amy Curtis was a puzzle I wanted to solve. 
 I decided to change topics and lighten the conversation. “Look … maybe when all this is over I’ll take you out for dinner or something. You know, as payment for turning your life upside-down.” 
 Amy gave me a slight shove and smiled. “You’re waiting until we’re on the lam to ask me for a date? Gee, Reaper, you have impeccable timing. I’ll accept your offer of a night out if you can answer a question for me.” 
 “Shoot,” I said, gearing down and veered onto grid road number five. 
 “Obviously your real name isn’t Reaper, right? So what is it?” 
 I couldn’t exactly Amy I was a nameless entity whose function was to purge the world of lives-lived. It was time to wimp out and be coy about things. 
 “It’s a state secret, but I like you, so I’ll give you three guesses,” I said. 
 She studied my face for a moment as the Wagoneer shook and shuddered over the uneven washboard road. “I’d peg you as a Cade or maybe a Clint. Some kind of name that’s overtly testosterone-sounding. You’re not going to tell me, are you?” 
 I stared hard through the windshield and slowed the vehicle as we rounded a huge pothole that would have ripped the oil pan off the undercarriage. “Reaper is a name I use – sort of like how you use your hooker name … what was it again?” 
 “Danni,” she said sourly. I Googled porn star names when I started working the streets and it was the most common one. I just figured why mess with a proven brand.” 
 “Right … Danni,” I said. “I came up with my name because I have a hell of a lot of enemies out there and part of my job is to send a ‘don’t fuck with me’ message to any and all comers. Emil Vachon clearly wasn’t buying that message … that or he was too stupid.” 
 “Yeah, Emil isn’t exactly a shining beacon of high intellect,” she said. “How long have you been … reaping?” 
 “Too long,” I said. “Way too freaking long. I’m on the wrong side of the law most of the time, but I’m not a criminal, Amy. There’s an order to the world that has to be maintained. Underworld empires are built and toppled every day all across the globe, and the authorities know damned well they can’t do shit to stop it because there’s money to be made. They’ll be doing business the same way a thousand years from now and I’m the guy they call for certain kinds of transactions.” 
 She glanced over her shoulder at the tarp. “You’ve been set up for a murder by a guy that wants to kill you,” she said. “Does this kind of thing happen regularly?” 
 “There’s always someone coming after me,” I replied. “But I don’t go looking for trouble. Look … the less you know about my past the better it will be for your sanity. Trust me on this.” 
 “Why do you say that?” 
 I put my foot on the brake and slipped the Wagoneer into park. I turned to face her and was immediately struck by her eyes. Amy had a natural beauty that you just didn’t see in a working girl. There was a kind of bewilderment to her, like she was a bystander to her own life spinning wildly out of control. Something about her made me want to drop my guard, and that had never happened before with any woman. Not once. 
 I met her eyes and pursed my lips for a moment. I took a deep breath and said, “Because nightmares are real, Amy. The truth of me isn’t worth knowing because to know who I am and the kinds of things that I’ve done – well, you just can’t know. You don’t deserve that — someone close to me learned about what I’ve done — what I can still do, and she’s tortured by it every single day. I won’t lay that burden on you, Amy. You’ve got a whole life ahead of you and when we get through this, you need to get your ass as far the hell away from me as you can.” 
 She gave my hand a small squeeze. “I’ve done some pretty terrible stuff in my life, Reaper. I used to think that I’d finish university and become a psychologist. I’d have my own office, a nice car … a nice man. But it all fell apart when I started using. Everything unravelled — friendships, family, and all my hopes. I flushed them down the toilet for drugs. Getting my next fix became my primary focus in life. In order to do that, I needed money. I’d have sex with men in shitty hotel rooms, in the back of cars … basically anywhere. I allowed myself to participate in sleazy sexual acts. Somewhere on the web there’s a low-budget porn video of me doing three guys in a fucking tent. Christ, it’s a wonder I’m still alive to talk about it. But I’m still here, Reaper. There’s nothing stopping you from turning your life around, but one thing that I’ve learned is you have to forgive yourself first. Maybe that’s the next step for you.” 
 I exhaled. “Maybe it is … I don’t know. Look, let’s save the heart-to-heart stuff for another time. We gotta get to my safe house and figure out the next move.” 
 “All right,” she said, as I slipped the Wagoneer back in gear. “I should be scared shitless right now, but I’m not. I feel safe with you, Reaper, even though I don’t know your name or really anything about you. Somehow I think you’ve got my back no matter what.” 
 I tried not to grimace as we rounded a copse of trees. “Yeah, kiddo,” I said, trying to sound optimistic. “I got your back.” 
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We hid the Wagoneer deep inside the underground entrance to Das Bunker. The snakes slithered away into their hiding places as I trudged down the fifty-meter reinforced cement corridor leading to the massive steel entrance door. It helps when the aura of death clings to you like a wet sweater – it’s why cats shit themselves, dogs head for the hills and poisonous reptiles flee in my presence. (The rattlesnakes aren’t indigenous to the region, by the way. I had them shipped in from New Mexico – snakes are a bit more discreet than say, landmines.)
I slid the combat lock back into its recess and the door opened with an ear splitting screech. I craned my neck over my shoulder and motioned for Amy to get out of the Wagoneer. “Gonna have to oil that door,” I said as I aimed my flashlight inside to reveal a dusty, cobweb infested room with an iron ladder that led up through a man-sized square hole in the ceiling.
The room itself was about fifty feet across and there was a cot in the far left corner. I’d left a large folding table leaning against the back wall and above it was a series of metal shelves stocked with canned food and cases of bottled water. There was a pair of gun lockers mounted beside a makeshift cooking area complete with a hot plate, galvanized steel washing basins and a laundry sink and faucets that ran off an immersion heater and a sump pump so we could have something resembling hot running water. There was another smaller steel door to the left of the ladder and inside was a genuine water closet, with a shower I’d rigged up to work from the same immersion heater that led to the laundry sink. There also a toilet that dropped waste down a concrete chute and into the ocean below.
Amy trudged up behind me and poked her head in the doorway. “Well, let’s go inside and start cleaning since this place is going to be home sweet home for a while.”
I barred the doorway with my left arm and shone the flashlight at my feet. “Not until I disarm the trip wire – it’s a safety precaution to make sure nobody has been inside.”
“Y-You booby trapped the place? What if some lost hiker wanted to take shelter in here?”
“This isn’t a shelter – it’s a bunker,” I said as I disconnected the trip wire from the pull-pin out of the trip flare I’d mounted on the side of the doorway. “And this is just a non-lethal flare.”
She exhaled audibly as I stepped through the doorway and reached for a kerosene lantern that was hanging from a hook. I lit it with my Zippo and the room was quickly bathed in an orange glow.
“Are there any more booby traps?” she asked.
“Nope … I don’t need any. That whole entrance we walked through is filled with rattle snakes. Anyone in their right mind would have to be nuts to come into this place.”
“Rattle snakes!” gasped Amy. “You made me walk through a cave filled with poisonous freaking snakes? You said snakes … not rattle snakes!”
I shrugged. “I’m surprised you didn’t notice their little tails rattling away when we backed in the Jeep. What the hell, kid, if I’d told you they were rattlers do you think you’d have come with me? It’s cool – they won’t come anywhere near you. You’re safe.”
Her eyes narrowed. “How can I be sure of that?”
I placed my hand on her shoulder and gave it a small squeeze. “Amy … trust me, okay? We’re safe.”
“That door stays shut, Reaper. I don’t want any of them coming in here.”
“Consider it done. In the meantime, we’ve got hot and cold water once I get the generators going for the sump pumps. I’ll show you how to light an immersion heater – that’s where the hot water comes from.”
“What’s an immersion heater?”
“It’s a forty-gallon oil drum that’s been cleaned out.” I said. “You fill it with water and there’s a metal burner that you drop into the bottom and a two-gallon gas tank with a spigot. Gasoline drips into the burner and you light the gas. Smoke goes up a small chimney and after about half an hour of burning the gas, you’ve got water that’s hot enough to boil eggs.”
“Sounds rustic.”
“Well this ain’t the Hilton,” I said pointing to a small door in the corner. “There’s a toilet in that room over there along with a shower. The running water works on a sump pump in another immersion heater, and that along with the hot plate is powered by the generator. Above us is the actual firing bay that used to overlook the ocean before the trees took over. There’s another cot up there along with more fuel, Jerry cans of fresh water and more supplies.”
“Wow … this really is a safe house once you get past the snake part,” said Amy, sounding wholly impressed. “It’s pretty dusty in here, got a broom?”
“Up top,” I said. “I’ll drop it down to you and then you can clean this room up while I get the rest of our stuff from the Jeep and set up the plumbing.”
***
It took a couple of hours to get the bunker tidied up and fit for human occupation notwithstanding my having to completely rattle snake-proof every square inch of our living space. I went through the motions to appease Amy as she stood on the ladder to observe. Amazingly, there was cellular telephone coverage thanks to a series of towers the government had installed in rural parts of the province over the last decade. I pulled a pair of small Nokia boxes out from inside one of the lockers and tossed one to Amy.
“Pay-as-you-go cell phones,” I said, ripping open my box. “They’re already set up with about four hours of talk time each. You’ll use yours to keep in touch with me if anything happens.”
She arched an eyebrow. “What kind of anything are we talking about?”
I grunted as I slipped the battery in the back and pressed the small red button powering the phone. “I think you’ve got a pretty good idea of the kind of shit we’re in, Amy. That phone is for your safety – I don’t want you calling anyone but me on it. I’m texting you my number, once you’ve got it, save it to speed dial.”
She blinked a couple of times and did as I instructed. So far, Amy hadn’t been a drag on things and that was a pleasant surprise given that I normally prefer working alone. She hadn’t once complained about her treatment despite the fact that she was basically a captive of my shitty situation, and she’d gone out of her way to be helpful. Christ, it was almost like having a sidekick … almost. She didn’t have a clue about who or what I truly was, and outside of the gunplay inside my flat – any reasonably sane person would have bolted the moment they saw someone pull out a gun, but not Amy. She seemed to be tough as nails, a quality I admire in people, and that got me thinking: why hadn’t she run?
I poured a cup of coffee from an aluminum percolator and sat down at the end of the small folding table. Amy held her mug of coffee between both hands and blew on it.
“You could have bolted and you didn’t.” I said as I fished a cigarette out of the package. “It doesn’t add up.”
She raised her eyes up from her mug and said, “What doesn’t add up? You told me I had to go with you, remember? You said the cops would be looking for me after your little shootout.”
I gulped down a mouthful of coffee and grimaced. It was bitter and about three times too strong, but at least it was hot. The temperature is always about ten degrees cooler when you’re next to the Atlantic Ocean. Hiding out in a damp concrete bunker drops it a further ten or so degrees.
“True, but I wasn’t holding a gun to your head – you could have tried to some distance between us. You could have gone straight to the cops and ratted me out – how come you didn’t?”
She fiddled with the handle of her mug, all the while avoiding my gaze. “You aren’t a bad person, Reaper. You might be involved in some shady dealings and maybe what you do to pay your bills can be violent and terrifying, but you aren’t a stone-cold killer. You have a good heart and all the rough exterior stuff, well, it’s not the real you. I can see the real you and I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t know that Tim Reaper or whatever the hell your real name is wasn’t someone who genuinely tries to do the right thing.”
Amy thought I had a good heart? That took me by surprise – I’m not exactly a shining beacon of tolerance and understanding. I took another swig of my coffee and then glanced at my watch. I was no further ahead in dealing with either Father Butler’s killer or the reason he’d sought me out in the first place.
“It’s getting late,” I said, pulling out my cell phone. “I’m going up top to give the one person who can probably exonerate me from that priest’s murder a call. You might as well get some sleep.”
She nodded and reached for my hand which I pulled away at the last second. I liked this girl, probably a bit too much. I didn’t want her to come within a whisker of knowing my true nature and though we’d been intimate the night before – that was sex. Whatever has happening between Amy and me beneath the cold concrete of my bunker was something else entirely.
“Hey … it’s okay, Reaper,” she said soothingly. “I know you’re probably not the kind of guy who wants to get too close to a woman.”
I relaxed my hand for a moment. I looked into her eyes and what I saw was warmth and compassion and a softness that made me want to forget about the shit storm I’d dragged both Amy and Sparks into.
“I don’t drop my guard, Amy … it’s hard for me to- “
She gave my hand a tight squeeze and smiled warmly. “And it’s hard for me, Reaper,” she said in a voice that was filled with honesty. “But I want to make you a promise, okay?”
I nodded slowly. “Okay … what kind of promise.”
She climbed out of her chair and pulled me up to my feet. I was surprised at how easily I followed her lead and in seconds I was standing in front of her, gazing into her incredible eyes. She placed both hands on my face and pulled me against her lips, kissing me softly. I kissed her back as my hands found their way to her waist.
“I promise that you are a good man, Reaper,” she said softly. “And I promise that whatever secrets you might be carrying beneath all those layers and layers of self-protective armour, they’re safe with me. I’m not going anywhere … got it?”
“Got it,” I said, even though a big part of me was torn between wanting the girl to run like hell from me and wanting her to stay. “Maybe you should hit the hay – I’m going to make that call.”
“Alright,” she said, squeezing my hand again. “Maybe I’ll get a good night’s sleep, who knows?”
“Yeah, Amy … who knows?” I replied.
***
I sat on a cold granite boulder atop the bunker, the moon bathing the entire forest in a soft blue glow. I had just gotten through the craziest day I’d experienced since I crossed over, and for me, that’s saying a lot. All around were the sounds of the night, as a chill breeze blew off the ocean carrying a faint hint of rain. I didn’t bother lighting a cigarette and instead, I punched Carol Spark’s cell number into my pay-as-you-go. It rang twice and then she answered.
“Hey, Sparks,” I said wearily. I could almost hear her teeth grating together.
“One second,” she answered in a sharp voice. In the background I could hear what sounded like a bus passing by followed by a slamming car door and then silence. “Okay – I can talk now. Before you say one stinking word, I want to know why we found Emil Vachon along with two other men all shot in the freaking kneecaps and one guy with a knife stuck in his left eye all at your flat.”
I sighed heavily. “Yeah, Sparks, about that … I took in a wayward working girl last night because her pimp was going to cut up her pretty little face. He didn’t take a liking to it, so he brought back-up to my place. They had every intention of killing her and, well, trying to kill me, but I kind of beat them to the punch.”
“You sure as shit did, Reaper,” she grumbled. “Don’t make plans on getting back into your flat any time soon because our forensics people are scouring every inch of the place after they saw you on the security cameras at the Archdiocese office. Where the hell are you, anyway?”
“A safe house that’s off the grid. So I’m the number one suspect, then?”
“Oh, ya think?” she said, her voice oozing with sarcasm. “The city police and the Mounties are looking for you. Christ, it’s only a matter of time until the powers that be start poking their collective noses into my business because they know that I’ve been in contact with you in the past. When that happens, I’ll be officially fucked. Now what the hell are you going to do about it?”
This time I did fish out a cigarette. I lit it and breathed in a mouthful of smoke. “It might be the guy who shot at us two nights ago. I have a theory he’s same person who whacked the padre so I have an interest in finding him. Since I don’t have a clue who the shooter is, I’m probably going to have to figure out a way to draw him out into the open.”
“At what cost, Reaper?” she barked into her phone. “There was a gunfight at your bloody flat! Innocent bystanders could have been killed!”
I grunted. “Yeah … oh, I’ve got someone with me, too.”
“You took a hostage?”
“No – her name is Amy. The, uh … working girl Emil Vachon was going to cut up. She’s still with me.”
Sparks started to chuckle. She chuckled so hard that it eventually morphed into a fit of near maniacal laughter. “I don’t fucking believe this,” she snorted. “Every cop in the province is looking for you and you’re holed up with a freaking hooker!”
I felt my temperature begin to rise and I took a deep breath because Sparks sounded heartbreakingly close to cutting me loose – that or coming after me herself. “It’s not like that, Carol,” I said trying to keep the anger out of my voice. “I’m not hiding away and getting my rocks off – I’m protecting her because whoever the shooter is would have eventually found and killed her to get to me. I didn’t have a freaking choice in the matter – she’s with me because she’s got nowhere else to go.”
The line went silent for a moment and then Sparks said, “Okay – that much makes sense. But surely you know that she’s in more danger the longer she’s with you, right?”
“Yeah – but at least if she’s with me I can protect her. It’s all I’ve got right now, Sparks – I’m nearly running on empty here. Have you any new information on either Butler’s killer or the dead angels?”
“Yes and no,” she said. “We’ve learned that whoever killed the priest shot him with the same caliber ammunition as was used at the cemetery. The rifle we found in the crypt was clean – the serial number was filed off and there were no prints. The nine millimeter slugs they found embedded in the cement can easily be traced to your guns and that’s another reason why I’m under suspicion myself – it won’t be long until they link the rounds found at the crypt to the ones in your frigging flat.”
Damn. I felt like a puppet on a string and I silently cursed the day Father Butler decided to drop that stupid envelope containing the angel’s feather into my mail slot. I banged the cell phone against my forehead as I tried to think of who the shooter might be and all I could come up with was Dane Woollcott’s description of a short, bald man in a grey suit with horned-rimmed glasses, and how I didn’t know anyone who looked like that.
“The facts are these, Sparks,” I began. “Someone is after me. An attempted hit on me and a dead priest all tells me this guy is linked to the Church. I think he’s trying to kill me to keep me out of this investigation. It’s the only explanation I can think of. I gotta smoke him out, Sparks, and that means I need your help.”
The phone hissed and popped for a moment and for half a second, I thought that I might lose the connection. “What’s your plan, Reaper?” she said sounding altogether frustrated.
I took another drag off my cigarette. “I’m off the grid and that means that whoever the shooter is will probably start tailing you in hopes of finding me. I want you to lead the guy here and -.”
She cut me off. “You want to use me as bait? Perfect! Hell, I might as well paint a target on my forehead!”
“It ain’t original, Carol,” I said. “But at least it’s a plan. Will you do this for me?”
“Do I have a freaking choice?” she groaned. “Where do you want me to lead the guy?”
I hesitated for a moment because I knew that Sparks was at her wit’s end and I needed her right now more than anything. “Near Three Fathom Harbour, eleven o’clock tomorrow morning. Head up grid road twenty-three for about two miles and then stop when you get to the old granite quarry. Stay in your car and if there’s any shooting, I want you to hightail it out of there.”
“And if he doesn’t show?” she asked.
“He’ll show – you’re his best hope of finding me, and when he gets here, I’m going to throw him a wee little surprise party.”
“Alright, Reaper, this better work.”
I stubbed my cigarette onto the concrete and exhaled heavily. “It’ll
work – it has to. Oh, and Sparks?”
“What?”
“Better throw on a vest just in case I’m wrong.” I said.
Sparks chuckled again and said. “You’ve been wrong since all this shit started, Reaper. Why should I expect anything less?”
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If I was going to have any hope of ambushing the shooter, I’d have to out-stealth a seasoned professional.
Not exactly my strong suit, stealth. I’m more of a full frontal assault, both guns blazing and where the hell is my flamethrower kind of guy.
The site I’d chosen to trap the shooter was an abandoned stone quarry that had been out of business for the past twenty-five years. It was shaped by an enormous cul-de-sac with fifty-foot-tall granite walls and a bottle neck for an entrance. The bottleneck in the road was a cut-through that had been blasted in the rocks, and it stretched for about five hundred meters. If I could tie up the bottleneck with Sparks’ car, I’d be able to cover the entire area leading up to the entrance with a scoped rifle assuming he didn’t spot me. The downside, of course, would be that the shooter might want to take a shot at Sparks instead of me. It was a gamble, but I didn’t have a whole hell of a lot of choices.
Then there was the issue of what to do with Amy. It would be risky for her to accompany me to the quarry, so I decided the best thing would be for her to wait it out in Das Bunker. She’d probably protest, but she’d already been in one gun battle in the last twenty-four hours, she didn’t need to get stuck in another one.
With this in mind, I headed back inside to break the news to her. When I slid down the ladder, I noticed that she’d kept an oil lamp going and she’d slid two air mattresses together. It was still chilly inside and when I slipped out of my jeans and t-shirt and into the double sleeping bag, I was pleasantly surprised by the fact that Amy was nude. So, being the egalitarian kind of guy that I am, I took off my boxer shorts.
I slid my right arm underneath her warm skin and she stirred gently as she shifted her backside against me.
“I fell asleep,” she said with a slight yawn. “I didn’t think you’d take so long.”
“There were things to do,” I whispered, inhaling her scent. “There’s going to be things to do in the morning, too, and I need you to trust me again.”
She spun around to face me and ran her fingers along the center of my chest. “I don’t think I’d ever stopped trusting you. What do you need me to do?”
I stroked her hair and said, “I want you to stay put inside the bunker for a few hours – there’s going to be a strong chance of more gun play and I don’t want you anywhere near that.”
She nodded. “The guy who’s after you – he’s coming, isn’t he?”
“Yep – and I’m going to put a damper into his plans. He’s a pro, Amy – it’ll be too dangerous for you to be out there so it’s best you stay back.”
“How do you know he’ll come?” she asked. “How do you know he isn’t already here, for that matter?”
I shrugged. “Because he would have made his move by now – that much I’m certain. I’ve got a friend coming tomorrow – someone you can trust as much as you trust me.”
“Who is it?”
“Detective Sergeant Carol Sparks – she’s helping me on a case and she’s already been involved in one shootout with the guy. Because you and I have done a disappearing act, the logical thing for shooter-boy to do is to tail Sparks, so I’ve arranged a meet-up back at that granite quarry we passed on the way in. She’s going to block the road at a bottleneck and I’ll be hanging back ready to take him.”
“So you’re going to kill him?” she said grimly.
I shook my head. “Not if I can avoid it. I need to capture and question him – at least that’s my plan.”
“And if you don’t? Then what happens?”
I pulled her close and stroked her hair again. “I’ll take him alive, Amy. You can count on it. In the meantime, just stay inside the bunker and wait for me – can you do that?”
“Yes,” she said with a hint of worry in her voice. “I can do that.”
***
I left Amy shortly after sunrise, and God love her, she didn’t turn it into an emotional affair.
Because I was familiar with every square mile of the terrain surrounding my safe house, I’d selected the highest point of the cut line nearest the bottleneck where Sparks would be blocking the road. It was littered with house-sized boulders that offered good cover in case there was any shooting and an unobstructed view of more than three miles of grid road. I’d be able to see the dust plume from oncoming vehicles and because time was of the essence, the shooter would have to drive up to at least a mile or so from the bottleneck if he was going to get into position for an attempted hit.
I decided the best thing for me to do would be to fight fire with fire. In this case, I was armed with a silenced Parker Hale M85 Sniper Rifle. It was accurate up to nine hundred meters and it had a wide angle scope, more than enough range for me to clip him in the leg.
An arc of grey cloud filled the sky, but thankfully the rain was holding off. There’s nothing worse than lying in wait for a target when it’s pissing buckets. I was cloaked beneath a khaki tarp just in case the heavens opened up and I’d brought a sandbag to use as an arm rest because lying in the prone position for hours on end isn’t exactly comfortable. I checked my scope just as my pay-as-you-go buzzed in my pocket so I pulled it out to read that Sparks was on her way. I reckoned I had about forty minutes until she reached me, so I munched away on a granola bar, satisfied that my perch would offer the best possible chance to take the guy out.
What I didn’t expect was another encounter with the divine. I’d just taken a last bite on my breakfast my when head started spinning. A wave of nausea splashed up my windpipe and into my throat and it was all I could do to keep myself from vomiting right then and there. The grey morning light disappeared and suddenly I was awash in blackness, as if the sky itself had learned of my plans and decided it didn’t want any part of them. The cool breeze coming off the ocean immediately ceased and within seconds, all I could hear was my breathing accompanied by the constant thrum of my heartbeat.
The ground pitched sharply and my rifle fell out of my hands as I doubled over, clutching my stomach. Thunder rumbled in the distance as a blinding flash of light temporarily blinded me for a moment. I gave my head a shake and blinked as I rolled over to see a pair of pristine bare white feet along with perfectly sculpted calves and a bleached white winged cocoon surrounding the familiar shape of Ezekiel, my former boss.
I knelt before him knowing full well that if I didn’t, he’d probably take offense and do something really bad like vaporizing me, which wouldn’t have surprised me.
“Ezekiel,” I said, surprised that he’d showed up. “I didn’t summon you.”
His wings folded back once again revealing his bare, muscular chest. In his left hand was a glowing orb that sparked and hissed as if it were alive with electricity.
“I know what you intend to do, death-dealer,” he rumbled. “I know how your mind works – perhaps you’ve forgotten this fact.”
I continued kneeling as the nausea subsided. “Then you’ll know that I’m trying to find out who is killing your kind. This guy is my only link because he killed that priest.”
Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps he did – but I cannot allow you to interfere with his part in this.”
That came as a surprise. Angels aren’t known for direct intervention in human affairs. If anything they’re like Jael; the angel who’d tried to lead that pedophile creep to choose the straight and narrow path.
“Interfere?” I nearly spat out the words. “This guy shot the hell out of me three days ago, and if you’re all knowing, all seeing, then you sure as shit know that I’m not going to kill him – I need to question him, that’s all.”
He folded his arms across his chest and regarded me with a look of either disdain or contempt – it was hard to tell. “In my hand is the very thing you’ve sought all these long years, death-dealer. It is that which you covet more than anything in this world or the next.”
I stared at the orb as its power washed over me. I was immediately bathed in shroud of energy as old as time itself. It whispered to me, beckoning me to reach out and touch it; to feel the stirrings of countless human souls – to feel the endless procession of life and death and become the being that I once was. To offer the touch of death and take a life-lived. It was almost too much to bear; the wailing and tears of families crying out in pain and anguish at the loss of a loved one. I covered my ears and ground my teeth together to block it out.
I could feel a bead of sweat rolling down the center of my back as I fought against the urge to take hold of what Ezekiel was offering. It would be so easy to touch it and take my place among my kind. To forever leave the human world and all its worries, but I couldn’t. That voice; that pleading voice that said help me. It was still there, as clear and as purposeful as the very first time I’d heard it. Whether it was His voice or the voice of one of His servants in peril, it was my calling. I had to do this – I had to find the killer.
I rose to my feet and walked right up to Ezekiel. “No,” I said, my voice oozing with suspicion. “You’re tempting me – angels don’t tempt people. I think that you’re playing by someone else’s rules all of a sudden and that ain’t the way it’s supposed to be done. Your little intervention is going tits up, Ezekiel. You will allow me to do what I was chosen to do.”
He clenched his fist around the orb and it dissolved into a glittering mist that enveloped his entire hand. He pulled it into his chest and then he folded his wings around his body as he stared at me with full blown anger in his eyes.
“This is not over, death-dealer. You could have rejoined your brethren and taken your place among those whose purpose is fixed by powers greater than you can possibly imagine.”
Then I did something completely unexpected; I reached out and gave Ezekiel a small shove. Don’t ask me why I did it, but there was a smugness to his voice that made me want to punch his freaking lights out. I pushed him again and he looked at me with shocked surprise. He unfolded his wings and immediately a flaming sword appeared in his right hand. He swung at me in a high arc, missing me by inches, so I lifted my leg and booted him hard in the chest. He toppled backward, the sword falling at my feet.
“Those powers that are greater than I can possibly imagine are telling me there won’t be any smiting today, asshole,” I growled, as I picked up the sword. “You might want to remember your place because it looks to me like He is siding with me on this one and I’d imagine there’s going to be a shit pile of divine wrath for you to be dealing with if you try to intervene again.”
The angel gave me a look of utter shock as he got back to his feet. It was as if someone had knocked the wind out of him. “This … this cannot be!” he cried out in anger as he looked skyward. “I am your servant and you choose to ally yourself with the likes of him? He is nothing … he is a death-dealer! He cannot interfere with what has begun – he cannot be trusted!”
I grasped the sword tightly as I gazed down at the blade. It looked to be made of gold and was polished to near mirror-like clarity. The pommel was a perfect sphere and the hilt covered my entire closed fist. The blade had to be nearly three feet long and though it should have been heavy, it was as light as a twig in my hand. I swung it around my body, slicing through the air as Ezekiel stared at me, a look of horror on his face.
“The die is cast, death-dealer,” he hissed. “I came to you this day with an offer to let you rejoin those who came before you and you spat in my face. Let it be known now, here in this place that you chose wrongly.”
“Maybe,” I grunted. “But I got a cool sword out of the deal and a pretty clear indication that you’re on somebody’s shit list. Not everybody gets a free Holy sword, and my gut tells me I’m going to need it before all this is over.”
He stomped up to me so that he was no more than an inch from my face and poked his finger into my chest. I rolled my eyes down to look at his finger and then I stared him right in the eye. “You have chosen to remain among mortals,” he said. “But know this … you will experience more loss than you can conceive now that you’ve made your choice. Not every form of pain in the mortal world comes from dealing blows with your enemy. There is another kind of pain the likes of which you cannot possibly imagine, and take heed: I know you better than you know yourself. When you drink from the cup of sorrow remember this day. Remember that you had a choice, death-dealer.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “We done? I’ve got a sniper to take down and there’s still this business of the nasty piece of work that’s killing angels.”
A sharp gust of wind appeared out of nowhere as Ezekiel slowly spread his wings and then jettisoned skyward. The darkness began to recede as thunder once again carpeted the air with vibrations that I could feel in my fillings. In seconds I was standing alone under that flat grey sky, sword in hand and struck dumb by what had just transpired.
Ezekiel tried to tempt me.
An angel had tried to tempt me.
What … the … hell?
Maybe Ezekiel was hoping for Holy glory by finding the killer all on his own or maybe he simply detested and distrusted me enough to try to remove me from the scene lest I cause more problems than the Halls of the Holy could manage. Whatever it was, the guy upstairs had just shown his displeasure in Ezekiel’s meddling by giving me a sword of divine origin not to mention the ability to effectively lay the boots to one of his most powerful creations.
I gazed down at the sword as I slid it inside my rifle case. It was a powerful weapon designed for dealing with near-omnipotent beings … like someone or something powerful enough to kill the shit out of four angels and four demons without breaking a sweat. The very act of divining the sword onto me was a clear message from up on high: at some point in the not-too-distant future, I would be going toe-to-toe with this killer. I only hoped that the sword would give me some kind of edge when push came to shove.
I glanced out over the boulders in time to see a plume of dust in the distance. I looked at my watch – it was nearly eleven o’clock. Sparks was on her way and I had a sniper to catch, so I dropped down into the prone position and peered through my rifle scope. In minutes she was at the bottleneck, so she texted me that she was in position. I texted back for her to stay put and then I looked down the grid road through my scope to see another plume of dust about two miles back.
He was coming. Just like the message he’d asked Dane Woollcott to pass onto me. I cocked the rifle and took aim.
“Let him come,” I rumbled.
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I grabbed my binoculars and had another look. The vehicle tearing up the grid road wasn’t anything flashy. As a matter of fact, it was as unassuming to look at as the description Dane Woollcott had given me of the guy who’d been asking for me. It was a plain white crossover SUV — a car that looked like pretty much every other car on the road these days. I kept a close eye on its approach for a few more minutes as Sparks sent me another text message. I glanced at my phone and texted back, “I’m in position – stay there” with my thumb. A light rain started to fall. I peered through the telescopic sight of my sniper rifle as the crossover slowed down to a crawl.
Exhaling slowly, I took aim at the SUV’s right rear tire and squeezed off a round. The bullet hit its mark and a mixture of air and vulcanized rubber flew out from the tire’s sidewall. I squeezed another round and shot out the front right tire. The car pitched sharply as I ran the scope up to the windshield so I could get a look at the guy who’d been tailing me for three days.
He was just as Dane Woollcott had described. A plain looking man dressed in a neat, grey suit. He sported a grey fedora on his head, a hat that looked like it had been stolen from a vintage 1940s collection, and he wore a crisp, white shirt with a straight black tie. I watched closely as he put the crossover in gear and tried to reverse, but I fired a round straight into his engine block, disabling the vehicle. Mister Shooter wasn’t going anywhere this time.
I thumbed my cell phone and texted a message for Sparks to cover me and then stuffed the phone into the pocket of my greatcoat, all the while keeping the shooter in my sights. He must have seen my muzzle flash with that last shot, because he reached for his gun. I fired a warning shot right through his windshield. It struck about a foot from his head. A warning: the next round would be his head if he made another move.
He raised his hands as I spotted Sparks doubling around the bend and straight into the cut line, her Glock at the ready. I grabbed up the sniper rifle and slung the rifle case containing the sword over my shoulder and doubled back to confront the shooter. It took me about five minutes to climb down from my firing position. I emerged through a thicket of diamond willows behind the crossover.
“Nice to see you, Reaper,” shouted Sparks. “Once this is over we’re going to have a little chat about using police officers as bait.
“My bad,” I shouted back as I pulled out my Beretta. “How do you feel about trying out some painful interrogation techniques on this guy? I heard the Halifax cops had recently taken up water boarding.”
The driver’s window rolled down, and he put both hands on the steering wheel. “You don’t know what you’re doing,” he said in a sharp, almost tin-like voice. “You haven’t a clue about why I came out here today or why I’ve been following you.”
I pressed the barrel of my Beretta to his temple and cocked the hammer. “Maybe … but I know precisely what’s going to happen next,” I said. “You’re going to climb out of your car and we’re going to go for a walk. You’re going to answer some questions and then I’m going to hand you over to that really pissed off woman over there. Her name is Detective Sergeant Carol Sparks and she hasn’t shot anyone today. That kind of makes her cranky. She’s not a nice person when she’s cranky.”
He clenched his jaw and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “You know nothing, death-dealer. Why have these creatures hired you?”
Death-dealer? Creatures? Okay, scratch my assumption that the shooter was a human being. I grabbed the back of his head and mashed his face against the steering wheel hard enough it bounced.
“Well, seeing as how you ain’t exactly human, I guess I can do pretty much as I please with you. Sparks, come on over here and meet the second supernatural asshole you’ve seen in as many days. From the smell of this one, I’d say he’s probably working for the guys downstairs. What are you … a hellion? A demon working his way up the ranks? You know, I freaking hate demons … they’re even bigger assholes than angels. But it does explain how you managed that vanishing act inside the crypt after shooting the shit out of me.”
Sparks approached the passenger window, her Glock poised. “He looks human to me, Reaper,” she said. “What’s that sticking out of your gun case? Is … is that a sword?”
I reached over my shoulder and pulled the sword out of the case, its blade glinted in the sunlight. The shooter recoiled, shielding his eyes from its glare.
“Put it away, death-dealer,” he hissed. “Please … put it back!”
I shook my head and glanced over at Sparks. “I had an encounter this morning with someone from the redemption department of Heavenly Industries Incorporated. Their middle man tried to stop me from whacking fedora boy here, so I kicked his ass and took the sword.”
Spark’s jaw dropped. “An angel? You took it from an angel?
“Yep. I got it from Ezekiel,” I said, slipping the sword back into the gun case. “He’s the Angel of Death and Transformation — my former boss.”
The shooter spun his head around to look at me. “You’ve told this creature about what you are?” he gasped. “It knows the truth about the light and darkness?”
“Keep calling her a creature and she’s going to take it out on your ass,” I replied. “Get out of the car.”
The demon slid across the seat and stepped out of the car. He was a good foot shorter than me — about five foot two. His eyes were pale blue, almost milky and I noticed he didn’t have a single hair follicle on his face. It was almost as if the skin he was wearing was a latex suit. Something thrown together to hide his true self – an image that would cause even the most hearty person to empty his bowels should he ever have the misfortune of seeing what a demon looked like up close.
I pushed him hard across the hood of the car, my gun at the back of his head. “It’s time for some answers. You got a name?”
He grunted, and said, “Abraxas. My name is Abraxas.”
“Why did you try to shoot me the other night?”
“To put you to the test, death-dealer. To see if you have truly become one of these so-called chosen creatures or whether you still carry the essence that is you.”
“Why did you kill the priest?” Sparks asked.
I clipped the demon in the back of the head with the pistol grip on my Beretta. “Now answer her nicely, Abraxas. I told you that she was cranky.”
It was at this point the demon decided to offer a small display of his power. His head rolled around a complete one-hundred-and-eighty degrees amid the sickly sound of grinding bones and stretched flesh. Its thin lips curled up into a hideous grin and it stretched out a long, black tongue, flicking it like a serpent.
“It’s been done, asshole!” I snarled, as I hit him between the eyes with my gun.
What happened next took even me by surprise.
A single shot rang out and the right side of Abraxas’ head disappeared in a mist of black ichor and tissue. I spun my head over to see a thin tendril of smoke coming from the muzzle of Sparks’ Glock. She stared at the demon, wide-eyed, and looked about ready to empty her entire clip into the monster.
“You shot him?” I groaned. “You freaking shot him, Sparks! I thought that I was a hard-ass prick, but geez, remind me never to get on your bad side.”
“You’re already on my bad side,” she fired back.
Abraxas’ head rolled back to its original position and the demon emitted a small sigh of resignation. “For the life of me, I don’t know why Heaven and Hell remain mired in a struggle for these pathetic creature’s souls.”
“I-It’s still alive,” Sparks said. “But, I shot it.”
“Yeah, he’s a demon, Carol,” I said. “Humans can’t kill them.”
“But, someone is killing us,” said Abaraxas. “And why it has fallen to you as the one being that can put an end to this is beyond my understanding.”
I glanced at the gore that had been sprayed all over the hood and windshield of the car, releasing my grip on Abraxas. He slid off the hood onto the ground and fell into a squatting position like a farmer checking his crops. Sparks wheeled to the front of the vehicle, keeping a healthy distance from the demon.
“Try not to get into a discussion with him, Sparks,” I warned. “He might be weakened because you blew half of his head off, but he’s still a hell spawn. He’ll trick you into something you’ll regret. These pricks know how to hold a grudge.”
Abraxas lifted his head and gazed at Sparks, clearing the ichor-like blood from his eyes. “Yes, death-dealer, it’s what we do, isn’t it? And she has witnessed her own future. I can see it in her eyes. She knows the time and place of her own death. I can change these things for you human. I can change what will come to pass.”
I kicked him hard in the ribs and heard a loud crack. “See what I mean, Sparks? Demons are programmed for this kind of shit. Maybe you should head back to your car and let me deal with him.”
Sparks shook her head. “No, I’ll stay. I can always shoot him again.”
“That’s the spirit,” I said, firing a single shot into the dirt for effect. “All right, Abraxas, tell me what you know or we’ll use you for target practice.”
He flashed a toothy smile at Sparks, and I caught a glimpse of hundreds of tiny maggot-like worms squirming through the massive hole where the rest of his head should have been.
“It has long been a delicate balance between them and us, hasn’t it?” he said, casting his gaze at Sparks. “What you humans call good and evil — always striving to corrupt you and break your faith. And the struggle isn’t really a struggle at all for my kind. Humanity always finds a way to come to us. But, isn’t it interesting, death-dealer, that you chose to live among them?”
“I didn’t choose,” I said, angry. “You’re misinformed.”
Abraxas chuckled. “Yes, of course. You were removed from your place among the elementals.”
“Elementals?” said Sparks. “Lovely. More cosmic revelations. Just freaking lovely.”
The demon reached into his bloodstained jacket and pulled out a cigarette. He slipped it between his lips and then touched the end with his index finger. The cigarette lit up with a soft orange glow.
“The death-dealer is an elemental, human,” he said. “Without his kind there can be no life or death among all that dwell here in the mortal world. It amuses me he has developed a fondness for your kind given he is with no soul to speak of. Yet among the countless beings of his kind, he stands out. Some even suggest he is a greater threat than my master from down below.”
“Yeah, that’s me … the big-ass threat,” I said. “You going to tell us why you shot that priest or not?”
Abraxas inhaled a mouthful of smoke. I watched Sparks cringe as some of the smoke wafted out through his gaping wound.
“Because of the priest’s vocation,” the demon replied coolly. “He brought great misery to so many of my kind. I destroyed him more as a courtesy to my brethren than anything. Now he dances with the angels, or perhaps he is in purgatory. Who really knows what happens to Catholics when they die.”
I grunted. “You’re telling me this had nothing to do with the dead angels and your so-called brethren?”
He stubbed his cigarette on the gravel and said, “Shooting the priest? Of course not. You led him to me because I was following you. An opportunity presented itself to raise my profile, so I took it. I should like to think I’d be rewarded for my deed. On the subject of rewards, I notice you wield Ezekiel’s sword.”
“And your point is?”
Abraxas rose to his feet, leaned against the car and folded his arms. “My point is you have been given something that can destroy whoever is killing us. It would seem you have been specifically chosen for this task. I do so hate it when He does that.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah, yeah, the great plan. Look, what the hell do you know about the killings?”
“Less than some, but more than most,” he said with a shrug. “Why do those who kill one human after another do so with such relish?”
“Because they have screwed up minds,” I said. “Maybe they got diddled too much by their mommies … how the hell should I know?”
Sparks took a tentative step forward, still pointing her Glock at the demon. “Are you saying that whoever is doing this is just another sick puppy? But, how could he destroy something as powerful as an angel? How could he even find one for that matter?”
“Detective,” said Abraxas. “A sick mind is a sick mind.”
She shook her head. “Maybe, but there are victims in Mexico City and in three U.S. cities. Serial killers don’t stray too far from home, as a rule.”
Abraxis cocked a blood-smeared eyebrow. “Who said this is the work of one individual? No … I think there’s something far more sinister at play, and coming from me that’s saying a lot.”
“You’re saying there’s more than one killer?” I asked, surprised at the demon’s suggestion.
“I came to determine why it is that you are chosen for this task when so many others that are clearly brighter than you would have realized by now that when you’re dealing with forces that have lasted through the ages, then it wouldn’t simply be a case of catching a normal killer.”
“Fucking riddles!” I said, losing my patience. “Why is it that the divine can’t string together a simple sentence without turning it into a shit show of unanswered questions?”
Abraxis glanced at his watch and said, “My time among you appears to be nearing an end. The human seems to have done far more damage to my form than I thought.”
And then he began to smoulder. The air filled with the stench of sulphur. I covered my face with one arm and grabbed the demon by the collar. “Why here … in Halifax?” I snarled. “Why now?”
Abaraxas started to sizzle, so I pulled my hand away. Within seconds he was engulfed in flames, but he said one final thing before his form disappeared from the human world.
“This is all about choices, death-dealer. Remember to choose wisely when the time comes … remember Ezekiel.”
And then he was gone. I turned on my heels to face Sparks who once again had that wild-eyed look. At least she’d lowered her handgun.
“A time of choices?” she said with a puzzled look on her face. “What’s all that about?”
“Beats me,” I said. “Twice now someone has told me that. A guy from up above and another from down below. There’s also the matter of why Ezekiel wanted to stop me from killing Abaraxis in the first place.”
“What are you thinking?” asked Sparks.
I holstered by Beretta and gestured Carol to follow me. “I’m thinking that I smell a set-up.”
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I nudged Sparks in the ribs as we padded through the tunnel leading to the big metal door inside Das Bunker and she gave me a hard shove in return. If we weren’t in a concrete structure filled with poisonous snakes, I’d have said we were bonding.
Of course, I didn’t tell her about the snakes.
“You know what’s missing from this investigation?” I said, watching a trio of rattlers slither away into the darkness.
“What’s that?” said Sparks.
“A single unifying clue about the killer.”
“Or killers,” she said as we rounded a corner en route to the entrance. “All we’ve got is that crucifix and some leads about the churches where they found the bodies.”
“And a dead priest, and a holy sword, and a cryptic message about choices I have to make … just one second, I need to announce that we’re here lest we get shot.”
“The hooker?” asked Sparks.
“Her name is Amy,” I said, stopping dead in my tracks. The metal blast door was wide open and the interior of my bunker blanketed in darkness.
The kerosene lamp was out, so I shone my flashlight inside. “Amy? We’re back … nothing to worry about.”
The room was still and silent. I climbed up the ladder and shone my light into the upper level, my heart sinking the entire time. It was empty, too.
“Reaper,” Sparks called out. “You need to see this.”
I slid down the ladder as Sparks lit the kerosene lantern. In seconds, the room was bathed in an orange glow. She shone the lantern against the far wall to show me a small amount of blood spatter. Not enough to prove that she’d been killed, but more than enough to send clear a message Amy was in big trouble.
“It’s Amy’s blood,” I said as a surge of anger bubbled up from the pit of my stomach. “She’s been taken … but how? Nobody could have freaking known about this place. Damn it all to hell and back!”
“You never know, Reaper,” said Sparks. “Maybe that Abraxas guy set you up.”
My eyes narrowed as I gazed back at the blast door. “But whoever took her would have had to contend with the snakes. We would have seen a vehicle come up the road, dammit.”
Sparks gave me an astonished look. “Snakes? What are you talking about?”
“Long story,” I said, hunching over the small smattering of Amy’s blood. “I shipped in a bunch of rattlesnakes. They live in the entrance to the bunker. A nice little security feature.”
She looked about ready to pistol whip me. “Thanks for giving me the head’s up, you colossal asshole! Look, I just shot a demon and it’s probably going to require years of therapy to get that gruesome image out of my head. In spite of this, you can’t rule out the possibility whoever took Amy is a supernatural being as well. Maybe another demon might have done it.”
I knelt down and ran my finger along the small blood stain. It was tacky to the touch, which meant it was a few hours old. “Maybe … she was taken early this morning,” I said as a wave of guilt hit me with the force of a wrecking ball. Amy was an innocent bystander in a series of killings on a biblical scale. I’d told her that she’d be safe inside the bunker and the truth was I had no business doing so. She was out there somewhere. Amy could be dead for all I knew. And it was my fault.
“Reaper … you okay?” asked Sparks.
“The blood isn’t quite dry yet,” I answered, pushing away my guilt because self-pity was a quality I loathed, especially when it came from me. “I have a feeling she had a blow to her head.”
Sparks climbed up the ladder, shone a light and then slid back down. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, Reaper, but this proves there’s just no possible way the killer can be a human. I know you well enough to know it’s pretty damned hard for even a seasoned professional to get the drop on you … I mean, look at this place. You’ve got an off-the-grid safe house on a piece of crown land time forgot.”
I nodded. “I’m starting to think the same way. Maybe it’s some kind of dark entity. I mean, it could be a demon, but it would have to be a hell of a powerful one.”
“Could they be using her as some kind of bargaining chip to leverage you into working for the guys downstairs,” said Sparks.
I shook my head, climbing into the folding chair beside the table. “It’s possible. They know if I take down whoever is killing both angels and demons, they stand to gain. The problem I’m having is that I don’t get any sense of the why in all of this.”
“What do you mean?” asked Sparks as she sat down beside me.
I looked at her. “I mean … why freaking Halifax? Why here of all places? Bodies found in Mexico City, New Orleans, Boston and New York. Shit … outside of the Halifax Explosion in 1917, and a bunch of bodies from the Titanic buried over at Fairview Cemetery, this city doesn’t exactly have a claim to fame. Halifax is just a small place most people on Planet Earth have never heard of.”
“You’re going about this the wrong way,” said Sparks. “You’re thinking Halifax is the culmination point for all the killings. But, you’re forgetting one simple truth about all serial killers.”
“What’s that?”
She leaned in toward me. “They will keep on killing until they’re either caught or dead.”
Sparks had a point. Maybe the choice of Halifax didn’t mean a damned thing in the killer’s mind. It was just another place to put down a victim and then move onto the next city to murder again. There was also the issue of the symbolism in which the four angels had been laid out. One had his eyes covered, another his mouth, but the last two had their arms outstretched. Sparks said the killer was speaking to us, but for the life of me, I didn’t have a clue what the message was, other than the killer made no distinction between Holy and Unholy victims.
“We gotta find Amy … and fast. This isn’t just about saving her life. It’s about saving her soul, because something tells me she’s most likely possessed. If she winds up dead, her immortal soul will burn for an eternity in you-know-where, and I can’t go down there to save her,” I said as the gravity of my words slammed into me like a freight train.
Sparks blinked. “Well … you can locate her, right? You can find anyone. You told me that.”
I gave her an uneasy look. “It’s not a precise science and it might not work if she’s under a divine protective ward to keep me from seeing her. There is one thing that could work, though.”
“What’s that?” asked Sparks.
“Amy’s blood,” I said, pointing to the spatter on the wall. “I’m pretty sure I can find her through her blood.”
Sparks shivered in her seat, which was odd given that she’d been to some pretty horrific crime scenes. “Blood, huh? Is there … I don’t know, enough of it to find her?”
I padded over to the stain on the wall and knelt down. “I think I can find her … though your guess is as good as mine as to what’s waiting for us when we do.”
“Or even if whoever took her is the guy we’re after,” said Sparks.
I couldn’t claim souls like I used to, but human souls and human blood are linked in ways that no scientist or theologian could ever conceive. I knew there was a strong chance I could locate Amy, but it would come at a cost. There was always a price to pay when it came to blood – a big one that didn’t involve cash.
I stood and looked around the room. When I searched for a soul, I had to draw on whatever remaining life energy existed in a body and there was always the very real possibility that the extent of my power would consume my host body. Unlike serial killers who had no soul and therefore could be spotted by someone like me, finding and locating a human carried a huge element of risk. If my host’s body were destroyed, I’d need another body to jump into, then and there. It was lethal to anyone in the immediate vicinity should they have the misfortune of catching a glimpse of the very essence of a death-dealer. It wasn’t pretty, but I didn’t have a lot of options.
“Carol,” I said with more than a hint of dread in my voice. “Remember when I asked you to be open-minded?”
“Oh fuck … what now?” she said, half-groaning. “Is something about to happen that requires electro-shock treatments on top of the pharmaceuticals I’ll need when all this is done?”
I flashed her an uneasy look. “Um … yeah. You’re probably not going to like it.”
“Go on,” she said, her voice icy.
I sat down again on the folding chair and for the first time since I crossed over, I decided to open up about the truth.
“This body, Sparks, the one you’re looking at,” I began. “It’s not my true form. I don’t have a form in the way that your mind can actually comprehend, because to see what I am would be to know the truth of what comes next. After you die. I am death itself. One hundred years ago I came to a man whose time was at an end. He was infected with a deadly virus — the Spanish Flu.”
“The one that killed millions and millions of people all across the globe? The pandemic?”
“That’s the one,” I replied. “I let him linger on far past the appointed time of his end. I didn’t think anyone should have the power to dictate the terms of dying. I broke the rules governing life and death. It had world-changing consequences. Because of my actions, he infected a visitor, and that visitor infected another person. You see where I’m going with this, yeah?”
Sparks pushed her chair backward — probably an unconscious decision on her part to distance herself from me. “You … you caused the Spanish Flu?”
I nodded. “Well I didn’t create the flu … I just gave it an unforeseen nudge.”
“And then what happened?” she asked.
“I was held accountable for what I caused,” I continued, avoiding her gaze. “I was forced out of my order by Ezekiel, the Angel of Death and Transformation. All death-dealers answer to him. I was condemned to linger on in the world of the living. My ability to claim human souls was stripped away. I am what you might consider a living spirit who happens to be in exile. This body is a host that contains my essence and over the past century, I have used many hosts. All were at death’s door, so I simply jumped into their bodies at the very moment their soul departed this plane of existence. The person before you had his time and when death came for him, I took advantage of his remains. Of all the bodies I’ve used, this one has lasted the longest — more than ten years now.”
Spark’s expression didn’t change. She stared at me, blank-faced, and said nothing for more than a minute. The longest minute I’d ever experienced. And when she finally did say something, it was the last thing I would have expected from her.
“And this body,” she said as her eyes narrowed. “The one I’m looking at. It’s about to expire, isn’t it?”
I nodded. “There’s a chance it might, Carol. I have to impart my essence into Amy’s blood if I’m to find her. It takes a hell of a lot of power, and that means I run a real risk of burning up. It also means that if you see what I am then you will have witnessed something no human has ever seen before. It would probably kill you or drive you mad or both. Yeah … I’m thinking the smart money is on both.”
“And then you have to search for another body, I take it?” she said.
“That’s right … you know what I’m about to ask, don’t you?”
She exhaled, her voice shaking. “You … you want to use my body as a temporary host? Won’t that kill me?”
I shook my head. “No. But it does mean that I’ll be working through you until I can find another host. And I’m going to need your help for that. Listen, I’m betting whoever took Amy needs her for whatever the hell is about to happen next. Otherwise they would have killed her. I think I know who our killer might be.  It sure explains why nobody has been able to track him down.”
“Who?” asked Sparks.
I rose from my chair and padded over to the air mattresses in the corner. I squatted down, picked up Amy’s handbag, and dangled it by my  index finger for Sparks to see. “I think the killer is Amy .”
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“The hooker?” Sparks nearly spat out the words. “You think she’s the one behind the killings?”
“Kind of,” I said, eyeballing the blood spatter on the wall. “I mean; I don’t think that she’s the killer – just a vessel for the real killer. I don’t know if it’s a hellion or some darker entity that has taken over her body, but whatever it is, it ain’t human.”
Sparks gave me a wary look. “And you know this how?”
I stood up. “You and I both know that serial killers have a very methodical approach in targeting their victims. But a human can’t kill the divine unless they have some kind of augmented power – it could be something pulling the strings from afar or it could be that she’s been taken over. Mexico City, New Orleans, Boston and New York – my bet is there was a human host in each city. Amy is just the latest and she sure as hell won’t be the last unless we find her and either capture or destroy the entity working through her.”
“You think she might be possessed by a demon?”
I shrugged. “That asshole Abraxas was pretty adamant that it wasn’t something from hell itself, but why believe him? Demons are all about double dealing and I’m not entirely convinced that Abraxas knows the full truth. Lies are a form of currency for those pricks – Abraxas could have been lying to us for all we know.”
Sparks shone her flashlight at the blood spatter and chewed her lip for a moment. “I’m starting to wonder just how many supernatural beings exist in this world alongside us. Are you certain the girl didn’t just walk out of here at gunpoint?”
I shook my head firmly. “Not a chance. Any human being setting foot in the corridor leading up to my safe house would have had a major run-in with a huge nest of rattle snakes. Anyone in their right mind would have run for the hills the moment they heard their little tails rattling away. Even if a human miraculously got past them, Amy would have started shooting the moment they managed to breach that iron door. And, Carol, when that door is closed and locked you would still need high explosives to get through it. No … we’re not dealing with anything human on this. Count on it.
Sparks pointed to the blood stain. “But what about the blood?”
I shrugged. “She probably went into a fit of convulsions when her body was taken over. Infection from a demon has that effect on people – she probably banged her head.”
“Alright,” she said, shining her flashlight on the wall. “And you think you can find her and you want to use my body to do it – again, I can’t frigging believe I just said that, but hey, I’m bound for the nuthouse when all this is done, so what the hell? Tell me, Reaper, what’s involved in all this?”
I threw her an awkward glance. “Well, I’m going to need you to lie down, relax and for shit sake, keep your freaking eyes shut tight. If this body burns up, I’ll simply transfer the essence that is me, into you, got it? And you can’t fight me on it, either, Carol. You have to willingly let me in because I don’t know what will happen to your mind if there’s a struggle.”
She squeezed her temples with both index fingers like she was getting the mother of all migraines. “This just keeps getting better and better. You know, a large part of me thinks you’re so full of shit that you’re about ready to be spread over a farmer’s field, but then I’ve seen the inexplicable first-hand. I’m not crazy about this, but if it will lead us to the girl and ultimately to the killer, then I don’t see any other option.”
I pointed to the air mattresses on the floor in the corner. “Good. Head over there and try to relax. I’m going to see if I can find her in a minute … and remember, keep your freaking eyes shut … this is just like at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark, you know?”
“Great,” she huffed as she padded across the room and plopped herself down on an air mattress. “My face could melt. Just freaking great.”
I honestly didn’t think Sparks would volunteer. I knew that deep down underneath her tough law and order exterior; she was dead terrified of what she’s seen over the last few days. There was a plus to all of this, though. If I could find another body to jump into it meant a new face and a new identity that would spare me from having to deal with the Halifax City Police looking for the guy caught on camera at the archdiocese. Sometimes being a death spirit has its benefits, though I’d grown pretty fond of the body I’d been using for a decade.
I exhaled heavily and sat cross-legged in front of the blood spatter as I held out my hand. “You ready for this, Sparks?” I called out.
“Yes … fine. Get on with it,” she said with not a small amount of trepidation in her voice.
I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and pushed my right palm against the cold cement and then I raised my true nature. The sound of my breathing disappeared entirely as my essence mingled with the residue of Amy’s being. I locked onto traces of intense human emotion – the surest marker of a person’s existence. My senses filled with lightning-quick vignettes of Amy’s life.
Images of a young girl flashed before me. She was perhaps no more than eight or nine and I saw her bury her head underneath a pillow to blot out the noise of a violent argument in the background. I could hear dishes being smashed and a woman’s scream as Amy’s heart raced. I saw a bedroom door being opened through the corner of her eye and a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach as the fragment of Amy’s memory showed me that this wasn’t the first time she’d been abused in the worst possible way by a man she hated with every fiber of her being.
I’d half-expected it to be her father, but I was dead wrong. My mind soared like beacon of light to an image of a rainy afternoon and a casket being lowered into the ground, all seen through the eyes of a child who couldn’t have been more than three or four years old. Another flash of light and I was back in the bedroom, my thoughts awash in a sense of despair because the one person who could have saved her was long dead and the man now touching her had both Amy and her mother trapped in a life of violence and humiliating sexual abuse.
No wonder she’d turned to drugs. I made a mental note to pay the man a visit if he wasn’t already dead.
I pushed that toxic memory aside and reached through a catalogue of recent feelings, good ones, actually. A sense of liberation at having gotten herself weaned off those same drugs she’d used to numb the pain of a life filled with endless fear and self-loathing. I felt her elation at the sense that she was starting over, that she was creating a new Amy despite the torture she’d been exposed to since she was a little girl.
But I couldn’t allow myself to become distracted. I needed to latch onto her most recent memory – the one she experienced just before her mind and soul were invaded by a being with enough power and contempt to ignite a thousand suns. Something with hatred so bitter that it could poison the very air surrounding it. I pushed my senses further until I saw the image of the door to my safe house opening. A living shadow flowed across the floor like an ink-stained fog. It filled every inch of the main room forcing Amy into a corner. A surge of panic radiated out from the center of her chest as the menace-laced mist lapped at her toes and then slowly crawled up her bare legs. She cried out, but there was nobody around to hear her. Amy did the only thing she could do – she dropped into the fetal position and closed her eyes. It was just as when she had closed her eyes when any manner of evil was being done to her body by the man who forced her to call him Daddy.
My stomach turned as I felt her mind begin to lose control over her body. Amy flailed violently like a drowning man desperate to breathe as the water filled his lungs.
The seizure ended as quickly as it began. Amy slowly stood up and looked around the empty room. She stared down at her feet and then at the iron door. I could feel her lips arching up into a thin, crooked grin as she stretched out her hand and made a sweeping motion. The iron door swung wide open as Amy stepped into the corridor. She headed toward the main entrance and I felt the stirrings of every single rattle snake suddenly become aware of a sense of kinship with the entity now standing before them. They whipped their tails, hundreds of rattling tails in a frenzy that filled the air with their distinct sound. Hundreds of rattlers all slithered out of their dark places and followed her like she was the pied piper as she strode through the main entrance and into the morning light.
Amy spun around to face them and bowed. Then she brought an index finger to her lips and in a single gesture, commanded them to be silent. The snakes immediately obeyed as Amy looked up to the sky. She whispered a word of power so bitter that it made me want to choke as a black, billowing mist poured out of the ground beneath her feet and enveloped her body.
She disappeared from my sight for a short moment and then I caught a glimpse of the harbour front. She was standing in the ferry terminal as dozens and dozens of people brushed past her, their bodies sweeping past outstretched hands. She was searching for someone, her mind fixed on a place and a time shortly after the very thought of humanity came to the mind of Him.
It remembered everything.
A voice commanded that there should be light and light appeared for the very first time. And it angered Amy. A raging torrent of hatred, liquid fire as old as time itself burned through her veins as she continued her search. It would show Him that the error of His ways. Though He created all, it would tear everything apart and send the armies of hell itself rampaging through the world of man. It would take them both – the Creator and the Usurper. It would claim dominion over all of heaven and hell and all things divine in a new eternity where His word was no longer law. Where the battle for men’s souls was a distant memory and where the Fallen and the protectors of His grace would reunite. Heaven’s wounds would heal and it would create an eternity free of the great mistake that is Man.
Three of His remaining heavenly generals were destroyed along with three that had been cast out – now only one remained and he would finally to put an end to the great mistake.
The death of His last general, would force the hand of the Almighty. Hell was the domain of the one He feared the most. Lucifer was once His most trusted servant. It was he who started the war of the angels. It was he who possessed power near to that of the creator and when it was finally successful in killing the last general, the gatekeeper to the abyss, Lucifer’s armies would be unleashed, forever destroying the world of man.
Everything was coming together, it thought. It was only a matter of time.
 
***
 
I came to with the acrid smell of seared human flesh filling my nostrils. The flames surged out from my chest, radiating down across my torso. I wanted to scream – the pain was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I held my hand in front of my eyes only to see it ablaze like a torch. My host burning up and there was nothing I could do to stop it from happening. Too much of the residual life energy in my host had been spent in my search for Amy. Its time, like the human soul it had once housed was now at an end. My true form rose from the fleshy sack and drifted in the air for a few moments. The body was now burning with an intensity that scorched the concrete ceiling. I immediately became aware of the fact that the fire could spread and there was a ton of guns and ammunition in my bunker. Sparks was coughing into her sleeve, her eyes tightly shut.
It was going to be risky, sharing her body until a new one could be found but it had to be done. I fell into Sparks like a wave crashing onto a shoreline. She pitched and rolled as my essence became acquainted with her central nervous system and I did my level best to avoid becoming distracted by the rush of adrenaline-laden fear that was coursing through her veins.
“Sparks,” I said, my voice echoing as if in a tunnel. “Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” she coughed. “Is it safe to open my eyes now?”
“Um … yeah,” I said. “And when you do, there’s a fire extinguisher in the cabinet over the laundry basin. I’m on … I mean, I was on fire. Or at least my former body is burning so, you know, maybe you might want to put me out.”
Sparks opened her eyes and she immediately spotted the cabinet. She raced to her feet and ripped open the door, grabbing the small CO2 extinguisher. She covered her nose with her shirt and ran over to my body. It burned white-hot, as Sparks aimed the extinguisher and emptied its contents, dousing the fire. In seconds what was left of me was nothing more than smouldering figure that sizzled and popped as it spat out human fat.
Sparks tossed the extinguisher into a corner and then padded over to the iron entry door to get something resembling fresh air into my safe house. “Scratch the shock therapy, Reaper,” she said amid a fit of coughs. “I’m going to need an entire platoon of shrinks because of my association with you.”
“Yeah, kind of sucks,” I said, not sure what else I could offer in consolation.
“Sucks? That’s all you can say?”
“Pretty much,” I replied. “It might be a good idea to get me to a hospital or a place where I can find a suitable host.”
Sparks nodded. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that. In the meantime, I’m not entirely comfortable having you poking around in my head. What do I have to do next?”
“Grab my guns in the locker along with some ammo. There’s an envelope containing about twenty grand in cash along with the keys to my Wagoneer in there, too. We need to head into the city. Oh, and that Holy sword is in my rifle case. Bring it along because I’m going to need it.”
“You were able to locate Amy, then?” she asked.
“Yes and no,” I replied. “I saw where she went to but I don’t know where she’ll be heading after that.”
“You know, I’m probably going straight to hell for helping you,” she said. “I don’t even want to try to figure out the ethics of helping you find a dead body to take over.”
“Ethics – shmethics,” I said. “It’s either that or you’re stuck with me for the rest of your life.”
Sparks stormed over to my gun locker. She took out one of my Desert Eagles and two boxes of .44 caliber ammunition.  “The rest of my life?” she said sourly as she slammed the locker door closed. “Screw your Wagoneer, the sooner I get you out of me the better, so we’ll take my car … it’ll be faster.”
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The entire trip back to town, I was forced to listen to Sparks gripe about body-snatching and how she rued the day I walked into her life. All told, she was handling my presence in her body pretty well given that only three days earlier she’d have been loathe to allow even the smallest physical contact between us. It was a new experience for me, too, since I’d never occupied the body of a female before. Not that death spirits are male or female – we didn’t have a gender.
We entered the city just as the sun hung low in the sky and dusk was settling in. I found myself amused by Sparks’ eyes scanning convenience store parking lots, alleyways and playgrounds as we headed toward the hospital. As if she’d been hard wired with a hyper vigilance gene: she kept her eyes peeled on every dark place, strange movement and bad driver, like she knew who the bad guys were and where you could find them.
“You’re pretty good at this, Carol,” I said, my voice echoing in her ears.
“Good at what?” she said, as she steered her car onto Robie Street.
“Being a cop,” I answered. “You’ve got like … I don’t know, this crazy crime radar going on. You don’t miss much, do you?”
She snorted. “You trying to butter me up, Reaper, because you can’t stay inside me. I’ve got a massive headache, my ears are ringing, and I’ve got a weird craving for a cigarette. Christ, I don’t even smoke.”
“This too shall pass,” I replied. “Don’t worry, you get me to the hospital and I’ll find someone who’s about to keel over. Everything should be good after that.”
She nodded. “Male or female? I need to know who I’m looking for, because you’re going to be a stranger to me.”
“Let me think about that for less than a micro second,” I said. “Definitely a male. Preferably someone who isn’t ugly, and ideally, he’ll be in shape. I’m also going to need you to use some of that money you grabbed from my gun locker to get me some supplies.”
We wheeled into the Camp Hill parking garage and Sparks flashed her badge at the attendant. The gate opened and she steered the big cruiser to the farthest corner of the second level. She cursed under her breath as she reached into her glove box. She pulled out a pad and pen.
“I’m not a secretary,” she said. “So just because I’m picking some stuff up for you doesn’t mean I’ll be doing it again any time soon. Got it? Now, what do you need?”
“A carton of smokes – Players. A lighter. I need you to get me a trench coat, preferably black, with pockets big enough to hold a few boxes of ammo. A new cell phone – one of those pay-as-you-go jobbies, and um … can you get me back into my flat?”
She gripped the steering wheel and said, “Probably. But the evidence guys will have cleaned out anything they can use to build a case against you. I’m not sure you’ll find anything useful there.”
“You’d be surprised how well I can hide shit, Sparks.” I said. “I need you to take about a hundred bucks out of that envelope and hide it somewhere, so I can grab it and cab it back to my place.”
Her eyes panned through the parking lot for a good hiding place. She spotted a boiler room door and decided she could wedge the bills between the door and the frame.
“Over there,” she said, pointing to the door. “That good?”
“Yeah,” I said. “That’ll do nicely. Look, Sparks … I don’t know how long this is going to take. I can’t really predict when someone is going to kick the bucket.”
“I thought that’s what reapers do?” she said.
“I used to be able to do that. I’d arrive at the moment of death and claim the person doing the dying. I do know where to look for the dead and dying, though.”
“Where’s that?”
“Emergency ward,” I said. “Where the ambulance comes in.”
She shivered. “Again, this is insane, creepy, wrong and a whole shitload of other bad things. Are you going to be leaving soon? I’d like my head back.”
“Yep. Just close your eyes and I’ll be gone. Just like back at my safe house. My essence is only tangible for a short time so do not look at it. Give yourself about three or four minutes, and then go pick up those supplies.”
She shut her eyes. “Fine. Get on with it.”
I gathered my power amid a tight ball of concentration and then pulled my essence away from Sparks’ mind. There were so many memories blended together, along with a separate emotion for each. It was as if her entire mind was a giant card catalogue of life experience, each one filed neatly away after the next. It was tempting to spend a little bit more time poking away at those things that made Sparks the force of nature she was, but she’d stuck her neck, her mind and her immortal soul out on the line for me. Nobody had ever done that for me like Carol Sparks, and I made a promise to myself that when this was over, I’d make it up to her.
In seconds, I was adrift, an intangible collection of spiritual energy that gathered above the roof of her Crown Victoria. She was free of me now, and I lingered in the darkness to keep an eye on her in case my exit from her body presented any complications. She came to within a few minutes, again grinding her fingers into her temples. She gave her head a small shake, and then pulled out the envelope of cash as she hopped out of her car. She headed over to the boiler room door. She stuffed a small wad of bills inside, went back inside her car, and slapped it in gear.
Carol Sparks was a class act. Did I mention that already?
***
I had a name for hospitals: death central. Named so, because, yeah, people died there. Now, I knew that pretty much everyone entered this world in the same physical building where most people die, but it didn’t take away from the stench of death that permeated the place amid the hustle and bustle of medical staff. Hospital rooms on certain floors were dying rooms and nothing more. A daily ritual of crash carts, potent pharmaceuticals and mechanical-sounding breathing machines created the illusion of sustaining life, sometimes at a horrendous cost. Just ask anyone hooked up to a ventilator and lingered on in a persistent vegetative state for decades. You know, assuming you could get through to them. That ain’t living. That’s the human version of purgatory. It existed because of shit-piles of legal and ethical issues that would liquefy your brain if you pondered them too long.
Hospitals are the gatekeepers to the end of life, and if you were attuned enough to the spiritual world, you could find dozens of reapers drifting through the halls of your local hospital, patiently waiting to claim the souls of everyone from accident victims to terminal cancer patients. The busiest place in any hospital is the emergency ward, where doctors and nurses try to perform minor miracles to give someone that blessed second chance people always talked about. One of the best places for a guy like me to find a new host. That’s precisely what I did, my vaporous essence drifting across a loading bay and into the hospital itself. I sensed the presence of my kind – actually, scratch that. They sensed me. A flurry of supernatural force swirled around me. I didn’t have to say anything: they knew who I was and they weren’t happy about my being there. Countless death spirits, each bursting with ancient power, cried out their collective rage that I’d dared show myself among them.
Their hatred was electric. It arced through the air in a storm of loathing and disgust. Their accusing voices screamed at me, blamed me, despised me, but I paid no attention to them. I kept my senses focused on the ambulance bay doors because my best shot at getting out of the hospital wearing something other than a linen gown was to claim a body that died inside the back of ambulance on route to the hospital.
And so I waited for hours. (Not that reapers worried about time. I just knew it was hours because of the clock.) Three times an ambulance arrived, and three times I struck out. Two emergency patients were wheeled in: one, a man who looked around ninety. He was probably going to kick the bucket, but his body was too brittle and frail for me to use. Another was an obese woman who’d choked on a lobster roll at McEwen’s Seafood Bar. The third one, dead on arrival, but it was a car accident victim and his body came in a mass of blood, broken bones and gore.
This gave me time to think about my next move, though. Once I found a suitable host, I’d have to reconnect with Sparks and begin the process of finding Amy. I was pretty sure she was possessed by some psychotic demon from the pits of you-know-where. It tugged at me as to why a demon would be killing its own kind. Angels made sense. Cripes, any demon would have his hands full trying to take down an angel, so there was the issue of what he could be using that gave him an edge.
Maybe he had a falling out with one of his netherworld capos since the residents of hell had a strict hierarchy when it came to eternal damnation. You couldn’t burn forever without knowing who was in charge of what. I thought, foolishly and for less than ten seconds, Amy might be possessed by the dark lord himself, tired of lingering on in that lake of fire, and hungry for a night out on the town. Of course, if that were to happen, every angel in the heavenly cosmos would descend on the world of humans to smite his sorry ass, and the last time I looked, the apocalypse hadn’t yet happened.
In the past few days, I’d encountered both Jael and Ezekiel. I’d confronted a demon assassin named Abraxas who’d been dispatched to find the killer.  Jael had told me an entire host of angels were searching for the killer and I just happened to receive a Holy sword as a gift for kicking Ezekiel to the curb.
So, yeah. My nightmare glimpse into a hell on earth in an apocalyptic dreamscape was really starting to look like a good possibility if I didn’t find Amy. Angels and demons scouring the earth in search of a serial killer from the pits of hell – naturally, when you have that many forces of good and evil occupying the same plane of existence, it would lead to a confrontation.
I knew the end-game of all this: get everyone from heaven and hell stirred up enough to force a war that would forever destroy the world of humans, and bring about a new divine order where both the Fallen and Angels of God would reunite. But in order to do that, you’d have to declare war on Him and the last time that happened, He didn’t take it too kindly.
When I mingled my essence with Amy’s blood, I learned that eight of the original ten had been destroyed: only one remained and he’d come around to do what the other nine couldn’t.
The original ten? What the hell was that all about?
The wail of an ambulance siren shook me out of my daydream. A pair of nurses said that a thirty-five year old male experiencing cardiac arrest was less than a minute away. This had to be my next host; it was the right gender and the right age-frame for me to slip in comfortably. All he had to do was die.
And that’s what was about to happen, because I spotted one of the dozen or so reapers emerge outside the ambulance bay doors. This guy was going to be done like dinner, so I drifted outside and waited for the ambulance to arrive.
Its tires squealed to a halt and the back doors flew open. I gazed at the reaper as it drifted into the back of the van only to reappear seconds later with an incorporeal visage of the man who’d just died. This was my opportunity, so I disappeared into the side of the ambulance and threw my entire essence into the man who was now in full defibrillation. The paramedic shocked his heart and I felt a surge of power grip my chest like a pneumatic vice. Another shock and a wave of electricity radiated across my new host’s shoulders and into my jaw. I could hear the sound of a long beep from the heart monitor, so I decided to make my presence known: I emitted a tiny jolt of my essence and the machine beeped once. I sent another small jolt and within seconds, my host’s heart had a rhythm.
I gasped for air. Shook my head. My new body went rigid for a moment. Then relaxed as the host’s nervous system connected with my consciousness. I coughed hard as a torrent of bile rose up from my stomach. My mouth tasted like I’d just consumed a case of over-proof rum. I turned my head and vomited on the floor. The lone paramedic jumped backward a good foot to avoid being splashed. I coughed another few times and then gazed up at her.
“Hiya, Toots,” I said, my voice still weak from having died. “I think I’m gonna make it.”
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They wheeled me into an examination room and I caught a glimpse of my new reflection in a large mirror that was attached to the back of a flat grey metal door. My new host was dressed in what I could have sworn was a tailor-made business suit. My hair was yellow blonde, like spun gold and I had a narrow, almost regal looking nose fixed between a pair of brown eyes that were hidden behind expensive looking frameless glasses. I had high cheekbones and a strong square jaw that made me immediately think I resembled Marlon Brando in The Young Lions.
“Could be worse,” I said as I brought both hands to my face and ran my fingertips along my skin.
“You were dead,” a pudgy looking doctor said as he put an ice-cold stethoscope against my chest. “You should be dead – count your blessings Mr. Richter.”
“What happened?” I asked, making a mental note to remember my late host’s surname.
“You were binge drinking by all accounts. The cocaine we found in your pocket probably didn’t help, either. It was likely laced with something that caused you to experience a cardiac arrest. You’re very lucky – most people don’t survive. We have no record of any next of kin. Is there anyone we can call?”
I raised myself up on my elbows. “Cardiac arrest, huh? That’ll do it every time,” I said. “As for next of kin, let’s just say I’m an only child and my parents are long dead.”
He folded his arms across his chest and his eyes narrowed. “I’ve been a practicing physician for more than thirty years and I’ve not seen anyone who experienced a cardiac arrest recover consciousness so quickly, let alone adopt such a flippant attitude toward a near-death experience. And you’re not out of the woods yet, Mr. Richter. You’re being admitted because there’s a real risk that you might arrest again.”
I chewed my lip for a moment. I couldn’t just get up and walk out of the hospital like nothing had happened. Meeting up with Sparks was going to take no shortage of stealth on my part because if the medical staff had their way, I’d be poked and prodded until they could be absolutely certain the former Mr. Richter was going to live. If I was going to get out of the hospital quickly, I’d have to resort to fiddling with the good doctor’s mind.
“Alright, Doc,” I said feigning weakness in my voice. “Is dizziness a part of this because the room’s spinning a bit.”
He shuffled over and stuck his stethoscope back on my chest. It was at this point that I decided to make my move. I quickly grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him down until he was at eye level with me. The doctor struggled at first but his jaw dropped when he got a good look into my eyes.
“Relax, Doc,” I said soothingly as I pushed his defenses aside like they were a house of cards. I swept aside vignettes of intense emotion and fragments of memory showing me a young, less pudgy doctor in medical school. He’d somehow managed to acquire the answers to a critical examination that he needed to get through his third year and he was desperate to pass.
And desperate people do desperate things.
“You cheated,” I whispered in his ear. “And now you’re going to get me a wheel chair and wheel me the hell outta here.”
I felt his pulse racing like a funny car at the drag strip and then whispered in a terrified, barely audible voice, “H-how? W-What are you?”
“A busy guy with places to be,” I replied. “When we’re done, you’re not going to remember any of this and by the way, your little secret is safe with me. Get me into the parking garage pronto, Doc, or I’ll wipe your memories cleaner than a pedophile trying wipe his hard drive. That’ll mean medical school all over again, and geez, who wants that?”
He made a dry choking sound and then nodded quickly. “How could you know about … about that?”
“Let’s just say that I can read minds and we’ll leave it there,” I said, tearing off the electronic sensors that were attached to my chest with one hand and releasing my grip on the doctor’s wrist with my other.
The pudgy little doctor stumbled backward for a moment. His face had turned a really nasty shade of grey and he was sweating like a pig, but he did as he was instructed. He left the examination room and returned about two minutes later with a wheel chair and in seconds I’d slipped off the gurney and taken a seat.
He pushed me through a pair of stainless steel metal doors and I was surprised at how easily I was making a getaway. Not a single nurse or fellow doctor stopped him, probably because the emergency ward had been full up to capacity before I jumped into Richter’s body. There were other people to treat and miracles to perform – it made sense that hardly anyone noticed the cardiac patient who’d died in the back of an ambulance being wheeled to a staff elevator. I took the time to button up what appeared to be a silk business shirt and to straighten my tie. As we wheeled out of the elevator and into an underground tunnel complete with powder pink walls and steam pipes running along both sides, I rifled through the contents of Richter’s wallet.
He’d been an American alright. His name had been Scott Richter, and there was a Visa Black card – that told me that Richter had to have been involved in sales of some kind. This was confirmed when I saw he’d worked for a multi-national banking firm in New York that actually survived the global financial meltdown in 2008. There were pictures of three women, all recent, all drop dead gorgeous and all three were of the pay-as-you go variety because the back of each photo was embossed with the words “Heavenly Nights – discreet service and quality entertainment”. Finally, a man after my own heart.
I slipped the photos back into the wallet and then pulled out a rewards card from a Lexus dealership. Clearly, Richter had some money squirreled away somewhere. I decided to clean out his accounts once all this was over because I was going to need a possible new base of operations. You know, assuming I actually managed to survive whatever apocalyptic nightmare was descending onto Halifax.
Yeah, I know it isn’t ethical to steal a dead man’s body and then rip into his assets, but where he was heading he’d be in no need of them.
We emerged from the tunnel and the doctor maneuvered the chair through a pair of doors leading to the parking garage. I hopped out of the chair and spun around to face the doctor. “This looks like my stop,” I said, as I pushed his shoulders firmly against the wall. His knees nearly gave in and I had to hold him up to keep him steady.
“Y-You’re supposed to be dead,” he whispered, his voice was dry and hoarse.
I placed my hands on his cheeks and stared straight into his eyes. “Yeah, well death is overrated, trust me on this,” I said, sending the tiniest fragment of my essence into his mind “You’re going to have a big blank spot in your memories, doc. But first, you’re going to think that Scott Richter died and was delivered to the morgue. You’ll fill out the death certificate stating the cause of death as cardiac arrest. You got that?”
A tiny slither of drool rolled down from the corner of his mouth and onto his chin. He nodded slowly to show that he understood. He slumped to the floor as I pushed through another set of doors and headed down a flight of stairs to the main parking garage entrance. I decided against retrieving the money that Sparks had left for me. There was a stack of bills in Richter’s wallet, more than enough to cab it back to my flat.
I trotted over to a line of taxis that were waiting outside the hospital main entrance. I raised my hand and a lime green cab with a dashboard covered with clutter pulled out to meet me. I hopped in and ordered the driver to head up to Uniacke Square. Sparks would hopefully be waiting for me and then I could get back into my flat, shower, change and bomb up with supplies and then get back to the business of finding Amy.
What I didn’t expect was another close encounter of the biblical kind.
“You’ve changed your appearance, death-dealer,” said the driver. “You’ve made quite a name for yourself over the last twenty-four hours.”
I craned my neck around the head rest so that I could see the driver’s face. He was unshaven with about three days’ worth of growth of beard, and his salt and pepper hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. “Shit … another one. Are you from up there or down below?” I asked.
He threw me a calm smile as he turned onto Quinpool Road. “I am one of His,” he said, flashing me a glance through the rear-view mirror. “You, on the other hand, work for anyone who pays well enough.”
“A guy’s gotta make a living, brother,” I said easily, as I fished through my jacket for a cigarette. Naturally, Scott Richter while being a druggie and a piss tank boozer didn’t smoke. There simply is no justice. “You know, you’re the third angel in the past four days that I’ve run into. How’s Jael doing?”
“Keeping busy, just like you and me,” he said.
“Which explains why you’re driving a cab and not, you know, using super bible holy radar or something to find whoever is killing you morons,” I said with not a small amount of sarcasm in my voice. “You can relax whoever you are – I know who the killer is.”
He pulled in front of a convenience store and slipped the cab into park. “My name is Sariel, and why don’t you enlighten me as to your theory.”
I snorted. “You know, you guys are supposed to be near-omnipotent and you haven’t even figured out that your killer is a demon. I don’t know what kind of demon it is that has the power to slay an angel, but it has taken someone near and dear to me and that through her, it intends to kill one final time. The prick has possessed people in Mexico City, New Orleans, New York and Boston to carry out the killings. The perfect serial killer, that one. A freaking chameleon.”
Sariel turned to face me. “Mere possession of a human soul by a lowly minion from hell would not garner enough power to slay that which is holy, death-dealer. Surely you know this.”
I grunted. “Right now, all that I know is that God’s tenth general is next on the hit list, whoever the hell that is.”
He gave me a surprised look. “A general you say? That’s very troubling.”
“Has anyone ever told you that angels all talk like they’re frigging social workers? You guys are supposed to be holy flipping warriors with the ability to kick evil ass all over the place for shit sake! Listen … who the hell are these generals anyway and why does the Supreme Being need generals in the first place? He’s God or Jehovah or Yahweh or whatever he freaking well wants to be. He’s the baddest bad-ass of them all … I just don’t get it.”
“They’re the first of His servants,” he replied, ignoring my little outburst. “Three of them are fallen angels and the fallen have their own King. You might have heard of him; his name is Lucifer.”
“Yeah, I know … he was once the Almighty’s right hand man. General Number nine holds the keys to the abyss and it would be nice if I knew who the hell it is so I can give him a head’s up that he’s next.”
The angel’s eyes narrowed as he glanced at me again through the rear view mirror. I scowled right back at him and then sunk back into the seat to gather my bearings.
“Sariel,” I said, trying to hide the sense of dread in my voice. “I know how all this ends – I’ve seen it. The killer wants to wipe out the world of man. After that, he plans to rise up against you-know-who.”
The angel took some time to contemplate what I’d just revealed. After a few seconds of silence, he opened his mouth. A yellow-gold light appeared as a mist, sparkling and twinkling with heavenly energy and that’s when he made his move. Sariel spun around and reached between the seats with blinding speed, his hand digging into my neck and cutting off my windpipe. I struggled to breath as a surge of force swept through me. My host’s heart began to race – I could hear the irregular pulse in my ears, as I grabbed the angel’s arm and tried to pry his claw-like hand off my neck.
“You’re smarter than you look, death-dealer,” he growled, his voice sounding like some kind of unearthly feral animal. “Perhaps there is far more to you than that of your kind. You claim souls, but soon there will be no more souls to claim. This stinking world is going to burn and there’s not a single thing you can do to stop it. And we’ve got a nice little plan for the girl that you seem to care so much about. Her cries for help will be transformed into screams of pain when we flay the skin off her body. Perhaps you’ve heard her calling to you already. Help me! Help me!”
Holy shit. That voice calling to me back in my flat. It was Amy’s terrified voice calling out through time and space – reaching to me, begging me to save her even before I’d ever met her. Her cries filled my ears and I tried with all my strength to pry his hand away from my throat, but it was fixed in place like it had been welded to my skin. His power coursed through me like a hurricane, seeking out the ancient energy that fueled my existence. I tried to blot it out, but his power burned through my consciousness with an intensity of a supernova. If I didn’t break free quickly, his angelic power would destroy my essence and there’d be one less grim reaper to worry about.
I twisted and turned my body as the angel struggled to hold me in place. I flailed away like a fish caught in a drift net as he maneuvered his torso over the back of the front seat until I was lying flat on my back. Somehow I was able to swing my legs to my chest. I started kicking Sariel in the face with the heel of my shoe as I fought back. If he was experiencing any pain amid my feeble attempt to break free, the angel wasn’t showing it. I drove my heel into his right cheekbone and that one connected because I heard a loud crunch. His grip lessened, but only briefly. I drove my other heel into nose, summoning every last bit of strength there was inside Scott Richter’s body. Another crunch and the angel screamed in an unearthly voice that shook the entire frame of his cab. He reeled back into the front seat roaring with mixture of rage and extreme pain. An explosion of sound burst forth, shattering every single window in the cab and showering me with tiny cube-sized shards of auto glass.
I’d bought myself enough time to try and escape. I scrambled out the back window and tore across Quinpool Road, hoping to put some distance between us. I nearly barreled over a pair of seniors out for an evening walk as I dashed into an alleyway behind a supermarket. I glanced over my shoulder to see if Sariel was anywhere near and to my horror I saw a flash of golden light through the corner of my eye. The air filled with a percussive thumping sound, like the blades of a helicopter slicing through the air. I gazed up into the sky and there he was, resplendent in all his glory. His massive wings outstretched like a canopy as holy light filled the darkness of the alleyway. Sariel’s face was smooth and featureless, but his eyes burned like a bonfire at midnight.
I darted between a pair of old wood-frame houses that had been converted into flats and dove over the hood of a car as I raced for cover. But what kind of cover is any good against a freaking angel? Sariel aimed to destroy me and I didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell unless I could find an edge: something that could give me enough strength to endure whatever he threw at me.
The Halifax Common. I had to make it to the common because an angel in a murderous rage with a hate-on for humanity wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about smiting innocent bystanders and there wouldn’t be anyone there at this late hour. The only problem was the common was about eight blocks away.
My heart pounded like a jackhammer as a knot of pain formed in my left shoulder. Scott Richter, cardiac patient, was about to drop dead for a second time in as many hours if I didn’t stop running. It was time for a desperate and probably stupid move, but I didn’t have a lot of options. I decided to call the angel’s bluff.
I stopped in the lane behind the houses and called out. “When I’m done with you, I’m going to find the bastard to took Amy and peel his divine flesh from his bones! Come down here and face me, Sariel, if you’ve got the balls for it. Who knows, if you win, I bet you’ll have rock star status when you morons create the new heavenly order!”
I’d clearly struck a raw nerve because the angel swooped down like a bird of prey, grabbing me by the armpits and lifting me off the ground like I was his next meal. My feet crashed through the uppermost branches of a chestnut tree as he carried me higher and higher into the night sky, his wings thumping against the air.
“You think you’re clever, death-dealer,” he snarled. “I think you’re too clever by half and it’s time to teach you to respect your betters.”
I gazed down to see the treetops blowing past me at breakneck speed and I wondered if Sariel’s plan was to drop me into the ocean. The fall from a few hundred feet in the air would destroy a normal man and I guessed that he didn’t know about my regenerative powers. Of course, I didn’t know how much damage a fall from a great height would do to my new host or even if I’d have enough time to draw on the living energy surrounding me to conduct any repairs. I’d succeeded in getting the angel away from innocent bystanders, but I had the sinking feeling that my time was nearly up. In a mad panic, I decided to do something even more desperate than calling the angel out.
I flung my arms up and clasped his neck with all my strength. I raised my power and was immediately rocked by a surge of energy the likes of which I’d never experienced. I shut my eyes tight, forcing my essence into the angel’s body. He struggled to block my will as I pushed deeper and deeper, searching for a way to reach his mind. I intended to infect his thoughts like a virus in hope that I could force him to withdraw or better still, tell me where I might find Amy.
We broke into a dive, the air current buffeting against my body like I was a crash test dummy. His mind cried out, screaming with rage that I’d done something so vile, so utterly evil as to leech Holy power from the divine. I felt his fingertips begin to give way. I clamped down on his neck harder this time, my hands tearing into his flesh. I probed his thoughts with every ounce of energy I could muster, brushing past images of golden temples, past a host of His servants singing praise to the Almighty in a unified voice that shook the heavens. Then I saw a celestial battlefield, the ground littered with the broken bodies of angels who’d clashed when they rose up against the creator. I could taste the blood in the air as an image appeared showing a distraught-looking angel brandishing a golden sword. His face was concealed by a shock of yellow-golden hair and he was kneeling down before the mutilated corpse of another angel. I could feel his anger shaking the air when he stood up and gazed out at the dead and the dying. It was Ezekiel, the Angel of Death and Transformation. He glanced at the golden sword he’d used to slay so many of his brothers when a voice laced with unimaginable power called out to him.
“Ezekiel,” the voice commanded. “Know that you carry my spirit with you. Be at peace with what has transpired for it is not of your doing.”
The angel knelt in obeisance but I felt the tiniest fragment of resentment swelling inside his heart. I knew that he blamed Him for the carnage. I knew that he tried to bury his anger, but when he brought his sword down upon the first of those who rose up he was forever changed. Nothing would ever be the same again. How could it.
“Holy shit,” I choked, as we plummeted from the sky. “Ezekiel … is he the killer? Is an angel possessing human souls and killing his own freaking kind!”
Sariel tried desperately to release me, but I was still clamped onto his neck, still downloading his memories of a battle before time began. I could see open ground about three hundred yards below me and I knew the angel intended to drop me from the sky like a stone. I held on tighter with the plan of releasing my grip when we reached a survivable height for me to fall. Of course, nothing ever works out as planned. The angel drew on his reserves and shook me like a rag doll. I tried with all my strength to maintain my grip, but it was a fruitless effort because in seconds I was falling. The cold night brushed against burning skin but offered little in the way of comfort when compared to the realization that I was in a free fall and the ground was approaching fast.
“This is gonna hurt,” I groaned, as I crashed through the treetops.
And then I was gone.
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The kind of shit that goes through your mind when you’re plummeting to Earth can be a bit surprising. I should have been screaming madly because there was a real chance I’d wind up splattered all over the ground and instead, I asked myself one simple question: Was Ezekiel the killer, because if he truly was responsible for the deaths of those angels then I should have seen it from a mile away. The prick had tempted me with a chance to rejoin those of my kind and temptation is the exclusive domain of the guys down below, not the freaking Holy host!
I came to with a mouthful of pine needles mixed with blood. My heart was still racing and I was more than amazed that my host’s body hadn’t yet given out. I tried to move when a sharp blast of pain coming from my pelvis shot up my spine. I spat out a big gob of blood as I raised myself up onto my elbows to survey the damage. It wasn’t pretty. My legs were twisted in an unnatural shape, but I could move my toes. At least my host’s spinal cord hadn’t been severed in the fall. Lucky me. I gazed up through the canopy of blue spruce and spotted a neat, man sized hole offering a tiny peek at the clear night sky.
Waves of nausea rolled through my host’s stomach as I tried to sit up. I clenched my jaw tightly and ran my hands down along my waist and onto my hips. Nothing felt out of place, but the fiery currents of pain that brought tears to my eyes told me that I’d probably crushed my pelvis. I wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.
And that suited the angel Sariel just fine as he appeared out of the thick overgrowth of spruce and Scotch pine with a look of pure, unadulterated murder in his eyes.
“It takes a great deal of effort to destroy you,” the angel rumbled in the darkness. “I’m half-wondering if He isn’t working through you because you should be dead.”
I ran a sleeve across my eyes as his wings folded back over his shoulders like a cape and he stepped over a small culvert. Sariel’s hands crackled with living energy – hundreds of tiny snaps of lightning arced white-hot as he readied his next volley of power, the one that he was going to use to destroy my essence.
“Haven’t you heard? I’m death itself, you dumbass. You might even say that I’ve never even lived.”
He laughed. It was a cold, spiteful, empty sound that echoed through the woods. “Everything that exists will eventually come to an end, even you, death-dealer.”
“What about your maker?” I spat. “Even the one from whose breath the stars were formed? The one who created those in His own image – you truly want to destroy Him?”
The angel stopped in his tracks. He gazed up at the sky and for a short moment, I could have sworn that I saw him shiver. “I have not said this, death-dealer. Those are your words.”
Another spasm of pain hit me like a sledgehammer and I squeezed my eyes tight to blot it out as I dug my fingers into the ground. “Think about it, Sariel,” I said, trying desperately to buy some more time. “One of your kind has been killing both angels and the Fallen. My bet is that it’s Ezekiel and you’re on his payroll. I haven’t a freaking clue what kind of gripe you guys have with the Almighty, but it’s a pretty ancient gripe. How someone like you, a noble servant of God, could be recruited into a plot for some wild idea of a new divine utopia is beyond my understanding. Angels are supposed to be a reflection of His grace and for crying out loud, you simply can’t destroy the creator of all things! Do you think for one moment that His servants who haven’t turned their backs on him are going to just sit back and let you guys take over?”
“Be silent!” he roared as he sent a blast of supernatural power careening through the darkness. It struck me square in the chest with the force of a battering ram. I fell back into the ground, my head hitting the earth like an anvil.
But his blow didn’t kill me. Why hadn’t Sariel destroyed me yet?
He could have vaporized my body and destroyed my essence when we were soaring over the city and instead, he dropped me after I’d tapped into the Holy energy that fueled his body. He could have summoned a divine sword to chop me into dog-food sized chunks, and instead, he was standing before me in a thick forest on the outskirts of Halifax mincing words about Ezekiel’s plan.
“Listen to me,” I groaned amid another series of painful spasms. “Whatever you’ve been promised, it cannot happen. You can’t unleash another war against the Almighty – you’re only setting yourself up for an entirely new generation of fallen angels.”
His features hardened and I sensed that he was gathering his power for another volley. White hot energy gathered around his hands lighting up the blackness of the woods. I was seconds away from becoming little more than a scorch mark on the ground.
And then something inside me just snapped. I’d been screwed over by angels and demons for the past three days. I’d seen a priest wind up with his head blown off because of his association with me. Carol Sparks had stuck her neck out for me and Amy was gone because I couldn’t protect her. I’d simply had enough.
I grated my teeth together as I began to draw living energy straight out of the ground beneath me. I could feel the warmth of the earth chill at my touch and all around I could hear the life force of the trees, the grass, and those creatures that live beneath the earth cry out in unison. I opened my eyes and gazed out to see Sariel no more than twenty feet away from me readying his next blast of power, and I closed my eyes again, reaching out further than I’d ever pushed myself before. I could feel Sariel’s life force humming like a giant wind turbine. I pushed harder until I’d latched onto Sariel and he screamed in a voice that shook the ground beneath me. I opened my eyes and clenched my jaw tightly, willing my need for power straight into the angel while all around me every living thing was dying to fuel assault on the angel.
I could feel crushed bones in my pelvis knitting back together as my legs worked their way back to their original position. My essence crept forward like a monstrous shadow. The grass, the trees, all living things turned the colour of ash as my essence overtook Sariel and he dropped to his knees. A purifying force washed over my body, a sense of peace and contentment refreshed my senses as I slowly got back to my feet, all the while still tapping the living energy from my surroundings.
Sariel gazed up at me. The murderous look in his eyes was now a distant memory as I trudged across the dead and dying ground until I stood before him.
“You cannot destroy the divine,” he croaked. His face began to wither like fruit rotting on some god-forsaken vine. “You are just a lowly death spirit and you can’t kill me.”
“I’m not killing you, Sariel,” I said, my body now completely regenerated. “You killed yourself when you decided to hook your wagon to a psychopathic angel with delusions of grandeur.”
“There … there was to be a reckoning,” he gasped. His voice was as dry as sandpaper. “I’ve been promised so much. It was said that we would reunite with our fallen brothers and sisters and we would begin again.”
I don’t know how I’d managed to defeat an angel but the desiccated shell in front of me now resembled a weathered old statue instead of divine creature of Heaven. And this wasn’t the same thing as claiming a soul – power that I’d never known existed within me caused this. For the briefest of moments I thought about the Holy sword and considered the very real possibility that He had been working through me all along. I’d scoffed at the notion when this whole gong show started, but what I’d just accomplished was a feat far beyond my ability.
I placed my hand on the dying angel’s shoulder and shut my eyes again as I pushed my essence through to the very last reserves of his living energy.
“There’s always a reckoning, Sariel,” I said as I tapped him out completely. I opened my eyes and looked on the brittle remains of the now dead angel. “This was yours.”
I raised my right leg and gave the desiccated shell a small kick that immediately disintegrated into a cloud of dust. I searched my pockets for a cigarette, forgetting yet again that I was no longer in my old body.
“Shit.” I grumbled.
***
It turned out that Sariel had dropped me smack dab into the middle of Point Pleasant Park, the largest forested area on the Halifax peninsula and a spot with an breathtaking view of the Atlantic Ocean. It had been hit hard a few years back when Hurricane Juan destroyed a large swath of the natural spruce forest. I’d just made it worse by sucking the life out of a huge patch of land that had to be a mile in diameter. I’d have felt bad about it, too, but if I couldn’t find Amy and somehow stop Ezekiel, the damage I’d caused wouldn’t even be a blip on anyone’s apocalyptic radar.
I emerged from the now devastated park on Marginal Road and cut through the Canadian Pacific Railway line until I hit the far end of Barrington Street. I glanced at my watch and saw that it had been destroyed by whatever kind of angelic energy blast Sariel had laid on me. I tore it off my wrist and tossed it in a trash can. The sky was clear and the stars twinkled brightly as I limped into a convenience store and headed up to the front counter.
“Players King Size,” I said. “And a lighter.”
The morbidly obese shopkeeper eyeballed me closely for a moment and then reached under the counter and tossed the package of cigarettes on the counter. “The lighters are in front of you,” he said, still eyeballing me. “Mister has anyone told you that you look like shit.”
I swiped the cigarettes off the counter and palmed a Bic disposable lighter. “Has anyone ever told you you’re a fat bastard with a big mouth, pal?” I shot back.
He pointed to the enormous convex mirror above his head. “No, seriously. You look like shit.”
I glanced up at the mirror to see a suit that was torn to ribbons, mud caked all up my legs and a face that looked as if it hit every branch in that spruce tree after Sariel had dropped me. I tore open the pack of cigarettes and slipped one in my mouth.
“Long story,” I said, turning on my heels. “Thanks for the smokes.”
I left the convenience store and spotted a cab approaching from about a block away. I was just about to wave my hand to hail him when I remembered what happened the last time I hopped into a taxi. Instead, I hoofed over to a phone booth across Barrington Street, ignoring the catcalls from a pair of hookers who’d decided that there wouldn’t be enough money in any John’s wallet for either of them to turn a trick with someone looking like they’d been dragged behind a car for ten city blocks.
And that suited me fine as I dropped a quarter in the slot and dialed Sparks’ number. She picked up after the second ring.
“Carol,” I said, taking a deep drag on my cigarette. “It’s me.”
“R-Reaper?” she said hesitantly. “You sound so different.”
“Yeah, that’s how it goes,” I replied. “Different host, different face, different voice. I’m like Doctor Who that way. If we survive the next twenty-four hours, you and I can get shit faced and I’ll tell you a bunch of war stories about who I’ve been over the past century. In the meantime, can you come and get me? We need to move quickly.”
“What’s taken so long, I haven’t heard from you for more than four hours!”
I stubbed my cigarette on the sidewalk. “Again, it’s a long story. Epic battle, holy revelations and yet more brain melt. Yadda-yadda. Can you get me? I’m on Barrington across from the old Halifax Burial Grounds.”
“Be there in fifteen minutes,” she said. “But wait … how will I know it’s you?”
“I’ll be the only guy in a business suit who looks like he’s been run through a meat tenderizing machine. You can’t miss me.”
“Alright – I’m leaving now,” she said, hanging up.
I exited the phone booth and walked up to pedestrian bench directly across the road from the three-hundred-year old cemetery. I took a seat on a bus bench and exhaled deeply as I waited for Sparks to pull up in her Crown Victoria.
***
Sparks arrived within fifteen minutes and averted her gaze as I climbed into the front seat. She’d had her mind blown more times than I cared to remember in the last few days, my showing up in a new body, one that looked like it had fallen off a high speed train probably wasn’t helping much.
“We need to get back to my flat,” I said, watching her grip on the steering wheel tighten. She still had her eyes fixed firmly on the road. “Somewhere out there is Amy and we’ve got to find her. It’s my goddamned fault that she was taken and if anything happens to her … fuck!”
“Alright, just take it easy” she said. “I can get you in, but it’s still taped off.”
“Fair enough – are you going to look at me, Sparks? I don’t bite.”
She quickly glanced at me through the corner of her eye as she wheeled the car onto Gottingen Street. “You look like shit,” she said after a short moment.
“You’re the second person tonight to say that. Sorry I’m not in my Sunday best but I was just the victim of an assassination attempt by an angel named Sariel.”
“What?” she gasped. “An angel tried to kill you?”
I nodded. “Yeah – but I killed him first. This was after he put the boots to me. Don’t ask me how I did it because it’s complicated and frankly I’m dead dog tired right now.”
“Okay,” she said firmly. “I won’t ask questions.”
“Thanks for doing this, Sparks. I just- “
She raised a hand. “Shut up, Reaper … okay? I’m here and I’ll get you back into your flat. I told you I would.”
I threw her a slight nod and stared out onto the street. “You sound like you’re bailing. That’s cool. I think I know who the killer is inside Amy’s body and I’ve got something in my flat that will help me locate him so …”
She flared her nostrils and pulled into a spot behind a graffiti covered bus shelter. “I didn’t say I was bailing, Reaper, so don’t throw a freaking guilt trip on me, okay?”
I nodded again. “Okay, Carol.”
She pursed her lips tightly for a moment and said, “I did a lot of thinking while I was waiting for your call and I decided that if there is a higher power that has asked for your help then that same higher power wants my help, too. I’m still having a lot of trouble accepting the reality of everything that I’ve seen over the past couple of days, but maybe there is a plan, you know? I never really put a lot of stock into God and the Devil and going to hell, but I’ve learned one thing in over ten years on the force.”
“What’s that?”
“Hell on earth exists,” she said with no shortage of conviction in her voice. “I see it every day. Bad guys are bad guys; murder is murder – it doesn’t really matter if the perpetrator is some scumbag mobster or a husband who uses his wife for a punching bag or even an angel. It doesn’t matter if I’ve had my body invaded by a freaking grim reaper for a goddamned ride to a hospital so he can steal a body at death’s door, either. You’re a supreme asshole, Reaper, but you’re not one of the bad guys. I deal with bad guys every day and while your methods aren’t exactly legal, I know that you understand right from wrong. What happened to your friend Amy is wrong. These killings are wrong. It makes no difference if the victims are human beings or the stuff of myth. If we’re going to end this, you need my help.”
My lips arched up into a thin smile and I reached into my pocket for a cigarette. I slipped it between my lips and was just about to light it when Sparks punched me hard in the shoulder.
“Ow! What the hell was that for?”
She cocked an eyebrow. “No smoking in the car, Reaper. City ordinance.”
I chuckled mildly as I pressed the power window button and tossed my cigarette out the window. “You’re a class act, Sparks.”
 



24



We broke the seal on the door to my flat and stepped inside. It looked like a disaster zone. My furniture was torn open and there were overturned chairs not to mention a number of blood stains on the carpet. Home sweet home. I helped Sparks flip the couch onto its feet and replace the cushions. She took a seat as I strode down the hall and into my bedroom.
My bed sheets lay in a pile at the foot of the bed and the mattress had a huge tear down the middle of it. I guess the Halifax Police must have felt I was a drug dealer and were looking for my stash, and I made a mental note of how much of my twenty-thousand-dollar payment from the Catholic Church would be left over once I found a new place to live and bought some furniture to replace the stuff that had been destroyed in the gun battle with Emil Vachon and his thugs. Probably enough for a carton of smokes, and a fridge full of groceries, but not much more.
I peeled off the tattered business suit and threw on my robe. My body ached like I’d been stomped all over by a pissed off elephant and I looked at myself in the mirror to see my entire torso covered with angry looking bruises. Clearly I’d tapped enough living energy from the park to heal the major injuries – I was just going to have to live with throbbing pain for a few days until my new body completed its healing process.
“I’m going to have a quick shower!” I shouted.
“Fine … just hurry it up, Reaper. We need to get out of here as soon as we can!” Sparks answered back.
I groaned a little bit as I stepped into my bathtub and turned on the hot water. It poured out of the tap with a billow of steam and in seconds a high pressure stream of piping hot water splashed down my shoulders.
And it felt incredible.
I poured a capful of shampoo into my hand and lathered my hair as I considered the best possible way to draw out Ezekiel. I could summon him with my Roman finger bone, but that would be too obvious and he’d be expecting it. It would probably just piss him off and then I’d have the angelic version of World War Three inside my flat. After my battle with Sariel, there was also the question of how many angels Ezekiel had recruited in his plot to overthrow the Supreme Being, so it was likely he’d have a posse of backup alongside him, each with enough power to smite my sorry ass about a dozen times over.
If I was going to find him, I’d have to resort to tracking him through Amy. The only problem was that I didn’t have any blood that I could latch onto and there was always the risk of my new body bursting into flames like the last one. I can usually find pretty much anyone when I draw on my essence, but it causes a shit storm among any nearby death spirits going about their gruesome business in the human world and it can alert anyone with enough sensitivity to supernatural phenomenon.
But there was another way. A more spiritual way.
I shut off the water and stepped out of the tub, quickly drying myself off. I ran a comb through my hair and threw on my bathrobe as I raced to my bedroom.
“I got an idea, Sparks,” I called out, as I slipped into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. In minutes I reappeared in the living room to see Sparks opening a shopping bag emblazoned with the words Halifax Shopping Center in bright red font.
“What’s your big idea?” she asked, handing me a brand new trench coat that she’d bought with some of my advance money. “This cost like eight hundred bucks and I don’t know where the receipt is so if it doesn’t fit, suck it up.”
I slid my arms inside and tugged on the collar as my nostrils filled with the scent of good quality leather. “Fits like a glove … you still have my guns in your car, yeah?”
“And the sword – they’re in the trunk. What’s your plan?”
“Divine help,” I replied. “I put a guy in the hospital the other day – he was a kiddie diddler. The pervert was going to hurt a little girl, so I shot him in the foot. It turns out the little girl was another angel named Jael who was trying to save his wayward scumbag soul and she could have taken care of the guy with a flick of her pinkie. Anyway, if I can contact this angel then I think we can find Amy – I’m pretty sure we can exorcise Ezekiel’s sorry ass and get him out of her before he kills again. I just have to convince Jael to …”
“I’m sorry, did you say, Jael?” Sparks interrupted.
“Yeah – why?”
Her eyes narrowed sharply and she said, “There was this guy we questioned at the hospital three days ago. He said he’d been shot when he was at the Commons and he kept yammering on about jail and a promise of eternal peace and some stupid crap about everybody getting back together with their brothers and sisters. Damn it! We thought he was talking about going to freaking prison, Reaper! We told him that with his record that he’d find lots of peace in the pen – we didn’t know he was referring to a goddamned angel!”
My jaw dropped.
Eternal peace and getting back together with his brothers and sisters? Shit on a stick! I had the killer sitting beside me not three days ago and I didn’t even freaking realize it! But Ezekiel had tempted me. He tried to stop me from shooting Abraxas. I saw my former boss’s past when I tapped into the angel Sariel.
I raced to my office hoping like hell the finger bone was still there. Sparks followed me down the hall as I rifled through my desk drawers.
       “Shit! Where is it?” I barked.
“Where’s what?” said Sparks. “What’s going on?”
I found the small box containing the finger bone underneath an old issue of Hustler. I ripped off the lid and held it before my eyes like a gemstone.
“This is a Holy relic,” I said, trying to contain the panic in my voice. “I’ve been played big time, Sparks. The killer is Jael – I was so sure it was Ezekiel, but your talk with that guy in the hospital and that line about getting back together with his brothers? Eternal peace? That’s what I caught a glimpse of when Sariel was trying to freaking kill me. I don’t yet know Ezekiel’s part in all this, but it’s high time we found out.”
“So what’s the next move?” she asked.
I palmed the finger bone and thrust it into the pocket of my jeans. “We go to the Commons and end this. Tonight.”
***
I slipped my arms in my shoulder holsters and then put on my new trench coat as Sparks cocked the shotgun she’d taken out of the dashboard cradle of the Crown Victoria. On our way over, I’d explained that the dead angels and demons were God’s former generals in the battle that cast Lucifer out of Heaven and the ninth general was the next victim waiting to happen. I hypothesized that the human hosts who’d been taken over by Jael were probably people with sick minds like the pedophile I shot in the foot. It made sense to simply use human beings as puppets to perpetrate heavenly homicide. Disturbed people are always ripe for the picking if you’re an angel tasked with saving souls or a demon charged with adding them to hell’s ranks. Jael wasn’t trying to save the kiddie-diddler, she was sizing him up and preparing to possess his soul.
But why Amy? She wasn’t messed in the head. Sure she’d made some bad choices for her life, but she was trying to start over. No, Jael had taken her because she knew that I cared about her. I glanced uneasily at Sparks as she threw on her bullet-proof vest.
“You’re not going to need that, Sparks,” I said, buttoning up my trench coat. “Actually, you probably should go – for your own safety.”
She snorted. “What safety, Reaper? The end of the world happens if we don’t stop this Jael character, so I’m dead anyway as I see it. I have every intention of not dying, so let’s take this asshole down.”
I stuffed some loaded clips into the pocket of my trench coat. “I have no freaking idea what’s going to happen next, Sparks. I don’t know if it’s a trap or whether I’m the catalyst for the end of days. I’ve been screwed over since day one and the best place for you is as far the hell away from me as possible. Seriously, you should go.”
“Would you bloody well stop with all this macho bullshit? I’m going with you. It’s the least I can do given that you dragged me kicking and screaming into your shit show of a life. So how and why are you going to summon this Ezekiel?”
I felt for the finger bone in my pocket and gave it a small pat. “Because he’s the key to ending all of this, so I’m going to use a kind of summoning spell. I just call out to him using my Power and he’ll respond if he feels like. That’s how it works.”
“If he feels like it! Well, what if he doesn’t feel like it?”
“He’ll come. All I have to do is mention the name Jael and I guarantee he’ll show up.”
“Sounds simple enough,” she said. “And when he gets here?”
I sighed wearily. “Then it’s anything can happen day, Sparks. Ezekiel is an asshole with a big hate on for me. He might go into smite mode but he can’t harm you because you’ve got no quarrel with the guy. You ready for this?”
She chuckled nervously. “No, but the sooner we can stop your killer, the sooner I can get back to having something resembling a normal life. You still owe me a forty-ounce bottle of whatever the hell I want when all this is done.”
“Make it a Texas mickey,” I said, patting her one the shoulder. “Let’s do this.”
***
A sharp gust of cold wind blew against our backs as we trotted through the damp grass of the Halifax Common. It was three in the morning and surprisingly there wasn’t a drug dealer or gang banger in sight. Thick black shadows reached out across the park’s enormous lawn like giant claws waiting to tear us apart.
Hell, I would have expected it the way things were going. Giant oak trees on the northern edge of the park appeared as ghostly sentries amid the ambient glow of the street lights on Robie Street. To our front was the western slope of the Halifax Citadel and I shuddered as I watched a fog bank drift over the two-hundred-year old stone fort like a death shroud.
We decided the middle of the park would be the best place to summon Ezekiel, not that it mattered much at this point. I clutched the sword tightly in my right hand as I dropped to one knee and reached for the finger bone in my pocket.
I glanced up at Sparks who had her Glock at the ready. “Time to see what the end of the world looks like, Carol. Whatever happens, I want to thank you for everything.”
She snorted. “You know something? For a hard-ass player for hire, you sure as hell get emotional a lot. Just get on with it, Reaper. I’m getting old here!”
I shut my eyes tight and reached out through those same shimmering pools of energy, only this time there were no angry voices pelting me with their collective rage. There was only silence and a distinctive feeling that something had been taken from the realms of the Infinite. A cascading series of golden waves burst forth from the darkness, seizing me with a sense of immeasurable power mixed with a healthy dose of fear. A tremor of energy shook the ground and I opened my eyes to see a pair of perfectly sculpted calves only this time it wasn’t Ezekiel that was standing before me. It was someone much more important.
“Reaper, is that … is that him?” Sparks’ stammered. “He’s beautiful. I-I’ve never seen a man so beautiful in my life.”
Before us stood a figure clothed in gold and feathers so white I had to resist the urge to put on sunglasses. I shielded my eyes to gaze upon him and all around us the air hummed with Holy power. His eyes were clear blue, as blue as a mountain lake, and they bore into me with a sense of wonder and purpose that stirred the ancient energy inside me.
“You’re not Ezekiel,” I said, feeling utterly unworthy to be in the angel’s presence. “You’re His herald, aren’t you?”
“I am what He requires me to be, death-dealer. And in you He is well pleased,” the archangel Gabriel said. His voice was clear and commanding and yet was filled with compassion. I glanced at Sparks through the corner of my eye and was surprised to see that even she was kneeling before him.
“I don’t know why the big guy would be pleased with me. I’ve broken every one of the Ten Commandments more times than I can remember and I’ve stumbled into something I have no business dealing with. I haven’t stopped the killer and someone I care about … someone I l- “
He smiled warmly and gestured toward Sparks. “Love is the word that you’re looking for, spirit. It might do you some good to say it from time to time for it is because of love that she kneels before me, alongside you. Carol Elizabeth Sparks, know that He watches over you and with you, He is also well pleased.”
Sparks opened her mouth to say something but nothing came out. Instead, she simply bowed her head, stunned by her first face-to-face encounter with the divine.
“Where is Ezekiel?” I asked in a near whisper.
The angel pointed beyond the Citadel and said, “Atop the Basilica of the Holy Mother, the Angel of Death and Transformation prepares to confront the being you seek. The tenth general from the war for heaven is the gatekeeper for that place where the Prince of Lies bides his time. You have done well in discovering the one who has plotted against Him. If falls on you now, tonight, to save your former master.”
Ezekiel was the Tenth General … holy shit.
It sure as hell would have been nice if he’d frigging told that from the get-go.
I stood up, a torrent of anger surging in my veins because I knew what saving Ezekiel meant. The time of choices that both Ezekiel and Abraxas had spoken of was staring me straight in the face, and it was an impossible choice. I was too damned stupid, too cocky and too proud to realize it until now and it was my fault that I’d have to make that choice. It was my fault for having taken on this case in the first place, and I cursed the day I ever picked up that envelope containing the dead angel’s feather.
I glared at Gabriel, my eyes blazing. “But you know who the killer is … you probably knew from the start. Your people can stop Jael. I’m a death spirit, so why me? Why do I have to choose?”
The angel’s warm smile disappeared and his eyes narrowed only slightly. “You are stronger than you know – strong enough to destroy one of Jael’s fallen allies. This is your task, death-dealer, appointed to you by the hand of God. You have chosen to live among His most treasured creation when you could have easily spent an eternity looking on as a passive observer. You chose to involve yourself in the affairs of humanity. You chose to question your place in the hierarchy of existence and now you must choose again. I can only pray that you make the right choice.”
“So this is punishment?” I barked. “I thought He was a loving God who forgives people for their sins!”
And what Gabriel said next sent me reeling.
“But you are not a person, death-dealer,” the angel said sharply. “You never were a person and no matter how hard you try to touch the human soul; you are still an elemental as old as the stars above. But the Creator of All Things sees a purpose to that desire stirring inside you and He is not without compassion because to be human means that you are a pilgrim wandering through life’s journey.
Each day, each breath a human being draws into his or her lungs is a gift for God. What humanity does on its life journey is that of individual choice – for good or naught, right or wrong that choice was freely given by the Creator and in you He sees that among all things, you are searching for the meaning of the humanity you wish so much was your own.”
I felt a small tear dribble down my right cheek because for the first time since I crossed over, my existence had been put to me in a way that finally made sense to me. But it didn’t take away from the anger and hurt burning through my chest like battery acid.
“And Amy … my choice that I was warned about. She’s just punishment to teach me some kind of lesson, I take it.”
The angel shook his head. “No, this is not punishment for what you’ve done. This is a matter of becoming human. In order to live as one of them you must also experience life as one of them. These trials and tribulations test the faith of all humanity. The joy of hope and the pain of loss shape mankind for good or ill. This moment in time, death-dealer, is your moment in time. It will determine the kind of man you might yet become.”
Sparks quickly stood up and positioned herself between Gabriel and me. She placed a calming hand on my chest and gazed into my eyes, her face a mask of worry. “What’s he talking about, Reaper? What choice?”
I dug my fingers into the handle of the sword and fought back the urge to lash out at Gabriel. To strike him down with every ounce of energy in my body, but I couldn’t. Jael had Amy and I had to save her. I had to save Ezekiel too even though I knew deep inside what my choice had to be. And it ripped at my insides to say it.
“Amy,” I said, barely containing the bitterness in my voice. “In order to save Ezekiel and stop war in the Heavens, I have to kill Amy. That’s my choice.”
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I’d never counted on anyone but myself since the day I crossed over. Throughout the ages, I’d seen what humanity could do it itself. From wars to genocide – there was a laundry list of man-made horror that stretched back before recorded history. I had a ringside seat to the end of life regardless of how it manifested. I knew that I’d have to be hard as nails if I was going to serve some kind of purpose in the world of the living. If I didn’t keep a sharp edge about me, my essence would simply linger on as a formless, faceless entity bearing witness to the passage of time.
This had been about choices since the day I crossed over. It had taken a conspiracy of biblical proportions to show me that humanity was something more than jumping into a person’s body at the moment of a human being’s death. And despite what Gabriel said about becoming human, I felt more than ever that I was an imposter in the world of man. An amalgam of all the people whose bodies I had taken over when they met their end. I wasn’t real and there had never been any consequences to any of my actions.
Until now.
I arrived at the Basilica of the Holy Mother and looked up to see a solitary figure hunched over the edge the copper plated rooftop like a gargoyle come to life. Whether Ezekiel was holding vigil for his inevitable confrontation with Jael or waiting for a message from on high was beyond me. The only way I’d be able to find out was to get him down from there and ask. But he was three hundred feet above street level and I’d yell myself hoarse trying to shout him down, assuming that he actually had any interest in talking with me.
Sparks tried the main doors which, of course, were locked tighter than a bank vault on a Sunday. She trotted back to the Crown Victoria and sat back down in the driver’s seat, her brow stitched into a tight knot.
“Does he know you’re here?” she asked. “Do you guys communicate on some kind of psychic level or something?”
“He knows,” I said flatly. “And he doesn’t give a shit about it. He’s got his mind fixed on whatever is supposed to happen next.”
“So how are you going to get him down from there?” she asked. “We can’t exactly scale the wall and drag him by his feet.”
I patted the hilt of the golden sword with my left hand. “You’re right. But I have his sword. Maybe if he sees it he’ll come to me. And remember, if he’s figured out that Jael is the killer, then he’s probably expecting her to show up in her true form. He doesn’t have a clue that Jael is in possession of Amy’s soul and wearing the girl’s skin.”
“And your choice? You figured out how to save her and how to stop this Jael, right?”
I avoided her gaze and clasped the door latch tightly. “I’m still working on it. Let’s go.”
Ezekiel’s feet dangled precariously off the edge of the roof as Sparks and I craned our necks and looked skyward. Together we stood in front of the wrought-iron fence that formed the perimeter of the basilica’s cemetery. All around us were granite and stone grave markers dating back to the early 1700’s. I glanced at Sparks through the corner of my eye and noticed her right hand clutching the pistol grip of her holstered Glock.
“You’re probably not going to need that, Carol” I said as I looked up at Ezekiel.
“Maybe not,” she said firmly. “But it makes me feel better knowing it’s at my side … he doesn’t seem to be moving very much.”
“He looks like he’s in a trance,” I said, reaching into my shoulder holster and pulling out my silenced Beretta. “Time to wake him up.”
I raised my gun and took aim down the iron sight. I squeezed of a pair of rounds that landed to the right of Ezekiel’s feet and he flinched as he glared down below to see me holding the sword in front of me like a beacon. The angel stood up and simply shook his head disapprovingly as his wings unfurled. They flapped a few times and even a hundred feet below, we could hear the thump, thump, thump as his wings cut through the cold night air. He stepped forward, his wings now extended to a full fifteen-foot wingspan and he glided gently down to the ground, his arms folded firmly across his chest the entire time.
“Nice entry,” I said, deliberately trying to sound unimpressed as his wings folded back behind his shoulders once more. “If you’d have teleported or something, now that … that would be an entrance!”
“You should not be here, death-dealer,” he said, his eyes panning menacingly over to Sparks. “Neither should Detective Sparks be here. You’ve placed your friend in great peril.”
“All of human kind is in peril,” I said, as I fished a cigarette out from my trench coat. “But Sparks is a big girl … you’re a big girl, aren’t you, Carol.”
“A big girl who is armed to the teeth,” she said, patting her Glock.
I took a deep drag on my cigarette and gripped the sword tightly in my right hand. “See, I thought that you were the guy responsible for the killings. I tapped into an angel named Sariel and I caught a glimpse of a much younger Ezekiel, filled with resentment in the aftermath of the first great battle for heaven. The fact that you tried to tempt me when I was about to shoot that asshole Abraxis sewed up my suspicion tighter than a nun’s- “
“Reaper!” Sparks snapped. “Language!”
I grunted as I took another haul on my cigarette and dropped it onto the damp grass. I stubbed it out with my boot, never taking my eyes off Ezekiel. “Thank you, word police!” I said sourly. “Anyway, The Archangel Gabriel, God’s freaking herald informs me that you’ve figured out that you’re next on the hit list and that you intend to stop the killer here, tonight. We’re told that you’re the gatekeeper to the abyss and that if Jael strikes you down, she can draw out old Lucifer himself. You do know that all this is about some bonehead idea of replacing the big guy upstairs, right? And you know about angelic possession.”
Ezekiel blinked hard. “Pardon me?”
I exhaled heavily. “Seriously, Ezekiel, for a guy who is older than the cosmos, you’re dumb as a post sometimes. Jael has been wearing human skin when she’s killing you assholes. She’s possessing whack jobs – that’s how the victims all died – they thought they were dealing with another soul waiting to be saved or damned. Why the fact that God’s generals were being targeted escaped you guys at the start of this thing is beyond me, frankly.”
“Because we are no longer His generals,” he shot back. “The war for heaven ended and the Lord didn’t need soldiers anymore. We were all given a job to do, to save His most precious creation or in my case, to claim their souls for the next stage in their journey. It is one of the reasons why I hold the keys to the abyss.”
No sooner had the words left the angel’s lips when a brilliant flash of light lit up the sky. The ground shook beneath my feet as an explosion of sparks blew out every single street light on Grafton Street. I spun around on my heels to see all the office building lights on Spring Garden Road extinguished one after the other. Ezekiel quickly unfurled his wings and took to the sky, his heavenly aura glowing like beacon. Sparks immediately pulled out her Glock and got herself into the ready position as the ground shook violently, rumbling into the distance like enormous waves crashing into a sea wall.
I staggered for a moment. The earthquake pitched and rolled as large chunks of stone began falling from the rooftop of the Basilica of The Holy Mother, crashing onto the ground like artillery shells. I caught a glimpse of a statue the size of a small car teetering over the edge of the roof. It toppled over, carrying with it a number of smaller pieces of carved stone and I instinctively dove at Sparks, sweeping her over my shoulder and landing a few feet away, the statue hitting the ground head-first on the spot where she had been standing.
“Sweet Jesus, Reaper,” she shouted. “What the hell is happening?”
I rolled off Sparks and quickly got back to my feet. “I think Jael just decided to make her presence known.”
She quickly brushed herself off and I helped her back to her feet with a sharp tug of her arm. Darkness had fallen over the downtown core of the city. Not a single light shone in any of the buildings surrounding the old Basilica and in the distance was the sound thousands of automobile alarms cutting through the silence of the night in a chaotic symphony of electronic noise. I gazed up at the sky to see the glow of Ezekiel’s heavenly aura race across the blackness like a comet. It dashed back and forth at breakneck speed, and then headed straight down to Grafton Street like a meteor screaming to earth. The angel landed effortlessly, his aura extinguishing itself as his wings beat at the air, sending a mixture of dirt and litter blowing out in all directions.
“A large swath of the city has gone dark,” he called out. “Jael has felt it necessary to give us a small display of her power!”
“This is a small display?” I shouted back. “Look – we need to find that psycho angel and end this, we just have to draw her out somehow.”
“Um, Reaper?” said Sparks pointing up to the sky. “What the hell is that? Are those angels?”
       I gazed up at see the black canvas of the night lit ablaze by hundreds of streaks of light, each one burning with a near blinding intensity. They flashed northward across the heavens as if beckoned by some unseen force. My ears filled with the sound of angry voices, each one filled with cold, blind fury, and all speaking in an ancient tongue I’d rarely spoken during my century-long stint as a wannabe human.
“Jumping dyin’ Moses!” I gasped, nearly spitting out the words. “They’re reapers – thousands of them!”
“Shouldn’t I be dead then?” asked Sparks. “I’ve just seen their true form.”
“No you haven’t – they’re moving too fast.”
Another tremor rolled through the earth as more pieces of the basilica started crashing to the ground. I grabbed Sparks by the wrist and dashed out to the street in case the cemetery itself decided to open up and swallow us whole.
“Ezekiel,” I panted. “There are about a jillion freaking reapers zooming past us at Mach One! What have you done?”
The colour drained from his face as he gazed up at the sky. “This is not of my doing, death-dealer. I command the forces that govern the passing of souls. I am calling out to them but they pay no attention to my command. Something has seized them!”
My former brethren had somehow become enlisted in Jael’s plot. This was about payback. They had front row seats to my comeuppance and they weren’t going to miss it for the world.
“If they aren’t listening to you there has to be a hell of reason. I imagine it has to do with watching me get my ass handed to me somehow. Where are they going?”
He shook his head. “I don’t have a clue but wherever it is Jael is waiting for them. And while they’re waiting for you to get your ass handed to you as you put it, the cycle of life and death ceases.”
“What does that mean?” said Sparks.
Ezekiel glanced at Sparks and cocked an eyebrow. “It means, Detective Sparks that babies can’t be born when the dying won’t die. It means the cycle of life and death is seized up and when a large machine becomes seized what generally happens as a result?”
“It fucking explodes,” I said grimly. “Are you saying this is world-ending stuff?”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying! Into my arms, the both of you!”
Sparks gave me an uneasy look and I didn’t blame her one bit. “We don’t have a lot of choices here, Sparks. We need to find out where they’re going. Don’t worry, if Ezekiel drops you, I’ll hold him personally responsible!”
“Gee thanks, Reaper,” she said as she wrapped her arms around the angel’s waist. Ezekiel pulled both of us tightly against his chest and in seconds we were soaring above the rooftops, the angel’s powerful wings pushing us through the air currents with ease.
“They’re heading out to sea!” I shouted. “What the hell for?”
“No they aren’t!” Ezekiel replied. “My eyes see them gathering at an empty beach … and there is a woman. A young woman.”
“Amy!” I shouted in a mad panic.
“Hold on tight,” Ezekiel growled as he grated his teeth together, the cold wind scraping against my face like a skinner’s knife. Sparks buried her face into the angel’s chest as we rocketed across the sky. I tried to look down so that I could get my bearings but our speed was so intense that my eyes filled with water, blurring my vision.
“Sparks!” I shouted. “Where we’re going there will be reapers that aren’t blazing across the sky at Mach One. They will have chosen to reveal their elemental nature. This is just like back at my safe house. You can’t look at them. You need to keep your eyes fixed on me at all times!”
She turned her head to face me. “You don’t think I’ve already thought of that? I’m probably going to be dead in a few minutes anyway. At least I know there’s something else out there if the worst actually happens.”
I forced a smile even though I could feel my heart sink. Sparks was right, the odds were against us but God love her, and she was going to be with me right up until the bitter end.
“Listen, Sparks … whatever happens- “
She reached across Ezekiel’s chest and drove her fist into my shoulder yet again. “Would you just shut up? My God you’re freaking hormonal for shit sake!”
I spotted the beach in the distance as Ezekiel broke into a sharp nose dive. The wind blew past us with a near deafening roar and the angel swooped over the thousands of reapers like a fighter plan strafing the enemy. He deposited us about a hundred yards away from Amy and then he hurtled across the beach, slamming into her like a battering ram.
And Amy didn’t even move.
The angel ricocheted back about fifty feet, his body tumbling across the sand in a cloud of dust and feathers. But he was down for less than five seconds because he quickly took to the sky, sweeping his wings out to their full span and then he dove straight down, swooping to earth at a blinding speed. Holy power flew from his lips as Ezekiel manifested a golden spear. He was just about to hurl it at Amy when she made a lifting motion and the sand beneath her feet shot up into a protective barrier. Ezekiel had to move fast to avoid it, banking hard to the right at the last moment and once again crashed into the beach.
The reapers shrieked and cried out in the ancient language of my kind. In front of them a colossal battle was being fought but they paid no attention because their collective rage was directed squarely at me. I cupped my hands over my ears to blot out the noise of their seething hatred just as Ezekiel dug his feet into the sand and lashed out with a pillar of fire from his hands so intense that it seemed to turn night into day. The sky above thundered and forks of white hot lightening crashed into the ocean spreading electricity across the waves in all directions. Amy crossed her arms in front of her face and the fire simply flowed around her battered body like water. It dripped onto the sand and seemed to bubble and froth like an unwatched pot on a stove. She raised her hand and made a snatching motion and the earth began to rumble as a bank of thick clouds rolled in, blotting out the clear night sky. She made another snatching motion and the temperature plummeted as hailstones as big as baseballs started crashing into the beach.
Sparks cried out just as I covered her with my trench coat and attempted to shield her with my body. Excruciating currents of pain radiated across my back with the strike of each hail stone and I looked out pleadingly to Ezekiel; my eyes begging him to do something because Sparks and I were being stoned to death. The angel nodded and then he raised both hands over his head, sending another pillar of fire straight up. It formed a dome of flame and the hail immediately transformed into harmless droplets of rain.
“This is insane, Reaper!” Sparks barked as she crawled out from underneath me. “Is there anything you can do to stop those two because if this is just a small display of their power, I’d freaking hate to see what they’ll do to this beach if they get really ticked off with each other.”
“If there was a way to end this, don’t you think I’d have done it by now?” I shouted through the pounding rain. “I can’t interfere and even if I wanted to, you can see what kinds of shit I’d be up against.”
“Then what can you do?”
I looked at Amy and searched for some sign that Jael wasn’t entirely in control. Her normally soft and tender eyes blazed furiously as she lashed out again at Ezekiel with a wave of crimson force that swept the angel up off the ground and high into the air. An enormous shadow flew straight up out of the earth beneath Amy’s feet forming a claw-like hand that wrapped itself around Ezekiel and driving the angel straight into the ground with enough force to leave an impact crater. It picked him up again and then pounded him three more times, the force shaking the earth and nearly knocking Sparks and me flat onto our asses.
“Ezekiel!” I shouted. “You two are going to destroy this beach!”
Amy spun around and fired a volley of energy that hit me square in the chest, sending me careening through the air. I crashed into a sand bar and shook my head as I gazed out at the long trench from where my body skidded across the sand.
“I’ll be destroying much more than this beach, death-dealer!” The Amy-Jael thing shouted in a gravelly voice that sounded more animal than angelic or human. “You were foolish to bring a mortal into this!”
I slowly got back to my feet and saw Amy cast a venomous look at Sparks. She raised her hands to deliver of blast of God-knows-what that would kill the detective where she stood, and just as she was about to attack, Ezekiel flew into her. His muscular frame carried Amy-Jael high into the air and then the sky lit up in an explosion of green and crimson light that illuminated the overcast skies with a haunting glow that could easily be seen for miles all around. The pair then plummeted to the earth like a meteor, hitting the ground with enough force that an explosion sounded, cracking the air with a deafening blast of noise.
I staggered forward and looked out across the windswept beach to see Amy staring at the angel with a crooked grin on her face. Her hair hung limply over her shoulders and her eyes burned with a look of pure madness. She lifted her eyes toward me and spoke the ancient language of my kind and that’s when the reapers decided to make their move.
They turned to face me, thousands of them, each one a death-dealer fueled by the power of life itself. They cried out their hatred of me, each word burning through my mind like thousands of flaming daggers. I dropped to my knees, covering my ears to blot out the sound, but it cut through as easily as a butcher’s knife hacking through flesh and bone. I could feel my essence become tainted, each voice slicing through my mind. I shut my eyes tight and ground my teeth as I tried to fight against their collective will. I had to strike out at them, somehow, but my essence was collapsing under the weight of their collective rage. The bile in my stomach surged up into my throat and I dropped onto my knees as I struggled to breathe.
My mind flashed to that dying child in 1919. The antiseptic smell of the hospital room filled my nostrils and I heard the death rattle as the boy struggled to breathe through his fluid-filled lungs. I gazed at the tear-streaked face of the child’s mother as she sobbed into the father’s shoulder. The boy turned and looked at me. His eyes bore straight through me and then he opened his mouth.
“You are never going to be like them,” he said curtly. Only it wasn’t a child’s voice, instead, it was Jael. You will never be one of them no matter how hard you try. I can release this girl you hold so dear to your heart if you take my blade and strike down Ezekiel. He is nearly finished death-dealer. I have prepared him for you to deliver a fatal blow. Do this thing for me and I will let you have your precious Amy.”
I tried to get up and immediately dropped down onto one knee in exhaustion. I’d been blasted by a power so great that it should have blown me to atoms, yet I was still alive, somehow. The reapers raged again, their voices hacked through my mind like a thousand machetes. I knew that I could blot them out if I would just take up Jael’s offer. I could be with Amy again. I could find the peace and contentment that can only come with knowing that the person you’re with has your back. That together, both of you can withstand a lifetime of trials and tribulation.
But I was lying to myself as I grasped at those thin fragments of hope like a drowning man. The end of everything would happen if Jael managed to win this battle and that meant her promise of releasing Amy was as worthless as I felt in my heart. I realized at that very moment that my humanity was artificial and no matter how hard I might try; I would always be an outsider in the world of man.
I knew that I couldn’t save Amy.
I wanted the earth to swallow me whole. The raging shrieks of the reapers wore be down as I glanced a few feet away and spotted the Holy sword. It had fallen out of my hands when Jael hit me with her power. I crawled with every ounce of my energy and grasped the handle in my right hand. I tried to lift it, but The Holy sword in my hands felt like an anchor, and I very nearly released my grip.
“Amy,” I croaked, nearly ready to drop dead under the weight of the reaper’s oppressive mental assault. “I’m so sorry.”
“No you fucking don’t, Reaper!” Spark’s voice cut through the feral shrieks of the death dealers. I felt a strong pair of arms wrap around my shoulders. Two hands, stronger than steel, stronger than the howling wind in a hurricane gently pulled at me, and then Sparks whispered two simple words that silenced the deafening voices in my head. Two words that acted as an anti-virus to the infection that had threatened to snuff out my very existence.
“Fight back!” she said.
I nodded weakly as I gazed out at the thousands of reapers staring at me with a single unified look of murder on their collective faces.
My eyes panned over to see Amy standing over the broken body of Ezekiel and in her hand was gleaming ten-inch blade. It lit ablaze with Holy fire as Amy reached out and grabbed the dazed angel by his golden hair, snapping his neck back. She raised her arm high over her head as she prepared to stab Ezekiel in the back.
And God forgive me for what I did next because I will never forgive myself.
I turned my head toward Sparks and said, “Run. For God’s sake, run for your fucking life.”
She didn’t even blink as she spun around and sprinted with every ounce of energy in her body. I gathered the final reserves of my strength and stood up. I raised the Holy sword above my head and it instantly lit aflame. Unimaginable power coursed through me as I drove the sword into the sand between my feet. I lashed out with my essence. I drew on the creatures in the sand and I could feel the land in front of me withering as I drank the living energy not only from the ground, but also from the sea. I could hear the screaming voices of sea mammals as I bled them dry.
The death energy pushed across the beach as an unstoppable force. My brethren, those thousands of reapers who had this night forsaken their purpose, recoiled at the display of my power. But it wasn’t just my power they feared, it was the hand of The Almighty working through me. He lashed out with cold, unmitigated vengeance. My eyes blazed furiously as I watched the shadow of death rolling across that beach, killing everything it touched until it came to Amy.
She was just about to deliver the death blow when she felt His power tugging at her soul, an unyielding force. She doubled over, her hands clutching her stomach and she began to vomit. Her face contorted into hellish shapes as Jael fought against His will. She held onto Amy with an iron grip, twisting her body like a contortionist in a display of its unholy power. She screamed – a painful, deathly wail that I could feel in my bones as Jael struggled. Amy’s body lifted off the ground and hovered above the sand, but Jael refused to let her go.
And her eyes.
They gazed out at me, pleadingly. Begging to be released from whatever hellish torment that Jael had put her through. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she cried out once more, only this time it was Jael’s voice I heard.
“I will not yield!” Jael roared. “If you are to take me this night then she will die also!”
Once again, Amy’s body twisted and contorted into hideous shapes as Jael fought desperately to maintain possession of Amy’s soul. I could hear bones snapping as Amy screamed again, but she fought against her captor. She struggled furiously to regain some measure of control as invisible claws dug deeper into her flesh. Wounds appeared on her face and arms, her innocent blood dripping down onto the sand, and for a brief moment the real Amy surfaced.
“Reaper,” she whispered, her voice echoed through my mind and sent a searing dagger of pain that burned straight into the center of my chest. I gazed up at her once beautiful face only to see a sunken and hollow shell that barely resembled the girl I’d fallen in love with. “You are still a good man … I forgive you.”
Through me the power of the Almighty lashed out. Death energy formed a black, shadowy hand that seized Amy’s body, tearing the poison that was Jael from her soul. She cried out, a haunting, tortured cry that burned into my heart. And for a short moment, I could have sworn I heard the sound of that heart beginning to break.
My choice.
It had always been my choice.
I just never knew what it truly meant to be human until I watched Amy die.
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My former brethren scattered to the four winds the very moment Amy’s body fell to the sand. It was as if they were fleeing the scene of a crime, only the criminal was me. The sand had given up its dead. For acres around me, the beach was littered with dead insects and worms. I looked out onto the shoreline and found thousands of dead fish strewn about in every direction.
I had killed everything the death energy touched, and worse, I had killed Amy.
Ezekiel tried to offer some measure of consolation. He reminded me that she was meant to die on that desolate beach. It was simply Amy’s time.
And that just pissed me off more.
Sparks returned from running for her life and leaned against me to catch her breath. Together we watched as Jael stood in judgement before the Angel of Death and Transformation, and it surprised the hell out of me to learn that cherubs weren’t cute little chubby child-angels with tiny wings. Instead, they looked just like any other angel save for the fact that this particular angel had a psychotic gleam in her eyes. Ezekiel once again wielded his holy sword that I’d taken from him on that hill overlooking the bottleneck in the road at the quarry.
Sparks held me close the way as big sister would as I stared at Amy’s wrecked body. She said nothing because there was nothing to be said. She knew well enough to leave it alone. For now.
Ezekiel held the tip of his sword against Jael’s neck. “Jael,” he said in a strong, clear voice. “You are judged a traitor against God. You have killed your own kind and schemed to make war against Heaven.”
She said nothing to defend herself, which kind of surprised me. I would have expected the angel to repent, hell, that’s what I would have done had I known what was going to happen next. And surely, Jael had to know her fate the moment she decided to act against her maker. It came in the form of four powerful words along with a holy sword pressed against her throat.
“I cast you out!” Ezekiel said. Not even a second later Jael was ablaze in heavenly fire. She roared as Sparks turned her back on the grisly scene. Some things are too horrific for human eyes to look upon.
Jael’s holy form burned away, her once perfect skin falling to the ground in glowing embers until a new being stood before us. Its long tongue flicked at the air like a serpent. Its now crimson colored eyes gazed down at its claw-like hands in what appeared to be disbelief. An enormous pair of leathery wings unfurled from behind her shoulders as her transformation finished. She was fallen angel.
She opened her mouth and roared with a guttural, almost beast-like voice, on her knees.
“Ezekiel, why do you protect these creatures?” she cried. “They break faith with every breath they draw into their filthy lungs, yet He loves them above all other things when he should smite them. Their existence should be erased from the Book of Life. And now you cast me out because I wanted to save Him the trouble of doing what he should have done eons ago. I did this for our brothers and sisters that we are parted from. As long as these disgusting humans exist, we can never reunite with those who are fallen.”
If Jael was hoping she’d gotten through to Ezekiel, she was dead fucking wrong. He spat on her and shouted back, “BE SILENT.”
And at that very moment, a lone figure appeared on the shoreline, clad in a rumpled grey business suit. Abraxas.
“Well, look what we have here,” he said in a strangely cheery voice as he approached Jael. “You must be the one who was killing our kind. We’ve got an entire warehouse full of lovely little torments to share with you. Hello, death-dealer and … detective! I’m shocked … shocked to see that you’re actually still breathing. Pity that. You know, we could find a place for Ms. Sparks, as well. We can stop her imminent death in eight year’s time – what do you say, Detective? Does that sound like a bargain?”
Sparks didn’t need any prompting. She pulled her Glock out from its holster, spun around, and shot Abraxis in the head. Again.
She was good that way.
“You might want to get your new conscript the hell out of here, Abraxas,” I said. “The good detective has got like at least five more clips of ammo on her and it’s been a rough night, so, you know …”
The demon grinned as chunks of meat and tar-like blood ran down his face. “Of course. I forgot about her anger management issues. Jael, my master has decided to call you Naberius. Do follow me, won’t you?”
The now fallen angel looked at Ezekiel, pleading for a moment, but the angel turned his back on her. Defeated and shunned, Naberius hesitated but took Abraxas’ hand. Together they walked down the beach, disappearing into a black mist. After a minute or so of silence, Ezekiel turned to face me, his holy sword disappearing from his hands.
“I … ask your forgiveness, death-dealer,” he said, actually sounding apologetic. “I did not agree with His plan for you because I did not trust you. I knew you faced an impossible choice and knowing your great mistake that endangered the world of humans, I believed you would choose wrongly. Once again, He has woven together a lesson for me, indeed, for all of us.”
“Don’t tell me,” I said, gazing out at Amy’s broken body. “It’s about faith, isn’t it? What about Amy? Is she dead because she didn’t have any faith left after a shitty life? She’s down in hell, because nobody could save her soul. I couldn’t save her.”
The angel shook his head. “She sacrificed herself when she forgave you, death-dealer. She could have influenced you to make the wrong choice and instead she gave her life to save all humankind. Her faith in you to make the right choice, even if it meant her own death, is a lesson for us all. Her soul is safe.”
“Faith in me didn’t save her.” I spat.
Ezekiel smiled, and said, “Faith in you saved everyone. It is always a matter of faith when it comes to the Almighty. I believe you have changed despite what your brethren feel about you. If you wish to rejoin them and take your place among the elementals, you are welcome with open arms.”
“Are you trying to tempt me again, Ezekiel?” I snapped. “Does He even know that you tried to tempt me?”
The angel avoided my gaze. “He knew that I would put you to the test and He knew that you would reject me. Even I sometimes misjudge His will. Do come back, death-dealer. You can start again.”
I fished a cigarette out of my trench coat. The offer was tempting — I’d be able to exist once more as a function of life and death. The stabbing pain in my heart would disappear forever. But, Amy’s life ended at my hands, regardless of whether I was some kind of cosmic vessel for God’s will. I killed her and for me to take comfort in the blissful unemotional existence of a death-dealer would dishonor the great sacrifice Amy made. She deserved someone to mourn her, because I was the closest she’d ever come to love in her brief tortured life. And it hurt knowing I couldn’t save her.
I took a deep haul on my cigarette and blew a mouthful of smoke in my former boss’s face. “No, Ezekiel. Tell my former brethren to go fuck themselves. While you’re at it, you can go fuck yourself, too.”
The angel heaved a disappointed sigh as his wings appeared from behind his shoulders. “Then take care to protect yourself, death-dealer. Jael had at least one minion in Sariel.  It’s possible there are further conspiracies yet to be discovered. Fare well.”
“Thanks for sharing,” I said, watching him beat his wings, lift into the air, and fly away.
***
Carol Sparks and I sat on the edge of the beach as the tide came in. The waves crept forward, lapping against Amy’s body until she started to float, and so we watched as the current carried her remains out into the bay.
She deserved a funeral, so we buried her at sea.
I’d have said something poetic or spiritual if I had it in me, but I couldn’t. I’d been to enough funerals over the years to recite something deep and meaningful, but there was nothing I could say to express my anger and utter failure. Instead, I quietly said goodbye as her body slipped beneath the waves.
The reflection of the morning sun glittered on the water and it was clear that Sparks was growing weary of my silence, so, she punched me in the arm.
For like, the fifth time.
“You just had to tell him off, didn’t you?” she griped “He could have easily given us a ride back to town, but no, you had to tell him to go fuck himself.”
“We’re done, him and me,” I said. “Ezekiel has had that coming for nearly a century.”
Sparks exhaled as she stood and looked out on the bay. “I don’t know what else there is to say about what happened here on this beach. I didn’t know Amy, but I know that we did everything we could to save her. You cared for her and while you weren’t born into this world, the fact that you loved Amy and risked everything to save her life makes you the very best kind of human in my book.  I’m so very sorry for your loss, Reaper, I truly am.”
That stabbing pain in my chest hadn’t subsided. If anything, it morphed into a hollow ache, causing my throat to tighten. My eyes watered as I choked back a mouthful of clean ocean air. A tear dribbled down my right cheek. Sparks took my hand and gave it a squeeze as we turned our backs to the sea and began our long walk toward the highway.
 



Epilogue
Good and evil aren’t as black and white as you might think. Becoming a human is hard work and nothing can ever prepare you for the body blow that comes with having lost someone you love. I don’t entirely understand love but I know what it does to people. I know that it’s a five alarm fire and it’s a gentle touch on the hand during those times when you feel so very alone.
When I first crossed over, I wanted to experience life as a human being. I had been thrilled by tiny sensations like the wind blowing through my hair on a cloudy October afternoon and was dazzled by sexual escapades and the sheer madness that comes with living a guilt-free hedonistic existence. You can do anything when you’ve got nobody there to hold yourself accountable to. I have learned, unfortunately, that to experience life you have to experience pain as well as pleasure. Amy Curtis was my first encounter with the pain of being human and let me tell you that if love and friendship can hurt this much then I want no part of it.
I have to find a new place to live. Sparks won’t let me crash at her place and frankly, I can’t blame her one tiny bit because my life is an F-5 shit tornado and she’s got too nice a house to wind up having it blown to pieces by a ticked off angel bent on seeking revenge for bringing down Jael. I’ve got a target on my back, but then again, I’ve always worn one. It’s just now that I realize there can be collateral damage when people get too close to me. I’ve lost one person I cared about, I won’t lose another and that starts with Carol Sparks.
I said she was a force of nature and my encounter with the divine pretty much confirmed it. We couldn’t save Amy but I guess we saved the world from and end-of-days nightmare and that has to account for something. I’ve called out to Him asking for some kind of reward for Sparks and me. I’m still waiting for it.
I’d head back to my bunker until I’m on my feet again, but I can’t go back there because it’s the scene of the crime – the place where Amy’s life ended and my guilt began. I’ve got the balance of what the Church owed me and it will get me an even shittier flat in the worst part of town but at least it will be a roof over my head. Maybe the sound of the neighbors fighting with each other will drown out the voice in my head that says I have no business living among them.
I want to lash out at Him but that would likely just piss the guy off. Assuming the Supreme Being is a male. I want to summon Ezekiel and punch his lights out. I want to drink myself into oblivion because I’m really very good at that. I have consumed gallons of bathtub gin during prohibition and five hundred dollar bottles of Scotch on Madison Avenue in the 1990’s – drunk is drunk. Alcohol numbs the things that pick away at your conscience like a nun teaching etiquette in a boarding school.
I’m going to head over to the liquor store. I owe Sparks a bottle and I’m going to get shit faced. With a little luck, I’ll stay that way.
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After saving the world from a psychopathic angel bent on hastening the End of Days, Tim Reaper can be forgiven for hitting the bottle hard. It’s not every day that a former grim reaper gets to fall in love for the very first time only to have to kill the girl he’s fallen for or let the world burn. It’s five months since Amy Curtis died and Reaper is wracked by guilt after having to make an impossible choice.


Meanwhile in North End Dartmouth a mother has been stabbed to death in her bed and the only witness is an eight-year-old girl with a peculiar gift. She knows the truth of all things and has taken to writing the base code of the universe on her bedroom wall. She possesses knowledge no human being was ever meant to have and that means she’s got a target on her back. Angels, demons and everything in-between has the girl in their sights and her only hope of survival lays with Tim Reaper who must keep her alive long enough to meet with someone Reaper calls, The Man with the Big White Beard.




Detective Sergeant Carol Sparks wasn’t yelling at me, which is always a good thing, though it’s a rare occurrence.
Of course I hadn’t opened my mouth yet.
I rubbed at my eyes with the heel of my left hand as I sat up in my bed. The clock on my smart phone said it was 1:40 AM, on the floor next to my night stand were an empty whisky bottle and an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts.
So I reached for my package of Player’s shit ends and lit another.
I groaned as I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. The used mattress I’d bought at the Sally-Ann for twenty bucks felt like it had been stuffed with rocks and a current of pain shot up my lower back as I put Sparks on speakerphone.
“Yeah, Sparks … what is it?” I said through a phlegm-filled cough. My head felt like it was filled with lead.
“Oh … did I wake you, Reaper?” she replied with a flicker of sarcasm in her voice. Or a twinge of anger – it’s hard to tell with her sometimes. “I’m so sorry to disturb you what with your having exposed me to psychopathic angels, passive-aggressive demons and a front row seat to my own birth and death. I’d let you sleep but you know … you owe me.”
Yeah … she was pissed at me. I rule.
I reached across the nightstand and grabbed a half-empty bottle of Golden Wedding Rye Whiskey. I gave it a little shake and then grimaced as I gulped back a mouthful. “Yes, Sparks, I owe you. I’d have thought that forty-ouncer I bought you made us square but apparently not.”
“Not even close.” she snapped. “Are you drunk again? I told you to lay off the booze. If I have to come over there, I’m going stick my boot so far up your ass the heel will come out of your mouth.”
I might have been drunk – or maybe I’d forgotten what sober felt like over the past few weeks. I’d stopped drinking when I passed out watching a hockey game on TV – that was more than five hours ago. No worries, a few good slugs of rye would take the edge off the guilt I’d been experiencing – a new feeling for me, I might add. It didn’t matter that I’d recently prevented an all-out war in the heavens thanks to a delusional angel named Jael who’d been killing some of the Supreme Being’s senior management. More than five months had passed since the day I ended the life of an innocent girl named Amy Curtis whose only crime was hooking up with yours truly.
Me.
She died because of me.
And there was little comfort in the fact that Amy was possessed by the aforementioned angelic sociopath when I unleashed Holy power, killing every living thing on the land and in the sea within a square mile of that wind-swept beach. It didn’t make me feel any less guilty about the choice I was forced to make. A choice the Almighty, in His infinite wisdom, had decided was all about my becoming human.
And I’m not human. In truth, I don’t know what the hell I am and there are times when I wish that I’d rejoined my death-dealing brethren in the blissful, guilt-free existence of claiming souls. Except they’re all assholes and they tried to kill me so that wouldn’t work.
I sloshed back another mouthful of rye and said, “No, Sparks, I’m not drunk … yet. It’s nearly two in the morning and I’m not being carted away in handcuffs, so I’m going to assume you’re deeply concerned about my welfare. You know, you could have just sent a card … or a pizza.”
I could hear her teeth grinding together.
“Alright, you know what? I’m the only friend you’ve got so just shut the hell up and listen,” she snarled into the phone. “I’m across the bridge from you in North-End Dartmouth.”
“Good for you,” I replied. “If you’re going to Bedford, don’t bother cutting through Halifax – that’s the long route. Also, you know, wear a stab vest or something. You’re in a shitty part of town.”
She exhaled heavily and said, “Damn it, Reaper … I need your help. I’m at a murder scene so get your ass in gear and head over here. There’s something you need to see because I don’t have a clue what the hell it means.”
I arched my eyebrows. “What kind of something?”
“It’s the kind of something that’s beyond anyone’s pay grade at the Halifax Police Department. Look, what I’m seeing it’s … just bizarre. I’ve got the body of a woman – stabbed to death in her bed while she slept, it looks like.”
“That sounds messy … it also sounds like a pretty straightforward murder to me. It’s probably the ex-husband or boyfriend. Find the guy and bring him in.”
“And under normal circumstances we’d be knocking on his door but according to the neighbours there has never been a man in the picture. We found a little girl hiding in the broom closet. She’s eight and I think she’s the victim’s daughter but- “
“A little girl killed her mother?” I interrupted. “That’s pretty messed up, Sparks.”
“She’d be covered in blood if she’d done it and she’s not. If anything, she’s catatonic and we can’t get her to utter a peep,” Sparks answered. “I don’t think the killer knew the little girl was home otherwise we’d be dealing with two murders instead of one.”
I took a deep haul on my cigarette and coughed heavily into both hands. “So get a social worker or something, maybe they could get her lips flapping. Then ask her if she can ID the perp. After that, get her a shrink to deal with the trauma,” I said, a little too impatiently for Spark’s liking. “You don’t need my help for this.”
I could have sworn I heard a low rumble in Spark’s voice. “She can’t talk, damn it. She can barely even move.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
“She can’t even move, Reaper. We had to carry her out of the broom closet. It’s like her mind has snapped.”
“Then call a shrink – you don’t need me for …”
“Listen to me, you sack of shit! Six months ago you’d have been begging for work from anyone willing to pay and now you’re some kind of pathetic shut-in. I know you’re hurting over what happened to Amy…”
“Don’t go there, Sparks,” I warned. My voice was flat and cold. I dug my fingers into my whisky bottle. “You don’t know anything about me or how I feel.”
“I know you’ve probably felt nothing in your entire … whatever the hell it is that your kind call a life,” she shot back. “That’s why you’re messed up right now. And if you needed someone to hold your hand and help you through whatever it is your dealing with, I’ve always been a phone call away and you never called me. Not freaking once. And by the way, you think you’re screwed up? Hello … I met the Archangel Gabriel idiot, there’s not enough pharmaceuticals in a Costco warehouse to deal with that kind of shit so get a grip on yourself! I’m hanging up and then I’m going to text you a picture. When you see it, I’ll be at 228 Victoria Road – bring me a coffee while you’re at it. If you’re too hung over to drive, take a cab. Goodbye.”
Well she certainly told me off.
Okay, so yeah, Sparks did wind up on the receiving end of a shit storm of supernatural weirdness in the past few months. She’d been exposed to elemental beings that Sunday morning evangelicals on the TV claim surround us every day. (I hate those guys. I can’t stand that a bunch of trailer trash preachers with hillbilly accents know the truth of things when big-brained theologians talk about religious symbolism and ancient Aramaic scripture.)
The fact is the hellfire and brimstone preachers are bang on: age old battle for the souls of men exists: A war pitting demons against angels and in some cases, angels against their own order. That’s when Sparks first learned the truth of life as we know it and worse, the truth of me because I’m not an angel and I’m not a demon. I’m death itself and I live among humans because I did a very bad thing that got me thrown out of the reaper’s club more than a century ago.
I’ve led a fairly sketchy existence since then, imparting my essence into the newly deceased and using those bodies until they became too damaged to continue, (read: shot to pieces, burned, blasted or buried, you choose) and then hopping into another one after that. My latest body is that of an investment banker named Scott Richter and up until Amy Curtis came into my life, I didn’t worry too much about human affairs. But I fell in love with the girl and she died because of me. I’d been set up by the guy with the Big White Beard. He gave me an impossible choice – kill a girl I’d fallen for or let her live and watch all of humanity burn.
The creator of all things has a sick sense of humour, by the way.
I grunted as I stubbed my cigarette into the ashtray. Then I grabbed another cigarette from the nightstand and lit it with my Zippo. I took a deep haul and stared at my phone as I waited for the text from Sparks. After about two minutes of silence, my phone vibrated and I brushed my thumb over the text message icon. The screen flickered and then a picture of a bedroom showing a child’s bed covered with a My Little Pony bedspread appeared on my screen. A small stack of books was piled neatly on a night table but what grabbed my attention was the wall next to her bed. I was half-expecting to see a powder-pink mural filled with unicorns farting rainbows and a few posters of whatever incarnation of Barbie was currently on the kid’s hot-list. Instead the wall was plastered with what at first glance appeared to be graffiti of some kind. I blew up the picture to enhance the image and did a double take because I could have sworn I was looking at a calculus formula.
What the hell?
Symbols the likes of which I’d never encountered were mixed in with powers and indices, Greek letters and integrals. Seemingly endless strings of continued fractions and operators radiated out, each written using what appeared to be a thick black felt marker. Some formula was even partially scrawled on the stippled ceiling.
“Math?” I whispered.
My phone buzzed again and another picture from Sparks downloaded. I swiped the screen to see another wall, similar to the first one but this time there wasn’t any brain melting equation that would take the entire faculty of Applied Science and Engineering at Dalhousie University to decipher. Instead there was a single word written repeatedly in neat rows hundreds and hundreds of times. I blew up the image and what I saw told me precisely why Carol Sparks wanted me at that crime scene.
It was the word RICHTER.
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Collection notices. Disapproving looks. Sleeping in a van. Life’s hard for a wannabe superhero. Things get harder still when Centurion’s sidekick, Henry, dies.


 




The police say Henry’s death was an accident. Centurion knows better. Henry’s death is part of a larger pattern. Someone’s murdering children—kids with extraordinary psychic and physical abilities—across the South and Midwest.




He needs to find the killer fast. In Chicago, his prime suspect has already set her sights on friends Astrid and Kim. But these teens aren’t like anything he’s ever seen. They’re special. Like Henry. 




Centurion will face spies, monsters, and the ultimate evil: the Chicago auto pound. If he doesn’t watch out, he just might find he’s the one in need of saving.  
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“Darst works his magic in horror once again, this time expanding into the realm of superheroes in an exciting mash-up that fans of both comic books and the paranormal are sure to enjoy!”


– Stuart Conover, ScienceFiction.com


 


“Being a huge Alan Moore fan, I’m always hoping to read something intelligent when it comes to superheroes. I crave material like that…and 
Freaks Anon
 
nails it. It’s a fanboy’s dream.”


– Frank Hrin, Fearshop.com 


 


“As with 
Dead Things
, Matt Darst has created another sublime world. 
Freaks Anon
 is a dark, weird fairy tale of monsters and heroes. Excellent.”


– Rich Hawkins, Author of 
The Last Plague
 and 
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CHAPTER 1

Auvergne, France. November 1764.


 

Clouds of vapor materialize then retreat. Ghostly apparitions, the cold gives the monster’s pants form.
Dusk cedes to night. This is the “hour between dog and wolf.” This is the hour between worlds. This is his hour.
Winter’s come early. A thin veil of newly formed ice masks the churning beneath the surface of the brook. He prowls the bank on all fours, frozen reeds crunching under the thick pads of his paws.
He’s just a dozen feet from the creaking waterwheel when the second oil lamp flickers to life.
He stops dead, his lupine body going stiff, his breath silent. He hides among the willows, secreted by lengthening shadows. He shifts his weight to his haunches, slowly rises.
Inside the mill, the silhouette of a woman beckons to a child studying at a desk. The boy stands and moves to join her near the stove. The creature’s head cocks, his pointed ears tilting to catch their exchange of words. “Le dîner est presque prêt.” Dinner is almost ready.
He inhales deep. Chicken, boiling in onions. Bread.
But there’s more, so much more. Masked beneath those broad strokes are subtleties, hidden scents.
In his human form, he could never detect these nuances. But now, his sense of smell is specialized. It is fifty times stronger. A nasal pocket traps odor molecules in a layer of mucous. The cilia of receptor neurons pick up the diffused particles. Signals are transmitted to his olfactory lobe.
The aromas are distinct: sweet, the woman’s perfumed skin; sour, milk on the boy’s upper lip; salty, the trace of sweat on her neck; and savory, the blood that pulses through their arteries, filling their muscle tissue, powering their organs.
His tongue rolls over his teeth, pausing on the tip of an elongated canine. The umami makes him salivate. Steaming drool escapes from his maw, melting the snow beneath him.
The wolf inside—yes, he has given over his body to canis lupus lupus this night—screams at him like a fiend from folklore. Break down the door, give chase, and tear outtheir throats. But his mind, a vestige of his humanity, holds him fixed. It tells the inner wolf to sit, stay. He has—no, they have—all night.
Pierre Delmas—husband, father, and the owner of this mill—is in Lorcières. He won’t return until well past dawn. Of this, the monster is certain. He confirmed as much with Delmas himself just last week.
Sipping witbier in a darkened corner of L’Abattus Agneau, the monster watched as Delmas and a dozen farmers quarreled around a beer-soaked oak table at the front of the pub.
“Our grain is rotting at the gates as we speak,” Delmas said. “Monsieur Gance, if we do not break this stalemate, the season is lost.”
Gance raised a brow and shook his head. “Perhaps lost for those less enterprising.”
Enterprise. The monster snorted. This man knew nothing of enterprise.
Henri Gance, the youngest of six brothers, was born into richness. His father’s massive estate stretched thousands of acres east to west, virtually separating Auvergne from Bourgogne. Before his passing from Consumption last spring, the elder Gance had provided Delmas and others passage to the markets north to sell their grain.
With his death, the vast farm was divided between the brothers, Balkanized like so many other privately held lands in feudal France. Lacking the canals and rivers of England, the bequest necessitated the negotiation of new easements. Five of the six brothers eventually agreed to allow Delmas and his peers passage. However, the sixth, Henri, withheld signature.
“What right do you have to condemn our grains to decay?” an elderly man said, straining to stand. “There are people, woman and children, starving less than a dozen miles away.”
“I claim and require no right but birthright, Monsieur Meursault.”
Jean Meursault poked a shaking but furious thumb in Gance’s direction. “Pure arrogance. Your father was a good man. He would be ashamed if he could see you now.”
“You’ll be able to convey that message to him yourself any day now, I’m sure, old man,” Gance said, eyes on his goblet.
A wide man called Guy Debucourt interceded. “Gentlemen, gentlemen, this bickering achieves nothing. I’m sure we can find common ground.”
“Yes,” Gance replied, looking up, “that is, as long as your ‘common ground’ and the grounds of my property are not one and the same.”
They debated like this for an hour, the monster barely concealing his smirk behind a stein.
Delmas grew frustrated. “Please, Mr. Gance, listen to reason—”
Gance cut off Delmas with a wave of his hand. “Look, we’ve been through this before. It is all very easy. I’m happy to provide an easement across my land. In return, all I ask is for reasonable compensation.”
“What you’ve asked for is a third of our grain,” Meursault spat. “That’s a tax, pure and simple.”
Someone behind the old man nodded angrily and echoed him. “You’re no king, Gance. You have no right to levy taxes.”
“What? And I don’t have expenses?” Gance asked, touching his chest in offense.
“Like?” said someone in the throng.
“There is infrastructure to maintain,” Gance replied, looking past Meursault. “Plus, more importantly, there’s the cost of protection.”
“Protection?” another farmer, Frederic Malle, asked. “From what?”
Malle had not noticed that the other farmers had gone quiet. They exchanged nervous glances, confirming a communal but unspoken fear.
The monster laughed from a table away. This perturbed Malle. “From what?” he repeated, brow furrowing. “Highwaymen?”
Malle’s inquiry could almost be excused. There was a time, after all, when footpads and mounted robbers lurked the fields and woodlands, preying on the unsuspecting. That is, until last June, when the killings started in Langogne. Criminal activity had since been suspended.
“No,” Gance answered with a hush. “Not highwaymen.”
“What then?”
No one answered. All remained silent. Until—
“La Bête,” the monster said.
Malle gulped. “I see.”
La Bête. The monster had been called many things by many people. The Wolf of Chazes. Le Loup de Soissons. The Monster of Besseyre Saint Marie. The Beast ofGévaudan. Even The Beast Who is Eating Everybody. It was the Royal Wolfcatcher, Le Louvetier Royal, though, who called the creature, simply, “The Beast.”
The Beast. It was an abbreviation that inadvertently solidified the monster’s status as the country’s single and greatest manifestation of evil…and the single greatest threat to the monarchy.
Another moment of uncomfortable silence passed before Gance announced his intention to retire for the evening. “Look, gentlemen, I appreciate your time, but it seems no agreement will be had tonight. I bid you adieu—”
“Wait,” Debucourt interrupted. “Just how many hands will you make available to escort our carts?”
“Nearly a dozen,” Gance replied.
Debucourt sighed. “Then I’ll agree to your terms.”
“Me as well,” came another voice.
“Guy,” Delmas exclaimed, taking Debucourt by the shoulder. He leaned in. “You can’t mean it.”
“Mean it I do, Pierre. I can’t just abandon our grain. My family has worked too hard. Something is better than nothing, especially with that thing running about devouring everything that breathes.”
“We can’t stand alone on this issue,” Delmas implored. “Divided we fall.”
Malle interrupted. “I’m afraid I must accept Monsieur Gance’s terms as well.”
“What?”
“Pierre, people are going to starve—my family among them—if our grain doesn’t hit the market. We’ll have revolution on our hands.”
“I don’t care about hypotheticals,” Delmas said. “I care about the here and now, about my mill, my family.” He turned to Gance. “The King’s taxes are already unprecedented. How can we be expected to pay for this as well?”
Gance shook his head. “Those who fear looking in the mirror ascribe fault elsewhere. Don’t blame King Louis XV, and don’t blame me. If you can’t take responsibility for your station, Pierre, maybe you should blame The Wolf.”
The monster found this a curious but valid point. There was plenty of blame to pass around: the King, the laws of inheritance, opportunists, the drought. But the beast took particular pride in his role in dragging the region into poverty and famine.
The King regularly conscripted farmhands. They were forced to join his hunting parties. They left their wives and children behind, but dared not ask them to mind the livestock and the pastures. They knew well La Bête punished those who did. They told tales of how the monster preferred the taste of humans to animals. It targeted people, choosing them over cattle roaming the same fields.
“Monsieur Gance,” Delmas begged. “Please. Things are dire for my wife and son. There’s a lien on the mill, and sickness has struck the cattle. I worry for our newborn calves. We depend on the revenues from each and every grain.”
Before Gance could respond, however, another farmer assented to pay. “I’m in, Henri.”
And then another. “Me too.”
“As am I.”
“Moi aussi.”
Delmas’ cause was lost. He drank deep from his goblet as he watched his summit disintegrate, the farmers capitulating in turn. Even Meursault eventually acquiesced.
Slumping in his chair, Delmas ordered another beer.
One by one the farmers departed. Gance excused himself as well, leaving Delmas alone with his drink. Soon that, too, was gone.
That’s when the monster made his approach.
“Monsieur,” the monster said, sliding a pint of ale in front of Delmas’ downcast face.
Delmas looked up. “Merci,” he said solemnly.
The beast nodded. “Homo homini lupus.”
Delmas cocked his head, raised a brow. “Sorry?”
“It’s a Latin proverb,” the monster said. “It means, ‘Man is a wolf to man.’”
Delmas nodded. “That certainly seems the case.”
The monster half-smiled, a long canine biting into his lower lip. “May I join you?”
Delmas gestured to a chair.
My name is Alec,” the monster said, extending a hand, “Alec Moreau. Forgive my eavesdropping, but the War has hurt us all. Still, I imagine the impact upon our patriot farmers and their families has been especially distressing.”
Delmas took Moreau’s hand and introduced himself. Plied with beer, he began talking. He talked late into the night, and then talked some more. He told the monster about his troubles, his mill. He told the monster about Gance’s revocation of the easement. He told him how he left his wife and child alone during his excursions to the City. He told the monster everything.
Finally, the monster Moreau asked Delmas a question: “What would you say if I told you I might be able to help?”
Delmas was all ears.
“I will purchase both of your calves for one-hundred livres parisis apiece if you’ll allow.”
“Two-hundred livres? That’s more than the salary of a huntsman. Why on earth would you do that?”
“I was once a lot like you, a farmer and a father too. Before that, though, I was a soldier, and I was called back into service during the Seven Years War.” Moreau looked past Delmas, focusing on something beyond the walls of the tavern. He stared into space and recalled his tour of duty. “My company was sent to protect the settlement of Saint- Louis in Senegal. The trip took forty days. We lost half our number to malaria and wild animals, creatures I’d never seen before. When we arrived, we were two weeks too late.
The post had been lost to the British. We retreated to Gorée, but we had lost our colonies in Gambia too. Our holdings in Africa sacked, we returned north to join the front. We fought the Prussians. We fought the Duke of Brunswick. We fought the Germans. We fought everyone. For six years I bled in the name of the King. In the end, all of our fighting, all of the lives lost, meant nothing. The King capitulated, signed the Treaty of Paris, and I returned to France. I arrived at my house and found it was no longer my home. Strangers lived there. My wife and son were missing. The police had kidnapped them years earlier. Like the families of many soldiers, they were loaded onto boats and sent to colonize the Americas.”
Delmas winced. “I’m sorry.”
“So, unlike you, I care very much about the possibility of revolution. I care very much about a tomorrow without a crown.”
Delmas listened, chin in hand.
“The loss of my wife and son gave me new purpose: question authority, undermine the system, create chaos through design.”
“Chaos through design?”
Moreau asked Delmas if he ever read Voltaire.
Delmas went blank.
“Candide?”
It doesn’t register with the peasant. It shouldn’t. The Administrators of Paris banned Candide for its criticism of church and state, and Voltaire himself all but disowned it out of fear of persecution.
“It’s an adventure, but it’s the subtext that has people buzzing. Is Voltaire criticizing Leibniz’s theory of Optimism? Is he elevating Pessimism? Or is he sympathizing with Meliorism?”
Delmas frowned. He was lost.
Moreau didn’t care. He continued, almost to himself. “The answer: it’s not about ‘isms’ at all. Candide is about chaos. Not randomness or chance, but about chaos as order in a system. It’s about the complexity and unpredictability of life. It’s about how small changes to a cycle can have significant consequences, building and amplifying like a stone cast into a pond.”
“Ripples on the water,” Delmas said.
“Exactement.”
Delmas smiled. “That sounds nice in theory, but I’m afraid the idea of being a ripple is a little too grand for my family. We don’t know Monsieur Voltaire.”
Moreau chuckled. “Pierre, even the smallest of pebbles can have an impact. I’m but just one stone produced by the system, and I fully intend to create more. For instance, what would you do with two-hundred livres?”
“That’s easy. I’d put my son in school,” Delmas said.
The monster smiled. “There is nothing more radical than an education.”
Delmas grinned.
So it was settled. The-monster-that-called-himself-Moreau gave the man one hundred livres and the promise of another hundred in one week’s time. Delmas need only bring his calves back to this very address. The innkeeper would hold the calves for the monster and the funds for Delmas. Moreau even paid for a room in advance so Delmas need not travel home in the pitch.
Delmas dutifully returned a week later. The exchange was made.
Now Delmas sleeps deeply in the best bed L’Abattus Agneau can offer, his belly full of lamb and beer, his pockets full of gold, and his head full of dreams. Now he sleeps unaware that his alleged benefactor has transformed into a creature molded in the forges of hell…and that this creature awaits just outside the door of his home.
After the embers of the fireplace have died down and the house is dark, the monster enters. He passes the boy’s bed in the front room, moves to the rear of the mill. Madam Delmas sleeps in a small chamber behind the kitchen. He bends down and slides through the doorway, his massive shoulders and head pressing the frame. There’s a creak of oak grinding against oak. She wakes, screams at the silhouette of the thing filling the casing.
The monster is on her in a beat, her arterial blood pulsing down his gullet the next. He sways as he gulps hard from her throat. His eyes roll back into his skull. He’s lost in the richness, the pleasure of the kill. He almost doesn’t hear the front door open, the boy running through the snow.
Almost.
The hunt is on.
The next morning, the monster walks the stream north. He picks his teeth with a cattail. He stops to drink at a swirling pool devoid of ice and stares for a moment at his reflection. Despite his human form, he sees nothing but the Beast staring back. His broad, rounded forehead, high cheekbones, wide nose, and narrow chin are covered in meat and mess, bits of what once was the son of Delmas.
The monster shrugs. Creating revolutionaries is a bloody business.
Now it’s off to the north. North to a farm owned by the youngest of six sons, north to his next victim. Tonight, the monster will play equalizer. Tonight he will fertilize the fields with Gance’s blood.
At least Delmas will no longer need to worry about easements in the years to come.
Chaos works in mysterious ways
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