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 After nine years of killing and stealing for Lilah, I suppose all of this should be old hat to me by now, but the anticipation, the thrill of the job, still gets me every time.
 Tonight is the last time, though, and it’s going to be harder than I thought to walk away. I want to deny it, to pretend like leaving this all behind won’t leave me wanting for an excitement that David can’t give me, but that’s the whole point, isn’t it? To move on from a life of destruction. 
 To finally be good.
 First, though, the task at hand.
 Tonight, it’s a meeting in a disused warehouse at the docks. Muted light filters out through its dirty window panes and shadows shift about inside. There are half a dozen within the hulking structure, maybe more, and I need to get rid of all of them. 
 I’ve had tougher missions, and I’ve done worse things.
 Crouching down, I pull my hood up and focus on the two men flanking the rusted metal door to the warehouse about twenty feet ahead.
 One is mountainous, with a barrel for a chest and scar slashing through one eyebrow. A fighter gone soft. The other is thin as a matchstick, the sodium lamp above him casting sharp shadows underneath his cheekbones and eyes.
 They won’t see me coming until it’s too late.
 Bits of their conversation float to me over the lapping of dirty water and the clang of a bell on a distant buoy. Mountain Man is hungry. Matchstick Man just wants to get paid and get out of here, man.
 Same, Matchstick. Same.
 He will be first. Wiry is always more unpredictable than beefy. 
 “…they think I don’t got places to be?” Matchstick drones on. “Linda, down at the spot… you know Linda?” 
 Mountain Man grunts. “Everybody knows Linda.”
 “You’re a real comedian, man. Yeah, well she’s waiting for me…”
 The only warning he gets is the skitter and click of pebbles on the concrete as I come up fast behind him. He tenses in the way you do when your body understands there’s a threat before your conscious mind can process it.
 I grab his face, my black gloves stark on his skin, and his eyes go wide as I jerk his head back toward me with a violent twist.
 Crack.
 His spine snaps and he drops like a marionette with cut strings.
 Mountain Man remains motionless for a comically long second. No rush with this one, then. One by one, I can practically see the dominoes fall behind his eyes, the situation clicking into place. 
 He fumbles inside his leather jacket. Reaching for a gun, no doubt. 
 Before he can pull, I slide a dagger from my belt and fling it toward him. 
 It arcs, end over end, before lodging in his throat, splitting his Adam’s apple. Arterial blood sprays against the side of the warehouse, bright crimson against the decades of dirt.
 Clawing at his throat, he drops to his knees and collapses onto his side. Pink froth bubbles from the hole in his windpipe as he wheezes his final breaths.
 I hold a finger to my lips.
 Muffled voices from inside the warehouse grow louder. Sharper. Someone’s having an argument. Who could have predicted that a meeting between criminals might not go smoothly?
 I take advantage of the commotion and gently pull open the metal door, slipping inside the warehouse with only a quiet squeak of the hinges to possibly give me away.
 

 ***
 

 The concrete floor of the warehouse is littered with splintered pallets and shattered glass; the detritus of decades of use and abandonment. I gingerly pick my way around a piece of broken rebar and crouch behind a dusty crate. 
 Thirty feet ahead, a man in a trench coat stands in a pool of light filtering down from one of the few working lamps in this place. He’s flanked by four beefy goons dressed in the same black as the two men outside. Trench Coat must buy his henchmen their turtlenecks in bulk. They are nearly indistinguishable from one another, so I take note of their positions and number them in my head: One, Two, Three, and Four.
 Across from him, an angry man with heavy silver rings on each of his fingers gesticulates wildly. He’s got a security team of his own: three men in well-tailored suits. It’s going to be a shame to get blood on them.
 A box the size of a coffin lies between Trench Coat and Rings, a line of demarcation separating the shady businessmen.
 “I don’t see my payment,” Trench Coat says, and it’s clear from his tone and the fact that he brought six men with him that he wasn’t expecting to see his money tonight.
 “It was cash on delivery,” Rings says, the jewelry glinting as he flicks his hand at Trench Coat. “Step back from the package. Once we check out the merchandise, then we can talk.”
 “We’re done talking. If I don’t see money in the next five seconds, we’re gonna have a problem.”
 Goon One slides a hand toward his coat. If he pulls a gun I might have my work done for me tonight. Goon Two shakes his head almost imperceptibly as if to say not yet.
 Rings crosses his arms. “I don’t take orders from you.”
 “Then you don’t take the package, either.” Trench Coat’s hand moves ever-so-slightly toward his waistband. Maybe for a gun. Maybe not.
 It doesn’t matter because I’m sick of waiting. I’ve got places to be.
 Phht. Phht. Phht.
 The softest puffs of air. 
 A thin wisp of smoke rises from the barrel of my silenced gun, and one by one, the well-tailored men drop to the cement, each with a neat hole in his temple.
 Goon One, still twitchy and itching to kill, yanks his gun from his holster and empties his bullets into Rings’ chest. The gunshots echo and crash in the enormous space, startling pigeons that had been roosting in the rafters. They flutter and fly, losing feathers as Rings hits the ground, crimson oozing into a thick puddle around him.
 Trench Coat dives behind the coffin box and the goons back toward each other, forming a circle protecting him and the package. Their guns are drawn but judging by the wild looks in their eyes, they have no idea where to point them. 
 “Where did it come from?” Trench Coat’s question is a frantic whisper. Good. He should be afraid.
 This is the part I live for. When the targets finally realize that they are targets. As their fear spikes, my nerves calm. This is what I do. This is who I am. A lethal shadow, ready to bring the mayhem to some very bad men.
 I pull up the collar of my fitted shirt so that it covers my mouth, pick up a handful of broken cement, and throw it toward the far end of the warehouse.
 I’m sprinting toward them before it hits the ground.
 The pieces shatter on impact, and all four of the goons turn and fire into an empty corner. The muzzle flash from their guns illuminates the fear on their faces.
  I race toward their circle, and the goon closest to me, Three, spins on his heels, bringing up his weapon to fire. I’m already airborne, and he turns just in time to catch a heel to the chest. I feel his ribcage crack underneath the weight of the kick, and he topples backward, his large body sending up a puff of dust as it hits the ground.
  As I land, I sweep my leg to the left, catching Goon Four at the back of his ankles and sending him to the hard concrete next to his friend. His head snaps back and his teeth clack, and the sound is music to me.
  From a crouch, I sense rather than see Goon One coming at me from the front and Goon Two from behind. I pop up, spinning to drive an elbow into One’s nose while simultaneously donkey-kicking Two in the groin.
  One’s gun clatters to the floor and I know he can’t see a damn thing through the stinging tears in his eyes, so I turn my attention to Two.
  He’s doubled over, gagging, so I yank his arm backward and around, snapping his wrist as I turn his own gun on him. His shriek of pain and fury cuts off as I put a bullet in his ear.
  Two’s blood mists over Three, who hasn’t moved since I put a heel into his chest and sent him to the ground. Pink spittle drips from Three’s open mouth. I hit him so hard that bits of bone from his shattered ribs tore into his lungs.
  Two goons down, two to go.
  I sense movement on either side of me. Four’s rolling over, wheezing as he brings his gun up, and One’s charging at me, his face smeared with blood and tears.
  So I drop to my knees, yanking a small knife from my belt and flinging it at Four while driving my shoulder up and into One’s belly, flipping him over and sending him crashing to the floor behind me.
  Four slumps back, the hilt of the knife protruding from his left eye. His finger twitches in death, and a gunshot goes off, ricocheting off the thick concrete and steel beams and puncturing a window near the ceiling. 
  Dust and bits of metal rain down on me as I scramble on top of One, wrapping my hands around his thick neck. Already winded, he gurgles and squirms as I tighten my grip. He punches at my sides. Claws at my arms. Catches me with a backhand across the side of the face. It rattles my cage, but I do not let up. 
  He is a bad person.
  I squeeze harder.
  They were all criminals.
  The blood vessels in his eyes burst, and he stills.
  Finally… finally… I let go. 
 I sit back to catch my breath. Angry red marks flare out on either side of his neck, evidence of my brutality, and a sick triumph flows through me. 
 It lasts for half a second.
 Something small and hard presses against the back of my head, and I freeze, recognizing what it is instantly: the barrel of a gun.
 A shadow flutters in the corner of my eye. The flap of a trench coat.
 His voice trembles when he finally finds it. “Who sent y…”
 I duck to the left, twisting, bringing my arm up and across to shove Trench Coat’s gun in the opposite direction. He manages to get a shot off, but it goes wild.
 The cold cement presses into my back as I wrap my legs around his knees and yank forward, sending him off balance and onto the ground. I crawl on top of him and grab his head in my hands.
 He nearly got me.
 On my last fucking job.
 Adrenaline fires through my veins.
 I slam his head down onto the concrete. Again. And again. And again.
 Crack.
 Crack.
 Crunch.
 The hard hits go dull as his skull caves.
 I am covered in bits of bone and spatters of blood, but I do not care because I am done. I peer down at him, my last kill for Lilah, and try to feel something. Remorse? Relief? There is a gnawing deep inside me, and when I dig down deep, I realize what I’m feeling is fear, for the first time tonight. 
  I glance up at the bodies strewn around me. At the havoc I have wreaked. Without this, I’m not sure of who I am. Sitting back, I try to catch my breath. To slow my heartbeat. I pull my collar down and slide my hoodie back, trying to get some fresh air. I survived. That’s all that matters. 
  I know I can be better than this. David will help me.
 There is only one thing left to do now.
 My muscles scream as I pull myself to my feet and shuffle over to the coffin-sized box. The wood is splintered now, pierced by bullet holes and hanging in jagged shards. 
 I grab a piece of scrap metal from the floor and wedge the edge underneath the lid. One push. Two. Crack.
 The lid lifts in a puff of dust. Inside, reams of shredded paper fill the box. Cradling my ribs with one arm, I lean down and begin to dig through. It takes only seconds to find what I truly came for.
 I lift a black box the size of a paperback book out from the scraps of paper. 
 I know better than to open it. 
 “It’s done.”
 My voice in the void of this place sounds hollow and small.
 The receiver in my ear crackles and Lilah’s voice croons, “That was fast. Even for you.”
 I head toward the door, pulling my gloves off as I go. I do not look back at the men I’ve killed. They will be taken care of by another facet of Lilah’s enterprise. 
 “It sounded like quite the party,” she purrs. “You can just shoot them, you know.”
 Cool air washes over me as I step out into the night. Across the water, the lights of the city twinkle and glow. The sooner I get back there, the sooner Lilah is out of my head, forever.
 She has been my mentor for as long as I can remember, and the thought that she will no longer be my near-constant companion thrills me and leaves me feeling achingly lonely at the same time. 
 “I know,” I say, and because it would seem odd to her if I didn’t banter back I add, “but where’s the fun in that?”
  I lift a hand to my ear and end the transmission. 
 Leaning down, I yank my dagger from Mountain Man’s quickly cooling corpse. It’s the first weapon Lilah gave me, the one I learned to defend myself with. 
 It would be smarter to leave it behind. To start fresh with no ties to what I’ve done and the life I’ve lead so far, but I can’t bear to part with it.
 I’ve been hiding things from David for nearly a year. What’s one more?
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 If you don’t know where Bedlam is, you’ll never find it. 
 In truth, Lilah’s club at the back of a forgotten alley in the darkest part of Ash City, and it’s invitation only. If you have to search for it, you’ve already failed. 
 In midtown, billboards flash and taxis honk. The air smells of exhaust and perfume and money. The buildings are chrome and glass and the people are polished and beautiful. 
  Downtown, the streets are cobblestone and brick, the shadows seem to stretch out and follow you, and nobody notices when your clothes are spattered in blood.
  I make my way down one of those cobblestone streets now, getting deeper into the far corners of this city, and my certainty grows that I will never be back this way again. My path is away from this darkness, no matter how alluring I may find it. If I want to be with David, I must move toward the light, toward his light, and let it burn away what I have let myself become. 
  Before I left last evening, he’d lifted me off of my feet to pull me into a fierce embrace. I’d nuzzled into his neck, losing myself in his warmth and in his scent. A pediatrician at the hospital, he should live in a cloud of antibacterial gel and antiseptic, but he is pine needles and he is wood smoke and he’d smelled like my David.
  “I miss you,” I’d said, and felt him chuckle against me.
  “I’m not even gone yet, love.” He’d pulled back from me, a crooked smile on his beautiful face. I’d traced the line of it with my finger, his stubble rough under my touch and his lips curving with amusement.
  In all of my twenty-six years, I’d only ever missed him. The moment I’d realized that was the moment everything had begun to change for me. 
  “And soon, you’ll never have to miss me again.” He’d taken my left hand, intertwined his fingers with mine, and kissed my engagement ring. “I was married to you the night I met you, Gray, and I’m not going anywhere without you.”
  I’d pulled him to me, crushing my lips against his, and he’d wrapped my legs around his waist and carried me toward the bed.
  We had devoured each other.
  Lilah had saved my life. She’d pulled me from the wreckage of my childhood terrors and had thrown me into a new, brutal existence that let me exorcise my demons and unleash my pain. For the longest time, that was all that mattered.
  And then I found David.
  David had saved me from myself. I had been an angry young woman, and years under Lilah’s employ and tutelage had only calcified and sharpened that fury. It had made me dangerous. Meeting David, a man of uncompromising loyalty and heart, who spent his life not in the business of ending others, but in working to save them, put the tiniest of dents in my armor. Over time, that dented armor cracked, then split, and eventually fell away.
  The moment I realized I couldn’t be without him was the moment my life with Lilah and her organization was over. The reasons I gave her for leaving were inconsequential. Lies told to the woman who taught me to lie. 
 She believed me. 
 I had learned from the best.
  My ring now sits in its box at the bottom of my top dresser drawer. I can’t wear it while I work. I can’t wear it in front of Lilah. Attachment is a weakness. Attachment puts those you are attached to in grave danger.
  I refuse to put David in danger any longer. Refuse to lie to him any longer. Once I deliver this last package to Lilah, this part of my life is over. I started from scratch once, nine years ago when Lilah came into my life. I will do it again now, as I leave Lilah behind.
 I turn down the alley, careful to avoid the puddles of standing water and the rotting contents of tipped trash cans. Something skitters in the darkness, and I hear the click of tiny claws run past my boot.
  At the far end, a bare bulb glows red against a black wall. As I get closer, the shape of a door becomes visible in the weak crimson light. The copper knob is round, with a raised pattern in the center. The kind you’d find in a Victorian mansion rather than a speakeasy, but Lilah’s never been conventional.
  I open the door and red light spills out into the alley, sending whatever had been running around near my feet fleeing for darker corners.
  Stepping inside, I make my way down a short hallway strung with red lightbulbs, push past thick, black curtains, and enter Bedlam.
 The place is a love letter to the Grim Reaper. A bit on the nose for what we do, but Lilah has a hard aesthetic that bleeds through into every aspect of her life. Tables of rich, dark wood are adorned with tintype death photography and small animal skulls. Framed x-rays hang on walls papered in black brocade. At the bar, men in suspenders serve cocktails in black glasses to patrons dressed in their slinky, classic best.
 I search for Ciaran, the only colleague I have that’s also a friend, but it looks like I won’t be that lucky tonight. I haven’t told him I’m leaving, and regret slices through me that I won’t have a chance to say goodbye. 
 Winding my way past the few remaining patrons, I head straight for the iron staircase in the corner, which spirals up to Lilah’s second-floor office.
 At the top, I pull a skeleton key from a zippered pocket in the thigh of my pants, fit it into the lock on the office door, and twist. The key pulls free of my fingers and disappears into the door. 
 My confusion only lasts a moment as the door swings open with a whispered hiss and I’m faced with Kira, another of Lilah’s assassins. 
 She is lean and hard, like me, like all of us, but whereas I’ve managed to avoid immediately visible disfiguration, Kira has a wicked scar that runs along her jaw from her right ear to her chin. 
 We’ve never spoken more than a handful of words to each other. Hired killers make few friends. The way she looks at me now, though, taking a slow, smirking inventory of my bruises and ripped clothes… I get the distinct sense that she’s enjoying my pain.
 She moves past me, and I smell dead leaves and taste bitter copper in the back of my throat. Someone died in the woods tonight, and Kira probably delivered their heart to Lilah on a silver platter.
 I step into Lilah’s office. The door latches with a quiet snick behind me and the room goes quiet as the grave. I wait to be spoken to.
 The wall to my left is comprised entirely of bookshelves, and in another life, I could’ve lost years in here reading them all. They are worn, the covers tattered, and judging by the state of some, ancient. 
 The wall to my right is made of one-way glass and looks down on Lilah’s patrons as they drink and dance. She sees all from up here on high, and they usually give her quite the show.
 The woman herself is seated in an ornate chair behind a heavy mahogany desk directly in front of me. The wall behind her is blank and black, aside from one centered shelf that holds a grinning glass skull.
 “I can give you that key back, you know. Change your mind and it’s yours again.” She sits back and levels her gaze at me. Most would crumble under that stare. Lilah is dangerous and she knows it. Eyes winged with liner and blood red lips, she is a darkly elegant Gothic queen, and we are her subjects.
 “Haven’t I given you a good life?” she asks, and though there is only one acceptable answer, I suppose she wants to hear me say it out loud.
 “Yes.”
 “And yet you can leave us so easily? Leave me so easily?”
 “Easy isn’t the word I’d use,” I respond, and it’s true. The decision to leave was the most difficult of my life. Lilah gave me a second chance. The fact that I’m now using it to leave her is a special kind of betrayal.
 Lilah stands. Smooth and languid in her movements, she is a cobra, and she is all sweet venom.
 “Are you sure you want to give all of this up, Gray?”
 I am certain that I betray no emotion. Years of working for Lilah have made me impenetrable. “Yes.”
 She has given me every opportunity here, and I have rejected them all. This last word is the final nail in the coffin. 
 “Approach.”
 My last delivery. My last mission. My last time carrying out a routine that has become second nature to me. I approach the desk, pulling the black box I retrieved from the warehouse out from the inside of my jacket.
 I set the package on the desk and step back. Waiting.
 Lilah flips open the lid.
 Inside, resting on red velvet is a book bound in soft leather, the pages gilded with gold. It is old, perhaps centuries, and I have the urge to open it to see if the pages crumble when I touch them.
 Though it’s only for a moment, the briefest of sparks, I swear I see something like excitement in Lilah’s eyes. 
 She snaps the lid closed. “One final payment, then.”
 As I’ve done countless times before, I turn to face the door, giving Lilah my back. I hear the scrape of something heavy being moved, a hiss of air, and four quiet beeps of what I assume is a code being punched into a safe.
 Another hiss. The thunk of a latch. Recognizing the sounds, realizing it’s safe to do so, I turn back to face Lilah.
 She holds a thick stack of bills, and I get the distinct sense that she’s debating whether or not to give them to me. Perhaps she wants to draw this out a bit longer. Make me sweat. Or maybe she thinks I’ll seize this opportunity to take it all back. Say that I’ll stay here with her and her band of assassins and thieves. Say that I’m sorry.
 I’m sad, and scared, and exhilarated, but the one thing I am not is sorry. So I keep my mouth shut and wait.
 After a long, appraising moment, Lilah sets the money on the desk and slides it toward me.
 “Goodbye, Gray.”
 

 ***
 

 Seconds later I am making my way back down the staircase and into the main floor of Bedlam. Despite the late hour, there seem to be more people here, but I’m too distracted by the feeling in my gut to pay them much attention.
 Lilah shouldn’t have let me go that easily. In the years that I’ve worked for her, I’ve never seen anyone leave. Some have been killed on missions, but to quit? It hasn’t happened, until now.
 I push past the black curtains and into the hallway, but the feeling of unease grows stronger, and I stop. 
 Turn.
 Slide a finger through the gap in the curtains, pulling them aside a fraction of an inch, and look back into Bedlam.
 It’s the same pretty people drinking the same expensive alcohol, but what’s different tonight? I scan the room, and… there. In my haste to leave, I didn’t see Kira sitting at the bar. 
 Kira is a ghost who comes and goes. A shadow in the corner of your vision. She does not sit and sip from a highball glass. 
 There’s movement from above, and I watch Lilah descend the spiral staircase. Her patrons know she’s there. There is a magnetism to her. They do their best not to stare, to focus on their drinks and their dates, but they feel her in the room. It’s impossible not to. 
 She saunters to Kira, putting her hand over Kira’s glass to stop her from drinking, and leans close to whisper something in her ear. 
 Kira sits back and smiles.
 Another mission, perhaps. It’s nothing to do with me. This is a lifetime of paranoia rearing its ugly head, and if I’m going to be… normal, I guess is the best word, then I have to stop believing that every glance is nefarious and every whisper is deadly. Lilah’s let me go, if not with her blessing, then at least with a grudging acceptance. 
 I tamp down on the cold churning worry in my core and walk away.
 

 ***
 

 I swear the red bulb above Bedlam’s door pulses brightly for a moment as I leave.
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 Nico’s never closes, not really. His bookshop sits in midtown, straddling the line between the uptown glitz and the downtown grit. He is neutral, he is welcoming, and he is universally loved. 
  Nicodemus. No last name, he told me once. I’d scoff at that from anyone else, but I accepted it without a second thought from him. To think of him as simply a kindly old man would be a mistake. Nico has secrets best left unsaid and stories best left untold.
  The sodium lamps on the street throw muddy orange light on the worn facade of his store, and it’s just enough illumination to make out the Sorry, We’re Closed sign he’s hung on the front door.
  I pull a loose brick from the wall next to the latch, reach in, and punch three keys on a small keypad. The door unlocks with a soft click, and I replace the brick and slip inside.
  Nico’s is stuffed to bursting with books. Stacks litter the floor, tables, and the two tattered armchairs in the corner. Picking my way around a particularly precarious pile, I head toward the faint glow that emanates from the back room.
  I find him hunched over a drafting table, peering down at a small journal or ledger of some sort. A magnifying glass is attached to the table by a thin mechanical arm, and he raises a gnarled hand to position it over the pages. 
  After a long moment, he sits back. “Bah,” he huffs, and slides the glass away.
  “Not what you were hoping for?” I ask.
  He snaps the book shut, sets it on a small shelf to the side of his table, and straightens. As he turns, the scowl on his face melts into joy, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiles wide.
  “No, but half of the fun is in the search. You know that better than just about anyone, don’t you, Gray?”
  “You know me,” I say. “I live for adventure.”
  “I wasn’t expecting you tonight, but what a pleasant surprise it is. Lilah must be working you all to death…”
  He trails off as the dark truth of that statement hits us both. 
  “You’ve seen others tonight?” I ask.
  “You’re my third. It seems she’s only getting busier, eh?”
  I don’t know the full extent of Lilah’s enterprise. None of us do. We traffic in stolen objects and lives cut short, and in that type of business, secrets keep you alive. At least for a little while.
  Either way, it’s not my problem anymore.
  Nico slides off of his stool. He is half my height, and his ratty cardigan hangs on his thin frame. He comes around the small bookshelf and I blink as I realize he’s wearing bunny slippers.
  “After hours is for slippers and scotch, Lady Gray.” It’s then that I notice a glass half-filled with brown liquid next to the drafting table. 
  “I couldn’t agree more, Nico. You’re my last stop.”
  “Excellent! Let’s get you home quickly, shall we? No need to waste any more of your night with an old man like me.”
  “Time spent with you is never wasted, Nico.”
  He claps with delight. “Are you picking up or dropping off?”
  I pull out every bloody blade I used tonight except for one from the zippered pocket on my pants. 
  “Dropping off, then,” he says and moves to the far wall where a dozen silver trays are stacked on a counter next to a large porcelain sink.
  The cold prickle of nerves washes over me and my heart beats harder as I say, “For the last time, actually.” 
  It takes a moment for what I’ve said to register, and he only hesitates for a brief moment, just a tiny hitch, before plucking a tray from the top of the stack.
 He returns to stand in front of me, and the whimsy of the slippers is a sharp contrast to the trembling of his hands as he holds the tray out. This is not his usual small tremors. This is fear. “How?”
  “I asked.”
  He frowns, as if I’ve spoken in a language he doesn’t know and he’s trying to decipher my meaning. “In all my years with Lilah, I don’t believe I’ve seen anyone leave. At least not voluntarily.”
  Nico’s words stoke the dull alarm I’ve felt in my gut since leaving Bedlam. I set the blades on the tray, leaving red smears on the shiny metal. “It doesn’t make sense to me, either.”
  I do my best to push back on my unease. To immerse myself in it is to borrow trouble. She’s let me go. That’s all that matters. 
  “You are one of her best.” 
  I nod. To deny it would be false humility.
  He is working it through in his head, and I can practically see the wheels turning behind his eyes as he plays out and discards various scenarios. 
  “Though…”
  Hope springs up in me, and I will the next words out of his mouth to be the ones that settle my worry and help me believe that I’m out from under Lilah’s thumb free and clear.
  “She does have a special affection for you. I know of no one else that she saved as she did with you. Is it possible she is putting another ahead of herself? For once?”
  My thoughts flash briefly to the night she came for me. Amid the dead space and pain, I remember bits of the chaos, the sense of certainty that my short life was over, and then the small respite I found when Ciaran carried me, nearly unconscious, from my burning prison and delivered me into Lilah’s service. She had seen something valuable in me, and Lilah never lets valuable things slip from her grasp. 
  “It seems so,” I say, and I want so badly for it to be true.
  I hate that I want reassurance from him, that Lilah has truly let me go, free and clear, and that I won’t have to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder. I hate even more that he’s not giving it to me. Instead, he says, “I’m sure you want to get yourself cleaned up before you go.”
  “Is it free?”
  “It is indeed,” he says, sweeping his hand toward the door next to the sink. “Been empty for hours.”
  Muscles starting to ache, I gingerly make my way toward the door. 
  “And Gray?” I turn to find him watching me with an unnerving intensity. “Have you kept any weapons?”
  I pat the pocket on the outside of my right thigh. “The blade she gave me my first night at the estate.”
  That seems to relax him, if only a fraction. “Good. Let’s hope it spends the rest of its time with you gathering dust rather than blood.”
 

 ***
 

 A string of bare bulbs flares to life as I descend the stairs to the basement. It’s not dank and damp, as one would expect, but clean and compartmentalized, with a massive row of locked cabinets along one wall and a small sink, mirror, and counter in the far corner.
 Punching in a code, I open my cabinet. The others belong to the rest of Lilah’s assassins. Only one may use this room at a time, and the contents of each cabinet are known only to the owner.
 I grab a brown paper bag off of one of the shelves, pull my hoodie up and over my head, and drop it inside. Tiny bits of bone fall from the fabric, clicking as they hit the floor. Trench Coat’s skull. 
 I have become accustomed to the gore.
 I’m looking forward to becoming unaccustomed to it.
 My fitted shirt joins the hoodie. Then my ruined pants, which crack and bend when I peel them off, the dried blood having soaked through and stuck to me. 
 When I am left naked, with the cool air of the underground raising goosebumps on my skin, I can finally see the damage that was done.
 The left side of my ribcage is beginning to turn a deep purple. I run my tongue along inside of my jaw. It’s sore where I was backhanded, and my cheek is almost certainly turning the same shade as my ribs. Cuts both shallow and deep slice across my thighs and shins. Some will heal into nothingness. Others will become new scars. Permanent reminders of the life I chose, and the life I choose to leave behind.
 I grab a matchbook from a clear glass vase on the shelf.
 Open the front grate on the old iron furnace in the back corner of the room.
 Place the bag of clothes inside and toss a lit match on top.
 I watch it burn.
 

 ***
 

  I close the door of the compartment and step under the hot spray of the shower.
 The water is tiny razor blades on my skin, and I relish it. 
  Blood and dirt swirl down the drain.
 

 ***
 

 Antiseptic, gauze, and tape are scattered on the counter. I am dry and clothed, with my wounds dressed. Leggings cover the bandages and bruises well enough. The tank top and half a bottle of concealer hide the darkening on my side. 
 Leaning over the sink to get close to the mirror, I dab thick foundation along the tender mark on my cheek. That goon got me good. 
 A light dusting of powder goes over the makeup, and I turn my face to the side to check out my handiwork. I’ve gotten good at this part over the years.
 David will never know.
 

 ***
 

  It was nearly dawn when I left the shop. 
  I had cleaned out my cabinet, throwing the entire contents into the fire along with my ruined clothes. There is no trace of me left at Nico’s. I did not see him again before I left, and though sadness followed me for blocks after I walked out the door, a deep feeling of gratitude, for him and what he’d done for me over the years, gradually replaced it. 
 A bit of time and distance and a scalding hot shower had done wonders for soothing the worst of my worries, and by the time I had reached the subway, I was practically vibrating with excitement to get home.
  To be out from under the shadow of Lilah’s enterprise. To stop with the lying and the deception. To start my life with David in earnest and without fear.
 A hot blast of air follows me up the subway stairs as a train blows by beneath me. I emerge onto the street, hands shoved in my pockets, and stride toward the end of the block.
  Bodegas on the corner give way to elegant brownstones. The windows on all of them are still dark. Ahead of me, the street comes to a dead end, where the asphalt gives way to a small strip of grassy land that separates the city from the water. Across the narrow channel, the docks sit silent and the warehouses poke up from the ground like cracked teeth in a dirty mouth.
  The first rays of sun cut across the water, and I jog up the stairs and into the last brownstone on the block. My fortress. My home. And, after tonight, a place I’ll most likely never see again.
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 In the library, I pull Paradise Lost by John Milton from its shelf and a panel in the hardwood floor slides open. The safe is an extravagance, very cloak and dagger, but I’ve come to learn that even extra precautions are usually not enough, especially when it comes to money.
  I pause before kneeling, listening for any noise from the second floor. Unless there was an emergency at the hospital, David should be home, having just finished the night shift. I just have one final task before I can fall asleep in his arms.
  Hearing nothing, I crouch down and reach inside the hidden compartment. My fingers brush the cool metal of a lockbox, and I pull it out and flip the lid open, revealing bundles of hundred dollar bills identical to the one Lilah gave me tonight. 
  This is only my emergency stash. Combined with the cash I’ve socked away in various accounts, it’s more than enough money to last me the rest of my life. The rest of our lives.
  Years of thievery and murder have been good to me.
  Returning the box to its hiding place, I replace the book on the shelf and the panel at my feet slides shut with a quiet thunk. 
  I stand, and the cracking in my knees is like a gunshot in the silence. I’m older than I should be for this age. I should thank David for unknowingly pushing up my retirement.
  That’s when it registers that I haven’t heard him at all. There should be noise, the sounds of everyday life being lived. The click as a bathroom cabinet shuts. The thunk of a belt buckle on the floor as he undresses and slips under the covers.
  There is nothing, and a place deep inside of me goes cold.
  I creep out of the library and down the hallway, running scenarios through my head as to why I still haven’t heard anything from upstairs.
  This is paranoia brought on by years of preparing for the worst.
  This is nothing. David is caught late at the hospital, and there’s probably a message on my phone telling me not to wait up.
  This is my worst nightmare.
 Ahead, the stairs fade and disappear into the shadows above me. The lights upstairs are off, and darkness awaits. 
  He always leaves the lights on for me.
  My instincts tell me to proceed with extreme caution. My heart screams at me to sprint upstairs and make sure that David is safe.
 Avoiding the boards that squeak and groan, I force myself to ascend slowly, with my back to the wall and my blade pulled. 
 The doors to both the spare bedroom and the bathroom are closed, allowing me to bypass them quickly to get to the master bedroom.
 The door is cracked open. Inside, the curtains must be pulled, as the darkness within is thick and murky. I duck low, blade gripped tightly, and gently push the door open, lifting the knob as it moves to alleviate any noise the hinges might make.
 Moonlight does its best to penetrate the curtains, and it takes my eyes a long moment, far too long, to adjust as I move into the room. 
 There is a lumpy mass on top of the bed. I tell myself that it’s simply the covers, bunched up and neglected as David and I both rushed out this morning, but my hand, always steady, trembles as I reach out to touch them.
 Something is catastrophically wrong, and I feel it before I know it. On instinct, I turn and duck just as a shadow seems to peel itself off the wall to my left.
 Phht. Phht. Phht.
 Silenced gunfire. 
 There’s a sharp sting as a bullet nicks my ear, catching my hair and sending it flying.
 I hit the ground and roll, flinging my blade toward the shape that charges at me. The knife goes wide and lodges into the wall across from me. 
 In the space of half a breath, I pop up, only to have my assailant slam into me hard enough to make my teeth chatter. They drive me backward, and I hit the wall with a dull thud, knocking the breath from my body.
 I take one, two, three punches to the stomach, forcing out any remaining air left, and my throat burns and my eyes tear.
 Rather than struggle, I go limp, catching the intruder off guard. As I drop, I push off of the wall, wrapping my arms around their waist and shoving them back into the middle of the room. As they stumble backward, I come up, driving my elbow in the direction of their face.
 There is a wet crunch as I connect with what must be their nose, and there is a grunt of pain as they hunch over, only to spin. I catch the dark shape of their leg flying toward me and manage to get a shoulder up to take the brunt of their roundhouse kick.
 I turn, flinging my arms out, and use the momentum I have built up to snag them around the middle and trip them over my outstretched leg.
 They hit the ground so hard a picture falls from the wall, the glass inside shattering as the frame splinters.
 It is a momentary distraction, but it’s enough to give them time to drive a heel up and into my stomach, sending me to the ground next to them.
 The intruder crawls on top of me as I gasp.
 My mind blank of everything but rage and fear, I slash at their face, getting a fistful of cloth. They’re wearing a mask. I tear at it, ripping it up and off of their head.
 In the weak moonlight, I see the scar along their jaw before recognition slams into me.
 Kira.
 She twists, and I lose sight of her arm as she reaches back behind her. 
 I swipe at her again, and she takes the full impact of the punch. 
 Glass and metal flash in the dim light, and there is a sharp pinch in the side of my neck. A burning radiates out, crawling up the side of my face and spreading out in waves down my shoulder and arm.
 “Did you think we wouldn’t find you?” She holds up a syringe, and the droplets of fluid left inside are a shimmering silver.
 I’d answer her, but the fire that flashes through me steals my voice. The heat spreads down my torso and my legs begin to tingle.
 “You don’t walk away from Lilah. She disposes of you when she’s through with you.”
 The fire is turning to ice, and somehow the bitter cold is worse than the searing heat. I try to raise my arm again, to throw another punch, but I find that I cannot lift so much as a finger. My limbs, along with the rest of my body, are dead weight. Whatever she injected me with has me almost completely paralyzed.
 Kira leans closer to me, so close I should feel her breath on my skin, but I am numb, and it’s getting harder to breathe. “And leaving for a man? How boring.”
 She sits back, a look of pure disgust twisting her features, as she pulls something else from her pocket. “Look what I found while I was waiting for you?” She holds a square of paper up, pinching it between her fingers and slowly swinging it back and forth. 
 It’s a photograph of an idyllic bungalow on a far-flung beach. A place I’d found and kept hidden even from David. It was going to be a surprise, a place we could go to be together. To be safe. I was going to show it to him tonight, now that I was free.
 How stupid I was.
 “Was this going to be your little hideaway?” she says, injecting faux sadness into her tone. “That’s too bad.”
 I can only blink, and in the back of my mind, a tiny alarm begins to sound that soon I will no longer be able to do that, either.
 The already dark room darkens further as the edges of my vision blur and dim. My lungs scream for air, and tears slide from the corners of my eyes as I try to flick a glance up toward the bed.
 I didn’t make it to him. I didn’t protect him. I knew better than to draw him into my world, but I was selfish and he was perfection and I don’t know what she’s done to him but I’m certain he has paid a terrible price for my greed. 
 I failed him.
 I am a bad person, and I am getting what I deserve.
 He deserved so much better.
 Kira smiles down at me. Her face is a pinprick in my vision.
 “Don’t worry. I got him, too.”
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 The darkness is without end. Unceasing and unfathomable.
  For a moment, I believe this is eternity and that I will spend it entombed in nothingness. In the pitch black void, I cannot tell whether my eyes are open or closed. Whether I’m sitting or standing. Whether I have a body at all.
  A scream bubbles up from my chest and is about to explode from my lips when the tiniest of tingles begins at the tips of my fingers. I wiggle them, then my toes, and all at once my body is hit with the sharp needle-pricks of a dead limb coming back to life.
  I grit my teeth and endure it, willing it to pass yet reveling in the pain. If I can feel something, perhaps I didn’t die. Perhaps there’s still a chance to save David.
 Still a chance to destroy Ruby.
 The tingling subsides, and I raise my hand to try and feel out my surroundings. Just above my body, it hits against something tough, yet pliable. I trace my fingertips against the cool, smooth material. It feels like vinyl or plastic. More urgently now, I move around, getting the dimensions, and realize I am encased in this… 
 A horrible possibility skitters through my mind, and I shove it away, unable to even begin to entertain the thought. But it returns, refusing to be denied. There are limited possibilities here.
 With a growing dread, I tentatively reach up directly above the center of my body until my fingers hit a thin, cold line of interconnected metal teeth running from the top of my tomb to as far down as I can reach. 
 A zipper.
 Fumbling at the top, I manage to grasp the tiny handle and pull down.
 The bag splits, dim light filters in, and cool air rushes over me. 
 I sit up, the bag falling to either side of me, and three things hit me in quick succession: I am not home, I am not breathing, and I am not alone.
 A man in a three-piece suit in the darkest black I have ever seen stands to my right, inches from where I’m sitting. His face is lean and angular, as is his body, and he is preternaturally beautiful. One of his eyebrows is raised, and I get the distinct sense that I am being judged.
 “All that time as an assassin, you think you’d know how to do something as simple as unzip a body bag.”
 A wave of dizziness washes over me, and I grip the sides of the table I’m sitting on to steady myself.
 No, not a table. A slab. My surroundings finally seep into my consciousness. Off to one side, a stainless steel table with drainage gutters sits under a fluorescent lamp. Medical supplies sit in jars on the counter along the far wall. The floor is tile, and there is a drain in the center of the room.
 I twist back to see a wall of drawers, each with labels and large handles. 
 Drawers you’d store bodies in. 
 My drawer has been opened, and my slab has been pulled out.
 A morgue. Something is off, though. It should be brightly lit and sterile. The shadows here are deeper, darker, and none of that matters because I’m sitting here, not dead. There has been a mistake…
 The horrible possibility I had refused to consider has now become a stark reality.
 “It’s hit you where you are, yes? If you need to scream, I understand. It’s happened before. Just give me a warning.” His voice is a low purr, a sound that should soothe, but there is an unnerving tone to it, a minor chord, that raises the hair on my arms.
 “I’m not dead.” My voice hollow and scratchy. It is a chill wind scraping leafless branches against a window pane.
 “Are you certain?”
 I’d like to say yes, but I’m afraid I’d be lying.
 “I’m… dead? But I’m…” I wave my arms, indicating that I’m moving, talking, living.
 The man in the suit leans forward a fraction of an inch. His eyes blaze. “Understand that you are only here speaking with me because I am allowing it.”
 If I’m here, then where is… “David?” I search, frantic.
 The man steps, no, glides to the foot of my slab, which allows me a view of the slab next to mine. There is a body lying underneath a sheet.
 “Him too, I’m afraid.” The man does not sound like whether David is alive or not matters to him at all.
 “No,” I croak, and fumble for the zipper on my bag. I drag it down to free my legs and pull them out. My joints crack and my muscles stretch as if they’re slowly recalling how to hinge and flex again.
 “I wouldn’t,” the man warns, but I ignore him.
 Swinging my legs over the side of the slab, I slide off and my knees nearly buckle underneath me. I reach back to steady myself on the cold metal.
 “Impressive,” the man says, but I am not trying to impress him. I’m trying to convince myself that the body under the sheet does not belong to my David.
 My hands tremble as I reach out to pull the sheet down from this corpse’s face. 
 It bunches as my hands clench into fists and reality crumbles down around me as David, his skin pale and his lips bloodless, is revealed. I know that if I reach out to touch him, he will be cold. 
 I have seen enough victims to know that when a person passes away, the way they look becomes different in death even if they die peacefully in their sleep. Some might say it’s the absence of the soul, but I’m not certain. I just know that they look wrong. And my David is not my David anymore.
 Now my knees do give out. I hit the tile floor hard and I am amazed that I do not shatter into a million pieces at the impact. This pain is worse than any bullet wound, any slashing scar, any torture that I suffered when I was alive.
 The man crouches down next to me. I sense his lips near my ear, and when he speaks, his breath is cold. “In your former line of work, there was always collateral damage. Never mattered until now, though, did it?”
 The world blurs as tears fall from my eyes, the liquid tinged gray as it spatters on the white tiles. I swipe a hand across my eyes and pull it back to find dark streaks on my skin. 
 “Not until someone murdered the only person you ever loved,” he finishes, and I flinch back from him so fast I think it startles even him.
 “Surprised? Oh, I know that and so much more, Gray.”
 “What’s happening to me?”
 By way of an answer, he says, “I think someone should pay, don’t you?”
 Yes, and I know exactly who. I am being baited by him. I know this. And yet I let him continue because I need to know how this man is willing to help me make that someone pay.
 “Would you like revenge?” he asks, and if he knows me as well as he says he does, then he already knows my answer.
 Fury sparks in the hollow space that David’s death has carved inside me.
 “You were quite good at what you did,” he says, standing. “Murdering people, retrieving objects, et cetera and so forth.” He begins to pace between the slab that holds my body bag and the slab that holds David. His polished shoes click on the tile floor, and I swear I see tiny sparks ignite underneath the soles with each of his footsteps.
 “If you can be good one last time in service of me, I can give you the opportunity to destroy those that did this to you. To David.”
 The anger inside me ignites into a blazing flame, and I use the feeling to force myself to stand. I want nothing more than to take him up on his offer, but bargains, especially those from a well-dressed man in a morgue who may or may not have brought me back from the dead, are not something to be rushed into.
 “Who are you?” I ask.
 At this, he does a neat spin, and I fully understand that I am not the first person he’s done this to and that this reveal is his favorite part. With each statement, he takes a small step toward me. A punctuation of sorts.
 “I’m the Adversary.”
 Step.
 “The Common Enemy.”
 Step.
 “The Prince of Darkness.”
 Step.
 He stops mere inches from me. “I’m Lucifer, my darling, and I’m giving you the opportunity to be my newest demon.”
 His hand darts out and snags my wrist. The contact sizzles and smoke rises from my flesh. I open my mouth to scream, but the shadows in the room detach from the walls and wrap around me, tendrils snaking into my ears, nose, and mouth. Drowning me in darkness.
 My eyes roll back into my head. 
 My body leaves the ground.
 The morgue disintegrates around me.
 I disappear into nothing.
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 I land bone-jarringly hard on a floor made of smooth stone slabs. Disoriented and dizzy, I roll onto my back and try to get my bearings. The walls and ceiling are made of the same stone, and a fire crackles in a hearth off to my left. 
 The light is wrong, though.
 My head lolls toward the sound, and I find that the flames are every shade of blue and the mantle seems to be made of human bones. I’m only mildly surprised. I mean, Lucifer has chosen to reanimate me. Blue fire in a bone hearth probably goes with the territory.
 “Up, now.”
  Speak of the Devil… The pun rattles through my brain, and in my woozy state, I think it’s just about the funniest thing I’ve ever heard. Lucifer frowns down at my chuckles, his hand still on my wrist, and he yanks me to standing as if I weigh nothing at all.
  “That happens to all of you, the crazed giggle before you come back to yourselves and realize what’s happened and where you are. I’ll give you a moment,” he says, but the fog is already starting to clear.
  My laughter and the dizziness fade as the sound of blood rushing in my ears is replaced with muffled cries and moans of agony. It’s coming from outside, beyond the leaded glass of the windows on the far wall, where smoke presses in, making the clear panes nearly opaque. An orange glow flickers and writhes beyond. Shadows appear and dissipate.
  “You belong out there, you know.” My attention snaps back to Lucifer, and I find him standing across the room behind a massive black lacquer desk with legs made of stacked skulls. “Writhing in pain with the damned and the forsaken. Suffering for the havoc you’ve wreaked. Paying for the destruction you’ve caused. Pandemonium accepts all kinds of sins, and yours are some of the worst.”
  He’s right. To deny it would be foolish, and a lie. I can only nod.
  “Refreshing. Most deny it.”
  Lucifer gestures for me to take a seat in one of the chairs across from the desk. It’s made of iron bars and obsidian and cuts into my back as I sit.
  “What I require of you is two-fold.” He takes a seat in a plush leather chair and leans back, projecting relaxation, but there is a kinetic energy to him. He is a cut wire on a wet street, snapping and sizzling and deadly. “You helped Lilah amass quite a collection of my things. Not only me, of course. She stole from other deities as well.” He leans forward. “You’ve made quite a lot of enemies.”
  “Other deities?” My mind reels with the possibility of gods both old and new existing just beyond my previous reality, and I feel slow. I’m speaking with Lucifer. It shouldn’t be hard for me to believe he’s not the only fantastical creature that exists in real life. Or, real afterlife, I suppose.
  “You think there’s only one way to worship? To sin?”
  It’s then that I notice the shelves lining the walls from top to bottom on either side of the room. They are studded with hundreds of religious and pagan artifacts, text, and idols. Some instantly recognizable. Some that must be of times and places I can’t begin to fathom.
  “Before tonight, I didn’t even think you existed,” I say, “do you really think I would’ve taken the Devil’s property if I’d known?”
  “That’s irrelevant, now, isn’t it? And let’s say you hadn’t stolen and only murdered. How is that any better?”
  He’s got me there. 
  Lucifer stands and moves to one of the shelves, retrieving an intricately carved wooden box the size of an envelope. 
 “Something very dear to me has recently gone missing. Thieves and liars around here, you know.” He waves a hand to illustrate his point as he saunters back behind the table. “You need to retrieve it before Lilah has the chance. I assume she would’ve sent you on the mission to obtain it had she not decided to have you murdered instead.”
 He sets the box on the desk and flips it open. It’s lined with red silk, and it’s empty.
 “That’s where the Dagger of the Fallen should lie.”
 The words send a terrible shiver through me, and I involuntarily flinch back. “Why does she want…”
 “Most angels have wings,” he spits out, and I swear I see fire in his eyes. “The Dagger was used to take mine when I was cast out. That Dagger created me, for all intents and purposes. Combined with the other artifacts you helped her steal, she will be able to use it to raise an army of demons against Pandemonium,” he says, splaying his arms to indicate this room, this building, this plane of existence. Against me.”
 He snaps the lid shut. “That is unacceptable. You will obtain the Dagger, and you will slay her, sending her back here to Pandemonium to face her punishment.” He takes a moment to smooth back his glossy black hair and straighten his jacket. “If, in the course of your travels, you happen to kill the one who killed you…?”
 Lucifer shrugs as if to say one more soul for me.
 Lilah not only knew about this place, but she came from Pandemonium? She knew the truth of gods and demons and evil things? She… “Is Lilah is a demon?” I ask. 
 “Lilah is a betrayer who deserves to rot out there,” he nods toward the window and the screaming sinners outside, “with the rest of them. As you would have, as you will, should you refuse my offer.”
 If I were tossed into Pandemonium it would be better than I deserve. I have destroyed lives and it would be a fitting punishment to spend all of eternity paying for it. But he wants this Dagger badly, despite the cool nonchalance he’s trying to project, and while I do want revenge for David, that’s not enough. I believe I can make a deal with the Devil that will satisfy us both.
 “I do this for you, and you will send me back to David?”
 “I have no jurisdiction over him.” He points up. Heaven. “But retrieve the Dagger for me and I will return you to the earthly plane with your karmic debt paid. All those people you’ve killed. The lives you’ve ruined. Erased. I’ve been told that if you live a good and righteous life, perhaps you will see your loved ones again.”
 Though I know better, hope sparks within me. 
 I’ll have a chance.
 I am caught off-guard by the terror I feel at that prospect.
 He extends his hand as if to shake, and I hesitate. The weight of what I’m about to do, and the price for failure, presses down on me. 
 “Don’t tell me I’ve misjudged you, Gray. You’re a killer. What’s one more?”
 Still, I can’t bring myself to shake his hand. Every instinct in my body is screaming at me that David is well and truly out of my reach and that whatever reward I think I’m going to get out of this deal will be twisted into a grotesque approximation of my expectations. 
 “Or,” Lucifer says, his tone one of realization, “is it that you don’t think you deserve him? What if you’re given a second chance to live life with humanity and kindness, and you fail? Losing David a second time?” He smiles, and it is wicked and cruel. “That is daunting.”
 His words hit me like a punch to the gut, and I taste bile. The pain of losing David a second time would turn me to ash.
 He wiggles the fingers on his outstretched hand. “Take my offer, or join the damned.”
 No contract. 
 No signature.
 Just a handshake deal with the Devil himself.
 I thrust my hand out and instead of grabbing to shake, he snags my arm, squeezing his palm against the inside of my wrist. As before when we were transported here, smoke rises from my flesh, filling the room with an acrid tang, and fire sears me. Just when I think I will collapse, he lets me go and claps his hands together in delight.
 My wrist has been branded with a slashing symbol the size of silver dollar. Over a matter of seconds, the skin dulls from an angry red to a fresh pink scar. As I watch, black appears in the edges of the shape, like water welling up through cracked desert earth, and the scar morphs into a tattoo. 
 “What is this?” I say, thrusting my arm toward him.
 “Just a little something to help me keep track of you. Not that I don’t trust you. Or, should I say, it’s not that I don’t trust you, specifically. I don’t trust anyone. I know the capacity for evil that lurks in the hearts of men and women.”
 He strides toward a door at the far end of the room, motioning for me to follow him. “You kill Lilah and her soul will deliver you back here to me to complete our bargain. You fail, you’ll wander the Earth in an endless limbo.”
 He grabs the iron knob on the door and twists. “And I’d pay a visit to Nicodemus if you want to survive the night.”
 Nicodemus? My steps stutter as I reach him. “But I thought, I mean… I died, didn’t I?”
 “Just because you’re dead doesn’t mean that you can’t be killed. Now, go make me proud.”
 He throws open the door. 
 I get the briefest glimpse that beyond the threshold there is nothing but a sheer drop into the Abyss below before Lucifer grabs my shoulder and unceremoniously tosses me out into the void.
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 I wake up gasping in my bed, and for the space of a heartbeat, I believe that this has all been a nightmare. That David is sleeping soundly next to me. That I have kept him safe, and that we are about to start our lives together. That we can still run and run and run and that nobody will find us.
  My hand slides toward his side of the bed. It is empty. Cool. And the sheets are stiff and rough underneath my fingertips.
  Dried blood. In the darkness, I can’t see the stain, but I can taste the copper tang in the air. Pain lances through me and I allow myself a few brief seconds to curl into a ball and weep, tucking my knees to my chest and burying my face into my pillow, trying to catch his scent.
  When I am drained of black tears, I get to my feet. There is no time to grieve. I need to understand who and what I am now, so I can be fully in control when I take on whatever awaits me outside.
 There is no pain when I move. My muscles don’t ache and my joints don’t crack. Pressing my fingertips to all of the places I took a beating in the warehouse, I feel nothing. Resurrection must cure you of the ills you had in life, I suppose.
  I’m breathing again, though I have the feeling that it’s out of habit, not necessity. So I stop, just to see. Thirty seconds. A minute. Two. My vision doesn’t dim and my lungs don’t burn. It feels odd, though, so I inhale.
  My eyes have adjusted to the darkness, though the color seems strange to me. There is a muddy purple cast to the light sifting in through the curtains, and I move to the window to peer outside.
  It is night, but the overcast sky glows in the same manner of storm clouds reflecting the orange light of the city street lamps after a heavy snow. Rather than tangerine, though, the heavens are a strangely beautiful blackish eggplant color.
  Something is wrong with the world I returned to.
 

 ***
 

  I race down the basement stairs and head right to the back wall. Flipping open the box that holds the breakers, I press a tiny button in the top corner and a small keypad flips over. I punch in the four-digit combination, and the shelf that holds my laundry supplies swings open.
 Lights behind the false door flicker to life, and I step into my hidden safe room.
 To my left, rows of identical fitted black pants with zippered pockets, white tanks, and long-sleeved black tops hang with obsessive precision. To my right, a row of identical black leather jackets hangs above ten pairs of black lace-up boots.
 I shuck off the dirty clothes I came home in last night, and the smell of sulfur wafts into my nostrils as they hit the ground. 
 As I pull the fresh clothes on, I double-check myself in the bright light. My bruises are gone and my cuts have healed. The scars are still there, though. A reminder of what I’ve done to get to this place, and the journey I have ahead of me to atone.
 Fully dressed, I pull my long dark hair back into a tight ponytail as I move to the bright white dresser at the back of the small room. 
 Top drawer: guns. I take two and store them in each of the pockets at my thigh.
 Middle drawer: ammunition. Bullets go into the interior pockets of my jacket.
 Bottom drawer: daggers. I swipe all of them, fitting them into the various holders and pockets I have left. 
 One is missing.
 

 ***
 

  I cannot bear to look at the bed as I stride into the room that David and I shared. 
  I pull the dagger I flung at Ruby from where it’s buried in the wall. 
  I will make certain it hits its target next time.
 

 ***
 

  Silence greets me as I step outside. In the odd twilight, I can’t tell whether it’s early morning or late evening, but the light has not changed in all the time I’ve been inside. The city seems to be bathed in a perpetual violet haze. 
  No birds chirp. No horns honk. No chatter floats on the air from open apartment windows. The sidewalk is deserted. In this part of the city, the sidewalks are never deserted. It sets my teeth on edge, and I slide a hand into my pocket to grip the handle of my dagger.
  Seven blocks later, I finally pass another human. Or, given my state, I suppose I should say a human. I’m not sure what I am now, but I’m certain of what I’m not. 
 They walk by me as if they don’t see me. Not unusual for city-dwellers, but even if there is no eye-contact, there is always a casual awareness as others pass. A subtle shifting of the posture. A tiny step to the side. You are there, they just do not care to acknowledge you.
  This person does not shift. Does not sidestep. On an otherwise empty sidewalk, they pass close enough to brush my jacket and continue on their way. They leave behind the faint scent of vanilla and the distinct sense that I do not exist.
  Two more blocks and I will be on Nico’s doorstep.
  Nico, whom the Devil is familiar with, apparently. 
  I knew Nico had secrets. Those of us on the questionable side of the law keep most things to ourselves, but the fact that Nico knows Lucifer? And given that, does he know that Lilah and Lucifer have some sort of history?
  I turn a corner, and the small white light above the front of a shop half a block down takes me by surprise. A light above a shop isn’t odd. It’s the sheer, shimmering brilliance that catches me off guard.
  As I get closer, I realize that it isn’t simply a bare bulb. It’s neon tubing curved and bent to form the shape of a skull. The door beneath it is black and unmarked. There are no windows to display goods or any indication of what this shop sells.
  The wind picks up, and dead leaves skitter along the pavement behind me. 
  No, not leaves.
  That dry clicking is the sound of claws on the pavement.
  I glance back to be certain it’s just someone walking their dog and not a hungry rat looking for scraps and find that there is nothing behind me. At least, nothing that I can see.
 Someone is there, though. Or, more accurately, something. There is the rustling of fabric, the scrape of those claws, and the low rumble of a growl.
 The street lamps above me flicker and the shadows outside my small circle of light seem to stretch toward me as a terrible wailing echoes off the buildings on either side of me.
 I run.
 Whatever is out here with me, I can’t see it, and I can’t fight what I can’t see. If you stay still, you’re a sitting target.
 Far behind me, paws thunder against asphalt and wet breath gurgles in beastly lungs. It is gaining on me.
 I wheel around another corner and onto the street where Nico’s shop sits. The windows are dark. The sidewalks empty. My boots slap on the damp pavement as I race for his front door.
 The thing behind me is closer now.
 I get to the panel. Punch in the code.
 Closer. 
 A soft buzz. Error.
 Something big.
 I glance up to see a hulking shadow round the corner at full tilt.
 Steadying my hands, I punch in the code a second time.
 Thunk.
 The lock disengages and I yank the door open and tumble inside, pulling it shut behind me just as something hits the glass, rattling the panes and sending a pile of books near the register crashing to the floor.
 It’s hard to make out in the street light and shadows, but it’s big, and mean, and something in my bones tells me it’s not an earthly creature.
 It shrinks back away from the windows. 
 I wince as a car speeds by, its lights blindingly bright, and in the sudden illumination, I find that the street is now empty.
 Behind me, there is a fluttering of cloth and the skittering of rings on a bar as the curtain that separated the shop from the back room is pulled aside.
 Nicodemus, gun raised, stands silhouetted in the doorway.
 Slowly, so slowly, he lowers the gun. “Gray…?”
 “It’s me, Nico.”
 He squints into the darkness, and I watch as his face falls when he realizes that I am who I say I am. I don’t know if the word has circulated about what happened to me earlier tonight, or if there is something different about the way I look, but the way he gazes at me now breaks my heart.
 His gun slips from his fingers and clatters on the hardwood floor. “Oh. Oh, no.”
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 “I need you to sit, Gray,” Nico says. He steps into my path, forcing me to come up short.
  Sitting is the last thing I want to do.
  We are in Nico’s back room, and I can’t stop myself from pacing in the small space. My adrenaline is spiked and I have to move. “I was chased here, Nico, and I know this is going to sound insane, but…”
  “Sit,” he says, pointing at the stool in front of his drafting table. He must’ve been reading when I burst in here because a new book is positioned underneath the lamp, its pages scrawled with maroon ink.
  I sit because I have no choice. I have been thrown out into a strange new world where monsters chase me through the city streets, and Nico is my only option for answers at the moment.
  He peers down at me, frowning. “Easy,” he murmurs, and takes my face in his hands, studying me. Running a thumb over my cheekbones, he turns my head left, then right, his scowl worsening by the second.
  Finally, he takes my hand and turns my wrist up. Lucifer’s blackened brand is stark on my skin.
  “So you know who sent me?” I ask.
  Instead of an answer, I receive a gaze filled with pity. That would be a yes, then. 
  “You can’t help me?” I continue. “He sent me to you…” 
  Nico lets out a long sigh as he runs a gnarled hand through the wispy white hair atop his head. “Unfortunately, Gray, I can. And we have a lot of work to do.”
  He shuffles away from me, toward the back wall of the room, and as he goes I can almost see him box up his worry, set it aside for another time, and get focused for the task that lies ahead. 
  There is nothing there but a bookshelf stuffed to bursting, a decade-old coffee maker half full with tonight’s brew, and a fuse box. It is the fuse box he moves to, opening the door and flipping various switches. 
  A combination.
  A dull thunk emanates from somewhere in the back wall and the bookshelf pushes out and slides to the side, revealing a hidden room.
  “No time for sadness,” he says, turning to me. The pity he felt for me is gone. His shoulders are back, his chin is up, and his voice is steel. “Now is the time for action. For protection. I’ve always helped keep you safe, and that’s just what I’m going to do.”
  There might even be a twinkle in his eye as he says, “What do you know about the Counterfeit City?”
 

 ***
 

  Whatever I was expecting to find when I stepped over the threshold and into the hidden room, it wasn’t this.
  In stark contrast to his quaint bookshop, this room is stone and inlaid with steel and glass. It belongs in another building. It belongs in another era. It’s as if he’s been hiding a castle turret in a secret compartment behind his copies of Shakespeare and Shelley.
  There are no books here, though. 
  There are guns.
  Lots of guns.
  And swords. Daggers. Crossbows. Spears. 
  Display cases line the walls. Runes are etched into their glass, and the surface shimmers like the heat waves over sun-baked asphalt. They house weapons from what must be every century and every continent. Guns on the left. Pocket-sized blades and accessories on the right. 
  The larger weapons hang from hooks and sit on shelves above the cases.
  In awe, I move toward a sword that seems to sing to me. The edges of my vision blur and static fills my ears. The weapon is mesmerizing, with symbols emblazoned into its blade and an emerald embedded in the end of its hilt. I reach out to touch it…
  The feeling of pins and needles shoots through my fingertips, and I yank my hand back as if I’ve accidentally shoved my finger into an electrical socket. Startled, I look down to check for injury and the moment I break my gaze from the weapon my vision clears and the singing stops.
  “She plays tricks on everyone,” he says as if the sword is a living thing. “But if she didn’t let you touch her, she’s not the one for you.”
  I glance back at the weapon. She does not sing for me again.
  “What is this place, Nico?” I move to the center of the room, where a massive wooden worktable dominates the space. Metal and leather are strewn on its surface. “What chased me here?” I catch his gaze and don’t let go. “I know you as the man who’s given me the tools to do my job for almost a decade. A kind man. A generous man. And a dangerous man, in your own way. But all of this?” I gesture to the room around us. “Who are you?”
  Nico moves to an apothecary table at the back of the room and begins pulling vials and packets of what looks like dried herbs from the small drawers. “There is a city that runs parallel to the one you used to inhabit. Not just a city, a whole world.”
  He gathers up his choices and sets them on the worktable. “It is populated by the wicked and the lost. Feeders. Lunatics. Phantoms.” He lifts his eyes to mine and looks at me pointedly. “Demons.”
  “And you could tell that just by looking at me?” After I was unceremoniously dumped back into the brownstone where I was murdered, I took a long look at myself, trying to get my bearings. To make sense of what had happened. What had struck me hardest was that I didn’t look any different. 
  “I can tell by the brand on your wrist and the fact that you had a Lunatic chase you in here tonight. They’re not very fond of your type.”
  My confusion must be evident in the way I look at him because he continues, “Werewolf. The moon drives them…” He circles a finger around his temple to indicate crazy.
  “A werewolf,” I say, and my words drip with disbelief.
  Nico begins to open various packets and dump them into small black bowls. “All of those fantastical stories about beasties that go bump in the night? Those stories came from somewhere. Just because most think of them as myths now… Truths get twisted over time.” He picks up a pestle and begins to grind the herbs into a fine powder.
  “And… I can see all of them now?”
  He stops what he’s doing, lifts his gaze to me, and his eyes burn through me as he says, “You are them. The quicker you understand that, the better chance you have of surviving.”
  Turning back to his mixing and grinding. “Humans don’t register Counterfeits until they’re forced to. And even then…” he shrugs. “People have an infinite capacity for lying to themselves.”
  His words strike a chord deep within, and something begins to stir. Not so much a memory, but a feeling of deep dread that spreads through me like a drop of ink in a glass of water, and I’m certain that it has something to do with my life before Lilah and her missions.
  “What do you know about me?” I ask.
  “I’m not sure I understand.”
  “About my life before Lilah. The night I first met you, you seemed to know so much about me. What weapons I would take to best. The things I’d need to stay safe. I’m sure she gave you background on all of her… employees.”
  “Ah, well, that’s my job, knowing what you’d need,” he says, “but that’s not because of anything she told me. All I knew was that she had a new recruit and that you had the potential to be her second in command. Her right hand. There’s a reason Lilah chose you that night, Gray. Whether you remembered your past or not, you were useful to her.”
  That’s not good enough, but that’s not his fault. It’s mine. The space before the night I came to Lilah’s is a vast, empty void in my mind, but the inky dread keeps spreading, and I feel like it’s slowly unlocking something within me. 
  “What are you?” I ask.
  There is the slightest shrug of his shoulders. “I was born into this. The last of a family of alchemists and blacksmiths.” 
  I cannot hide my awe. “Are you telling me you made all of these?” There are dozens, maybe hundreds, of intricately and impeccably-crafted weapons in this room. If Nico is responsible for all of them, he is a master the likes of which I have never seen.
  “Some, not all. Many I have picked up on my travels, or had gifted to me, or sent as payment for a service that I provided. Over the years I have gotten very good at creating things that are meant to destroy.”
  He sets the pestle down and produces a key from his pocket. “Unlucky for me. Very lucky for you.”
  As he shuffles past me to a display case along the wall he says, “Empty your pockets.”
  “What? How will I defend myself…?”
  He ignores me, inserting the key into a case. The metal around the lock glows a faint green, and the top of the case pops open. “Mundane weapons will only get you killed in the Counterfeit City.”
  Nico waits for me to set every single blade and gun on the worktable, which I do, aside from one. I will not give up my first dagger.
 He waves me over to the case. “Which one is yours?”
 “I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 “Look at them, Gray, and tell me which one is yours.”
  Despite my confusion, I do what he says, and peer down into the case. The daggers are like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Each about as long as my forearm, but they all have distinct etchings and colorings, with translucent blades in every color of the rainbow. 
  I cannot take my eyes from one that has a clear blade, seemingly made of diamond, and a black hilt embedded with a small ruby. “That one,” I say, pointing.
  He pulls the dagger from the case. Turns it over in his hands, and nods with approval. “Now, let’s get you ready.”
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 By the time Nico is finished outfitting me, I am a walking arsenal.
 The zippered pockets of my pants contain blades made of cold iron, with an ice core in the hilt and poison on the tips. Two guns that shine like copper pennies are tucked at the small of my back, one loaded with wooden bullets made from a wooden cross in a far-flung graveyard and one loaded with silver bullets that have soaked up the light of every full moon for the last century. The weapons are altered versions of the daggers and guns I’m used to, and I already feel at home with them.
  “I do believe I’ve done all I can with you, Gray. I don’t know where we’d fit another weapon.” He voice is quiet and tired, and he leans against the wooden table for support.
  “I have one more favor to ask you, Nico,” I say. Reaching into my pocket, I wrap my hand around the hilt of the blade I kept back when he asked me to surrender my weapons earlier tonight. “A modification, if it’s possible.”
  The weapons in Nico’s workroom are terrifyingly impressive, but what caught my attention as he worked tonight were the packets of herbs and vials of liquid on the apothecary table against the back wall. Poisons to enhance his creations from deadly to catastrophic.
  As I draw out the dagger, his eyes shift from curious to guarded. 
  “Tonight, when I was attacked, I was injected with something I’ve never seen before. A syringe filled with silver liquid that burned like fire and froze me from the inside out. Did Kira come here for that?”
  “I… “ His eyes lose focus as he dives into his memory, and when he surfaces and looks at me again, it is with shattered remorse. “You’re here because of me?”
  “No, I’m here because of me.” The things I’ve done. The life I’ve lead. The lives I’ve taken. Where I have ended up is no one’s fault but mine. Perhaps people like me do not get redemption. It doesn’t mean I won’t fight like hell to try to achieve it anyway.
  “And I want you to poison this blade with the same liquid she injected me with. Can you do that?” 
  Nico nods. “But it won’t do any good, I’m afraid. The syringe that killed you would only slow her down. You’re making the mistake of thinking that she’s human.”
  “Kira… she’s a demon?”
  “Most of Lilah’s minions are.”
  The revelation sets my mind spinning. As the seconds pass, my confusion melts into anger, which in turn sparks to rage. “Then why bother with me when she had supernatural creatures she could send out to do what she needed? I could never match them as a human, could I?” 
  Nico puts a comforting hand on my arm. “Do you remember anything from the night you met Lilah?”
  “I remember fire. And screaming. Chaos, then cool air as someone dragged me outside.” Images flicker through my brain like flipping stations on a television, and for a brief moment I see the faces of three young women in quick succession, the images faded and blurred by time and trauma. It’s only a fraction of a second, and they’re gone.
  “There must be more to that story. To that night. There must be. Lilah wouldn’t have taken you in if there weren’t. She doesn’t waste her time on ordinary people.”
  More to that story. Over the years, whenever I had pressed Lilah for details about how she found me, why she saved me, why me, my inquiries were always met with a quiet chuckle and a murmur that I called to her. Whatever that meant. I had always let it go. Let her keep her secrets.
  The next time I see her, I will have my answers, one way or another.
  “So what do you have that will kill a demon,” I say. His eyebrows shoot up, and he studies me for a long moment before he shuffles to the apothecary table. Pulling on a pair of black gloves, he slides open a drawer and pulls out a vial of shimmering purple liquid.
  As he approaches, holding the bottle gingerly between his gloved fingers, the swirling liquid mesmerizes me. It is the twilight sky captured in glass. 
  “We can dip your blade in this,” he says. I gesture for him to uncap the bottle, but he hesitates. “You’ve always been careful, Gray, and I know you know how to handle danger, but believe me when I say that if you so much as nick yourself with the blade once it’s been coated in this, you will suffer as you never have before.”
  The chance to take revenge on Kira is worth more than the possibility of this agony.
  “Consider me warned.”
 

 ***
 

  I swear I see Kira in the storefront window as I push aside the curtain and emerge from the back room. 
  Without thinking, I race down the shelves and weave through the stacks, pressing myself against the glass and peering out into the night. The street is deserted, the damp pavement void of pedestrians, vehicles, and scar-faced assassins.
  “Gray? What is it?” Nico has emerged from the back, having once again locked away his poisons. “What do you see?”
  “Nothing. There’s nothing there.” It’s a lie on my tongue. I’m certain I saw her. Her face, all sharp angles and anger, is seared into my memory. The satisfaction in her eyes as she injected me. The cruel twist of her lips as she’d told me she’d murdered David. 
  I’m looking forward to wiping her from existence, both earthly and otherwise.
  Tearing my gaze away from the window, I turn back to Nico. “I need to find the Dagger of the Fallen.”
  At the mention of the artifact, Nico goes pale. In the years I’ve known him, I’ve never seen Nico truly afraid, but this isn’t run of the mill business. This is an errand for the Devil himself.
  “I trade in weapons, not information,” he says, and there is a tremor in his voice. “For that, you will need to see Mina.”
  He moves to the counter with the vintage cash register and stacks of receipts, pulls out a small pad of paper, and scribbles something down. Folding it twice, he takes my hand and presses the paper into my palm. “If you need help, look for the White Skulls.”
  His words trigger my memory. Earlier tonight, the odd neon sign on the otherwise blank-walled brick building. “I’ve seen them, I think.”
  Nico nods, as if that’s something, at least. A small measure of comfort. “Yes, I imagine you have. An entirely new world is opening up for you now, Gray.”
 He takes my hand, and the small, gentle gesture sends a shiver of fear through me. “I used to hope that I would never see you again,” he says, and though that’s not something you’d normally say to a friend, he smiles. “That meant you were out. Away from Lilah. Away from all of this dirty business. When you came to see me earlier tonight, Gray, and told me it was for the last time, I nearly wept with joy.” He pats my hand. “I have become quite fond of you.”
 I squeeze his hand, my words robbed from me by the lump in my throat.
 His smile falters. “Now that you are part of the Counterfeit City, I know you are not safe, but I promise you, I’ve done everything I can tonight to help you survive.”
 Fear for what lies ahead and affection for this kind man crash through me. His last words register, and confusion trickles in. “Nico, I don’t understand. If I’m dead, which I am, right…?”
 “Your earthly life is over. You and your soul are the property of Lucifer, now, I’m afraid.”
 “Then how much danger can I truly be in? You talk to me about survival and tell me that I’m not safe, but…?”
 He nods. “Of course he wouldn’t have explained anything to you. Lucifer is a bit of an ass.”
 I bark out a nervous laugh. That word out of sweet Nico’s mouth is ludicrous. “Feeders can be staked,” he continues, “and Phantoms can be cast out. Lunatics can be eaten from the inside out by the tiniest sliver of silver.”
 His gaze burns into me. “Demons can be banished back to Pandemonium. And if you return there without having completed your task for Him…” He trails off as if the thought is too horrible. “But that won’t happen. I’m certain of it. You will do what he’s sent you to do, and Lucifer will follow through on whatever he’s promised you.”
 It is a valiant effort, but Nico does not believe a word of his last sentence. He lets go of my hand. “So I say to you, Gray, that I hope I never see you again.”
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 I don’t know what I’m expecting when I head down into the subway. Slithering snakes in the tunnels? Goblins hiding in trash cans? Above ground the sky is purple and monsters give chase. Who knows what awaits me underground?
 With my guard up, I descend from the cool air aboveground into the stuffy heat of the station. My hand is on one of my expendable daggers. The one I’m saving for Ruby is tucked away safely in a zippered pocket on the thigh of my pants.
 The platform is nearly empty. I’d say that’s strange for this time of night, but in the perpetual twilight of the Counterfeit City, I have no idea of the actual hour.
 Off to my right, a man in a leather jacket embraces a woman in a sundress. Oblivious to the world around them, she nuzzles into his shoulder as he wraps his arms around her. A sharp longing slices through me, and I allow myself one second to watch them before I tear my eyes away.
 Now is not the time for sadness. 
 To my left, a businessman in a three-piece suit sets his briefcase down, checks his watch, and leans out over the tracks to see if he can catch a glimpse of an oncoming train.
 Keeping my distance from the others, I move toward the nearest trash can, where a half-smoked cigarette smolders in a sand-filled divot above the opening. I pull out the paper that Nicodemus gave to me and unfold it.
 I read it once. Twice. The third time through, I’m even more confused than the first. He’s sending me to the park. A vast swath of green carved into the center of a sprawling concrete metropolis, there’s nothing in the park but nature. 
 He also has a list of instructions for when I arrive. I memorize them and then pull the cigarette from the sand. I touch the cherry to the paper and it incinerates in seconds, disappearing into ash and smoke in my fingertips. 
 The intercom crackles and an automated voice cuts through the silence. 
 Train approaching the station. Please step back from the platform edge.
 Another commuter descends the stairs. A lanky woman with a backpack and ripped jeans. She has dark circles under her tired eyes and her nose in a book that nobody would read for pleasure. A student, then. 
 There is a far-off rumbling as the train approaches. The high-pitched squeak of brakes as it slows to approach the station.
 I’m about to approach the edge of the platform when I get the sensation that someone is watching me. 
 I glance to my right to find that the couple is staring at me. They have disentangled themselves from each other, and stand motionless and silent. Simply watching. 
 That’s not the only thing making my instincts scream. Something else is wrong. The briefcase the businessman set down sits at the edge of the platform, but it is unattended. He is gone.
 I spin to find him inches away.
 His jaw opens wide. 
 Too wide. 
 It unhinges, revealing two glistening rows of teeth filed to sharp points. His forked tongue flicks out and he hisses at me.
 His skin has an unnatural sheen, and I see now that he is covered in tiny, iridescent scales. 
 Startled by his appearance, I am caught off guard when he lunges at me. I duck. His claw-tipped fingers slash the air a fraction of an inch above my head, and I sweep around with my leg, taking him out at the knees as I turn.
 The couple is racing toward us.
 Whatever Leather Jacket and Sundress are, it is not human. They are like the businessman, and as they approach, their teeth gnash and grind as they snap their too-wide jaws.
 Sundress launches herself at me, closing the distance between us in half. Before she can hit the ground, I pull one of my daggers free and fling it at her.
 Her body goes limp mid-air as the blade lodges into her windpipe, slicing the shiny skin as if it were tissue paper. I drop to my back, kicking my legs up to flip her up and over me.
 A spray of black blood spatters the dirty subway tile as she hits the ground behind me and her body slides into the base of the transit booth with a dull thud. 
 Somersaulting backward, I land on my feet in a defensive position. Business Man is pulling himself to his feet. Leather Jacket has stopped next to him. He bounces on the balls of his feet as if contemplating whether to continue his advance or flee in the opposite direction.
 Hot, dry air pushes into the station. Light slices through the tunnel. The train is nearly here.
 The echo of another intercom announcement mixes with the clank of wheels against rails and the screams of the Business Man and Leather Jacket as they launch another attack. 
 Rather than retreat, I race directly toward them. A collision course. 
 A breath away from them, I drop to my knees, sliding on the tile. I pull a dagger from my pockets with each hand and drive the weapons up and into their torsos. Using the leverage, I pop up to my feet and force them both backward.
 Momentum on my side, I swing around, letting the weapons go as I twist toward the tracks. They both fly backward, toppling off of the platform and landing with a bone-crunching thud on the rails.
 Face down in three inches of stagnant water and trash, Leather Jacket lies motionless. I managed to get him where a human’s heart would be, and the point of the knife pokes up and out of the back of his coat.
 I am not so lucky with Business Man. The blade lodged where his stomach should be. He pulls himself to his feet and looks down at his wound in confusion and disbelief. It is more of an irritation than a lethal blow, and he pulls the blade out, the metal making a sick sucking sound as it dislodges from his flesh. He raises it in his clenched fist and lets out a glass-shattering shriek.
 The blast of a horn drowns him out as the oncoming train smashes into him, smearing him across its windshield and sending bits of him splattering across the platform.
 The hand holding the knife spins up into the air and drops onto the platform, sliding to a stop at my boots.
 Excellent. I thought I was going to be out three knives tonight. I snatch the dismembered fist up from the ground, pry its fingers from the hilt, wipe the black blood on the thigh of my pants and slip the dagger back into its pocket.
 The train slows to a stop and the doors open with a bing bong tone. An automated voice announces the destination, and a few revelers pour from the car. Judging by their attire and their state of inebriation, it’s late night and the party is over.
 There is no screaming. The train’s conductor does not burst from his compartment in fear and revulsion at the creature now coating his windshield.
 The party animals laugh and stumble toward the stairs, seemingly unaware that their shoes are now coated with black, sticky blood and that Sundress’s quickly-rotting corpse lies mere feet from them.
 That is when I realize that in all this time, the lanky student commuter has not moved. She has not looked up from her book. If it weren’t for the sporadic flip of pages, she could’ve easily passed for a living statue, upturned hat at her feet, waiting for tips from pedestrians.
 Nico’s words come back to me. People do not register Counterfeits unless they’re forced to through some unfortunate circumstance. This world is outside of normal human comprehension.
 I pull my dagger from Sundress’s body, which is smoking and deflating, the skin peeling off in flakes. Whatever this creature is, its death is messy and its decomposition is rapid. 
 I follow the student into the nearly empty subway car. 
 She finds a seat and flips another page. Her eyes are heavy, and I doubt she will make it to her stop without dozing. 
 The doors close behind me, and rather than sit, I turn to face them. My reflection peers back at me, and I realize that there is a splotch of black blood on my cheek. I hastily wipe it away. The last thing I need is to show up at Mina’s with Counterfeit blood on my face.
 Out on the platform, the body is nothing but a pile of ash now. 
 As we pull away, the blast of hot air lifts and sifts it, leaving nothing on the subway tiles but dirt and a discarded sundress.
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 There’s nowhere to hide as I cut across the central meadow of the city park. A nearly full moon bathes the grass in an icy light, and in the distance, the water on the park’s pond shimmers. 
 According to Nico, Mina’s should be at the far end of the lawn, just behind an oak tree that was split by lightning in the worst storm of the last three centuries.
 Since I woke up in my bed and into this nightmare, every time I’ve stepped outside I’ve been chased or attacked. Now, I move quickly down the moonlit path and keep alert for any sound or movement. I’m not sure why I seem to be number one on some sort of supernatural hit list, but I’m not about to get sent back to Lucifer with my mission unfinished.
 The path twists up and off to the left, but I step off the stone, into the grass, and head toward the woods. The oak I’m looking for should be a dozen feet back from the tree line. 
 I stop short as I reach the edge of the lawn. The leaves just ahead are dense enough that the moonlight can’t get through. Total darkness awaits me.
 With one last glance behind me to be sure that I’m not being followed, I step into the woods.
 Leaves swish as I part branches and skirt shrubbery and sure enough, just ahead, a massive, gnarled tree splits into a nearly perfect V. I spot shining metal through the gap. A door inlaid with an intricate pattern from top to bottom, aside from a flat square in the center.
 The thing is, there’s no building behind it. I circle the tree once. Twice. It’s simply a door in a tree that opens to nowhere.
 I suppose this is my new normal.
 Following Nico’s instructions, I place my palm on the flat square. Underneath my hand, the metal is cool and smooth and unremarkable. 
 Shhhk.
 Something pricks my index finger, and I yank my hand away from the door as if I’ve been stung. 
 Blood beads on my fingertip, and there’s a small smear of red on the metal where my hand rested just a moment before. 
 The metal appears to absorb the liquid, and the crimson disappears, leaving an unblemished surface. 
 Hinges creak, and the door swings open.
 There should be forest beyond, as there is no structure on the other side of this tree.
 Instead, the open door reveals a deep darkness across its threshold, cut only by bare bulbs that dangle from a ceiling that I can’t see. They throw light on brick walls and a set of stairs that disappears into the earth. 
 There is a distant thumping from below; a dirty bass beat.
 I have no choice.
 I descend.
 

 ***
 

 The moment I reach the bottom of the stairs the entrance above me shuts, leaving me with nothing but the bare bulbs for illumination. I peer into the darkness ahead of me to see the faintest blue light leaking from the far end of a hallway.
 As I approach, the music grows louder and the light shifts to pink, yellow, green. The picture snaps into place, and I realize the glowing light is coming from a crystalline doorknob.
 I reach out. 
 Twist.
 And enter a world of Counterfeit debauchery.
 A large dance floor at the far end of the room is packed with gyrating bodies. To my right, pole dancers entertain those looking to forget themselves. To my left, what must be some sort of gambling space is set up, with patrons surrounding tables and placing wagers. And dominating the center of the room, the bar is packed three deep with those waiting for drinks.
 Nobody has noticed me yet, and I take the time to go beyond my first impressions and really see this place.
 Those gamblers? They’re sipping from goblets filled with thick, crimson liquid. The bodies crowding the dance floor? Their eyes glow yellow and they growl as they grow more frenzied. The pole dancers, men and women alike, have pointed ears, and some of the patrons watching them flicker to translucency as they watch the inhumanly beautiful creatures bend and twist.
 I cannot begin to comprehend the species at the bar, as it seems each and every patron has an aspect to them that would be inhuman. Eyes of every shade. Skin, scales, and fur. Fangs. Forked tongues. Wings.
 If you want information, you speak to the bartenders. I weave through the throngs of people and approach the bar.
 In an effort to avoid the worst of the crowd, I circle around until I find a single empty stool. The last seat before a corner. The patron occupying the next stool over nurses a drink and keeps their head down. They wear a black coat with its hood pulled up, and I get the feeling we both wish to remain unnoticed, so I do them that courtesy and turn my attention toward one of the bartenders.
 I get a one-second gesture from the nearest server. Despite doing my best to keep my profile low, I get the distinct feeling that I am being studied by everyone in my vicinity. They don’t stare at me, but I can tell that they sense me, and I catch a few surreptitious glances and conversations whispered into ears.
 “What’s your poison?” The bartender stands before me, and whatever she is, she’s haunting. Ashen skin. Crimson lips. Thick black liner around her eyes, and long black hair that floats and swirls around her head as if she’s underwater. If I had to guess, I’d say ghost.
 “I need to speak with Mina,” I say, and I feel an almost imperceptible shift in the energy of the room around me. The patrons move a fraction closer to us. Tilt their heads to listen just a bit harder.
 She shrugs. “I haven’t seen her in a minute, but she’s around here somewhere. How about a whiskey while you wait? No offense, but you look like you could use a drink.”
 Without waiting for my answer, she pulls a glass out from behind the bar and begins looking through the bottles of liquor. “It’s important,” I insist.
 The only response I get is a freshly poured drink in front of me. The liquid is brown. One ice cube. There’s even a cherry skewed on a plastic sword. But smoke wafts up and over the rim of the glass, and I am fairly certain this is not whiskey.
 “On the house.” She winks at me and begins to turn away.
 “Nico sent me.”
 The bartender pauses, and I lift the glass to take a drink.
 It is inches from my lips when the hooded patron reaches over and covers the rim of my glass. Their hand is tipped with glossy black claws, and they gently force the drink back down onto the bar. 
 I turn to find myself looking at one of the most stunning creatures I’ve ever seen. She has midnight skin and starry eyes, and a devilish smile pulls at the corners of her full lips. “Always lead with Nico,” she says, and her voice, though quiet, is liquid honey that coats and dampens the music and chatter around us. “And don’t drink this unless you want to wake up three days from now on a beach in Portugal missing your wallet, your jewelry, and possibly a finger.”
 The ghostly bartender smiles sheepishly and shrugs. “Like she says, lead with Nico. When a fresh one like you shows up, we can’t be too careful. You said you were looking for Mina, yeah?” She nods to the woman next to me. “You found her. But only because she wants to be found.”
 Mina studies me, and I school my features into cool indifference. Nico should have warned me. This woman has a presence and a power that could knock a human off their feet, and being that I was one of those humans less than twenty-four hours ago I feel like I’m not quite equipped to handle someone of her magnitude yet.
 “If Nico’s sending you to me, it must be something of some importance,” she purrs.
 “Nico, yes,” I say, “and beyond that, Lucifer.” I’m not certain I should reveal this much yet, but there’s something about this woman that makes me want to tell her things I shouldn’t. Her gaze bores into me and makes me feel vulnerable in a way I’m not comfortable with, but I can’t look away from her. Not yet. I need to see how she reacts to His name.
 She is up and moving before I can blink. My hand is in hers, and her skin is smooth and warm and she tugs me off of the bar stool and leads me toward the crowded dance floor.
 We wind through the twisting, gyrating, grinding bodies, and I hear low growls over the thumping bass. A man catches my eye, and his flash yellow, the pupils sliding to vertical slits. He smiles, and his canines are elongated and viciously sharp.
 Mina leads me back past the DJ booth and around the sound equipment and then we are standing in front of a plain black door in the back corner of the building.
 She pulls me close, and I drown in those constellation eyes. “Before we enter my office, you should know that if you lie to me I’ll send you right back to your friend Lucifer.”
 I simply stare. The more she speaks, the more used to her voice I become, but if I’m going to have any kind of conversation with this woman I’m going to need to get my shit together immediately.
 “Minus your tongue,” she adds, and I believe her.
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 I’ve been staring at the maps on Mina’s walls for a solid five minutes, and I still can’t determine exactly what I’m looking at. The shapes of the land and water are familiar to me, but the jagged boundary lines don’t make sense.
 “They’re Counterfeit borders,” she says as she takes a seat behind a small desk stacked with leather-bound books and piles of what looks to be parchment paper. “You could stand there for a week and you still wouldn’t understand it. So why don’t you come over here.” She gestures for me to take the overstuffed chair across from her. “If Nico has sent you to me, it must be bad.”
 I sit. “What did the bartender mean, ‘we can’t be too careful’?”
 “She meant The Enemy has a habit of finding rookie Counterfeits and using them for nefarious purposes.”
 “The Enemy…?”
 “Is far beyond anything you need to worry about right now. Nico sent you, so you’re clean. That’s all that matters.” She frowns at me. “Do I know you? I’ve had the oddest feeling since you sat down next to me at the bar that we’ve met before.”
 I’ve never understood that question. How would I know if someone else knows me? So I say, “All I can tell you is that I don’t know you.”
 Mina studies me for a long, silent moment. Long enough that I’m afraid that I’ve irritated her in some way, but then her eyes go wide with what can only be recognition because she says, “You’re one of Lilah’s thieves. I knew you looked familiar. Except different now, because you’re dead, obviously.”
 The way she says it is so nonchalant that I nearly laugh. 
 “So, it’s very bad, then,” she says.
 “I need to know where to find the Dagger of the Fallen.”
 Mina goes still. “Very, very bad.”
 “I’m beginning to get that feeling, yes.”
 “I’m going to need to know everything,” she says. 
 Her eyes flash with excitement at the prospect, and I get the feeling that knowledge is precious to her. After years of keeping secrets the idea of giving everything over to someone I’ve never met before sets my nerves on edge, but there’s no point in lying or being coy. Nico said she can help me, and I’d like to keep my tongue. I’ll just have to hope that Mina is one of the few in Counterfeit City who doesn’t want to actively kill me. 
 And if she does, well, I have my blades.
 “I deal in information, little demon,” she says. “You give, I give.”
 “I don’t have much. Lucifer only gave me that instruction and left me to my own devices.”
 “He is such a prick,” she murmurs, and while I’m not sure that I’ve found a friend, we might be on the same side of the Lucifer thing. That’s something, at least.
 “Lilah wants the Dagger,” I continue. “My orders are to get it before she can, and return it, and her, to Him.”
 Mina snorts. “What in Pandemonium would Lilah even want the Dagger for? Stealing from the Devil is bad enough, but why risk His wrath for something she can’t even use?”
 When I’d worked for her, Lilah had sent me on many missions where her end game was clear. There were a few, however, that made no sense to me. I’d taken objects that not only weren’t valuable, but that were incredibly easy to steal. I had realized that sometimes it wasn’t about a sale. Sometimes it was about showing your reach and your power to the people that you stole from. She did it not because she had to, but because she could.
 “Lucifer said something about raising an army against him. He was not pleased.”
 “Well, I wouldn’t be either,” she says, “but that Dagger is useless on this plane without the Codex Malum. Not to mention water from Styx.”
 At that, I feel a small twinge of fear at the base of my spine. “What do those things look like?”
 Mina gets up and moves to one of five filing cabinets that line the wall off to the left. She yanks open one of the drawers and begins to flip through papers that are stuffed in there to bursting. “Nope… Nope… Nope… Yes.”
 She turns with a flourish and brandishes a black and white photograph. It shows a book the size of an encyclopedia, but with a cracked leather cover and a circular symbol branded on the front. “That’s the Codex Malum. And the water from Styx is the color of dried blood. Almost black. And it shimmers.”
 “Like with sparkles?” I say, sounding ridiculous even to myself.
 “Like with the salty tears of the damned,” she responds drily.
 In the nine years that I’d worked for Lilah, she’d ordered me to hand-deliver the goods I’d stolen directly to her estate a handful of times, and only after I’d back-tracked and circled around and made completely sure that I hadn’t been followed. She’d brought me inside to a place she’d dubbed the Artifacts Room, which, now that I think about it, resembled Nico’s secret back room. Her display cases housed knick knacks and texts rather than weapons, though, and it seemed a bit museum-like. I had figured the few things I’d delivered there had been for her personal collection rather than resale.
 Those two items are in that room. I’m certain of it.
 “She has the book and the water,” I say.
 Mina lets out a low whistle. “You’re certain?”
 “I’m the one who stole them for her.”
 “Well, that certainly makes things a bit more interesting. And by interesting I mean you’ve convinced me to help you, if only because I’m not looking to die today.”
 She shuts the drawer of the cabinet with a bump of her hip and crosses the room to what looks like an old-school library card catalog. 
 “You’re not immortal?” Nico had said the creatures in Counterfeit City could be killed, but Mina seems special. Otherworldly even by these new standards I’m slowly growing accustomed to. 
 Mina sifts through the cards in the small drawer with one hand while she gives me a so-so gesture with the other. “Yes and no. Very few Counterfeits are immortal with a capital I. There are plenty of ways to take us out if you know how, and raising a demon army is right up there.”
 She pulls a small index card from the drawer, snatches a pair of glasses off of the top of the cabinet, and slides them on. The lenses flash briefly as she moves to the wall with the maps, and she runs her finger along the boundary lines and checking and re-checking the index card in her hand. She is a tornado of electric energy, and I find myself feeding off of it. Getting tense and ready to take on what comes next.
 She spins, whipping the glasses off, and points them at me. “You want to know where the Dagger is going to be, and when, then you’re going to do something for me.”
 Just like Nico said, she delivered. I don’t like the idea of having to owe her something, but I have no choice but to agree.
 I nod. “You give, I give.”
 She smirks as I toss her line back at her. “Once you finish your mission from Hell, assuming you do finish your mission without any unfortunate incidents, you are going to bring me that book you stole for Lilah. The Codex Malum.”
 Normally, stealing something back from Lilah would be an impossible task, not to mention a death sentence when you were caught. Seeing as how I’m planning to kill her, that shouldn’t be a problem for me anymore.
 “Done,” I say.
 Instead of giving the card to me, she flicks it between her fingers. “The Dagger is part of a shipment of religious relics that are arriving at the Port at about…” she checks her watch, “now.”
 Anxious, I hold my hand out for the card, but she snatches it back and leans close. “Do. Not. Go. There.”
 “Then how am I supposed to get it?”
 “You’re good, but you’re still basically human good. There’s no way you’ll survive against the Pixies bringing in the cargo down there. Vicious bastards, they are. Wait ’till you have a few more decades under your belt for that.”
 She finally hands over the card, and I frown. It’s blank.
 “Yeah, you can’t see anything on there without the glasses. You just seemed like you wanted to hold something.”
 I toss the card on her desk and she begins to pace. “The Dagger’s headed to the ossuary at the Eternal Cemetery on the other side of the city. That’s your best shot. But don’t go running off yet,” she says as I’m halfway out of my chair. I sink back down. “An artifact like that? You won’t be the only one looking to take it. You’ll probably still get killed. No offense. I just wanted you to know.”
 “I’ve had competition on jobs before.”
 “Not like this.”
 She says it like it matters. Whether my adversaries are human or otherwise, it’s irrelevant. They are the obstacles that I have to get through to get the job done. Same as always.
 “I’m dead either way, aren’t I?”
 Mina shrugs. “Fair point. Give me a sec.”
 She moves back behind the desk and picks up the receiver on an old rotary phone the likes of which I haven’t seen in decades. Dials a number. Waits. “Hi. Yeah. I need one. Yeah. And I’d better see your ass in here for a drink before the next full moon. Yeah, yeah. Later.” She drops the receiver back into the cradle and winks at me. “Your chariot awaits.”
 I’m to the door and just about to step over the threshold when she calls to me. “Hey, what’s your name?”
 I turn back to her, and finally get a good glimpse of her fully in her element. Maps on the walls. Cabinets stuffed full of file folders containing information she’s gathered over however many lifetimes she’s lived. Stacks of books. She is the one to know if you need to know anything. I’m certain now that the drop of blood the door took as some sort of cover payment to get in here is now filed away with every other patron that has ever graced this place. If she has my DNA, what could be the harm in giving her my name?
 “Gray Carver.”
 “Well, Gray Carver, you’ve certainly been thrown into the deep end here, haven’t you? Lucifer just tossing you out like that, I’m surprised you made it this far.”
 “You wouldn’t be, if you knew me,” I say, and she smirks.
  “I’ll tell you what,” she continues, “if you pull this off without getting killed, and you bring that book to me, I’ll give you a Counterfeit education that’ll melt your little demon mind.”
 The way she looks at me when she says it, the offer seems like both a gift and a curse.
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 I manage to make it out of the park without incident. It puts me on edge. Nearly every time I’ve stepped foot outside since I was tossed into Counterfeit City, it’s been a fight for my life, or whatever life’s equivalent might be for me now, so the fact that this small part of my journey has been relatively easy has me waiting for the other supernatural shoe to drop.
 I cross out of the park’s boundaries and onto a busy city sidewalk. The park sits just above midtown, and even though it must be very early morning, this is the beating heart of the city and it never slows, never quiets.
 Groups of college students crawl from bar to bar. Businessmen pulling late nights at the office duck into black town cars. Tourists flock to chain restaurants. Horns honk as cabs gun their motors to try and make it through yellow lights. 
 From what I understand, there should be someone here waiting to whisk me away to the Eternal Cemetery, but there are no parked cars at the curb and no one idling in the street. 
 I don’t have time for this.
 Darting through the people milling past me, I raise a hand to hail a taxi and watch as one, two, three pass me by in quick succession. 
 My anger begins to rise, and then I realize my mistake: they can’t see me. I’m not part of this human world anymore.
 I try to figure out my options, letting my gaze float over the throngs of people across the street who move from one destination to the next without having to worry about being literally invisible to human cab drivers.
 It takes me only a handful of seconds to realize that a vaguely-familiar man is staring at me. He’s not even trying to hide it. 
 Well-dressed in an old-fashioned way, he’s leaning back against the glass wall of the bank across the street. People pass in front of him, going this way and that, but he never takes his eyes off of me. And what eyes they are. An old man’s eyes in a young man’s face. I am certain he has seen things that would make the people of this city tremble.
 I have seen him before, last night at Bedlam, and though I didn’t know it then, I know it now: he is one of Lilah’s minions, and he is not human. He is a demon, like me.
 Last night, though, when I made my last delivery to Lilah, I wasn’t dead yet. I wasn’t part of the Counterfeit City. If humans don’t normally register supernaturals, how could I have seen him?
 A tall man passes in front of him, and I use that one second to duck behind a tree that’s been planted in a box on the sidewalk. They’re dotted all over the city, an attempt to beautify and introduce nature into the urban space, but right now it’s going to give me cover.
 Sssssk.
 Sssssk.
 Sssssk.
 Leaves fall down around me, and as one floats by I see a bullet hole through its center. 
 I’m being shot at from above.
 Ducking down, I peek around the tree to try and get an angle on where the shots are coming from.
 I don’t have a chance to get a good look because a black car screeches to a stop mere inches from where I’m crouched. 
 MERCURY CABS is slashed across the side in silver paint, and the back door swings open of its own accord.
 A voice from inside calls out, “Need a ride?” 
 Jerking back as a bullet whizzes by my ear close enough to hear the whine, I dive into the back of the cab and yank the door shut behind me.
 “Go!”
 I crouch down in the black vinyl seat, underneath the ledge of the windows in an effort to conceal myself from the sniper.
 Ping!
 Daring a glance, I raise my head to find that a bullet has pierced the driver’s side mirror, cracking the glass and putting a hole right through the center.
 I’m thrown back against the seat as the cabbie jerks the wheel and tears out into traffic, his wheels screeching. The acrid stench of burned rubber fills my nostrils.
 “I should’ve known better than to take a call from Mina,” the cabbie grumbles.
 His identification tag hangs from his rearview mirror. It features a picture of him mid-blink and stamped with the name Runner Six. It sways and bangs against the dash as he slides the cab between two cars in a maneuver that no human could pull off.
 He flicks a gaze back at me and I’m startled to find that his irises are silver. “You’re new, then.” He knocks a knuckle against the driver’s side window. “Bulletproof.”
 There’s no way I could’ve known that but I still feel stupid as I pull myself up to a proper sitting position. I peer out both sides of the cab, then turn to check behind us. “Can you get me to the Eternal Cemetery?”
 I slide down the seat and hit the passenger side door as he weaves left. Passes a car. Weaves right. “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”
 The center of the roof dents in as something lands on us from above. There’s no way I’m going to stick my head outside to check out our visitor, so I use the city to my advantage. The skyscrapers and storefronts that line the streets of midtown are all glass and chrome. Our cab is reflected on their surfaces.
 So is the demon on the roof.
 It’s the man I saw watching me from across the street.
 Runner yanks the wheel hard to the left, trying to toss Lilah’s minion from the car, and I slam into the door. 
 Thk. Thk.
 Tiny punctures punch down through the roof as the demon digs its claws in. A terrible shriek rings through the car as, from back to front, long, thin slices appear, letting neon light from the city pour in through the gouged metal. 
 Despite the chaos going on around me, I’m suddenly very aware of the dagger in my left thigh pocket. It’s grown warmer and seems to buzz against my skin through the thin fabric of my pants. I pull it out. It’s the dagger that called to me at Nicodemus’ shop, with the diamond blade and the Kira in the hilt. Once it’s in my hand the only thing I understand is that I need to use it.
 The back window cracks as the demon punches it. He is inhumanly strong. Another hit and the spiderweb pattern in the glass lengthens. 
 Runner shoots a wild look back through the rearview mirror. Winces as the demon’s fist comes down again. A few more hits and the glass is going to shatter. He turns those silver eyes on me and there is a hysterical edge to his voice when he yells, “What did you do to piss them off?” 
 We sway again as he dodges another car, but not before getting close enough to the other vehicle to snap the bullet-punctured mirror from the side of his door. “Gods dammit.”
 “Just keep going, I’ll handle it,” I say, and raise the diamond dagger.
 The back window explodes in on me, sending shards of gummy glass flying into the cab as the demon finally demolishes the barrier between us.
 This demon is too strong and too relentless. My only hope is to catch him off-guard, so instead of kicking out in an effort to knock him off the cab, I lunge across the seat and grab his arm, dragging him inside the cab. His legs hang out into the open air, but I only need his torso. I drive the blade down into his chest over and over and over.
 Black blood spatters over the interior of the cab. Over the plastic partition. Over me. Over Runner, who tries to wipe the rear view mirror clean with his coat sleeve.
 I shove the body back out the window and it slides off the trunk, leaving a wet smear before it tumbles into the street. A sedan rolls over it as if there’s nothing there.
 “Hang on!” Runner calls from behind me, and I whip around to see a woman in the same old-fashioned style of clothing standing in the center of our lane fifteen feet ahead. Another demon. She must be, to be so bold.
 Runner hits the brakes so hard he pushes himself up off of the seat. 
 We skid.
 It’s too late. 
 There is no way we’ll miss her.
 The demon leaps a dozen feet in the air, briefly getting lost in the twilight sky and the neon signs before she lands directly on the hood of the cab.
 I go weightless as we tip forward, balancing on the front fender for a long, surreal moment. The demon daintily hops off the hood just before we go upside down and the cab falls onto its roof with a shattering of glass and a twisting of metal. 
 There is a terrible, muffled whining in my ears, and my body is made of pain. I call to Runner but I get no response. I am vaguely aware that cars and motorcycles driven by humans pass us by. Pedestrians walk past the blown out windows of the cab. A cyclist whizzes by, unaware of the catastrophic accident inches from his tires.
 A faint cough breaks through the ringing in my ears, and I find Runner struggling to pull himself out of the broken driver’s side window. Silver blood trickles down his face and leaks from his ears.
 I can’t make my body move yet, so I watch him drag himself away. He flops onto his back and groans, “My car.”
 He doesn’t see her coming up next to him, the demon with long blonde hair and steel-toed boots, but I do. I try to warn him, but my throat is raw and I can’t get enough breath to speak. 
 She kicks him in the face once, hard, and his head snaps towards me. 
 I hope he is only unconscious.
 She is not here for him, though. 
 She is here for me.
 I shove the diamond dagger back into its pocket and try to get as far from the windows as I can, but she reaches in and grabs my ankle and she is so strong. She yanks me out, dragging my body across the roof and the sharp metal cut by her compatriot’s claws and out into the street. I am covered in black blood, and I can’t tell how much of it is mine.
 I blink hard, trying to focus, to get my wits about me to fight, and she finally stops pulling me, dropping my leg to the ground.
 Her claws elongate. Sharpen.
 In half a blink, she leaps, and it gives me a single split second to roll onto my back, kick my legs out, and launch her up and over the top of me as she’s about to drive her claws into my chest.
 She hits the pavement behind me, and though my muscles are screaming and my bones feel broken I pull myself up to standing. I pull the diamond dagger just as she sprints for me. I slice down with the weapon but I am too slow and she blocks the hit, wrenching my wrist backward and sending the dagger skittering along the pavement.
 Adrenaline overriding pain, I turn and wrap my arms around her neck, flipping her over and onto the ground. She sweeps out a kick, knocking me flat on my back and driving the air from my lungs.
 She scrambles up my body and wraps her black-clawed hands around my throat. Her eyes flash with the colors of the neon advertisements in the heart of the city.
 The dagger lies on the pavement to my left. I reach out, the edges of my vision starting to go dark. It is just out of reach.
 She sees me struggle for the weapon, and she is delighted. It takes her attention away from my other hand, which is trapped behind my back, where the copper guns are hidden in my waistband.
 My vision is a pinhole when I pull out the weapon, put it to the demon’s temple, and pull the trigger.
 Her grip goes lax and she collapses on top of me. Struggling to suck in a breath I roll the demon’s corpse off of me as it begins to smoke and desiccate. 
 I would stand, but I can’t.
 A shard of glass from the window of the cab is jutting from my side. 
 Black blood pools underneath me.
 The human city moves on around the wreckage of the evening. 
 Around my broken body.
 The neon lights above me begin to swirl and blur.
 And one, searingly bright white, stands out from the rest. 
 A skull on the facade of a brick building.
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 David is in my arms, and now that I have him back I will stay here forever.
 There is darkness surrounding us, but warm light filtering down from above, and we are dancing. He has his strong arms wrapped around my waist, and he pulls me close to him and ducks his head to whisper in my ear. “You found me.”
 I pull back so I can see his beautiful eyes. “Of course I did. I could never let you go, and it was my fault…”
 He shakes his head and presses his lips to mine. Softly. Gently. “None of that matters. We’re together, for now.”
 A dull thud sounds from off in the distance, but I ignore it. Nothing matters but this moment right now. I have found him. My David.
 “For now? I won’t let you go,” I say, and I try to keep the fear from my voice as I feel myself pull away from him. “What? No…” I claw at him, but he simply smiles as I reach out, my hand grasping thin air as he fades into the distance. “David!”
 Come back…
 The voice is not his, so I do not wish to hear it.
 Another thud. Closer this time. I wish it would stop, it’s distracting me and I have to focus, to get back to him…
 Come on now, come back…
 He is so far from me now he has all but disappeared.
 “David!” My voice cracks and hot tears run down my cheeks. “No! Please don’t go… don’t leave me…”
 My own scream pulls me from the haze I would’ve been happy to stay in forever, and as the darkness recedes, the emptiness that had spread through me as I watched him shrink into the distance is replaced with a searing, white-hot pain.
 I am not alone.
 Bright light stings my eyes, and someone swings the lamp above me off to the side. My vision is blurred by tears and agony, and I can’t make out who exactly is peering down at me.
 “You’ve seen her before?” A woman’s voice. Unfamiliar.
 I am on my back, unable to move, to curl into a ball, and if someone doesn’t make the suffering stop I am going to vomit.
 “Not until tonight.” I know that voice. Male. It’s the driver… “She is a destroyer of cabs. But look at this…”
 A cool, dry hand takes my arm and turns it so my wrist faces up. 
 “That’s Lucifer’s mark.” Runner. His name is Runner.
 “Shit.” The woman is displeased.
 THUD.
 “We can’t wait any longer,” she says, and she leans over me so I see nothing but her face. “What’s your name, demon?”
 “G-Gray,” My mouth is sour and my blood sings with pain.
 She pulls back and Runner appears at my side, his eyes wide with wonder. He has a bruise on his cheek and stitches above his eye holding together a silver-encrusted cut. “I swear to Gods I thought you were dead. Like, dead for real and not coming back.”
 For a brief moment, I wish that were true. Guilt and shame wash over me almost immediately, though, and wipe any thoughts of a merciful death away. Any pain is worth the chance to get to David and make things right.
 I need to sit. 
 Runner watches me struggle and says, “I wouldn’t.”
 Ignoring him, I pull myself up as fire radiates from my side. “Damnation,” he murmurs.
 “Where am I?” It must be some sort of medical lab, as there is a steel gurney underneath me and a blindingly bright lamp hanging from above. 
 The woman comes back. She wears a black lab coat and has her thumb on the plunger of a syringe filled with clear liquid. “You’re in Skull number twenty-six. Off of Twenty-sixth street.”
 “Clinics for Counterfeits,” Runner chimes in. “Erin’s fixed me up more times than I’d like to admit.”
 “How did I get here?”
 “I came to and dragged you in. Grabbed these, too,” Runner says, and waves one copper gun and the diamond dagger with the Kira in the hilt in front of my face. “Looked like things you wouldn’t want to lose.”
 “More important is what’s outside,” Erin says, and jams the needle into my bicep. I try to pull away but she holds me still, and she is stronger than I would’ve thought for such a small woman.
 THUD. THUD.
 “Friends of the demon you killed,” she says through gritted teeth and withdraws the needle. Warmth spreads from the injection point and slithers down through my torso, pooling at my injured side. The sharp pain dulls to an ache, and I can finally take a full breath. 
 “Demons. Two,” Runner adds, and he is not helping the situation.
 “You’ve brought the danger right to my door.” Erin strides away and there’s a clang as she drops the syringe into a metal sink along the wall. I see now that I’m in my own separate space, with cloth dividers separating what must be various patient bays where the sick and injured lie. 
 “How long have I been out?” If I’ve missed my window of opportunity to get the Dagger…
 “About an hour,” Runner says, and that is far too long.
 Sliding forward, I let my legs dangle off of the table. “I have to go.”
 “And you will,” Erin says as she comes back, placing a hand on my shoulder to push me back down on the gurney. I do my best to push back, but everything hurts and whatever she injected me with has made me slower than I should be. “But not until I’m finished.”
 THUD.
 She glances over her shoulder. “Runner, help me.”
 To my dismay, he puts both of his hands on my shoulders and holds me down. “I can’t waste any more time… I will heal…”
 “Not every time,” Erin says, and leans over me, forcing me to stop struggling and hold her gaze. “Not this time, with an injury that severe. And the more you struggle, the longer it’s going to take to fix you.”
 “We get it. You’re on Lucifer’s clock.” Runner nods to the brand on my wrist. “You want any shot of making it to the Eternal Cemetery in one piece? You let Erin do what she needs to do.”
 THUD. THUD.
 The pounding is getting more incessant, and whatever locks are keeping them out are starting to rattle. It’s clear that they will not stop until they get in.
 Erin moves to a cabinet on the far wall of the room, pulls out three vials of colorful liquid, uncorks them, and pours them into a glass beaker. She swirls the container as she comes back. “Drink this.”
 I down it in one shot.
 “I’m sorry,” she says, just as I double over.
 “Harder, Runner,” she bites out, and I can feel Runner press his whole weight on me to keep me back and flat on the gurney. 
 I try to speak, to scream, but my teeth are clacking as my body is wracked with spasms. 
 THUD.
 Erin starts to mumble under her breath, and it’s no language that I’ve ever heard before. I can’t tell if I’m hallucinating from the drugs or the pain, but the air around her starts to shimmer like the space above the blacktop on a scorching summer day.
 She places her hand on the side where the glass sliced through me, and I moan in pain.
 “Just a few more seconds.” Runner’s words are soft and I register that he’s trying to comfort me, but the only thing I understand right now is that whatever’s happening to my side is beyond anything I’ve ever felt before. I bite my tongue to keep from screaming until my throat bleeds.
 Erin’s eyes glitter and turn opalescent as the last of the words trickle from her lips.
 The air calms.
 My pain fades.
 She removes her hands from my side. “Sit up.”
 So I do, and aside from the protest of a few sore muscles, I feel… better. I lift the hem of my shirt again and see that the skin has knitted together, leaving an angry, fresh scar to add to my collection.
 “It’ll have to do,” Erin says, surveying her handiwork.
 THUD.
 THUD.
 THUD.
 CRACK.
 The locks are finally giving way. The sound of metal bending and screeching echoes from the far side of the building and there is a terrible crash as what must be left of the door hits the floor.
 Whoever has come for us, for me, has made it inside.
 Erin turns to us, and to my surprise and admiration, she is not scared. She is angry.
 She jogs around my curtain, waving for us to follow her. We pass rows of partitioned spaces. Most are empty, but a few hold Counterfeits from all subspecies. One has an IV drip filled with blue liquid. Another has its wing bandaged. 
 Erin turns a corner at the back of the room and disappears into a doorway.
 We are on her heels, descending slick stone stair down into a room that looks as if it’s been chiseled from the earth, and very much resembles the morgue I woke up in earlier today.
 Here, though, the body drawers are carved directly into the rough walls, and lines of salt and brick dust run around the perimeter of the room. Incense burns, and altars to gods both familiar and not are scattered throughout the room.
 Erin grabs a set of keys from a hook on the wall and hands them to Runner. “Take the hearse.”
 Runner stares at the keys as if she’s asked him to do complex calculus.
 “Eternal Cemetery, right?” She looks pointedly at me. “Well, it just so happens that I have a recently departed woman that needs to see the Baron.”
 Rumbling echoes from above; the trampling feet of the demons as they as they flood the Skull. There is the sound of rustling cloth and surprised cries as they search the patient bays for me.
 “And I’d prefer not to make an enemy of the Devil,” she continues. “You?”
 “Good point,” Runner says.
 Erin points to a door set back in the corner.
 The footsteps from above reach the top of the stairs.
 We slip out of the room just as the first demon hits the landing in the cellar.
 Runner tries to keep going, but I stop, turning back to peek through the crack in the door. He grabs my hand and tries to pull me down the corridor with him, but I yank back away from him. “We wait.”
 He’s about to argue, but then he must see the look on my face because he simply comes back to my side.
 The woman in there saved my life. There’s no way I’m going to leave before I make sure she’s safe.
 Four demons have encircled her.
 I get the feeling we’re not getting out of here without a fight.
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 Erin does her best to keep each of the demons that surround her in her view, and between her instincts and her healing powers, I wonder how Lilah never picked her up to join our team.
 A dapper demon with a pocket watch and chain attached to his vest is the only one who has spoken so far. “You didn’t hear us knock?” he asks, toying with her.
 To her credit, she takes none of his shit. “We’re short-staffed.”
 She runs her eyes along each of the four. “Which one of you is injured?” 
 “You will turn them over to us,” Pocket Watch hisses, and to be fair, apparently he’s not going to take any of her shit, either.
 Erin frowns. “Them?”
 The demons continue to slowly circle her, their movements slow and languid and preternaturally smooth. To watch the dance is oddly dizzying. 
 “Or, if you prefer, just her. The new one. Surely you noticed the wreckage outside. A rogue demon is causing chaos all over the city.” From across the room, I can see Pocket Watch’s eyes flash as he leans toward Erin and says, “It is our responsibility to put her down.” He nods his head toward the wall containing the body drawers. “Unless she did not survive?”
 A demon with red streaks in her hair breaks the circle and moves toward the drawers. The other two, both in white vests that match their white-blonde hair, close the gap in the circle she left behind. Demon siblings, maybe? Can that happen? I’m going to need to take Mina up on that offer of a Counterfeit education after I survive all of this. If I survive all of this.
 Red Streaks moves closer to the door that leads to the hearse.
 Closer to us.
 Behind me, Runner ducks down and whispers, “We need to go. Now.”
 I hold up a hand. We’re not finished here, and I’m certainly not going to bail when the demons just across the threshold are tightening their circle around the woman who saved my life.
 Erin shoves her hands into the pockets of her black lab coat. They’re deep enough to hold a syringe or two, and I hope she’s kept some of whatever she injected me with earlier handy. “If none of you is injured, you’ll need to leave.”
 “Confirm the death of the new one.”
 Erin spins to face Red Streaks. “Step away from those drawers,” she says, and shoots a glance back at Pocket Watch, “and go back to Hell.”
 Pocket Watch’s eyes go black, and his thin lips twist up into a cruel smile. “I was hoping you’d be stubborn. This way is much more fun.”
 I reach into my waistband and realize that I only have one copper gun left. The other is either lost on the street or left behind somewhere upstairs. That means limited bullets. I unsheathe a dagger instead. Behind me, Runner says, “How many of those do you have?”
 “Do you know Nicodemus?” I ask, keeping my eye on what’s unfolding beyond the door.
 Runner lets out a low whistle. “Oh yeah. A lot, then, is what you’re saying. More than a few weapons.”
 “You’ve still got the diamond dagger, right? You know how to fight?”
 “I prefer very aggressive driving,” he answers.
 In the morgue, two demons are closing in on Erin from the sides. Red Streaks has moved away from the body drawers and is slowly approaching the door we’re hiding behind. Her eyes are narrowed and she’s sniffing the air. 
 Pocket Watch stalks toward Erin.
 Here we go. 
 I flip the dagger so that I’m holding the blade, kick open the door, and fling the weapon at Red Streaks. It lodges into her heart with a dull thud, and there is a comical moment where she looks at it, then me, with wide, disbelieving eyes, before she drops to the ground and begins to smoke.
 Pocket Watch roars and lunges for Erin. She dives away, scrambling to hide behind an altar, but he manages to grab her by the ankles and drag her back.
 I race past Red Streaks, yanking the weapon from her body as I go, and launch myself at the blonde demon closest to me. It’s only been a handful of seconds since I revealed our presence, and he’s still confused as to what’s happening. I clarify it for him by spinning around and slashing the blade across his windpipe.
 Black blood splatters on the stone floor and all over his pretty white vest. Shame.
 His twin tackles me, driving the air from my lungs and sending the dagger flying. We crash to the ground, rolling over the cold, rough floor and slamming into a table that Erin must use to prepare the bodies. Bowls and medical instruments clatter to the ground as the table tips over.
 “Runner! Little help!” I yell and point toward Pocket Watch and Erin. 
 The diamond dagger flashes in his hand, but Runner scrambles away from the fight, racing to the body drawers where he crouches to grab something. 
 I take an elbow to the nose, and my eyes blur with tears. Locking my legs around Blonde Twin Number Two, I roll, managing to get on top of him. My dagger is gone, but a scalpel has landed next to me, and I snatch it up and shove it into the demon’s eye. He’s dead before he can scream.
 I look up to find Runner racing toward Pocket Watch with a handful of salt he grabbed from the perimeter of the room. He flings into the demon’s face and Pocket Watch shrieks with rage and pain as it sizzles on his skin. With his grip on her ankles loosened, Erin flips over, pulling something that looks like a stethoscope from her pocket, and wraps it around Pocket Watch’s neck. She yanks hard, tipping his head back and exposing his throat.
 I race to them, grabbing my dagger off of the floor as I go, and slam it into the side of Pocket Watch’s neck.
 Erin lets go of the instrument and scrambles back as Pocket Watch’s blood sprays out onto the floor.
 Runner stands over us, panting, and after glancing around to make certain that all of our attackers are dead, he says, “Well, that was really something. Can we never do that again, please?”
 Though we’ve won, though the four demons who came to kill us tonight are slowly fading to nothing before my eyes, the adrenaline is fading, being slowly replaced with an icy dread. 
 Since I was thrown into Counterfeit City, I’ve barely outrun a Lunatic and was nearly killed by demons. I may have beaten whatever attacked me on the subway platform, but the foes I’ve fought have been extraordinarily more difficult to dispatch than anyone I ever encountered when I was human.
 Victory is no longer a sure thing for me. Whatever I was expecting, I underestimated this place. “I’ve never asked for help before. Not in a fight, not for anything,” I say quietly. 
 “Hey, I didn’t do much,” Runner says, shrugging. 
 “That was a vicious salt throw, Runner,” I say, going for humor to take the edge off of my fear. “I thought you were a pacifist?” 
 Even the ever-so-serious Erin chuckles at that. “Don’t forget my brutal usage of a rubber tube,” she says and swings the stethoscope-type thing like a lasso. She glances toward the stairs. “There will be more, but I can handle them. I promise. I have reinforcements I can call in.”
 Runner takes the keys from his pocket and jingles them. “Shall we?”
 I stand and hold out my hand for the diamond dagger. “Shall you?”
 He hands it over with a sheepish smile.
 Erin stands, brushing dirt from her pants. “Those were some moves. No wonder Lucifer sent you to do his dirty work.”
 That’s me. 
 Great at being the worst.
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 We race away from the cacophony of midtown in a hearse that looks like Cinderella’s carriage if she’d been attending a ball for the prince of Pandemonium. Black, of course, but with spiky iron detailing and large, silver hubcaps with the spokes twisted into the shape of a skull.
 I appreciate how blatant they are about death around here. Got a body that needs to be hauled somewhere? Here, put it in the vehicle that looks like the Grim Reaper’s station wagon.
 “Hold on.” Runner hits the brakes, and we come to an abrupt stop.
 “What? What’s wrong?” I don’t see a threat, no Lunatics lurking in alley shadows or demons perched on rooftops waiting to descend upon us.
 He points up through the windshield. “Red light.”
 “Oh,” is all I can manage. In all the Counterfeit mayhem I’d been a part of tonight, I guess I’d stopped assuming that most rules applied to the city, and to us.
 “Yeah, it’s a tricky adjustment,” Runner concedes. “And you’re new. Like, new.”
 “How can you tell?” I say. It bothers me more than I want to admit that my rookie status apparently shines like a beacon to the other supernaturals I encounter. 
 “I can’t explain it. It’s just a… a sense that you get when you’re around someone who hasn’t been part of this place for as long as the rest of us.” He glances up. Still red. “How many times has someone tried to kill you since you’ve been a Counterfeit? I mean, assassination attempts that I haven’t been present for?”
 “So that’s not just me being paranoid?” In my line of work I’d grown accustomed to looking out for danger, senses heightened and alert for any attack, but running for my life every time I stepped out into the city seemed like overkill, even for me.
 “No. Just like when you were human, there are bad guys and good guys. Or, bad guys and guys who aren’t actively out to kill you. I mean, if you end up a Counterfeit, you were either born with bad blood or you made bad choices. The bad ones see it on you, smell it on you, your newness, and they see fresh meat. It fades after a while, and then you won’t stand out from the rest of us. Or,” he says with a shrug, “with the destruction that seems to follow you, maybe you will.”
 “I don’t plan on being here long enough for it to matter,” I say, and above us, the light flips to green. Runner hits the gas and merges aggressively.
 He glances over at me, and there is pure confusion on his face. “You can’t possibly mean you want to go back to Pandemonium.”
 “No, not Pandemonium.”
 “But, your mark.” He waves his wrist in the air. “If you’re not here with the heathens, you’re there with the sinners. Like, the bad ones.”
 “I was supposed to be there,” I admit, “but Lucifer asked me to do something for Him. You had the bad luck to be assigned to carting me around tonight while I get it done. Sorry about your car, by the way.”
 He waves me off. “Not the first time.”
 “Once I deliver the package to Lucifer, he’s going to send me back to my old life. Alive,” I quickly add. “Not dead in a casket.”
 Runner snorts. When I don’t laugh, he does a double take. “Wait, what? No.”
 “Yes.”
 “No, I mean, I’m not saying that because I don’t believe that’s what he told you. I’m saying that because he lied.”
 “I will complete my mission, and I will be paid by the terms of our bargain.” There’s an edge to my voice, and though I’m sure it sounds like anger, it’s the fear that’s roiling in my gut. 
 Runner apparently doesn’t have any response to that, and just when I’m sure we’re going to spend the rest of the night in silence, he says, “Is this about David?”
 At the sound of his name, my entire body tenses and I whip around in my seat. “What do you know about David?”
 “Nothing! Nothing,” he says, inching away from me and my intensity. “Just his name. You said it when you were unconscious back at the Skull.”
 I watch him for a long moment, determining whether he’s telling me the full truth. “Really, Gray. I have no reason to lie to you. In fact, I’m probably your only friend here. I stuck around after you almost got me killed!”
 He’s right. “Why are you still here?”
 “I got the call. While I’m wandering this plane, I might as well help you wander too, right?” He answers too quickly. Nobody would stick around after dodging a hail of bullets and suffering a major car crash. He should’ve let me die in the street. 
 Either way, David is not a subject I want to discuss further. It hurts too much, and I can’t have any distractions. “You’re not a demon. Is it rude to ask what you are?”
 He barks out a laugh. “No. Once you’re here for a while you’ll be able to tell who’s who and what’s what…I mean, not that you’ll be here for a while because you’ve got plans that Lucifer definitely will not try to manipulate or twist in his favor.” He clears his throat. “I’m a spirit. The common term is Phantom around here.”
 “Like a ghost?”
 “Like a ghost,” he echoes. His voice quiets when he says it, and he stares at the road and traffic ahead in a way that makes it clear that he’s trying to think about that, and only that.
 “Where’d you go?” I ask, and when he looks over at me I can see a shimmering in his eyes as he tries to swallow back tears. “You were here, and now you’re not.” I tap my temple.
 He doesn’t want to tell me. I watch him wage an internal war about what he’s going to divulge. “Ah, let’s just say I have some unfinished business.” He forces a chuckle and pulls himself back from the brink of whatever despair he was teetering on. “How clichéd, right? A ghost with unfinished business?”
 “So is this Limbo?” I hadn’t thought about it that way, but it would make perfect sense.
 “I don’t know. Possibly. There are creatures running around Counterfeit City that don’t fit into any religion that I’m aware of. But that doesn’t mean much. I wasn’t exactly a scholar when I was alive and it’s not like you get a handbook when you get dropped here. Or wake up here. Or crawl out of the dirt here.”
 We’re on the outskirts of the city now, and the streetlights are fewer and far between. The shadows darker and deeper. I’m grateful to be inside a moving vehicle instead of running out in the open from whatever might decide to chase me.
 ’Oh!” I jump at Runner’s exclamation, and he glances over at me with a mischievous glint in his eye. “Who taught you what you know about the Counterfeit City?”
 “Nicodemus,” I say, “but it wasn’t much. I was in a hurry.”
 “Then you probably don’t know that the Counterfeit City isn’t just this city.”
 Again, another thing I hadn’t even considered. I shake my head. 
 “Counterfeit is more like a blanket term,” he says and turns down a deserted alley in a part of the city I’m not familiar with. The buildings are older, more decrepit, and from what I can tell the streetlights are no longer electric. They’re gas lamps. “We’re in Ash City now, obviously, but the Counterfeit City is the underworld that runs beneath the human realm. Same buildings and storefronts for the most part, but populated with creatures like us and dotted with hidden shops and things. Like, a human could never find Mina’s,” he says and waves his hand as if the idea were absurd. 
 “We’re not the only Counterfeit city,” I say, the idea making so much sense that I don’t know why I didn’t consider it before.
 “All major cities have a Counterfeit component. A lot of towns, too. And forests. I mean, you can’t wander into a forest and not run into at least one pack of fairies.” He goes quiet, thinking for a moment, and then says, “You know what? Now that I think of it, there are probably very few places on the planet that aren’t Counterfeit.”
 The paved street gives way to hard-packed earth, and the hearse rumbles down a dirt road with deep tire ruts. Ahead, a wrought iron fence cuts across a grassy area that seems to stretch for miles. 
 Beyond the fence, ancient, crumbling tombstones mark the graves of what must be lesser Counterfeits. Darkened mausoleums and crypts hold the wealthy and powerful. Stone angels with broken wings hold watch over the dead.
 We pull to a stop at the edge of the fence and I’m already halfway out the door, but Runner catches my arm and holds me fast. 
 “The gate,” he says and nods toward the windshield.
 One of the iron gates sits ajar. A broken chain hangs from the bars and the gate’s lock glows a faint, icy blue.
 “These gates are always closed,” he says and leans forward to get a better look at our surroundings. “Always. And I don’t see Baron.”
 “He normally keeps watch? He’s the one I have to see.”
 “He’s the guardian of the cemetery and the keeper of the relics. Baron makes sure the living stay out and the dead stay in.” In the dashboard light, I can see the worry on his face. “Did nobody tell you any of this?”
 “Like I said, I was in a hurry.”
 A flash of light deep inside the cemetery boundary cuts through the darkness and illuminates the cab.
 “Stay here,” I say, and throw open the passenger side door.
 “Twist my arm,” he calls after me. “Only fools cross Baron.”
 And as I slam the door shut I hear him mutter, “Gods dammit.”
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 The moment I leave the hearse, Runner turns on the radio and begins flipping through stations like a six-year-old on a sugar high.
 …The Magic Exchange hit a six-month low today…
 Static
 …So come on in today. Nobody beats our prices on O negative…
 Static.
 …traffic is back to normal after an accident outside Skull Number 26 earlier tonight…
 The music and words fade away as I leave him behind and approach the Eternal Cemetery. Ahead, the blue glow on the lock casts an eerie glow on the entrance to the graveyard. The ends of the severed chain ping against the metal of the gates, which are open just enough to let me slide through without grazing them. 
 The graves on the outskirts are newer, their epitaphs still legible. The deeper I go, the older they get, becoming darkened and weathered and cracked. Gnarled roots from nearby trees have upended some of them, and silent, weeping angels on marble pedestals mourn the destruction. A Counterfeit could be hiding behind any one of them. I pull my diamond dagger and keep it at the ready.
 I come over a gently rolling hill to find what can only be the crown jewel of the Eternal Cemetery: a massive mausoleum seemingly carved from one solid slab of marble. It’s dotted with carvings and statues and looks like a tomb and fortress rolled into one. It is jaw-droppingly beautiful.
 A bright light flashes once from inside, but once is all I need to see that there is something wrong out here.
 Dark shapes litter the ground between me and my destination. They are silent and still, but I approach the one closest to me cautiously all the same. The angles of what I’m looking at don’t make sense, and I crouch down to get a better look. All at once the picture snaps into place, and I realize that I’m looking at the corpse of what I can only guess is a fairy. He is on his stomach, his inhumanly gorgeous face turned to me at a severe angle, and his pointed ear is tipped in blood. The shapes I couldn’t make sense of are the wings that jut from his back. One is snapped at a horrible angle.
 Moving past him, I find two dead vampires. Or Feeders, Nico called them. One has a thick wooden stake through his chest and a second through his throat, pinning him to the ground. The other is sprawled on her back. Her small fangs drip blood into the empty space where her jaw used to be. Even in death, she is mesmerizing. 
 An angry screech cuts through the silence, ripping my attention away from the carnage around me.
 There is no threat out here. Only dead Counterfeits.
 My quarry is inside.
 Placing my dagger back in its sheath, I creep toward the mausoleum. As with the gate, the door here is slightly ajar. The bright flashes have stopped and the only light from inside is a warm, flickering glow. Just across the threshold, a massive open space is dotted with short, stubby candles. Torches in metal sconces line the walls, and thirty feet ahead, rows of free-standing shelves stretch back into the darkness, holding crates and boxes of varying size.
 At the end of one of the rows, a man sits on a crate with one knee drawn up to his chest and a cigar wedged between his index and middle finger. The smoke curls around his face, framing the painted white slashes on his dark cheeks and the kohl black that hollows out his eye sockets. He wears a vest, suspenders, and spats, and a top hat sits on his head at an angle. It can only be the Baron.
 He’s watching the fight in front of him with unmitigated amusement.
 A Feeder, his eyes glowing red, is fighting a demon, and from the looks of it, the battle has been long and brutal.
 Quick as a blink, the Feeder attacks the demon, knocking her to her back. They roll on the smooth marble floor, grunting and struggling, red blood spattering right next to black. They show no mercy.
 I slip inside when the action is at its most frantic and duck behind a stack of crates near the door.
 “This is more entertainment then I’ve seen in a century, children,” the Baron says, and there is an island lilt to his deep, soothing voice. A chuckle bubbles up and spills out from deep within him as if he’s never been so entertained.
 Keeping to the shadows, I try to get a better glimpse of the place. I’m not here to watch a fight. I’m here to grab the Dagger. The two Counterfeits locked in battle have other plans, though, and the Feeder rolls the demon onto her back just ahead of me, blocking a good chunk of my view. The Feeder reaches down and grabs a fistful of hair, lifting the demons head up off the ground and into the light.
 I forget the Dagger. I forget the Baron. I forget the Counterfeit City.
 The only thing I see is the demon with the scar running along her jaw.
 Kira.
 A red haze falls over my vision, and to my surprise, I can feel my nails lengthening into claws. That will be useful.
 Of course Lilah sent her. Even with something that supposedly means so much, the last piece of her puzzle, Lilah would never stoop to doing her own work. With me gone, Kira would’ve been a natural choice. We’d always traded off on assignments. Until she killed me. Until she killed David. 
 The Feeder slams Kira’s head back onto the hard floor, but I’ve been in that position before and that won’t be enough to stop that demon. Sure enough, Kira twists and flips the Feeder off of her, slashing her claws out and driving them into the Feeder’s chest.
 One moment, the battle was most certainly won by the Feeder.
 The next, the Feeder’s heart is in Kira’s palm.
 The vampire coughs. Sputters. He drops to his knees as a river of blood flows down his shirt and onto the floor, which is already stained dark with what must be the blood of decades of fights that came before.
 Baron slides off of the crate and saunters toward Kira, taking a long drag off of his cigar. He blows the smoke right at her and says, “Well done, you. Looks like I’ve got another grave to dig. What’d you leave me out there?” He gestures toward the door and the bodies littering the lawn just outside. “About a dozen? Long night ahead of me, no?”
 Kira swipes blood from her face with the sleeve of her jacket. “Where is the Dagger?”
 He holds out his arms, gesturing to the rows of crates that stretch back into the depths of the mausoleum. “You’re welcome to look. We’ve got all night.”
 “Do you know what Lilah will do to you if you don’t hand it over?”
 “Lilah has never done anything herself. Why would she, when she has good little demons like you?” He takes another puff on his cigar. Blows a smoke ring. “The day Lilah comes to the cimitière is the day I eat my cigar.”
 I can’t take it anymore. I can’t watch her talk, and move, and live, knowing that David cannot do the same. Not caring if they see me, I step out from behind the crates and stalk past the dead vampire. The room disappears around me. The only thing I see is Kira.
 The Baron glances past her, right at me, his eyes widening with delight. “A new contender?”
 Kira spins just as I duck down, and I drive my shoulder into her chest, sending us both crashing to the floor.
 I could’ve pulled a dagger. I could’ve flung it into her windpipe and strolled out of here, but that is better than she deserves. As Lucifer said, Lilah and the Dagger are the mission, but if I happen to send him the person who killed me, well, what’s one more sinner in Pandemonium?
 We slam into the far wall and the torch above us shakes in its sconce. I pin her down, looming over her, and see the moment where she realizes just who exactly has attacked her. Her eyes light up.
 “I’ll make sure you stay down this time,” she hisses and swipes her claws across my face.
 I grab her jacket, lifting her up off the floor and slamming her back down with a screech of rage. I don’t recognize this recklessness in myself. I pride myself on killing with cool, ruthless efficiency, but the fire that burns within me now won’t allow for that. Pain drives me, and I need to make her hurt as badly as I do.
 She bucks and twists and we roll over the floor. “He offered up his life to me,” she grunts as she kicks me back and scrambles up to standing, “as long as I promised to let you live.”
 I get to my feet just as she pulls a small square of paper from her pocket and flicks it toward me. It sails through the air and lands at my feet. 
 It’s my photo of the bungalow. The place David and I were going to escape to. We were going to be safe.
 “A souvenir from my favorite kill,” Kira says and spits on the ground. “Unfortunate that your happily ever after lasted less than a day.”
 The memory sucks the air from my lungs and hollows me out inside.
 “I’ll take a new trophy tonight,” she continues. “Maybe your lying tongue.”
 Before she’s done speaking, I’ve grabbed a packet of powder that Nico gave me from the inside pocket of my jacket and I fling it into her face. The black granules sizzle and hiss as they hit her and she lets out an inhuman screech of pain. While she’s temporarily blinded, I pull the diamond dagger and lunge toward her, slicing down in a wicked arc. She dodges and plants her boot in my back, sending me sprawling toward Baron. I land in a puff of dust at his feet. My blade goes skittering along the floor.
 He crouches down, the glowing tip of the cigar casting his face in a devilish glow. “You’re going to have to do better than that, child, or I’m going to be adding your name to the list of graves I’m digging tonight.”
 Kira’s claws dig into my ankle and she drags me back toward her. As I’m pulled, I flip onto my back and swipe at her with my claws. Kira flinches, letting go, and I pop up and swing around, wrapping an arm around her waist and using the momentum to fling her to the ground.
 Before she can recover I’m on top of her and we’re rolling, rolling, rolling until we crash into one of the shelves. Its contents clink and rattle above us.
 I drag myself to my feet, breathing hard. Blood seeps from the cuts on my knuckles and trickles down my face. Kira stands, but she’s wobbly and favoring one leg. One of her eyes is swollen shut.
 Her cold rage is no match for my fiery fury.
 I run at her, shoulder lowered, and hit her so hard that her head snaps back and her teeth clack. From somewhere behind us, Baron claps with glee.
 Kira drops and I descend upon her, flipping her onto her stomach. I grab her hair and lift her head back.
 Hot tears sting my eyes as I pull the dagger, my dagger, tipped with poison and carrying every ounce of my hatred and rage, from its sheath. “You tell Lucifer I’ll see him soon.” I drag the blade across her throat, and Kira goes still. “Nico coated the blade with the same poison you used on me, but I asked him to add a little something extra, especially for you. Enjoy.”
 I collapse back off of her and drag myself away as she begins to convulse and smoke and desiccate, rotting from the inside out before she’s truly dead.
 There is agony in her eyes.
 Good.
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 It had taken Kira nearly five minutes to die. She had rotted slowly, her skin crackling and smoking and her body collapsing in on itself until she was nothing but a pile of ash at my feet. I had savored every second of her pain.
 “A fight that fierce can only be about revenge,” Baron says, and I turn to find that he’s left his perch on the crate and now stands over the photo of the bungalow that Kira stole from me the night she killed me. The night she killed David. 
 “How does it feel?” he says, stooping down to pluck the picture from the ground. “Not as good as you thought it would, right?”
 I limp toward him, wincing as I stoop to pick up the diamond dagger along the way. If I’d been human the beating I just took might’ve killed me. Lilah only chose the best to work for her, and Kira was brilliant with brutality. 
 As I get closer to him, though, I’m surprised to feel my sore muscles start to loosen and the pain in my limbs start to ebb. This increase healing speed is incredible. If I’d had it when I was alive, I’d have been nearly unstoppable. 
 “It’s a moment of triumph that changes nothing,” he continues.
 “Not true,” I say, and the split in my lip pulls apart and warm blood trickles down my chin. “A few minutes ago, Kira was alive. That’s changed.”
 “As alive as any of us can be,” he says and waves his hand in a so-so motion. 
 “And now she’s not,” I finish, and hold out my hand. “She stole that from me. I’d like it back.”
 Baron waves the photo back and forth like he’s developing a Polaroid. “What’d she do to you to get you so riled up?”
 “She killed me,” I say.
 “What else?”
 “That’s not enough?”
 “A fighter like you, you’re used to dancing with death. Probably got real comfortable with the idea of your time being up. Your death wouldn’t matter that much to you,” he says. “Someone else’s though…”
 “My fiancé,” I admit, and the word cuts me like a blade.
 “Ah,” he says, taking a puff from his cigar, “love hurts more than most things, and to lose that love…” Baron shakes his head and shivers at the thought. He holds out the photo and I snatch it from his fingers before he has a chance to change his mind.
 “I’m guessing this isn’t the only thing you need from ol’ Baron.” 
 “I came for the Dagger of the Fallen.”
 “You and everyone else.” He waves toward the doors and the dead Counterfeits strewn outside on the lawn. “I feel like the belle of the ball tonight, with all these visitors coming to see me.”
 “You have graves to dig,” I say, sounding needier and sharper than I’d like, “and I have a debt to pay.”
 “Oh, no,” he says, chuckling, “you don’t come at Baron like that. You have no idea who you’re talking to, child.” He takes a long drag on the cigar, and the bright end paints his face in a warm, devilish glow and sets his eyes sparkling. “Awfully demanding for a baby demon, aren’t you? Spend a few decades wandering Counterfeit City and then come back to me with your attitude adjusted.” It occurs to me that I may not have had my last fight for the night, and I tighten my grip on the diamond dagger in my hand.
 Brakes squeal and pebbles skitter as a vehicle comes to a screeching halt just outside the doors to the mausoleum. 
 Runner appears in the doorway. “We’ve gotta go. Now.” He takes a good look at me and frowns. “You look absolutely terrible.” 
 “Mister Runner Six,” Baron says, pointing the cigar at him, “been a long time.”
 “’Fraid it’s gonna be a bit longer ’til our next proper catch-up.” Runner crosses the threshold. He’s a live wire, and he bounces on his toes as he waves me toward him. “I mean it. We’ve got demons.”
 “More demons?” Baron huffs. “Haven’t I had enough demons tonight?”
 “I can’t leave here without that Dagger,” I say, and I work hard to keep my voice steady. This means everything, and if Baron won’t help me… “Without it, I’m as good as dead. You might as well kill me where I stand.”
 “Gray, you don’t wanna offer that option to Baron,” Runner says.
 Baron runs a finger up and down his lapel. “Your desperation is music to my ears, demon. Lucky for you, I’d rather bargain that fight. I give this to you, you’ll owe me.”
 Behind me, Runner coughs as if he’s choking on Baron’s words. I take it to mean that this is going to be a bad deal, but I don’t have a better option.
 “You understand what that means?” Baron asks, and judging from his tone, it means quite a bit. I can figure out the logistics later, though. Right now, he’s offering me a chance at everything I need. 
 “I understand, Baron.”
 He opens his jacket with a flourish and pulls out the Dagger of the Fallen. 
 I had expected… more.
 It’s glassy obsidian from hilt to tip. Wickedly sharp, judging by the way the candlelight flickers and glints off of the blade, and there’s some sort of slashing symbol carved into its handle. It vaguely resembles the brand on my wrist. From what I can tell, there’s nothing that sets it apart from any of the other weapons that I got from Nicodemus earlier tonight.
 Then I take it from Baron, and I understand.
 A sly grin spreads across his face because he knows. He knows that the Dagger feels heavy and warm in my hands, and my nerve endings are singing and sizzling and I want to wrap my hand around the hilt and drive the blade into him, and Runner, and every single person that has the misfortune to step in front of me tonight.
 “It’s something, yeah? You take care with that tonight, then.” He blows a ring of smoke at me. “You’re tough, but are you strong?”
 The words catch in my throat, but I manage to choke them up and I spit out, “Strong as I need to be.”
 At that, he laughs, and it bubbles up from the tips of his toes and spills out through his skeleton smile. 
 “Go. Now.” Runner snags my arm, and I flip the Dagger in my hand, yank him to me, and put the blade at his throat. His eyes go wide and he lets me go, putting his hands up in surrender. “Or whenever you’re ready.”
 Two centimeters closer and I could draw blood from his artery. I stare at the spot where the blade meets his skin and it takes every ounce of willpower in my body to pull the blade back. Baron’s cackle rings in my ears, and shame washes over me as I register the look of horror on Runner’s face. “I’m sorry,” I mumble and sheath the blade against my thigh. Once the weapon isn’t touching my skin, my mind clears of the murderous haze and the urge to slice everyone fades.
 I stride toward the door. After a moment’s hesitation to get his bearings, I hear Runner coming after me. “They were right on my heels, Gray, they might even be here by now…”
 He trails off because it’s not might be here. 
 They are here.
 At least a dozen demons are waiting just outside Baron’s chambers. In the faint light that flickers out through the doorway, I can see the glint of their blades and the hatred in their eyes.
 I’m still healing. To take all of them on alone is madness.
 Then I realize that they’re not approaching me. They’re motionless, their eyes fixed on the Dagger of the Fallen strapped to my thigh.
 Playing a hunch, I steel myself, pull the weapon from its sheath, and brandish it at them. 
 Each of the demons flinches back as if slapped.
 They are afraid.
 And as I let whatever lives in the Dagger flow through me, I think to myself: they should be.
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 One by one, the demon’s fear of Lilah wins out over their fear of the Dagger of the Fallen, and they advance on us.
 “What does the Dagger do, exactly?” Runner whispers.
 “Creates demons, I think. Other stuff too, probably. If Lucifer’s telling the truth, it sliced off his wings, but he didn’t really give me the manual, Runner.”
 He tears his gaze from the oncoming horde to side-eye me. “Well, what if they already are demons?”
 I tighten my grip on the weapon, hand him a spare dagger of my own, and say, “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”
 Runner takes the blade and it’s clumsy in his grasp. There’s no way he’s going to be able to truly fight his way out of here. “Just get in the hearse,” I say, “and if they come at you, just run faster.”
 He scrambles toward the vehicle without a word of protest. An approaching demon lunges at him as he flees, mostly on instinct it by the looks of it. Runner swings the dagger out in a clumsy arc and catches nothing but air. The demon growls as he passes but doesn’t give chase. The creature isn’t here for Runner.
 The demon closest to me darts forward, closing the gap between us by half. A slice of silver caps one of his front teeth and it glints in the moonlight. “Give us the Dagger and we’ll kill you quickly.”
 “Pass,” I hiss, and sense something coming up fast behind me, so I duck and spin, bringing the Dagger around in a wide arc and slicing across an attacking demon’s torso.
 The Dagger cuts like nothing I’ve experienced, slicing through the leather of her jacket and the fabric of her clothing as if it were soft butter, but the wound is shallow and won’t slow her down much. I pop back up to standing, ready to strike again.
 Instead, she wobbles to a stop, bringing her hands to her stomach and pulling them away. They’re coated in sticky black blood. The cut begins to smolder, the skin around the wound glowing like embers. She meets eyes with me for one brief second, and then she disintegrates into a million glittering, fiery flakes, floating away on the wind.
 Behind me, movement ceases. Seeing what happened to their compatriot, the demons are back on their heels. I guess nobody’s in a hurry to explode into demon dust.
 So I turn, slowly, and hold the Dagger out at my side. Adrenaline and triumph are coursing through me, boosted by whatever evil is housed in this dagger. “Next?”
 They don’t like that at all.
 With a growl, they come at me en masse, weapons raised and teeth bared.
 One gets a running start and leaps up, landing on my back. I throw all my weight forward, flipping it off and sending it tumbling ahead of me. 
 An engine fires to life, and I bring my head up just in time to see Runner plow through that demon and two of his hellish friends with the front of the hearse.
 Pop.
 Pop.
 Pop.
 They fly over the hood, cracking the hearse’s windshield and somersaulting over the back of the vehicle. Their battered, broken bodies are tossed to the ground as the hearse kicks up grass and dirt as it spins back to face the group.
 Runner hits the windshield wipers, smearing black demon blood on the glass. He revs the engine again as two more demons leap at me. The headlights slice across us and I get just enough of a glimpse between their slashing claws and gnashing teeth to bring the Dagger up and into the throat of the one to my front.
 He disintegrates in a flash of fiery light.
 I drive the Dagger back behind me without looking, catching the second across the leg, and it’s the same fate for him.
 I feel invincible with this weapon in my hands. It wants more victims. I want more victims.
 Instead of waiting for the demons to come for me, I race straight into a pack of them. Arm swinging and slicing, I mow them down one by one, the blade reflecting the searing orange light as they explode into ash and nothingness.
 I am not without my wounds, but I don’t feel them. I don’t feel anything but bloodlust. I toss one of the remaining demons off of me, nicking it as I go, and stand over him as he burns away. Warm blood trickles down my face, and I swipe it away with my sleeve.
 They’re running away. All but four are in retreat. The roar of the engine cuts the night, and the hearse races past me to mow the cowards down. They tumble underneath Runner’s wheels. He screeches to a stop, his white reverse lights flick on, and he backs over them. The demons are ground into the dirt, fully dead now, smoking and collapsing in on themselves.
 One of the remaining demons tries to take me by surprise, coming up behind me with his weapon raised while I’m watching Runner. He’s clumsy and loud, though, and I hit him with a donkey kick in the chest, spinning around to catch him with the Dagger across his cheek as he falls backward. 
 The demon’s death lights up the night, and as he burns away I get a glimpse of Baron standing at the threshold to his mausoleum. He has a spade, and he’s leaning on it like a walking stick, watching the show we’re putting on for him with mild amusement. 
 Two demons swarm me, one from either side, and they manage to wrestle me to the ground. I manage to get the weapon up and catch one in the hand and the other in the shoulder, and within seconds I’m left alone on the ground amid glittering flakes of Lilah’s former henchmen.
 Dusting myself off as I pull myself up to standing, I realize there’s only one demon left. Old Silver Tooth. He doesn’t play fair, doesn’t wait for me to get my bearings, and he leaps at me, never taking his eyes off the Dagger. He catches it with his boot, knocking it from my hand, and punches me square in the chest with a fist like a sledgehammer.
 I hit the ground hard, getting dirt in my mouth as I gasp for air. Earth wedges under my fingernails as I pull my way toward the Dagger, but it’s just out of my grasp, and the Demon gets his claws into my ankle and drags me backward, even though I kick and twist and writhe.
 He scrambles over the top of me and snatches the Dagger of the Fallen from the ground. His eyes light up, and I know he can feel the energy inside of it coursing through him, making him feel like a death-dealing god.
 His silver tooth glinting in his wide grin, he holds the Dagger up, triumphant. 
 He opens his mouth to speak.
 The roar of an engine cuts whatever magnificent speech he was about to give short as Runner takes him out at thirty miles an hour, knocking the Dagger from Silver Tooth’s grasp. The demon’s body bends to fit the grill before being sucked underneath the tires. It rolls out the back as Runner passes, a tumbling mass of broken limbs, and comes to a stop against a tombstone.
 The Dagger spins in the air, stabbing the ground just inches from my face. 
 I turn over onto my back, sucking air into my burning lungs. A car door squeaks and boots hit the ground. Runner races over toward me, his eyes wide at the carnage we have wrought.
 He holds out a hand and I take it, finally feeling my injuries now that I don’t have the Dagger in my hand blotting everything else out. I stand for only a moment before hunching over and grabbing my ribs. 
 Baron peels himself away from the door, saunters over, and stabs the spade into the dirt. “You all got me working overtime tonight. What say you get lost?”
 We don’t need to be told twice. I stoop to pull the Dagger from the ground and sheath it. “Thank you, Baron.”
 “Don’t thank me yet…” he’s cut off by the sound of a ringing phone.
 A soft groan emanates from a dark patch of earth, and I see the glint of metal in the moonlight as Silver Tooth raises a cell phone to his ear. Breath rattling, he wheezes, “She has the Dagger.”
 “Shit.”
 In the relative silence of the night, we can all hear, plain as day, a very angry woman yell, “So take it from her!” through the speaker. I would know that voice anywhere. Lilah.
 “I’ll take care of this,” Baron says, and waves us off.
 Runner and I head toward the hearse. “Guess she knows I’m not dead,” I say. 
 “Yeah, the fact that she sent a demon army after us kinda tipped me off.” He yanks open the driver’s side door.
 Baron stabs the spade into the dirt next to Silver Tooth’s face, gently slides the phone from the demon’s fingers, holds it to his ear and says, “I do believe you’ll soon have the opportunity to do that yourself,” and ends the call.
 Sneering down at Silver Tooth, he lifts the spade and decapitates the demon with the blade in a moment of sudden, indifferent violence.
 “Only fools cross Baron,” he says again, and then looks over to me. “What do you say we skip Lilah’s, go get a beer at Mina’s, and forget all of this ever happened?”
 I shake my head, as he knows I will. “The sooner we get this over with, the sooner demons stop trying to kill you.”
 “Fair point,” he says and throws the car into gear.
 As we race back down the dirt path toward the wrought iron gates of the cemetery, I glance into my side mirror and catch a glimpse of Baron, a grinning red skeleton in the fading taillights.
 He looks positively gleeful at the prospect of spending the rest of his evening burying bodies, and I am suddenly uneasy with the fact that I owe him a favor.
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 “Does that look odd to you?”
 We’ve pulled to a stop at the edge of Lilah’s property, and he’s pointing to the sky above her mansion. Across acres of impeccably-trimmed lawns and well-kept gardens, her estate looms like a gothic nightmare. Heavy stone and leaded glass windows. Turrets. A decorative gargoyle or two. 
 But that’s not what has his attention. It’s the gathering of angry clouds that churn above her property. Bolts of lightning race through them and the wind begins to pick up.
 “Yes, but no stranger than that,” I say, pointing to the lawn. Small dark squares dot the ground, and with the strange clouds causing a deeper twilight, I can’t make out exactly what they are.
 Runner braces himself against the steering wheel, as if he’s preparing himself for something, and then turns to me with pleading eyes. “Please just take the Dagger to Lucifer. You don’t have to go up there. Just leave her. She can’t do whatever it is she was planning without that weapon. Her demons are dead. She’s got nothing. Just take the Dagger to Him and be done with this.”
 His gaze is so intense that I have to turn away. “I can’t do that. If I don’t kill her, I don’t get back to David.”
 “You aren’t going to get back to David!” He runs a hand through his hair and winces. I guess phantoms don’t heal as quickly as demons. “You never were. You made a deal with the Devil.” Runner puts a hand on my shoulder and turns me to him. “He is a walking broken promise.”
 There is a weight to his words and a sadness in his eyes that makes me believe this is more than the common knowledge we grow up with about Satan and evil. I think he was betrayed by Lucifer personally. 
 I want to ask him about it. I want to know. And I want to help make it right if I can. But not now. Nothing can keep me from finishing what I started. Without thinking, I reach for the Dagger of the Fallen. As I brush it with my fingertips, a jolt of murderous glee rushes through me. 
 Realization dawns on Runner’s face, and he takes his hand from my shoulder, shrinking back from me. “You… you want to go up there, don’t you?”
 “It’s already started anyway, Runner. Those clouds you pointed out? Those aren’t rain clouds. I’ve never seen anything like them before.” I nod toward the mansion. “She’s already begun something in there, and we have to stop her.”
 He looks up at the ever-darkening sky. “I know you’re right. I just don’t want you to be.” 
 “If this is where you leave me, I understand. You’ve already done more than enough. I can handle myself.”
 “I don’t doubt that. I’ve seen you fight. It’s just…” He trails off, his attention caught by something outside. “Yeah, stopping her sooner rather than later would be good.”
 I follow his gaze and see smoke seeping out of the ground floor windows of Lilah’s mansion. It doesn’t rise, though. It slides over the stone and snakes down along the grass, pouring over the windowsill like water flows over falls. Tendrils weave over the gently rolling lawn and begin to wind around the dark shapes dotting the ground.
 “We have to go now. Either you’re coming with me or I’m going alone,” I say.
 The tension in his body, the expression on his face, every single bit of his existence silently screams that he does not want to go.
 He hits the gas anyway.
 As we get deeper onto her property, the smoke thickens.
 “I can’t… I can’t see where I’m going.”
 Pressing myself closer to the door, I peer out into the haze, squinting in an effort to determine what’s on the lawn. The smoke wafts as we pass, and the square closest to me becomes visible. 
 It’s a tombstone, and the earth at its base has begun to tremble.
 “They’re graves,” I choke out, just as a hand shoots up from the dirt as the corpse buried below digs itself up out of the ground.
 I grab Runner’s arm in horror, yanking the wheel and scaring the hell out of him. “You have zombies here, too?!” 
 “Well, we haven’t before!” he says, and there’s an edge of hysteria to his voice, “but remind me to thank Lilah if I see her for bringing some nightmares to life for me.”
 “She’s raising her army,” I say.
 “I thought she needed the Dagger for that!”
 Once again, my fingers drift toward the weapon. “Maybe this is just the beginning. I don’t know. What I do know is that you’re going to need to go faster.”
 The dead man outside has his torso free, and in moments he’ll be standing. In the swirling smoke, I can see more dark shapes contorting themselves as they pull themselves free of their graves.
 CRACK!
 A decayed fist slams into the driver’s side door, and a face that’s half-flesh, half-bone stares at us from just outside the glass. The walking corpse snarls at us, revealing blackened teeth.
 Runner punches the gas and the tires squeal as we lurch forward. I scramble through the space between the passenger and driver’s seats and into the back of the hearse where the bodies should go. 
 “What the hell are you doing?”
 “Keeping tabs on our new friends,” I call over my shoulder, and peer out the back window. The dead are swarming toward us, and my stomach sinks as I realize these aren’t the shambling kind of zombies. They can run. 
 I make it back to my seat just as Runner pulls into a roundabout in front of the mansion. “Just don’t stop,” I say, and he looks over in shock as I open the passenger side door and leap out of the moving hearse, tucking into a roll. I hit the asphalt hard and slam into the stone stairs that lead up to Lilah’s massive wooden front doors.
 “Shit!” I hear Runner yelp as he swings around the gaudy fountain that bubbles in the center of the roundabout and heads back down the drive, plowing through dozens of the dead. Some follow the vehicle off into the night. The rest split around him like river water past a rock and race toward me, snapping their jaws and moaning.
 The dead are too fast. By the time I’ve pulled myself to my feet they’re only feet away, and some have tumbled over themselves, blocking my way up to the doors. 
 I race away, making a hard left around the side of the mansion.
 There.
 An ivy-covered trellis runs from the ground up to the third story. Leaping, I snag my fingers around the wood and pull myself up just as the dead reach my feet. Their cold, bony fingers claw at my legs, and I kick them off as I ascend. 
 The trellis shakes as they try to rip it free, doing their best to send me tumbling down and into the horde. Wood splinters and breaks and it’s about to pull away from the stone wall when I get my fingertips around the cold stone wall of a balcony that juts out just above me. I scramble up and over as the trellis comes free, tipping back onto the teeming pile of the dead and crashing to the ground.
 I can’t look away from the mass of limbs, the tattered, dirt-smeared clothing, the sunken eyes and clumps of stringy, matted hair. They are not even allowed a final rest. Sadness and revulsion slice through me. “What has she done to you?” I murmur.
 An angry snarl drags my attention to a handful of zombies in a thick patch of smoke. It swirls and dissipates, and that’s when I see him.
 Trench Coat.
 The last man I killed before I became one of the dead myself.
 His skull is caved in at the back, and his eyes are blood red and burning with hatred, and I swear it’s not mindless. He sees me, and he knows who I am, and he remembers what I did to him.
 Headlights spear through the haze and Runner rockets up the drive again, sucking zombies underneath the wheels of his hearse. He mows a path through Lilah’s decayed and rotting army, and Trench Coat never takes his eyes from me, not even when Runner plows into him, cutting him in half.
 This horror clawing and growling below me, fresh from their graves, is only a fraction of what Lilah has planned. I can feel the sick energy coming off of her hellish army in waves, and I’m certain that if I fail in my mission to stop her, it would be the end of Counterfeit City as I’ve come to know it, and the beginning of the end of the earth as well. 
 This is bigger than revenge. Bigger than me. Bigger than David. 
 I move to the double doors across the balcony, turn my face away, and smash my elbow through the leaded glass, Careful to avoid jagged edges, I reach inside, unlock the doors, and head inside to say a final goodbye to my old boss.
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 Oddly-shaped structures reach up toward the glass ceiling, where moonlight filters in to cast crooked shadows on the ground. Some are thin and spindly, some thick and solid, and it takes my eyes a few seconds of adjustment to realize that I’m in some sort of greenhouse.
 Plants, some familiar, some not, dominate the room. Long tables stretch along the center of the space, and they are covered with burners, beakers, wooden bowls, mortars and pestles, and jars of pastes and dried leaves. 
 I hadn’t pictured Lilah as having a green thumb, but the pit in my stomach tells me that she doesn’t grow these plants for their beauty, for the joy of it, or for the therapeutic meditation that occurs when you get dirty working the earth. She grows them for their usefulness. For their poisons.
 Careful not to touch anything, I skirt around the tables and make my way out into a hallway paneled with rich wood, where gas lamps burn and tapestries hang. Thick carpeting muffles my movement. Or, at least I think it does until I hear a voice float up from somewhere on the first floor.
 “Down here,” Lilah calls, and she sounds almost bored.
 Glad to have saved my ammunition, I pull the copper gun from my waistband and creep down a wide, ornate staircase that twists around to deposit me into a large foyer.
 The front door is bolted shut, and a dull thumping emanates from the other side. The sound of the dead trying to get in sets my teeth on edge and a shiver down my spine. Dead functioning adults are one thing. Mindless corpses are another.
 “Quickly, now. We don’t have all night, Gray.” Yup, she’s definitely bored. And why wouldn’t she be? I was a surprisingly easy kill for her minion Kira the first time. Now that she’s in the driver’s seat I’m sure I qualify as only a mere annoyance, a temporary bump in the road before she can finally finish raising her undead demon army.
 Flickering firelight glows from an open doorway at the end of the hallway. I head toward the sound of her voice, not bothering to muffle my approach. She knows I’m here and what I plan to do. 
 So I stride inside, my gun raised and my finger on the trigger, shut the door quietly behind me, and flip the lock. Just in case. This is between me and her now. Master and student. I don’t need any second-rate demons sneaking up behind me and stealing my moment.
 She’s waiting for me, legs crossed and lowball glass in hand, in an overstuffed armchair. The liquid in the glass is wrong, though. Not the amber of liquor. It’s black and red, and the mixture doesn’t combine. The two colors slide and slip around each other like oil and water, and tiny flecks of silver inside glitter like stars in the night sky.
 Her free hand drips blood onto the floor from a quickly-healing slice on her palm. My gaze flicks from the wound to the hearth behind her, where an open glass vial, a bloody knife, and a small bowl all sit next to the book I procured for her on my last job. Off to the side, glass case after glass case displays items that I stole for her. 
 Two of them are empty.
 “Guess what I had in there?” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.
 Mina’s words come back to me. Lilah needed three things to raise a demon army. “Water from the River Styx and the Codex Malum.”
 “Ooh, someone’s been hitting the books.” She swirls the liquid in the glass.
 I’m in no mood for her.
 “You could have let me go,” I say, my teeth clenched and my jaw aching. 
 “Nobody leaves me. Especially not for…” She cuts herself off before her voice can rise further. She’s actually angry. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Lilah express an emotion. It’s gone now, though. She has gathered herself. “You are a betrayer.”
 “Funny, I heard the same about you.”
 “From the Father of Lies.” She rises from the chair. Setting the glass on the mantle, she checks her wounded palm as she turns to me. The cut has healed. It’s as if she didn’t just bleed herself in some ritual to raise the dead. She tucks the hand into her pocket as she saunters toward me.
 “You killed David.”
 At that, she laughs, and I have never wanted to harm another so badly in my life. Or afterlife. Not Kira. Not Lucifer. No one.
 “You can’t possibly still be telling yourself that lie, can you?” She fixes me with an appraising gaze. “You don’t get to pass that off onto me, or Kira. He was dead the day you decided you loved him.” A smile spreads over her cruel, beautiful face. “His death, and everything that’s about to transpire? It doesn’t happen without you.”
 Quick as a snakebite, she pulls her hand from her pocket and flings a green powder into my face. I stumble back, hacking and coughing, my lungs burning like fire.
 “Dozens of missions,” Lilah says, but her voice is muffled and distorted, as if I’m hearing it from underwater, and the room around me shimmers and fades as I sink into my own memories…
 It is night, and I am chasing a woman in black down an alleyway. Her boots click on the cobblestones as she runs, and the sound echoes up and off of the brick buildings on either side of us. She glances back at me, fear on her face, and hugs her coat tightly to her.
 I leap at her, snagging her around the neck, and drag her down to the damp street. Easily flip her over. She claws at me. Opens her mouth to protest. To bargain. It is irrelevant. I slice her throat in one quick movement. Her blood spatters on the stone. As her eyes go lifeless and her arms go limp, I pull her coat open and remove the vial of water from the River Styx from inside.
 Lilah’s voice floats into my consciousness. “Financing my venture…”
 I watch four men play cards in the back room of an illegal gambling den. I have snuck inside behind a scantily-clad cocktail waitress, and they’re too busy harassing her and tossing odd golden coins onto the green felt of the table to notice me. One of them grabs her ass as she walks by, and I resolve to kill him last. She moves toward the door, her tray empty, and I let her see me. This will be the one and only time she does, so it doesn’t matter. Her eyes widen as I hold up a finger, signaling for her to wait. She nods.
 I emerge from the shadows, but it takes the men at the table a moment to see me through the thick smoke of their cigars. Moving behind the man closest to me, I snap his neck, pull his gun from his poorly-hidden holster, and pop the men on either side of him between their eyes. The last one pushes back from the table, but there’s nowhere for him to run. 
 I vault over the table, pinch a pressure point on his shoulder, and drive him to his knees. I tell him to apologize to the waitress, and he does. Then I drive the heel of my hand into his nose, driving bits of bone into his brain. 
 I fill a bag with the coins on the table and the coins in their pockets, leaving a short stack next to the blood-spattered cards. It’ll be worth more to the waitress than that man’s empty apology. 
 “Gathering what I needed…” Lilah is practically purring.
 I am in the warehouse by the docks. Bodies litter the cement. Trench Coat lies in a pool of his own blood. I have the box in my hand, and as I step outside, a van pulls up to my left. Lilah’s cleaning crew. 
 I come back to myself in a rush as the breath slams back into my body and my eyes clear. A horrible realization washes over me, turning my blood to ice. “The people I’ve killed for you…”
 “Are about to become my army,” she finishes. “I told you I had the bodies taken care of. And I did.” She nods to the window, where outside, the front lawn stretches away from the mansion and all the graves sit empty.
 “I’m sure you made a deal with the Devil. That will go poorly for you, no matter if you succeed in his mission or not. Trust me,” she says, and I’m certain that she knows what she’s talking about. Runner said the same. I’m the only one being naive here because that thin hope is the only thing keeping me from falling apart.
 I’m in this situation because of the choices I’ve made, yes, but it all truly started when Lilah brought me under her wing. Despair washes over me at the thought that none of this had to happen. “You had Kira. The others. Why bother with me? You had demons…” 
 “You were the best, human or otherwise. In your case, otherwise.”
 I still at her words. Otherwise. Somewhere buried deep within me I know there is at least some truth to her words. Since Lucifer tossed me into Counterfeit City, a faint recognition has been tugging at the corners of my mind, beckoning to me. She must see it written all over my face because she says, “Stop pretending that this all doesn’t thrill you just a bit, the revelation of a world running parallel to your own. Is it jogging any memories?”
 “Tell me,” I say, and my grip on the gun tightens.
 “You’ve been cutting a path of death and destruction through Counterfeit City since Lucifer sent you to kill me. You think because you’ve gone from killing humans to killing Counterfeits that somehow means you’ve gone good? The only difference now is that you’re killing your own kind.”
 “Tell me everything.”
 “I can be forgiving, Gray. Give me the Dagger and we will rule the army you delivered me together.” She steps toward me, and I fight the urge to step back. “Join me, and we’ll have all the time in the world to discuss your past.”
 What’s terrible is that for a brief moment, wanting to know about my life before Lilah eclipses my wanting anything else. Redemption. Revenge. David. She says what I’m thinking the moment it pops into my head: “You’re bad, Gray. So be bad.”
 Lilah holds out her hand for the Dagger.
 I bring up the copper gun and pull the trigger.
 There is no spatter of blood. No dropping body.
 Lilah flicks her wrist and the bullet stops in mid-air, inches from her outstretched palm. It drops to the floor, the casing clinking on the stone as it rolls away.
 “This is why I had you killed,” she says, disappointment dripping from every word. “All the promise in the world, and in the end you always make the wrong choice.”
 I shove the gun back into my waistband, pull a diamond dagger from my pocket, and fling it at Lilah’s face. She spins and dodges, looking past me and reaching her arm out for the door behind me and the hallway beyond. She twists her wrist, and the door to the room flies open.
 “Enter,” she says, her voice dropping an octave and going oddly two-toned.
 The deep thunk of a bolt snapping back and the creak of metal hinges echoes down through the hallway, and I turn to see the heavy wooden front doors fall open and dozens of newly-risen dead pour into the foyer.
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 The thump and rumble of heavy footsteps on hardwood grows louder as the undead horde piles in through the open front doors and thunders toward us.
 “No.” The word comes unbidden from my lips. I will not fail. Not now. Not this close to succeeding at Lucifer’s task.
 I spin around, catching the door to the Artifacts Room with my leg and kicking it shut. I slam the lock home just as the first of the zombies reach the threshold. The door rattles on its hinges as the bodies pile up on the other side.
 A snarl of rage bursts from me as I launch myself at Lilah. Despite my heightened demon speed, I’m not as quick as her, not yet, and she dodges me easily. 
 I pull another dagger as I wheel around and fling it at her with no hesitation. Just as with the bullet, she flicks her wrist and sends it careening to the left where it embeds itself in the wall. 
 I advance on her, pulling blade after blade and throwing them at her in an unending assault. 
 Flip.
 Flip.
 Flip.
 Lilah sends each of them wide of their target, avoiding them all, aside from one. My last. The diamond dagger with the Kira in its hilt. It buries itself deep into her left shoulder. Taking advantage of her astonishment as she yanks the weapon from her flesh, I race toward her, dropping to my knees in a slide, going low instead of high.
 I sweep my leg, hoping to knock her off balance but she launches herself into the air, somersaulting over me and landing on the other side of the room.
 Whipping around, I pull myself to my feet. We appraise each other from opposite ends of the room as the fire in the hearth crackles between us and the dead scrape their bony fingers against the door as they look for a way in.
 Headlights flash through the window. Runner and his hearse. The engine roars as the car approaches, and Lilah’s attention is drawn away from me for a fraction of a second. 
 I pull my gun and fire off five quick shots.
 Inhumanly fast, Lilah reacts in time to send each bullet pinging off the stone walls or lodged deep into bookshelves or furniture. 
 Wait.
 Not all of them. 
 Red blooms across her abdomen. In the back of my mind, I register that she must not be a demon if her blood isn’t black, but I tuck that thought away and run toward her, arms outstretched, firing shot after shot until the hammer goes click.
 She’s wounded, but she isn’t weakening.
 She’s angry.
 “Enough of this, now,” she hisses and raises a bloody arm. “Enter.”
 The door to the room flies open and the dead tumble inside.
 I crouch behind the overstuffed chair and yank open one of my zippered pockets, reaching in to grab a handful of the bullets Nico gave me. Like I’ve done a thousand times before with a thousand other guns, I load the weapon.
 I race out from behind the chair, pulling the gun up as I move.
 Pop.
 Pop.
 Pop.
 Three of the undead drop like sacks of flour, but a dozen more scramble over them. I empty my gun and the pile grows larger, but there are not enough bullets for all of them. Tossing the now-useless weapon aside, I pull my original dagger. I feel it’s only fitting that I destroy Lilah’s army with the weapon she gifted me.
 I back up as far as I can, until my back is against the window and I can feel the cool glass through my coat. Over the advancing dead, I see Lilah move to the hearth and pick up the lowball glass. She takes the smallest of sips, and I watch as the wound on her shoulder knits up and the gunshot in her abdomen stops bleeding.
 “That’s how we fix the dead, Gray,” she says as she lifts the glass in a mock toast. “Once they’ve finished with you, I’ll feed them the water and my blood, and they will be transformed. I carve a little something from the Codex Malum into them with the Dagger of the Fallen that I’m going to take from your dead body, and they are mine to control. So, hurry up and die, would you? I have things to do.”
 My dagger is a blur as I cut a path through the undead. Limbs fly. Heads roll. One by one, they fall underneath my blade. More, there are always more, and I dispatch them with ruthless efficiency.
 A sudden rush pushes forward, and the swarm drives me back. Tripping over a body, I slam backward into one of the display cases, sending it crashing to the floor and shattering the glass. Still, I fight.
 Another undead returns to its final rest. And another. Another. They pile on top of me and I can’t breathe. Still more come. I slice and I cut and I stab until I can no longer move.
 Finally, finally, they stop.
 And so do I.
 I am crushed beneath them. Bruised and bleeding, I can feel my strength ebbing.
 “Shame.” Lilah’s voice is muffled and I can’t tell if it’s because the corpses on top of me are blocking the sound, or if I’m about to lose consciousness.
 I fumble for the zippered pocket on my pants. The one place I have not grabbed a weapon from. The weight of the undead on top of me pins me down and I can’t reach the Dagger of the Fallen. I strain and I silently plead and my fingertips brush the hilt but it’s not enough it’s not enough it’s not enough…
 She’s close. She is going to find me alive, and she is going to end me.
 The pile on top of me moves, and I wait for one of her army to clamp its jaws into my neck, or my shoulder, or my leg, but it’s not them. It’s her. She’s digging me out so she can see that I’m dead for herself.
 The static at the edges of my vision clears as the weight on my chest lessens, and all I need is for her to move one more body and then… 
 Yes.
 She rolls a dead man off of me and I wrap my fingers around the hilt of the Dagger of the Fallen and drive the blade into her with the last of my strength.
 Lilah blinks. Once. Twice. She looks down at the impossible black of the obsidian blade protruding from her chest. Crimson blossoms around the wound, and fiery lines crackle and smoke, snaking out along her skin. 
 I scramble back from her, smearing old, clotted blood and bits of decayed skin on her floor, the remnants of her army strewn about me. Every muscle and joint in my body is screaming but I do not feel a thing because I got her.
 I got her.
 Somehow, I manage to stand. Though I sway on my feet, the unbridled hatred I have for Lilah propels me forward and I lunge for her, grabbing the Dagger and plunging it even further into her coal-black heart.
 I pull the weapon free, and her blood drips from the blade and puddles at my feet.
 Her skin begins to smoke and flake away. Rivers of fire crackle and race along her flesh, and she seems to go incandescent from the inside out. Her scream cuts off as she collapses to ash, and it swirls and spins around me. Covering me. Lifting me.
 Lilah’s body disintegrates, and I smell sulfur as I disappear along with her.
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 I am on my hands and knees in front of familiar blue flames.
 Lucifer’s lair.
 The muffled screams of the sinners outside in Pandemonium carry through the glass of the windows, and I am reminded once again that that’s where I should be. Not in here, getting a second chance.
 The Dagger lies on the floor next to me, its obsidian surface absorbing all the light and making it look like there’s a knife-shaped hole in the floor. It’s unnerving, and I want it away from me as soon as possible while simultaneously wanting to pick it up and lay waste to anyone who gets in my way. I split the difference and pick it up only long enough to put it in the sheath strapped to my leg.
 “About bloody time.” Leather squeaks and I look up to see Lucifer leaning forward in his chair to set his chin on his hands and peer at me over the edge of his desk.
 “I wasn’t gone more than a day,” I say, and sit back with a wince. My injuries are healing, but I just fought off a horde of the undead and it’s going to take me a minute or ten to get back to full strength.
 “Time passes differently around here,” he counters. “It’s been nearly a week in what you’d consider normal time.”
 “Almost seven whole days?” I say, feigning astonishment. “Yes, you’re right. I really should have picked up the pace.”
 He smirks at me, though I get the feeling that sarcasm only goes so far with him. He’s the Prince of Darkness. I’m sure not many sass back to him and live, so to speak, to tell the tale.
 A scream from somewhere in the bowels of the building rings out, sending echoes of pure pain ricocheting off of every surface. Lucifer sits back, relishing the sound, and I realize its tone is oddly familiar.
 “Is that…?”
 “Lilah. Yes. Wonderful, isn’t it?”
 I don’t admit to him that it’s a sound that will haunt me for the rest of my days and that I’d prefer never to hear anything like it again.
 Pulling myself to standing, I shuffle toward him on still-wobbly legs. “I did what you asked.”
 “Indeed you did,” he says, but makes no move to stand himself. “Have a seat. Let’s chat.”
 “I’d prefer to…”
 “What you’d prefer is irrelevant,” he says, and gestures to the chair across from him. I remember that chair, the way the bones dug into my skin and kept me on edge. I’m in the Devil’s lair, I don’t need any help in the discomfort department, but I sit anyway.
 He has the box on his desk, the one that should contain the Dagger, and he opens it and holds it out to me. “If you’d be so kind,” he says.
 Surprising him, and myself even more, I hesitate.
 “Something the matter?” he asks.
 “It’s just…” How do you tell the Devil you don’t trust him? “How do I know you’ll keep your end of the bargain?”
 He sets the box down with a hard crack and pins me with a fiery stare. “You don’t. But you’ve already completed your mission and returned to me with the prize in hand. So either you put it in the box and take your chances, or I throw you out into Pandemonium and keep the Dagger anyway. What’ll it be?”
 He has a point. I unsheathe the Dagger and place it inside the box. He watches me closely as I set it inside, revulsion on his stunningly beautiful face. I’ve barely set the Dagger down before he snaps the lid shut, narrowly missing my fingers.
 “Wise choice.” He stands and moves to the shelf against the far wall, setting the box in its rightful place. “Now that that dirty business is over, come with me,” he says, motioning for me to rise.
 

 ***
 

 Moments later, I’m following Lucifer down a nondescript hallway toward an unknown destination.
 Every dozen feet or so, the rough stone walls give way to a door with a small, square window at eye height. They’re the kind of doors you’d see in an asylum or hospital, so orderlies can peer in on patients. So far each room has been empty, but it gives me a queasy feeling nonetheless.
 I don’t want to follow him. In fact, I try to stop. My legs do not comply, following him seemingly of their own accord. The deeper we get into his lair the less safe I feel, though I suppose that just because he didn’t immediately throw me out into Pandemonium doesn’t necessarily mean I’m not in danger.
 “In your short time as one of my minions, you have racked up quite a debt.” He turns, walking backward, the heels of his shiny black dress shoes clicking on the stone floor. He counts on his fingers as he speaks. “To Mina. To Baron.”
 “I had no choice,” I respond. “You gave me no information, nothing to go on except that I needed to find the Dagger and bring it to you.”
 “Don’t blame me for your failures.”
 “And no time,” I continue. “From the moment you sent me back I was on the run, and…”
 “Enough,” he says, waving a hand, “I have no use for your excuses. I supposed you’re going to blame me for the debts you owe prior to our meeting, as well.”
 My mind races as I try to figure out just what the hell he’s talking about. “I have no other debts.”
 “Don’t you?” He spins around and stops, and I nearly plow right into him. “We know you dealt in objects stolen from me. But what about the other things you stole, Gray? While you were in Lilah’s employ, you procured things from deities and Counterfeits with reputations so foul that even I would hesitate to fraternize with them.” A flash of disgust crosses his face. “Do you know how hard that is for me to admit? That there are those out there worse than me? And you crossed them.”
 “How could I have known?”
 “Again, don’t place the blame anywhere but yourself,” he says, spinning around and taking off again. “You could have been a good person. You could have chosen to get a job as a bank teller rather than a bank robber. A doctor rather than a killer. You could have made any number of choices, Gray, and you chose to be bad.”
 He’s not wrong. I am a product of my choices, though I only had one mentor, one person to look up to, and she was as rotten as they come.
 “Do you really think you can turn it around?” He tosses the question over his shoulder like it means nothing, but the answer is everything to me.
 Before I can answer, we pass a door and a hand slaps the glass from inside, making me flinch away. I can’t see who the hand is attached to, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that their wrist has a symbol burned into it: three interlocking circles. 
 Whoever is inside is branded just like me. The symbol may be different, but the meaning is the same: we are the property of Lucifer. If this person is trapped in here, what will become of me?
 I scramble to catch up to Lucifer, who hasn’t broken his stride. He waves a hand as if shooing a fly. “Pay no attention to her. She is in time out. Unlike you, she didn’t complete her mission, and I haven’t devised the proper punishment yet.”
 “Who was that?”
 “You’ll meet her soon enough.”
 “Wait, no,” I say, and again I try to stop my legs from following him to our destination, and once again they betray me. I am being pulled by an invisible thread I cannot break. “No meeting people. I’m leaving.”
 “Gray,” he says, and he sounds exhausted with me, “if I send you back as a human to the earthly plane, those terrible creatures I mentioned will kill you before the sun comes up. You’re no longer protected by Lilah.”
 “I don’t care,” I say, my anxiety ticking up with each step. “I’ll take my chances.”
 “You are many things, Gray, but I do not believe you to be stupid.”
 “I have to go back. David…”
 “David is the least of your worries. You are wanted by some of the lowest beings in all of Counterfeit City, and I don’t just mean Ash City. I mean worldwide. You are known, Gray, and that is not a good thing. So, focus.”
 He glances back at me, and his eyes flash with an unearthly delight. He’s not going to let me go, and I should’ve known this was coming, but I refused to believe it. I still refuse.
 “Send me back,” I plead, and I realize with sick dread that he’s enjoying this.
 “You want a chance at redemption?” he asks. “Then you continue to work for me. You pay off your debts to everyone you’ve wronged on this side of the veil, and maybe I give you the chance to die a good person. Eventually.” He shrugs. “When you think about it, I’m doing you a favor.”
 We’ve come to the end of the hallway, and he finally stops. It works out well, because I don’t have the strength to stand at the moment, and I crumple. “No…” I am hollow inside. I’ve done what he asked and it doesn’t matter. 
 Lucifer leans down and whispers as if sharing a secret with me. “You made a deal with the Devil. How did you think this was going to go for you?”
 This was a losing game from the beginning. Instead of spending my time running his errands, I should’ve been plotting my escape.
 Escape. Yes. 
 There must be a way to get away from him. 
 Another scream cuts through the solid stone walls, ripping me from my misery. Lucifer betrayed me. I’m almost certain now that he betrayed Runner. Who’s to say he didn’t betray Lilah as well? What if I’ve delivered her here to him under false pretenses?
 Lilah escaped him once. Who’s to say I can’t do it a second time? A fire sparks in the empty space inside me. Pulling strength from it, I stand. A wicked smile lights up Lucifer’s inhumanly beautiful face. “Ah, yes. I’m late for a reunion with the lovely Lilah.”
 He pulls a brass skeleton key from the pocket of his suit and brandishes it like a prize. It’s then that I realize we’re not at the end of a hallway. We’re at a door.
 Whatever is on the other side, I want no part of it. My first instinct is to back away, but then I remember that I can’t. My feet are rooted to the spot. 
 “The Devil’s work is never done,” he says, and grabs my arm, twisting it so my wrist faces up. The dark brand is stark on my skin. “I own you until I don’t,” he says, and his grin makes my blood run cold. 
 Lucifer places the key in the lock, twists, and yanks the door open. “Go say your goodbyes, my little Hellion,” he purrs and shoves me out into the abyss.
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 The ground rushes up to meet me and I hit the earth with punishing force, landing face down in damp grass. I’ve been thrown out again, left to fend for myself until Lucifer calls, and I’m not sure I want to face whatever it is that he’s placed in front of me.
 I think it’s because, deep down, I know where I am, and I’m not ready.
 Digging my fingers into the cold ground, I push myself up onto my hands and knees and raise my head to find that I am inches from David’s tombstone.
 David King. Beloved brother, son, and friend. And husband, I think. We may not have been given our chance to be married, he was mine and I was his and that was the beginning and end of it. Instead, my part in his life has been erased. Forgotten. 
 Grief slices through me, and I sink my fingers deeper into the earth. It is the only thing tethering me here, keeping me stable. If I let go I may shatter into a million pieces and blow away on the wind.
 Every time I open my mouth to speak the lump in my throat chokes me, and this time, instead of fighting it, I let myself dissolve into tears. My own keening fills my ears, and I cry until my throat is raw and my eyes are swollen. The sobs eventually subside, and I sit back on my heels and take a few hitching breaths, swiping a sleeve across my face. 
 “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, because it’s all I can muster and all that matters. 
 I’m not sure how long I sit there. Long enough so that the damp seeps into the knees of my pants and the light snow that falls begins to coat the sleeves of my jacket and stick to my eyelashes. I would stay here with him forever if I could.
 But something else is here with me.
 Somewhere behind me, twigs snap and there’s a rustling in the last of the leaves that cling to the trees. A sickly skittering sound carries on the breeze, and I cock my head. I don’t turn; I don’t want it to know that I’ve registered that it’s there, but in the corners of my vision I can see the shadows shift and sway in a way that’s not natural. 
 Despite my grief, despite the unbearable sadness that cuts a burning path through my center and leaves me aching, my instinct for survival kicks in. My time with David is going to be cut short. Again. 
 I reach out and run my hand along his gravestone, tracing his name with my fingertips. “I will find a way to get back to you. I swear.”
 I pull a folded square of paper from my pocket and dig a small hold in the dirt at the base of David’s tombstone. It’s only right that this should be buried with him. I unfold the photo and take one last look at the bungalow that was supposed to be our home. The life that was supposed to be ours. Then I place it into the hole and cover it with earth.
 Whatever’s behind me is approaching. Fast.
 I stand, still refusing to turn. 
 After having been chased all around Counterfeit City, it only makes sense that I’d be chased away from David now as well. There is no time to grieve here. No time to reconcile what has happened and what needs to be done. You have to move, or die.
 I press a kiss to my fingertips. Press my fingertips to the top of David’s grave. And then I run.
 The gates of the cemetery are a hundred yards away, and I cross the distance in seconds. Whatever’s behind me is faster, though, and its thunderous footsteps grow louder as it closes the distance between us.
 I burst through the gates, throwing them closed behind me, and spin to take in my surroundings. Lucifer has thrown me into a place I’ve never been before, and I’m not sure what awaits me.
 Then I see it. And him.
 A car idles on the side of the road just outside the cemetery, and Runner leans against the driver’s side door. “Something told me you’d be here,” he says and taps his hand against the door. “Need a ride?”
 I’ve never been so happy to see someone. Racing toward him, I wave frantically. “Get in the car, Runner. Get in. Now!”
 He glances past me, back into the cemetery, and whatever he sees makes his eyes go wide and his jaw drop. He throws open the driver’s side door and dives into the car.
 I race around the side and jump into the passenger seat, hitting the dashboard as I exclaim, “Go go go go go!”
 Only once he’s hit the gas and we’ve peeled away from the entrance to the cemetery do I chance a glance out the back window to see what we’re running from. The creature is big and dark, and it roars, showing me three rows of teeth and a long, black tongue.
 It’s no match for our engine, though, and we leave it in our dust.
 Once we’ve put some distance between us and the Counterfeit that had wanted to spill our blood, I manage to bite out, “What was that thing?”
 “The least of your worries,” he responds, and his eyes are sad as he looks back at me. “Lucifer… you’re here, so I guess that means… you’re here. He didn’t let you go.”
 “No,” I say, and turn to look out the passenger side window, preferring to watch the world pass by rather than see the pity in his gaze. “He didn’t let me go.”
 “I’m sorry,” he says, and his sincerity nearly breaks me all over again.
 “Don’t be,” I say, and manage to wipe away a tear before it can fall. “I have a plan.”
 A tentative smile spreads across his face. “A plan?”
 “I still work for Him. I’m not free. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to figure out a way to escape.” I turn to Runner, and when he sees the intensity on my face he shrinks away from me. “I will get back to David, whether Lucifer wants to let me go or not.”
 “I believe you,” he says, and his tentative smile becomes a full-on grin. He slaps the wheel with excitement as he glances over. “Where to?”
 I match his smile with my own. “Everywhere, Runner. I’m going to need you to take me everywhere.”
 

 
 A WORD FROM JENNA
 Thank you from the bottom of my heart for picking up HELLION: THE COUNTERFEIT CITY. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, please consider leaving a review here.
 

 Next up is HELLION: THE DEAD HEX, coming February 1, 2018.
 

 You can find me at the following places. Say hi!
 

 Website
 Twitter
 Instagram
 Facebook
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