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			DATE NIGHT

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Most drops end with a puff of smoke and new clouds over your head. This one ends with me face planting outside a Giant American Cookie Company in an unassuming corner of New Mexico. It was the only place I could find that sold obscenely large cookie cakes on short notice and also accepted orders online. I’d been rushing when I’d found it online, and only had time to take a glance at the pixilated street view of the area nearby before I’d pulled out my lighter, sparked a flame, and jumped between worlds.

			Here’s the thing, though. Making a drop isn’t something you should try to do hastily. Hence the bad landing, hence the face plant, and worst of all, hence the goddamn handful of bright, shiny shells of ammunition that spilled out of the messenger bag that doubles as my purse before scattering across the sidewalk in front of me.

			The fall stings like hell, but is the least of my worries, because I can see a middle-aged man on the opposite side of the cookie shop’s glass door walking to me with a concerned look on his face.

			Shit, fuck, shit and fuck. I glance back down at the shells, which sparkle in the sunlight, as the concerned cookie customer comes closer towards me. I hadn’t taken much time to repack the ammunition samples properly before heading this way, and the force of my fall must’ve jostled the haphazardly stuffed shells out of their box. Keeping track of your wares was the best reason to not rush when meeting with arms dealers. Well, that, and not hurting their feelings while there were guns in the room.

			If the cookie customer comes any closer, I’ll have to explain the bullets, to him if I’m lucky but maybe to cops if I’m not. I don’t have time for either, so I lock eyes with the Good Samaritan and turn the scowl that I’d carried after falling into a full-on glare.

			The man freezes in his tracks, and I use his hesitation to push myself back to my feet.

			“Can I help you?” I snap.

			I’m not sure if he can hear me through the glass, but the message is clear enough. He scoffs and turns back to the cookie checkout counter. Once he’s distracted, I bend down to throw the errant bullets back into my purse.

			I check my reflection in the glass door of the cookie shop as I straighten up. My surplus army jacket is still trendy enough to pass for a low key fashion statement and, though baggy, is unable to hide all of my curves. I can’t do anything about my blonde, shoulder length hair, which hasn’t seen a comb in days, but I’m at least able rub a smear of gun oil off of my chin.

			With the damage now contained, I open the door and am approaching the counter by the time the middle aged man finishes his order. Ignoring the glare that he aims my way, I plant myself directly in front of the cash register and rifle through the bottom of my still disorganized bag until I find where my credit card has been hiding.

			The checkout lady, a 30ish redhead with a pretty smile and laugh lines near her eyes, asks how she can help me.

			“I’m here to pick up an extra-large, caramel fudge cookie-cake on extra rush order.” I say. “It should be under Robin. Robin Kohl.”

			The cookie is going to be a massive two pounds of browned butter, cocoa and caramel goodness. I’ve taken to thinking of it as my apology cookie-cake, and had even considered having the shop print “sorry for being late” on the top with fancy red icing.

			That last bit was a horrible idea that also happened to be fortunately brief. Given how little time had passed since our “first anniversary dinner that wasn’t,” I decided to leave the message implied rather than overt.

			The checkout lady, oblivious to my anticipation, looks the order up on her machine.

			“That’ll be -”

			“Two hundred twenty three dollars and fifty nine cents.” I say as I hand over the card. Like I said, I’m in a hurry, though not just for myself. Today’s date night for me, and I don’t want to be late for the third, no, fourth, time this month.

			The checkout lady’s smile turns a little brittle, but she takes the card from me without extra comment. I stand there, tapping my foot impatiently on the floor as she rings me up.

			“Um, ma’am?” she says, looking back towards me. Though the smile is still there, I can see something new, something pleased, in her expression.

			“There a problem?” I ask.

			“Insufficient balance.” she says, sliding the card across the counter. “You may want to give your bank a call.”

			Confused, I take my card back.

			I’m an arms smuggler, which means that I don’t have the luxury of using a regular bank. I have a secretary, though, and a good one at that. He connects me with clients and takes care of my money so that I can have time to focus on more important things like not getting shot. I’d been careful with my money, which he made sure was deposited into my various accounts after each and every job I completed. If they were low, then it meant that he’d made a mistake.

			That was a massive departure from what I’d seen from him before. My secretary had always been precise when it came to my funds and, short of a nuclear bomb detonating on his front patio, could always be expected to make money matters work.

			Though I know his number by heart, there’s no chance in hell that he’ll tell me anything over a phone line, which any number of big brothers would give their first born to tap. If I want to know details, I’ll have to get them in person.

			After checking out the cookie shaped clock fastened to the shop’s wall, I figure that I have enough time to pay him a visit, clear this mess, and come back for the cookie-cake before I’m unforgivably late for tonight’s date.

			With mind made up, I tell the checkout lady that I’ll be back in no time for my order, then get enough distance from the cookie shop to make a safe drop.

			The need for answers sticks with me with every step I take, so I dig out my lighter, spark a flame, and send myself across the world at the first chance I get.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			A drop is something that anyone can do … assuming that they’ve been crazy, or maybe just dumb, enough to have made a deal with a devil.

			All I need to make one these days is an open flame, like the one sparked by my lighter, within reach. Unlike the drop that landed me outside the cookie shop, this one takes me to a tall office building in the middle of Luanda, Angola. It’s hot here, which isn’t surprising because, well, Africa, but I’ve been around the world enough to push the sweat forming in the small of my back out my mind.

			My phone chooses that moment to vibrate with a distinct triple pulse that’s significantly harder to ignore. Though I always remove the sim when I’m working, I must have come close enough for the building’s Wi-Fi to connect and push a message my way. I pull out my phone and see a text from Erin, the second best part of my life, waiting on the screen.

			“hey love, where are you?”

			I look up from my phone and check my surroundings before answering. Though this isn’t a bad part of town, so far as things go in Luanda, it’s rarely a good idea for pale, blonde women to wave phones, wallets, or other small valuables on the sidewalks of developing countries. I don’t see anyone on foot within a few hundred feet, though, so I decide to eat the risk and tap out a response.

			“pretty much on my way.” I lie.

			“you better be.” she sends in reply. “I didn’t pull out these heels just to get stood up again.”

			“Ditch the heels and wear flats. I’m taking you dancing.” I send back. A car honks as it passes, reminding me that I’m not in Kansas anymore. Deciding that it’s better to be safe than sorry, I decide that building in some wiggle room on the start time of our date won’t be a bad idea.

			A moment passes before a new pair of messages make their way to my phone. The first is a text.

			“heels ditched.” it reads.

			The second is a selfie, complete with bad lighting and off kilter angles. It shows me, well, everything. I can see Erin’s discarded red bottomed heels in the corner of the frame, and see that they’re far from the only bit of clothing she’s abandoned for tonight’s date.

			My cheeks heat up as the blush covers my face. It’s been a busty, I mean busy few years for me, and I still haven’t gotten used to dating, let alone dating someone like Erin. The least she deserved was a night on the town. If I left these money issues for later, I could give that to her now, albeit on a budget.

			Knowing that I can show up outside her apartment with a handful of fresh picked tropical flowers and leave my money issues for after dinner, or maybe even breakfast is a tempting idea. Just not one tempting enough to make me forget my other responsibilities.

			I have a sister, Mary, and there’s no one looking out for her but me. She’s in college now, and I can’t afford to let murky finances disrupt her studies less than a week before the next round of tuition payments come do. Money first, Erin soon.

			“i’m almost done here, but traffic may be a bitch.” I type. “i’ll be there in two hours. no later than 7. promise.”

			She doesn’t respond, so I turn off the screen and make my way into my secretary’s building.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The security at my secretary’s building is pretty intense, so I’m surprised when the guards lingering by the front desk don’t hesitate to show me towards the elevator that leads to his office on a floor about halfway up the building. His door is open when I approach, so I take the liberty of settling into one of the chairs stationed across from his seat at the desk.

			“Insufficient balance?” I ask with a raised eyebrow.

			My secretary, a bald man with hard eyes and dark skin, sighs as he makes eye contact with me.

			“The last client. The one from the Morocco job?” he says. “He hasn’t paid.”

			I raise an eyebrow again as his words fail to compute for a moment. My secretary was more than just the man who took care of my finances. He was the all-knowing middle man who made sure that my buyers and I rarely met, or at least stayed anonymous on the rare occasion where we had do business face to face. You can’t keep secrets like that without developing a reputation along the way. Although he remained nameless, my secretary’s reputation was well known, and scary, enough that only an idiot or a powerhouse would decide not to pay what they owed.

			There must be a reason why he hasn’t taking care of this himself, and even if he refuses, I figure there’s little harm in actually asking.

			“Why haven’t you pressured him?” I say, knowing that he’ll catch the euphemism for “hunt down and kill with extreme prejudice.”

			My words make him fidget in his chair - surprising me for the second time since entering the building. My secretary, a man who carries around a micro-uzi more often than his wallet, isn’t the kind of man to show anything like doubt, let alone worry.

			“Jesus. You’re afraid of him, aren’t you?” I say.

			My secretary laughs at that.

			“You have no idea how right you are.” he says.

			“It can’t be that bad, and I really need that money.” I lean forward. “I’ll tell you what. There’s a commando or three out there who owe me a favor. If you give me a name, then maybe we can come up with something, and make sure that you still get your cut.”

			My secretary stares at me for a full minute, then slides a file folder across the desk.

			Motherfucker, I think. He’s been my secretary for a while, and must have known that I’d push to take care of this myself. Knowing and folding easy are two different things, however. One of his biggest claims to fame, or at least infamy, was that he never revealed the names of his clients to each other. If he was breaking his own rules, then it was because he hoped that I could do something that he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, go after himself.

			The list of things outside the grasp of my secretary was short and almost universally bad.

			Here’s the thing, though. The reason I came here, and risked my night with Erin, hadn’t changed. My sister was in college, and that college needed money. I’m not willing to risk them pulling her out of classes because of a hiccup on my end, so I reach out for the file on the desk.

			My secretary raises a hand as my fingers come near the documents.

			“If you open that folder, you’re also making me a promise.” He says. “No one ever learns that this information came from me.”

			Ah ha, I think as the answer to my question becomes clear. Of course he could have taken care of this himself. Nameless or not, though, his reputation meant that whoever I’m about to dick over would be able to, eventually, trace it back to his front door. Though I’m good at my job, I’m not well known in the industry. If I pull this off, there’s at least half a chance that I can get away without this mystery client else ever knowing that the incoming thorn in his side was me.

			“That’s fair.” I say as I take the folder and look inside.

			God damn it, I think immediately after reading the name. When will I ever learn to keep my mouth shut and hands to myself?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Charles St. Pierre has made a name in the business. He’s an expert, not at killing, but at finding the talent needed to complete almost any job - no matter how impossibly difficult or dirty it may be. Assassins, bodyguards, mercenary companies. While my secretary had enough people in his network to keep me in steady business, St. Pierre had the kinds of connections that began with nation states and only rose in influence after that.

			That was enough to make me ditch my first plan and go after him alone because, while I hadn’t been lying about having people who owed me a favor, that didn’t mean that I wanted to expose them, even the worst of them, to someone like St. Pierre.

			The one plus side to the whole affair was that I, unlike my commando friends, had a devil-filled card up my sleeve that he’d never see coming.

			My drops, while quick, included shortcuts through, well, hell.

			Look, I didn’t make the rules, I just follow them. The fire and brimstone filled in-transit scenery is the kind of thing that has an adjustment period. And while I’m used to it, I’m pretty sure that St. Pierre isn’t.

			Dragging him to hell with me won’t be too hard, assuming I can lay hands on him first. Finding him is easy, because my secretary’s file included the hotel he was staying at in the middle of Barcelona.

			Getting hands on him, of course, was another story. One that for the moment required me to wear a big, dumb hat while pretending to chain smoke cigarettes on the sidewalk down the street from his hotel.

			The wait isn’t just boring. It’s stressful as hell as my mind runs through all the tiny ways my plan could fall apart. I’d rather do almost anything than just stand here, and have to resist the urge to pull out my phone as a distraction from the magnitude of what I’m about to attempt. The phone isn’t even an option for the moment. I’ve powered it off for this leg of the gig, because the last thing that I need is for some cyber sleuth investigating whatever finding my electronic signature at the scene of the crime.

			I really want to say fuck it, tell Erin that I’m on my way, and get out of here before these cigarettes give me a case of sudden onset throat cancer. The thought draws a mental image of tumors and pulsating growths so distracting that I almost miss it when St. Pierre exits his hotel on the arm of an athletic, hard featured woman who struts with enough casual confidence to stir me up without even trying. The two of them look like they’re on a date. I don’t see a car for them, and assume that they’ll be taking the scenic route to wherever it is they intend on heading.

			Still smoking the cigarette, I start walking in his direction knowing that there’s a 50/50 chance that he’ll end up walking my way. The cards must be in my favor tonight, because St. Pierre and the hard woman share a laugh and start a leisurely stroll towards my half of the street.

			I keep my head down as I walk, trusting in the big, droopy hat that I’d bought on the way over here to hide my features from nearby onlookers and cameras. A glance shows me that the distance between St. Pierre and myself is quickly growing short, so I begin studying the sidewalk and counting my steps.

			After 65 paces, I spot a crack in the sidewalk that’ll work for my purposes, stick my toe more or less in it, and pretend to trip. For the second time today my body smacks into pavement, but I’m expecting it this time, and manage to not concuss myself.

			I lay there for a moment, willing myself to keep my head down, where my hat can hide my face, until I hear the usually unwelcome sound of a presumed gentleman attempting to come to the rescue. Only when the steps come within arm’s reach do I look up to find St. Pierre, and his hard featured companion, rushing towards me.

			St. Pierre is in the lead, and when he reaches out for my hand, I can’t hide the smile that flashes across my face. The poor man doesn’t notice, but the woman does about a split second before she leaps forward to plant herself between St. Pierre and me.

			In the blink of an eye, her demeanor transforms from that of a woman of substance on the town to one that I’m much more familiar with. Shoulders hunched forward, feet planted wide, and one hand grasped firmly on the collar of St. Pierre while the other stretches out in a gesture that screams “do not fucking pass.”

			She’s not St. Pierre’s date. She’s his bodyguard, and sees straight through my act.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Stupid, stupid, stupid, I think to myself. I should have known better, especially after reading the file that my secretary had given me. More than anything else, St. Pierre was known for his ability to ID talent and delegate appropriately because he knew his own weaknesses and paid well for others to shore them up. Those concerns must have included taking care of his own safety, because the woman standing before me seemed more than competent – which, honestly, is what I deserve for having written her off as a piece of eye candy.

			I still needed to get my hands on St. Pierre if I was to have any chance in hell of getting my money. Unfortunately, no bodyguard worth her salt, paycheck, or unregistered blood diamonds would ever let a stranger get within arm’s reach of their client. Trying to push my way past her would just be asking for a concussion or new ventilation holes in myself, so I’d need to come up with a way to make St. Pierre come to me.

			Shifting my gaze away from the woman and over to my target told me that the battle was half done in that regard. He’d just seen a pretty woman tip over, and despite his bodyguard’s worries, still wanted to help. All he needed was a nudge, so I did one of the things that I hate most in the world. I put a puppy dog look on my face, whimpered, and tried to look weak.

			The bodyguard, still unconvinced or maybe just uncaring, steps back and tries to lead him away. St. Pierre must really trust her opinion, because he doesn’t hesitate to take a step back along with her and grow the distance between us.

			Fuck, I think, wishing I could cry on command. I can’t, though, so I make do with grabbing my ankle and whimpering more.

			The bodyguard sneers at me, and I can see the traces of a deep, yet well sutured scar on the bottom edge of her lip. She’s the kind of woman who’s seen worse, done worse, and probably shrugged off much worse than what I’m feigning on the streets of Barcelona. I’d bet that some less-than-professional part of her wants to snap a pair of fingers in my face and tell me to just walk it off.

			I’d be inclined to agree with her under different circumstances, but have shit to get done myself. I can’t summon tears on command, but I can still do something.

			While still making eye contact with St. Pierre’s bodyguard, I take a drag of my cigarette and make a show of putting on my best resting bitch face. Careful and slow, I rise to my feet, then move as if to step into the street so that I can pass by the well dressed, still suspicious, pair occupying the sidewalk.

			I also gasp and let my ankle fold under my weight the moment that step lands. I topple, and this time the motion sends me not towards St. Pierre or his guard, but instead towards the cobblestone lined street.

			The stones approach fast enough to spike my heartrate through the ceiling, but I know that bracing myself for the fall is out of the question. This has to look real, and given the competence of the bodyguard in arm’s reach may cost me a broken bone or three.

			The sight of a blonde falling at his feet not just once, but twice, is apparently too much for even the security minded St. Pierre to take. I hear him curse and shove past the hard featured bodyguard as he stretches out a hand out towards me. I take his grasp with one hand a split second before landing, then spare a glance to make sure that the cigarette, still clutched in my teeth, is still burning.

			The bodyguard tries to say something, but neither St. Pierre or I hear, because by the time she gets started we’re already in hell.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Getting St. Pierre to hand over his banking information once we land in the southern outskirts of Mali is actually the easiest part of my day. Like I said, getting yanked between worlds can be fucking terrifying if you’re not an old hat at it like myself. I’m barely halfway through telling him that I won’t hesitate to do it again if he doesn’t pay up now when he starts reciting his routing numbers and passwords by memory.

			I point him towards a township just short of the horizon and watch him scurry away, shooting wide-eyed, almost crazed glances over his shoulder at me. If I had to guess, it’ll be a long time before he even thinks about walking out on a bill again.

			I wait until he’s safely out of earshot before I sync up the roam anywhere satellite antenna I always carry to the Bluetooth on my phone. I text the info over to my secretary and wait for his confirmation.

			His reply arrives within seconds, along with a cascade of missed texts from Erin.

			I double check the time before opening them and immediately feel my heart sink. Despite all the travel I do, I’ve never gotten used to running the math for time zone changes in my head. I’d thought that I still had a half hour before the scheduled beginning of my date. Turns out that I’d gotten it wrong, and was more than two hours late.

			I almost don’t open the texts, as if ignoring the problem would somehow make it go away. I know it won’t, though, so I suck in a breath and tap Erin’s most recent message.

			“it’s over.” It reads. “never talk to me again.”

			No. Wait. No, no, no. This isn’t happening. I’m on my way. I have to tell her I’m on my way.

			I start to type back to her, but then start reading the other texts she’s sent – so many of them that they pile high on my phone’s screen.

			I start to scroll through them, as if there’ll be some hope for redemption hidden in their all lowercase depths. There isn’t though. I’ve fucked this up too badly to be saved, so I switch over to where my secretary’s reply text sits unread.

			“Accounts full.” It reads. “Plus a bonus on top. Thanks for this. I owe you one.”

			My secretary knows me well enough to assume that I wouldn’t access the apps he’s set up for my banking, so he takes the liberty of sending a text copy of my new balance in the minutes that follow. Thirty four thousand, six hundred eight dollars, and twelve cents. It’s enough to cover a few more months of tuition, plus a bit left over for one hell of a treat.

			Despite the money, the only thing I can think of is the cookie-cake that I’d ordered for Erin. So I close my phone, make a drop, and get ready to tackle two pounds of caramel fudge cookie-cake in my pajamas, alone.

			END

		

	
		
			BRIMSTONE HUSTLE

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			I walk into an alley, flick the wheel of my knockoff Zippo lighter, and drop down through a sky choked with brimstone and flame. The heat stings my skin, but my passage is short enough for me to land on concrete before my jeans or spaghetti strap tank start to smoulder. A puff of foul smelling smoke from the trip follows me after I land. I wave my hand to dissipate the cloud, and exhale as I take in the room I’ve just entered.

			It’s an ugly place, bare concrete and unpainted walls, but that’s to be expected when dealing with arms factories in this part of the world. A long line of crates are stacked against one of the walls, and a conveyor belt, now dormant, waits to carry more of the same.

			With my footsteps quiet and lighter clutched tight, I make my way over to the nearest of the crates. The lock’s a cakewalk to disable, and I lift the lid open to see the weapons, automatics, lined up neatly inside.

			The China North Industries Corporation, NORINCO, makes a pretty good rifle, which is why I tend to rob them so often. Keeping track of their guard schedules takes a little bit of doing, but has been worth the hassle and then some ever since my secretary had tracked down a reliable stream of clientele.

			Each of the iron and wood rifles inside of the crate is familiar enough to anyone who’s seen an action movie or watched the news since 1947. Rugged and simple, knockoff Kalashnikov rifles are so common they’re almost never worth the effort of moving these days. Or at least they would be, if already stamped with the traceable serial numbers that are added to all rifles before leaving the factory.

			I reach down into the crate and pick up one of the rifles, brushing long strands of dirty-blonde hair from my face as I do so because I’d forgotten to bring a hair tie with me tonight. I flip the weapon on its side, squint, then smile when I see that it lacks serial numbers, symbols, and site markings of any kind. Without those markings, this weapon comes as close to untraceable as these things ever get. That’s worth its own weight in gold when shown to the right kind of buyer. Fortunately for my little sister, and her not-so-little student loans, eager buyers are no longer a thing that I’m short on.

			It’s hard to pack a duffel bag without making a racket, but I’ve had practice. I’d brought one along with me because it rolls up small and handles easier than a crate, but as I start to unroll it and cram pristine AK-47 clones inside it, I wonder if I should bite the bullet next time and show up with a few padded boxes and sturdy hand cart. I’m panting by the time I get around to emptying my last crate of the night, which is probably why I don’t hear anything until a guard barges through the door and shines a light at my back.

			“Freeze!” he says, in what I think is Mandarin. I’m not sure, because I know very little Chinese save for the phrases often used by angry men with guns. That may seem specific, but it’s a good thing to keep track of in my line of work, and is even easy to someone who failed high school Spanish.

			I curse to myself, annoyed at the interruption because being annoyed is more pleasant than being terrified. Despite my job, I hate guns, especially when one of them is being aimed at me. I hate them so much, in fact, that I’d spent a chunk of what I’d expected to make with this haul on bribes to know who in this factory will be where and when. The nighttime patrol for this section wasn’t supposed to come through for another half hour. They may have added more personnel, meaning the guard behind me is new.

			The new guy tells me to stop again, and it doesn’t take a linguist to pick out the anxiety in his voice. Not good, not good, very not good. I take a breath and try to stop worrying about the gun aimed at my back. I almost succeed, until I remember this funny thing I know about bullets. They still hurt, even if you’re not scared of them.

			I exhale and decide that it’s probably best to listen to what the newly hired man with the newly issued gun is telling me to do. With my free hand, the one not still holding my lighter, I reach up and shrug out of the duffel bag strap digging into my shoulder. I lower the bag of weapons down slow and without sudden movements in the hopes of not damaging the weapons inside or getting shot in the back by a twitchy man with a gun.

			Despite my efforts, there’s a clatter when the duffel bag meets the ground, and I have to wonder if the buyer will make me discount the whole lot if there’s cosmetic damage, or if I’ll be able to convince the him to take a price cut on an item by item basis. I’m hoping for the latter. Mary’s taking up film studies this upcoming semester, and I have to find her a nice camera in addition to textbooks.

			The new guy doesn’t seem to be as worried about the merchandise as me, because he kicks my bag aside with a scraping noise. He stomps in towards me and plants a hand on my shoulder. I can feel the tremble in his fingers as he tightens his grip, preparing himself to pull hard and swing me around to face him.

			I face him and then some, swinging my elbow as I turn while stepping enough to the side to avoid wherever his gun had been pointing. A ranger I’d met out in Bangkok once told me to never lay hands on someone you may have to shoot. All it does is let them know exactly where to swing.

			My elbow catches him in the nose a moment before my other fist follows suit. The strikes are sloppy, even by my standards, but he still staggers back and drops his gun. He stands there gawking at me for a full heartbeat or more, maybe surprised at a woman putting up this much fight, before he starts bending down to pick up his weapon. By then, I’m already diving for my bag of stolen guns on the floor and raise up my lighter with my free hand.

			He says something else to me, but I don’t think I’d have cared, even if I’d understood. The only thing that I’m focused on now is the duffel bag in one hand and my lighter, held firm and ready, in the other.

			I flick the lighter, birthing sparks, and drop again into flame, leaving no trace but smoke, and a bloody nosed guard in my wake.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			As always, heat digs into my skin, but it ends when I land on top of a wide sand dune on the coast of the Philippines a half second later. Wisps of sulfurous smoke linger around me for a moment, but the breeze coming off the Visayan Sea is enough to carry it away. The lighter in my hand is warm to the touch and my duffel bag, loaded full, is tight in the other. The hard part’s done, so I place the lighter in a pocket large enough to be worthy of the name, and return the duffel bag strap to its place on my shoulder.

			My phone comes out another pocket next. It’s an odd, bulky looking thing with the guts of an iPhone that I’d bought in a rough part of south-east London about two years prior. The Peckham dwelling hacker who built it for me said that it would hold up to anything short of NSA screening, assuming they didn’t look hard.

			That’s vital in my business, even for people who can take shortcuts downstairs to move quickly like me. I do a Google search, call a cab, and start walking towards the seaside road where the cab will pick me up in five minutes.

			I’m a devil dog, a real one, not a U.S. Marine. Devil dogs like me make deals with unsavory creatures for the chance to gain unsavory power. For me, it was dropping - a way to take shortcuts through hell and land anywhere on earth that I want. For other people, other things like visions or uncanny skill with a blade. Most of us don’t live long after making their deals because they get overconfident and do stupid things. I’ve been at this for a few years, and intend to keep living, which means never, under any circumstances, making a drop right after I’d landed someplace nearby. Instead, I just wait for my taxi, instead of landing closer to my scheduled meet in the Philippines

			My driver arrives late in a strange, boxy taxi that looks like a WWII era jeep made love to a corgi. He calls it a “jeepney” when I ask, and spends the following two minutes extolling the religious virtues of tipping. I ignore him long enough to check out the clock on my phone, and see that I’ve gotten the time zones mixed again. I’m not late to my meeting, but I’m behind my own schedule for getting an early lay of the land. I tell the driver that there’s one hundred, American, in it for him if he can get me to the meeting in less than ten minutes. He smiles at the challenge, slams the accelerator, and starts hauling ass. My next eight minutes, plus or minus thirty seconds, is spent clinging to a broken seat belt and regretting life choices.

			With a minute thirty to spare, the driver squeals to a stop in front of a ritzy beachfront hotel. It’s the kind of place that charges almost too much and refuses to sell drinks with umbrellas in the glasses. I pay the driver and hop out of the jeep-corgi hybrid, taking in the sights while adjusting the duffel bag strap on my shoulder.

			I notice that the bellboys smiling near the ritzy front entrance are a little too aware for my liking. The pair of them do more than just look out for the guests and take care of baggage. Each one of them has eyes out, scanning the sea, as if waiting for something to appear on the horizon. Which is smart, because pirates. Pirates are big here. It’s still a bit more than what I’d usually expect from your average helping hand, so I’m sure to keep an eye on the pair as I make my approach.

			The nearest one of them looks over at me. His gaze doesn’t linger on my army jacket, strappy tank top or Defender-Flex jeans. Instead, his eyes go to my scuffed hiking boots and the duffel bag on my shoulder. I look back at him as I approach, see that his arms carry that slightly too muscled yet slightly too thin look that I’ve learned to recognize. It’s the look of a man who’d lost a few dozen pounds during reconnaissance training, and never quite mastered the need to eat more calories than he’d burned. A Philippines Scout qualified soldier would be my guess, or maybe even an alumni of the Ranger School in the U.S.

			Worry grows inside of my belly as I come closer. This bellboy is protection, and high quality protection at that. Putting someone like him on simple bellboy duty means that this hotel has enough gun hands on call to be the next best thing to a fortress. Walking through that door will be a pain if anything goes bad, and there are few things worse for a smuggler than being inspected while holding a bag full of guns.

			For a moment, I consider messaging the buyer and pulling out. No cop can keep me behind bars for too long, but each detention I rack up is a bread crumb that someone can use to complicate my whole life. I’ve got roots laid down now, and still have Mary, my little sis, to take care of back home. I definitely do not want to risk getting caught.

			Another thought comes to me and I sigh a step later. I also have bills. Lots of bills, ranging from the internet connection at my house to the fixer who keeps my address off the grid. The guns weighing down my shoulder won’t quite buy me a new house, but it’ll cover my sister’s tuition for another semester at least.

			That alone makes the decision for me. I straighten my back a little, lift up my chin and start walking towards the front doors of the hotel with purpose. I make eye contact with the half bellboy, half commando, as I approach, almost daring him to stop and offer me shit. My hope is that he’ll mistake me for just another arrogant guest on a gap year trip through the more “dangerous,” i.e. brown, corners of the world.

			I give the guard a “what’s your problem?” look as I approach. He stares back at me for a moment, before smiling, stepping back and opening the door for me. I don’t blame him for moving, because at a hotel this nice, my expression is usually followed by the “where’s your manager?” voice and unemployment check.

			Nose up, I pass by him and into the hotel. A metal detector hidden in the fame of the entry hall door goes off when I enter, but I put on another look of impatience, and the half bellboy, half commando, waves me on through.

			For not the first time, I’m glad to be blonde, around six feet, and more than slightly curvy where it counts. My looks are sometimes a problem when it comes to negotiations in some parts of the world, but they more than make up for it in how often security forces underestimate me.

			I wander a bit and find my buyer a minute later on one of the hotel’s patio bars. Plain faced and brown haired, he sits in a chair near the incoming sea breeze and sip on one of the resort’s signature and disappointingly umbrella-less cocktails. A garish, red jeweled class ring perches on one of his fingers and clinks the glass of his cocktail whenever he picks it up for a drink. I come closer, and my movement draws his eyes away from a wall mounted flat screen tv and over to me. His gaze takes in my face, the duffel bag on my shoulder, and finally my chest in more or less that order. He makes little attempt to hide where his eyes roam, and I feel a flicker of irritation cross my face as he stares.

			I doubt that he takes notice, because in moments he’s already turning back to the TV, his attention captured by a news story about a storm and the resulting influx of Florida refugees. That story was old, even back in my teens, so I know that he’s not actually interested in it.

			“Hello.” I say, pulling out a chair. “I’m Robin.”

			The man turns back to me with a smile and holds out his hand for a shake. It’s bare save for a red jeweled college class ring.

			“I’m the Money.” he says, smiling as if he’d made a joke. I stare at him blankly for a moment until I realize that he’s quoting Casino Royale.

			Jesus. I can’t stand people who think that quoting James Bond, and not even the best Bond at that, is a good way to start an arms trade. I want to make fun of him, or at least call him an idiot to his face, but I settle for ignoring his hand, sitting down, and placing the duffel bag at my feet.

			“We’ll see if you’re worth every penny.” I say, ignoring my own advice to play nice with the man who, annoying or not, really is the money. “I’m not calling you that, by the way. You’re Todd until the end of this meeting.”

			Todd the buyer lifts his eyebrows in surprise after I tell him his new name. While he’s busy doing that, I lean back and raise my hand and call over a waiter.

			Todd seems to get over the slight, because his smile, apparently genuine, returns within moments. I don’t like it, though. Something about him, the way he carries himself maybe, sets my teeth on edge. A shiver runs over my arms, rising goosebumps and dredging up old, unclear memories. I shake my head to clear out the thoughts and disguise the motion with another wave for service.

			A waitress appears at my elbow a moment later. She’s a small, painfully good looking woman with skin tones so warm she practically glows. Her smile is sweet, too, and I find myself thinking that I could eat it right up, along with a few other things.

			Images that have nothing to do with business and everything to do with just how long it’s been since I’ve kissed a woman like that invade my thoughts. I flush and feel that anxious sensation of being tongue tied, despite having nothing to say beyond what I’d like to drink. It figures. I’ve never picked up the skill of smooth talking outside of my deals. I hear that being a single mother leaves few chances for romance. I’m not a mom, but raising a sibling on my own hasn’t been too different.

			The woman leaves with my order before I can embarrass myself, and I turn my attention back to the buyer, who sits there, fiddling with his class ring. He may be a fool, but that doesn’t mean I can let my guard down around him for long. Constant vigilance isn’t just for Hogwarts, especially when you’re still sitting with a very illegal bag of guns at your feet.

			“I don’t know if you’re new to this, and I don’t really care.” I said reaching into my pocket. I do it slow, because you always, always, move slow at a meet. Even the most polite buyers tend to be a little twitchy, so I make sure to be careful when I pull my phone out of my pocket a moment later.

			“Either way, this works the same.” I continue, opening my phone’s banking app. “You have five minutes, not six or seven, but five, before this meet is concluded and I leave this table. I strongly advise a transfer of funds before then, because I hate taking baggage along with me on a return trip.”

			As I finish, I tap the bag of rifles with the tip of my boot, shifting the mass of steel barrels inside with an audible clunk. Some may call that unnecessary, but I’m a big fan of clarity when traveling abroad.

			My speech doesn’t seem to phase Todd the buyer, because he reaches into his own jacket pocket, still smiling and moving slow as well, for a phone without saying a word. The case surrounding his phone is thinner and more sleek looking than the one I carry, but I still recognize a similar signal setup to my own. He presses a few things on the screen, then returns the phone back to his jacket. My own phone buzzes a moment later, and I look down to check out the new balance on my account.

			I blink. Recheck the numbers, Blink again.

			Four hundred thousand dollars. This man has just sent me four hundred thousand dollars, more than eight times the price my secretary had agreed on him paying when the order was first made. With this kind of money I could pay off the farmland and house that Mary and I shared. We could go on vacation in an actual plane. Jesus, she could even go to grad school without debt. With this kind of money, we’d be actually be ... free.

			Free. That’s the word that makes me start looking for the catch. No one, not in this business or anywhere else in life, gives up anything for free. I’d learned that after making a deal with a devil by the name of Beeze. Nothing comes free. My drops were no different.

			I set my phone face down on the table.

			“What do you want?” I ask the buyer.

			“Come on Robin, what else? My company wants you.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			“You’re very in demand, you know.” He says.

			I don’t know, actually. My secretary, a bald, hard-souled man with an office in Angola, arranges all my meetings. Separating the chaff from wheat is no small part of what I pay him to do.

			“Being in demand is overrated.” I reply.

			“Says the woman now sitting on most of an untaxed half million.” He says, reaching into his pocket again. “That’s the starting bonus. The actual paychecks will have to be taxed, but don’t worry. A cover ID goes along with the onboarding process.”

			Ah. Starting bonuses and onboarding processes. In a business this small, it’s easy to keep track of the lingo that different kinds of buyers throw around. Onboarding means human resources, which in turn means corporations. Add that to untraceable guns, and you have ...

			“Mercenaries.” I say out loud.

			Todd the buyer snorts, his amusement seeming genuine.

			“Come on now.” he says, “This isn’t the 1500s. What I help run is a respectable private military company. Taxes in line and paperwork signed. We have our fair share of ex-spooks and cops and special operators, but we’re desperately short on people with… your sort of talents.”

			“Smugglers?” now it’s my turn to snort. “I find it hard to believe that you can’t hire a few of them to help out on the job.”

			“Ah, that.” Says Todd the buyer. “We do have our fair share of smugglers, mostly the soldiers making ends meet on the side. No, what I need, what we need, is quite frankly, a bastard. Born, made, it doesn’t matter to us so long as you’re a bastard through and through. We’ve done some digging on our end and have tracked down a few of your old jobs. Something tells me that you’re our kind of girl.”

			His eyes shift down to my jacket sleeve, and when I follow his gaze, I notice a small smear of blood on my cuff. The guard from before must have left it while struggling with me. I rub at the smear, but only grind the stain deeper into the fabrics and thread.

			Frustrated, I frown and look back up at Todd the buyer. I like being called a bastard less than most, mainly because Beeze, the person, well, thing, that gave me my start in this business was the kind of guy that more than deserved the word. Still, I’ve done a job or two that ended messy. Not his fault for calling things as he saw them, as they happened to be.

			“I’m a bastard when I need to be, but I know my lane and what’s in it. I know a little of yours too, and that’s not for me.”

			I stand up from the table, leaving the duffel bag at my feet.

			“Thanks for the bonus.” I say, “But I’ll pass on your offer. Contact my secretary if you need to see me again. Do not ask for a refund. He won’t give you one.”

			I walk away from the table, passing by the waitress returning with my drink on a platter as I do. Feeling awkward, I shrug my shoulders in apology for making her work for no reason, and drop a few dollars on her plate to make up for it. She thanks me with a smile worth a cool million more, and I brush past her and into the rest of the hotel.

			Exiting the hotel is easier than entering. All I need is a blind corner without cameras and my lighter in hand. I keep the trip short and I land a few blocks away from my bank in Switzerland before the heat downstairs can make me start to sweat.

			I don’t like going to banks. They remind me of the people I’d grown up around, or rather the anxiety that they’d had when it came to paying bills. The memory of the stern looking faces on visiting collection agents, and the farms that neighbors had sold off bit by bit, makes me think about the job that I’d just turned down. Half a million dollars was a whole lot of money, but something about the offer, or maybe just the man doing the offering, tickled alarm bells in my head. No use worrying about it now, though. I’d managed to take care of Mary and myself well enough with my current business so far. I’ll keep taking care of us no matter what else comes up.

			After rounding a corner and coming within eyesight of my destination, even I have to admit that my current bank’s pretty nice looking, assuming you’re into ornate European buildings. Inside, I make my way to my usual banker, exchange pleasantries, and withdraw half of the buyer’s payment in cash, as is my habit. Like I said, no one can keep me in jail, but a hit to my bank account is still possible. My banker tries to convince me to maybe leave my assets alone for a while longer, but as always I ignore him, thank him, take my money in yet another duffel bag (so convenient), and go.

			The last stop I aim for is the best, in my opinion. It’s a two-story house with four smallish bedrooms, near a freeway that’s just close enough to keep the acres of farmland surrounding it from feeling like an endless sea of corn. A bed of bright yellow sunflowers hugs the front half of the building. Mary always said that adding the flower bed is what made our house a home. I never got the appeal, but I love her, so the flowers, and the gardener who tends them on Fridays, get to stay.

			My drop downstairs is a quick one without complication, and I land on my back porch near the kitchen door an instant later with another puff of brown smoke and fading smell of bad eggs. As I reach for the doorknob, I remember that I’d forgotten to stop and rent something to watch while we test out Mary’s new cookies later tonight. I could make another drop close and get it, taking maybe five minutes round trip, but I want to show Mary the unexpected haul from today’s job. She may worry and fret over the business and where cash like this comes from, but when it comes down to it, she’ll drop it. She’s only human. Just like me.

			I start fishing for keys and have them half out of my pocket when I smell something burning. At first I think it’s the cookies, because there definitely is a hint of singed chocolate buried in the scent. But as my muscles tense up and heart starts beating with a mind of its own, I realize without doubt exactly what I’ve picked up on. It’s a smell that, in this business, you damn well better learn, because if you don’t you may wind up all sorts of dead.

			Gunpowder. I can smell gunpowder, so much of it, that it’s seeping out of the kitchenette.

			My heart continues hammering away in my chest by the time I realize this. It takes a whole lot of shooting to smell gunpowder this strongly. Sure, anyone can catch a whiff of it, hell even choke on it, if stuck inside an enclosed space when a few rounds pop off. But this isn’t an enclosed space like a hallway or smoky gun range. This is my fucking back porch on a summer day with a strong breeze racing from the north to the freeway by the south. If I can smell gunpowder through all this then dozens, maybe hundreds of rounds must have been fired.

			Every single fiber and bone inside me wants to slam open the door and charge inside to see what the hell has happened to my home and Mary. I keep a lid on those feelings, that driving need, though, because there’s no way to help anyone if you end up quickly dead. Moving through a doorway without getting killed is one of the most valuable skills practiced by close quarters fighters, which isn’t surprising since I’d heard an Army Ranger once call doorways “motherfucking Fatal Funnels.”

			It makes sense when I think about it now. If someone armed is expecting company on the other side of the door, the brightest thing for them to do is just aim at the big rectangle and wait. I don’t have the training, so going through a door covered by a gunman is suicide for me.

			So I decide to say fuck it, drop my duffel bag filled with cash, and ignore the door all together. I flick my lighter, and trigger a drop.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Most shortcuts through hell are over pretty quick. A spark or bit of flame is all that I need to start the process of leaving creation, and my time spent downstairs is usually over before I can blink. Landing where I want after is usually the easiest part of the process because once downstairs, all points on the globe are just within arms reach.

			This time, however, my shortcut hits a snag at almost the exact moment I enter downstairs. In one instant, I’m falling through heat that sears the air all around me, ready to make my landing inside of my home. In the next, I suddenly pulled to a stop, my body hanging upside down from something latched hard and tight to my left calf. The pressure on my leg is excruciating, and I shout from the pain as I dangle in the middle of hell. I’m no stranger to the downstairs, though, so I clamp my jaw tight before I can panic and breath in a lung full of brimstone.

			Still tumbling, I bend over at the waist so that I can get a clear view of whatever grabbed me. I really wish I hadn’t, though, because when I do, I find myself face to face with a devil.

			Like the bush that my pop always talked about on Sunday mornings, the devil hovering in the air along with me burns too. Its grip on my leg is as hot and tight as a pipe wrench left to heat up in an oven. I can feel blisters and bruises growing along my calf. When I look into the devil’s face, I see blisters sprouting on its skin as well.

			Jaw clenching back screams, I watch the devil as burn marks spread in patches of blackened, ruined flesh on its arms, neck and face. The scorched skin and meat spreads across the devil’s body in a wave, covering it from head to toe in charcoal dark scars. A moment later, the burned char starts to flake off, leaving pink, unruined flesh beneath. For a moment, the devil is perfect, looking like a young and well muscled woman, albeit one with wings on her back and a cruel smirk on her face. The moment doesn’t last, though, because the burn marks I’d watched cover her before stop shrinking and start to make a return.

			The devil’s smile fades as the burns start to return, and in moments her face is contorted into a grimace of pain. She takes it out on me, shaking my leg even harder. Her hand feels like a branding iron on my skin - the pain growing more and more by the second. It’s only then that I realize, for the first time in all my travels downstairs, that the oppressive heat of this place doesn’t come from the air.

			It comes from them. The devils - burning up from the inside.

			For a moment, I almost feel sorry for the monster, but that ends the moment it tries to pull me in closer.

			I rear back with the leg not clutched in its grasp and kick the damned thing in its face. My boot lands hard, crunching something under my heel. The devil doesn’t seem to like this much, and starts swiping at me with its free hand then, after a moment, with its fucking wings as well.

			The blows knock me around more as we keep falling through the endless space of the pit downstairs. It hurts but more than that it pisses me off, so I keep kicking at the fucker harder and harder. The strength of its grip, and the heat there as well, never wavers, though. No matter how much I struggle. What’s worse, I can see the hem of my pants leg start to smolder in its hand, ready to take to a full flame.

			God damnit. I’ve been downstairs enough to know something about flame. At the speed we’re falling, with this much wind and air rushing over us, any open flame that comes to life will spread far and fast. Once that happens, a tight grip and burned calf will be the least of my worries if I let this thing keep a grip on me. The thought of that really starts to undo me, finally cracking through the forced feeling of competence and calm that I’d been keeping between me and the goddamn thing on my leg. I look down at the devil again, and see her still smiling up at me, her lips stretched wide beneath the dark, smudged boot marks that I’ve left on her face.

			Wait a minute. Looking closer, I see that those boot marks are more than simple smudges left from the rubber of my footwear. They’re too thick, too dark, and downright too clumpy for that to be all that it is. I aim another kick down at the devil’s smiling face, and as my foot bounces off of its skull, I notice something strange, something odd and black, stretching between it’s face and my boot.

			Rubber. The marks on its face are melted rubber. It must has been burning so hot from the inside, that the damn rubber on my boots was melting off on its face. I look down at the bastard and think of how I could use that. Pain doesn’t seem to phase it, but maybe something else will.

			My left pants leg, still clutched in the devil’s grip, chooses that moment to finally catch fire. The flame starts so small that it’s barely a glow, but expands a second later into a goddamn torch on the side of my leg. The devil actually starts laughing at that, and with my leg on fire and an idea in mind, I raise my free leg back for one last attempt.

			I hammer down on the devil’s face with one final kick. I must be getting tired, because it hits more weakly than the other. The aim, however, is still good enough

			My boot heel digs into the devil’s face, but I don’t let it rebound again. This time, I instead hold it down hard on his head, and drag the shoe up and across his brow, my boots crossing in a line across both of his eyes. The rubber of my boot melts on contact with his body, and sticks to him and his eyes in thick, streaky chunks.

			That does the trick. In one moment, the devil is smiling at me. In the next, he’s clutching at his eyes and frantically trying to scoop the melting rubber free. I don’t wait around for witty banter or a backhand in revenge. I just close my own eyes, focus on my drop, and land, clothes smoking, on the tile floor of my kitchen.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			My emergency landing back in creation comes harder than usual. And by that, I mean I find myself sliding across the floor with enough speed to trigger airbags if I’d been riding in a car. The slide sends me sideways along the cold, hard tile until I crash into a table leg and set of folding chairs that Mary and I had squashed into one of the small room’s corners.

			The chairs flip over with a loud, jangling clatter. The table leg I hit along the way, however, decides to stay firmly in place. The impact knocks the wind out of me, or at least the wind I had left after my prolonged trip downstairs. Nothing feels broken, though, so I pull myself to my feet and try to start thinking.

			Despite the burning in my throat and the agony in my leg, it doesn’t take me long to realize how my landing had gone so badly. The momentum you pick up while falling downstairs after making a drop doesn’t follow you to your landing, for the most part at least. I was down there for a lot longer than usual this time. That means that even if I’d only kept a small fraction of the speed I’d built up while falling downstairs, it was still enough to give me a rough time when making my landing back in creation. I’ll have to remember that “for the most part” can still be enough to kill me if I ever find myself in the same situation again.

			One thing is for sure, though. Whatever surprise I’d been hoping to gain by dropping through hell instead of taking the front door was lost the moment I’d crash landed in my kitchen. The extra good news is that the surprise is not needed, because no one is in here except for me.

			Looking around my kitchen, though, I can see that the good news dries up about there.

			The place is a mess. Not the kind that happens when you try a new recipe for bundt cake or hot wings and are less than careful with where the wet and dry mixes end up.

			No, my kitchen, which I’d sacrificed sweat and tears to afford for me and Mary, is practically shredded from end to end by bullet hole scars. One wall, the one across from me and facing the interior of the house has been practically sawed in half by a pattern that I recognize as machine gun fire.

			I do notice that none of the bullet holes carry all the way through any of the walls, which means that either my architect hadn’t cheaped out when he’d installed the defensive upgrades that I’d asked for, or that whoever was here had been using soft, disintegrating rounds. I hope that it’s the former for two, admittedly selfish, reasons. The first is that I’ll be depending on these walls if there’s a shooter inside who’s been too deaf or dumb to show up after hearing my arrival. The second is because disintegrating bullets tend to damage organs than their more standard, fully metal jacketed brethren. That may not sound like much for anyone who’s never tried to help out someone who’s been shot, but it will matter to me if I have to patch up anyone that I may find inside. Especially if that anyone happens to be Mary.

			There’s only one way to tell if I’m in here alone for sure, and that’s to get up and go see for myself.

			I climb to my feet as fast as my aching bones will let me, and move over to the solid block of the kitchen island at the center of the room. From there, I move over to the doorframe leading to the rest of the house. No one is in view when I lean out a little and peek around the corner, so I move on to the next doorway. Then the next. Then the next.

			I repeat the process, running from doorway to doorway and peeking out around corners until I’ve inspected both floors of my house. I see nothing save for more broken furniture and more bullet holes. The damage is excessive, as is the expanded firepower. Enough bullets have shot here to see an Afghan platoon through two weeks in the mountains.

			Each of the rooms I go to are unlit, but not dark, as the light from the afternoon still shines in from the windows. When I’m sure that the house is indeed empty, I take the time to do another, more careful sweep of the house. This time I confirm that none of the lights, and none of my scattered electronic devices, are working at all, save for for the discounted TV pinned to the wall in Mary’s bedroom.

			I press the power button on her remote, expecting nothing to happen, and am startled when the screen starts glowing with a news feed. I recognize it as the same refugee camp from before, nestled on the edges of swamp lands which keep expanding on the coast. I frown when I see the overly lethal equipment used by security on the location, because it’s supposed to be charity, not a warzone. That thought, though, isn’t helping me with the problem at hand, so I turn off the TV and sit on the bed.

			Mary is missing. Not under a bed or hiding in a closet. She’s been taken by someone. And judging from what I’ve seen, someone pretty bad.

			The house is too trashed for this to have been the work of just a professional doing a job. There’s a special kind of malice in the damage done here. Whoever’s come for me, they did it because of something personal.

			I try not to make enemies when doing my job, but that doesn’t mean that I’m always liked, or that I’m always polite. Less than an hour ago, I’d insulted someone with the resources to do something like this. The only thing unconfirmed is if he has an ego big enough, and bruised enough, to set this bullshit into motion.

			I look up at the TV screen and see that I must have mindlessly turned it back on, because it’s still showing the news feed that I’d seen my buyer watching in the Philippines before. If he did this, there’s a chance that he’s still at that patio bar with his umbrella-less drink.

			If he didn’t, there’s still a chance he could be there anyway. He said he had money, and money comes with resources that could maybe help me find Mary.

			I grab a spare phone charger, get some distance, and drop back to the Philippines because there’s no use in me sitting still, wondering if this man is guilty or innocent. The buyer either did it, or he didn’t, and I’m going to find out which. God help him if he’s done anything to Mary.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			This time, I remember to get some distance away from my house before making another drop. Devils tend to stake out places that are the site of too many trips back to back. It’s something I’d forgotten in my rush to get inside of the house. Trying to make one from my front porch was a mistake, and one I’d rather not make again.

			I jog over about an acre’s worth of farmland before I decide that I’ve gone far enough, then flick my lighter in one hand with my phone in the other. I land a block away from the hotel in the Philippines, and rush over to the place as fast as my bruised and burned ankle will let me.

			My progress is fast, but when I arrive it’s plain to see that I’m not the first to get there. The place seems a lot less ritzy this time, because there are a lot of people screaming, no, crying outside of the hotel. That alone would be bad enough, but the place is also crawling with what looks like Army infantry in black combat fatigues.

			One of those soldiers comes over to me, and when he approaches I see that he’s not military after all. His shoulder carries the badge of the Philippine National Police. He speaks in accented but perfectly clear English, and asks me if I’m in need of medical assistance. I don’t get why he’s so adamant that I get help until I look down and see the burn marks on my jeans and the seeping stains from my burns underneath.

			I thank him for his help and take him up on his offer. There’s an ambulance parked near the hotel’s entrance. It’s close enough that I’ll be able to take a good hard look at the scene without attracting more attention. The police officer helps me over to the vehicle, partly because I’m playing up the injury and partly because it really fucking stings. I sit down in the open back of the ambulance and try to see what I can see.

			I can see blood stains by the front entrance, and the body of … yeah. The bellboy from earlier was definitely a fighter. Though his chest is riddled with a tight grouping of bullet holes, that hadn’t kept him from bloodying his knuckles before going down.

			There are other bodies nearby. All guards, by the look of them. After a minute or two, a pair of medics comes out of the main entryway. They’re pushing a gurney, and though the body is bloodied and burned well past easy recognition, I’m still able to make out a pale hand clad in a red jeweled college class ring.

			Fuck. I was hoping to get something out of this guy one way or another. With Todd the buyer dead, things are even less clear than before. I’m also not too slow to notice the timing of his demise. Whoever hit this place did so with speed that’s almost completely unseen, even in the circle of rebels, smugglers, and spies that I often trade in.

			I wait around, but no other bodies save for two or three more guards are rolled out of the place. That’s a miracle in itself, because “tourists,” “died,” and “crossfire” are words that usually go together when a hotel this big takes a hit.

			The crew that did this isn’t just fast. They were also unusually precise. Unusually clean. They’d been able to take down a man rich enough to spend a half million in a day, while he was inside a fortress that’d given pause even to someone like me. Whoever they are, I’ll need to come at them hard, in addition to fast. To do that, I’m going to need my own team.

			Fortunately for me, and for Mary as well, I don’t do all of my work in this world alone. I have people I can call on and chips to cash in. They may not be the same kind of people who hit the hotel recently, but for Mary’s sake, I hope they’ll be enough.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			I make a drop and land in one of my favorite places for this kind of thing. Central park is big enough for a person like me to land in a different spot each day of the week and still have enough space to not attract any attention while passing downstairs. There’s also enough trees and bushes in the place to let me do so without defying the laws of physics and creation in front of soccer moms and picnic lovers. On the rare occasion that someone sees me disappear into thin air, they can always convince themselves that I walked behind some shrubbery after the fact.

			There’s also another advantage to the place. The traffic there is extremely congested, and I’m not talking about the cars, either. In any given day, literally thousands of people make phone calls, send texts and stream Netflix while catching shade under the tree cover. Picking a lone signal, my signal, out of the thousands here would be so hard that any analyst assigned to my case would beg for the relief of picking needles out of haystacks. When combined with the encryption already on my phone, it’s the safest place to make a phone call in my profession.

			I lean hard on that extra comfort in the hour that follows, because I call every single contact of worth that I’ve ever done business with. Retired Army Rangers on permanent vacation in Bangkok. An old insurgent-turned-priest in the jungles of Vietnam. Bad guys. Good guys. I call them all and bribe, cajole, and on occasion, even beg, until I’ve got a crew of hard cases so tough they’d make a devil blush.

			My last call is the most important out of all of them though. I have a man, my secretary, who helps me with my work. I don’t know his real name and I don’t fucking want to, because I’m pretty sure that the information is worth more than my life. He’s always been very clear on how he should be addressed or mentioned when speaking to others about him. Always “my secretary,” “your secretary,” and never “the secretary.” When it comes to wiretaps, he’s the only person I’ve ever met who’s even more paranoid than me.

			I give him a phone call and keep it short and simple, as I’d been instructed to do so before.

			“I need to talk.” I say, then shut up and wait.

			For a minute, nothing answers me on the other side of the line. But then a voice speaks up.

			“Thirty minutes.” it says. The line goes quiet.

			I start moving the moment the silence takes over the phone. It’ll take me at least five minutes to get far enough away from where I’d landed to make a safe drop, and maybe more than that once I’m close to my secretary’s office building. I put some hustle in my step, my newly bandaged leg throbbing the whole time. Thirty minutes to see the secretary. Maybe a few hours for my crew to scrounge up useful answers. Too much time for my nerves to handle unshaken, but not too much, I hope, for getting to Mary.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			I hate Luanda. It’s not the heat, which is bearable for someone raised amid red Georgia clay. It’s not even the people, who are nice in the way that pretty much everyone on the planet is nice, and shit in much the same ways as well.

			It’s the smell, like sea salt with a hint of raw sewage, blanketed in a healthy layer of diesel smoke and smog. That and privilege, the stench of which practically wafts off of the high rises that tower over the homeless, and the fortified expatriate compounds that butt heads and push out on the edges of slums.

			The reek of all the above is pretty strong today when I land on a sidewalk a block south of my secretary’s office tower. The street running alongside me is choked with rush hour traffic, and I’m close enough to the central business district that at least half of the cars on the road are either limos or a lexus. Each sits in back to back traffic, belching exhaust. The fumes from that many cars jammed together gives me a headache before I’ve walked half a block. I ignore it and keep walking ahead.

			What I don’t ignore, however, is the problem brewing nearby.

			On the other side of the stalled Luanda traffic is a man on the sidewalk opposite from me. Dark skinned and tall, he stands with his back hunched and leaning down to the right, as if carrying something heavy underneath the armpit. The weight he carries isn’t what triggers my attention, though. It’s his jacket, hanging down to just above his mid thigh. The garment looks like it’s been made from thin, breathable cotton, and probably won’t be murder to wear despite the hot evening air.

			But still.

			It’s a jacket.

			In the summer.

			In Luanda.

			My bet is that he’s a carjacker, or at least this town’s local approximation of that. Annoyance, and a sliver of caution, starts to slither through me. I’m far from an expert on crime in this country, but I do know that carjackers in Angola occasionally shoot first and ask for iPads later. I’m pretty sure that I can avoid any action he gives me, but that will draw the kind of attention I don’t want to deal with and take time that I don’t have to spare. Avoiding this guy would be best, so I duck my eyes down and start walking towards a crossing point further down the road from them.

			I’m halfway through the river of overheating, half-stalled and semi-parked cars that choke the R. Rainha Ginga Highway when I notice that the man has started to come towards me. Like me, he’s wading through the stalled stream of traffic, and now stands five, maybe six, car lengths away. The man must think that I make a good target. While the state of my clothes is a hint that I make less than the Lexus drivers I’m walking around, I’m still a blonde girl by herself in a foreign country. In some places, including here, I may as well be wearing a sign that says please rob me.

			Carjackers, like most criminals in search of money instead of respect, will often look for less alert prey. If you let onto the fact that you can see them coming, they may not think it worth the risk. With this in mind, I make eye contact with the carjacker. I hold his gaze and then shake my head no with a firm, curt little motion.

			I don’t really expect it to do wonders. Just give him a pause, really, that I can use to cross over to the other side of the road. I’m not too surprised when he shakes his head back and keeps walking in my direction. I am surprised, however, when a sea breeze twists its way through the car choked street, and flutters the carjacker’s jacket as it passes by. The fluttering wind opens the jacket a bit, and when it does, I see the shape of a collapsible stock M249 - a light machine gun - hanging from a strap under the approaching man’s armpit.

			Oh … shit. Double shit. There’s machine guns, and then there’s machine guns. This man is carrying the latter, which is really damn odd. Carjackers in Luanda don’t carry those. Hell, most soldiers don’t carry those save for those windswept nights when they’re hopping out of planes. Machine guns, even compact ones designed for paratrooper jumps, are so heavy that no one bothers carrying them unless they’re expecting the kind of company that can only be held back with overwhelming force.

			I doubt I qualify as that.

			An unpleasant surge of fear returns to my stomach. It starts slow but that’s still enough to set my teeth on edge and make my hands shake. The idea of being somewhere else is now very appealing, so I reach down into my pocket and grab onto my lighter.

			It’s hot in Luanda, and every part of my body is covered in sweat despite having been here for less than a half hour. That’s not bad in itself, I’m a big girl and know how to put uncomfortable things out of my mind for a time. Problem is, sweat gets slippery, so much so, in fact, that the metal surface of the knockoff Zippo is slick in my hands when I try to bring it out. I bobble the damn thing and it drops to the ground before clattering and skipping down the street and out of my sight.

			Shit, shit shit. Without that lighter, without a flame, I can’t do a drop. If I don’t find it, I’ll be trapped here, in Luanda, with a gunman coming closer and closer.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			I don’t see where the lighter lands, so I go down to my knees. I can see that there’s still a few lanes of stalled traffic separating the man who’s definitely not a carjacker from me. Hopefully, I’ll be able to track the lighter down soon and drop the hell out of here. Failing that, I’ll at least have a few tons of metal between my soft parts and the man with the machine gun hunting me down.

			From my hands and knees I look under the car that I’m hiding behind and out on as much as the rest of the street that I can see. The boots of the not-carjacker are still coming closer and it won’t be long until he gets a clear line of sight on me.

			I also catch a gleam in the corner of my eye, and turn to see my lighter. Its scuffed, battered shape is under the car, too far away to reach with my hand, but maybe close enough if I go down even lower onto my belly.

			Hesitation is the enemy in situations like this, so I go down onto my front and slither under the Lexus like a snake making its way through Eden. I scrape my chin on the asphalt, and bump my head on a carburetor, but I manage to get the damn lighter back in hand.

			I crawl back from under the parked car and move a little to take a peek around the edge of its bumper. I can see the not-carjacker only one car length away, his hand gripping the stock of his machine gun in the folds of his jacket. By the look on his face, he’s ready to shoot. I don’t want to be crouching behind a luxury car when that happens, so I lift up my lighter, flick it once, and make another drop.

			Drops are funny things. While they can take you anywhere in the world that you want, it really, really helps to be specific. All I really want to do is skip this machine gun infested traffic, so I don’t actually take the time to decide exactly where I want to land beyond “somewhere inside my secretary’s office building.”

			That’s why I’m only a little surprised when, after a flash of heat as I take a shortcut downstairs, I find myself crouching in a broom closet in my secretary’s building. I peek my head out of the door and see that I’m somewhere in the lobby. I stick my head out a little farther to see if the coast is clear, then step out and start limping to the elevators as casual as I can be.

			Both the floor in the lobby and the elevator are set with patterned stone that looks like marble. Pricy stuff, I think for a moment, as I press the button for the twelfth floor. One moment is all I have to spare, because I have other, more unpleasant things, like math, to consider.

			One floor in this building takes up maybe fifteen vertical feet. Multiply that by twelve and you get about 190, eh, maybe 200 feet of distance between my destination and the lobby where I’d made my landing. 200 feet isn’t much distance when it comes to making drops through the deep. If I have to get out of here with my lighter in a hurry, there’s a good chance I’ll have another visitor waiting for me in the pit when I do.

			The elevator pings and comes to a stop on my secretary’s floor. The door opens, and I limp out onto plush thick carpeting lining the short segment of hallway outside of the elevators. There are two thick glass doors bracketing each end of the hallway. I can see the edges of an open office space beyond them. On a different day, I may have been in trouble, because the doors at the ends of the hallways are made of thick misted glass and appear to be keycard locked. Luck must be on my side, though, because the one nearest to me has been propped open with a small heavy box.

			It’s quiet on the floor, like, library quiet. The roadways of Luanda were a cacophony of blaring horns and growling engines that I could even hear in the lobby downstairs. It’s different up here, and I can’t tell if that’s because of the distance between me and the ground, or if this office has been outfitted with exceptionally good windows.

			Both of those theories go out of the window when I realize that there’s also a lack of voices in the place. Most office spaces would have stifled laughter, arguments, or even the hushed tones of gossip. This place doesn’t, and I can feel the silence weighing down on this place like a blanket.

			I limp towards that door for a bit and stop as I get closer. The box turns out to actually be a brick, and not a clean brick at that. The stone is chipped at one edge and covered in grime, as if the person who’d placed it there had just grabbed it off of the street outside and carried it upstairs to prop open the door. I’ve never been an office worker myself, but I’m pretty sure that this kind of behaviour would get your desk jockey chewed out, or even fired at a place this swanky.

			Whoever placed this brick here didn’t give a shit about getting fired. The way my day has been going, that’s not a good sign.

			I drop and crawl on hands and knees the rest of the way down the hall to the propped open door, and stick my head around the corner slow and easy. I can see a wide open floor plan of desks with not a cubicle in sight, but no people. A sinking feeling grows stronger in my belly, and the voice of caution is now shrieking in the space between my ears. I ignore it, for the most part, and peek my head around the corner. I won’t lie. I’m really not a fan of what I see.

			Standing in the middle of the room is a man, this one a white guy in a tailored business suit. In his hands is a shotgun, a Kel-Tec KSG, that’s about as far as one could get from the machine gun that I’d encountered downstairs. Where the M249 would do well at mowing down crowds at long range, this shotgun is custom made to dismantle solo targets with overwhelming force.

			It won’t do well if it comes down to taking out multiple targets, but I doubt that’s a comfort to any of the people cowering on the floor at his feet. There’s dozens of them, office workers mostly, with fingers laced together on the back of their heads and cheeks pressed into the floor’s plush carpet.

			My heart is beating so hard when I pull my head back from around the corner that I can feel it pulsing in my ears. Hostages. Whoever these guys are, they’re more than quick on their feet, well informed, and ready to hit places hard. They’re also willing to take hostages, which is a whole level beyond ballsy in the world of back alley meets and dirty deals. Hostages are the kind of things that gets words like “special forces” involved, along with others like “manhunt” and “million dollar reward.”

			If they were good enough to do this without anyone else in the building knowing, and determined enough to pull it off, then they’re definitely here for something more valuable than a ransom. My home has been attacked, along with the buyer I’d last had contact with. Someone has been coming after those I have contact with, which means that the assholes here are after my secretary. I don’t know how they’ve pulled all this shit off faster than even someone like me can move. Not knowing doesn’t matter though, not now at least. What matters is getting to my secretary before one of these guys adds him to the pile of bodies they’ve been leaving.

			I take another peek and don’t see him on the floor along with the other office workers. I do, however, see a different suited and machine gun armed man walk out of a corner office that he’d apparently just searched. He nods towards the other one standing guard in the room and makes his way over to the next closed office door. They’re still searching the place, which means that I still have a chance to get to my secretary first.

			While the open office floor lacks cubicles and other sightline blocking creations, there’s a good number of desks and chairs between me and the suited gunman. They won’t completely block me from the man’s line of sight, but if I’m lucky, he may not notice me if I move in between them.

			I crawl over to the nearest bank of tables and then the next, and then the next, using my ears to keep track of the guard gunman’s breathing and the rustle of the other still searching other office rooms.

			My secretary’s door is on the far side of the room from them. I make it there without being seen, though for how long I don’t know. His door is one of those false wood and varnish affairs, and for a second looks like it would come down in one push from a good sized man. I know better, though, because the guy who’d upgraded my house was the same one who’d done similar work on the secretary’s private office. The hinges of the door, reinforced and three times the size of what’s usually the case for a house, are made to endure a powered battering ram with a shrug. This is definitely his office. I just need to get inside.

			I know that I can’t just knock on his door, no matter how lightly, so I take out my phone, log into my banking app, and slide the whole thing under the crack between door frame and office carpet. I hear a few soft moments of rustling inside, and after a few seconds, the door cracks open a few inches.

			The barrel of a machine-pistol - an old scratched up Micro-Uzi of Israeli make - faces me from the other side of the door. A moment later, I hear a voice pitched barely above a whisper, drift out from beyond the reinforced door frame.

			“Come inside, Ms. Robinette Kohl. It’s about time that you and I spoke.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			My secretary is a small man, maybe five foot three. His skin is dark, but not like that of the Angolans in the office or out on the streets. If pressed, I’d say that he was Turkish, or maybe a Kurd. If one of those, I hope it’s the former. While I’ve met my fair share of Turks during my time in the arms trade, I’ve never met a Kurd in the business who couldn’t put rounds on a target.

			In hindsight, none of that matters at the moment, because at this range it would be harder to miss me than not. I decide that doing what he says is a very good idea, so I raise my hands up and follow my secretary inside. He holds the door open just long enough for me to come in, then the door closes behind me with a soft click. My secretary jerks his weapon towards the wall and then back to me. I get the message, and settle down in one of the chairs there.

			“Hello Ms. Kohl. Good to see you Ms. Kohl. Anything interesting to chat about Ms. Kohl?” There’s bitterness in his voice when he speaks, which spikes in intensity every time he repeats my name. I’m not used to it. He’s one of the few people I’ve ever met who could keep his calm better than me. The gun in his hand never wavers despite the emotion in his voice.

			I lean back into the chair, less out of an attempt to find comfort, and more, much more, to put him at ease. I also glance at the reinforced door of his office, wondering how long we have to chat before we’re interrupted by the gunman nearby. They’ll be outside the office any moment, so I’ll have to get straight to the point.

			“Someone took my sister.” I say. “I’ve put together a team, and we’re going to get her back. The only thing else that I need is a location. If you help me with that, I’ll owe you big time. Any favor. Any job. No questions asked. If you won’t help me, I’ll leave peacefully, but I’ll remember that the answer is no.”

			My secretary just stares at me for a full minute after I say that. Then he snorts.

			“The nerve on you.” he says. “Like a bull in a damn china shop. I should have known that you were too direct to try something as underhanded as this.” He waves his free hand toward the door, indicating the ongoing hostage situation.

			He lowers the barrel of his miniature submachine gun.

			“I just wish you were as watchful as you are bold.” He continues. The bitterness is out of his voice, now replaced by something else. Sadness, and a little fatigue.

			“The hostage takers outside?” Now it’s my turn to snort. “They’re kind of hard to miss.”

			“No, Ms. Kohl.” says my secretary. “Not the kind men outside. I’m referring to the others who’ve been visiting your friends over the course of the last hour.”

			“But. What?” I ask, too confused to be angry. Too shocked to be worried.

			My secretary places his micro-Uzi on his desk and walks over to the wall next to me. It’s lined with heavy metal filing cabinets, each equipped with a lock. He opens one, rifles through a long tray of files inside, and starts tossing folders on the desktop alongside his gun.

			“I keep track of your people,” he says, still pulling out folders, “because most of them are my people as well. Most dead in the last hour. Most of them hit hard in their homes.

			I stare back at him, stunned. The people I’d called and convinced to come help me are not lightweights by any stretch of the imagination. They’re dangerous, careful, and in some cases, devious, people. They were not the kind of people to get killed easily, if at all. My secretary has to be wrong.

			“But how could someone do that? My guys are professionals. They know how to stay hidden.”

			“Hard to stay hidden if someone is tracing their calls.” Says my secretary as he closes the file cabinet door. He picks up a briefcase from the floor and lays it awkwardly on the desk. Then he starts transferring those files to a briefcase on his desk.

			I shake my head while he works.

			“My phone is encrypted, and theirs were as well. Even if someone was listening in, all they’d hear from us was gibberish.”

			“Hearing what you and your friends had to say would have been nice. I’ll admit it. But I don’t think the men outside cared much about the details of your conversations. All they really wanted was who you were speaking to, and where they were when they spoke. You’ve been set up, Ms. Kohl, your friends along with you.”

			My secretary closes his briefcase, picks it up, hefts his weapon, and keeps talking before I can think too much about that.

			“The only good news is that you didn’t betray me, Ms. Kohl. I’m almost fond of you, to be honest. It would have been a shame to mark you down for revenge.”

			He chooses that moment to start walking towards the door. An instant later, someone on the other side chooses that same instant to open up on the office door with a weapon set to full automatic.

			The noise of it, the sheer almost physical wave of the machine gun’s thunder, makes my ears ring, even from the other side of the door. I see several divots and dents get punched into the steel, which gives way a moment later with a hissing screech.

			Both my secretary and I throw ourselves to the ground the moment the sound of gunfire kicks in. I’m apparently a little faster getting there than my secretary is, because he grunts once, then twice, before he makes it to the carpet.

			He rolls over, revealing a growing dark stain at the base of his torso. More bullets smack through the closed door, and when I look up, I see that the bullet holes are melted and smoking at the edges.

			I exhale and decide to count this as a piece of good luck. Armor piercing ammunition with an incendiary coating gets a bad reputation in most medical circles, but I’m grateful that the asshole outside decided to use the incendiary variation instead of the vanilla option. The rounds that hit my secretary have cauterized his flesh a little while passing through. It won’t be enough to keep him from bleeding out indefinitely, but it may be enough for him to live long enough to get aid.

			I look around the room and see that the wall sized window of the office had shattered during the hostage taker’s barrage. If I wanted to, I could sprint through it, make a drop, and land somewhere safe before I’ve picked up too much speed. I may have company waiting for me between here and there, but that beats getting shredded by a hail of flaming machine gun fire.

			Glancing down at my secretary, though, I realize that I can’t leave him behind. He’s the last ally I have left in this business, and besides, as arms dealers go, he’s a half decent guy. I reach out and grab onto the back of his jacket collar and start dragging him, slowly, to the window side of the room.

			He ignores me while I do it, seemingly intent on the conflicting tasks of applying pressure to his stomach, holding onto his briefcase, and aiming his shotgun one handed at the door. I knock the shotgun from his hands, and try to do the same with the briefcase. He holds onto it tight, and then glares up at me.

			“Look.” I say, “We’re both gonna die if you don’t trust me. Let me get you to the other side of the room, and do not, for a second, let go of me.”

			He frowns at me as best as he can with his face twisted in the pain he’s no doubt feeling.

			“What are you planning?” he asks, as I drag him closer to where the blown out window frame meets the adjoining wall at the corner. He lifts his free hand to point at the door. “Do you have a claymore mine or something? Tight confines for that, but it could work, I think.”

			“Yeah, no.” I say “Nothing like that. And also, I’m sorry.”

			For a moment, my secretary’s face twists into an expression of arrogant, indignant rage.

			“You treacherous!” he shouts as I shove him to the side and through the empty window frame.

			He stops shouting, though, when he realizes that I’ve followed along with him - one hand gripped like a vise onto his own wrist.

			I look down, and see the ground coming fast towards me. My secretary sees it as well and starts screaming. At least this time, his yells are not aimed at me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Here’s something to keep in mind for future reference. Lighters, even wind-proof almost-Zippos, are hard to ignite when you’re falling out of a ten plus story window. All of the air flying by is what gets you, stealing away sparks well before they can turn into flame.

			My fellow skydiver and I have fallen about a story before I get my damn lighter to work and start burning. I use the tiny dying embers it makes as a key between worlds and continue falling, my secretary still in hand, as we enter the red glow of hell.

			I was right about 12 stories not being enough distance to make a drop without attracting attention downstairs. Fortunately, I’d prepared a little for that. The speed you pick up while falling downstairs doesn’t translate too well when you land back in creation. The opposite, however, is definitely not true. I’d dropped at least a story or more before I’d been able to transition from creation to downstairs, and keep every mph of that madness with me during my shortcut.

			I feel an impact in my knees as I smack hard into something, but no claws or beating wings follow me down through the deeps. Somewhere above us floats a devil who’s probably still trying to figure out just what in god’s name hit him. I don’t worry about it once we’re gone. I’ve got a landing to make.

			Yelling and encased in a gout of black smoke, my secretary and I pop back into creation. For the second time in a day, I hit the floor hard and find myself tumbling until I hit a wall. My secretary lands atop me, and for a second I can’t breathe. I push him off me and start gasping, my whole body in pain.

			Like I said, momentum is a funny thing, especially when crossing between worlds. The speed you build up while falling through hell is mostly bled off when you come back to the world. The speed you carry with you while entering hell, however, has no problem sticking with you once back in the world.

			I climb to my feet to make sure that my legs can still hold me. They ache, but nothing folds under me. I’m lucky to have landed without breaking a bone, though considering where I’d aimed my landing, that wouldn’t have been as bad as it could be.

			Smoke from my shortcut has followed me again, and I can hear the shriek of a smoke alarm going off somewhere nearby. A fat man in scrubs shouts something at me in Portuguese. When I turn to face him, I see a hospital hallway stuffed with doctors, patients, and nurses staring at me. Speaking Spanish, because I barely know that, let alone Portuguese, I tell them all to stay away. I then turn back to where my secretary had landed in a heap alongside me.

			For a second I worry that the little man isn’t breathing, but when I touch him, he just starts cursing at me. I let him go on for a while before raising my hand to cover his mouth. He glares at me again, but keeps quiet long enough for me to speak.

			“We don’t have much time, so I’ll get through this quickly. Yes, we took a shortcut. Yes, that shortcut went through exactly where you think. No, you’re not dead. Not yet, so let the doctors help you.”

			I look up and see that some of the medical workers are banding together in twos and threes. It won’t be long for one of them to get some courage and come confront us directly. I keep talking to my secretary, keeping my voice low.

			“You’re at a hospital in a really nice part of Sao Paulo, Brazil, so try and be nicer than I was to the people who next come to help you. The doctors here will fix you up with no problem, but the moment they do, you’re probably going under arrest. Say nothing while you’re here. Too many people here speak English, and even if they don’t they can recognize the language. The cops will have a hard time figuring out who you are, even with finger prints. Give me your wallet while you’re at it, we don’t want make their job any easier.”

			My secretary chuckles a little when I say that. Then he leans forward, his brow wrinkles, to whisper back to me.

			“Don’t worry about me, this isn’t my first disaster, and I have enough fallback identities to find a lawyer to free me. I don’t carry a wallet, but what I have in my briefcase will get me extradited to a dozen countries if the police find me with it. Take it.” he says.

			I take the briefcase from him, and grunt at the weight.

			“There’s a lot of paper in here.” I say. “What the hell was worth going through all the trouble to pack up with those assholes outside of your door?”

			He smiles.

			“Everyone linked to you has been killed in recent hours.” he says, patting the edge of the suitcase. “Everyone, save for you, and the other client whose information is locked up inside. Someone came for my people, and I was going to return the favor.”

			He sighs, and settles his head back down to the floor.

			“And now I’m shot.” he says. “Again.”

			I look down at the briefcase in my hands and think. Everyone save for one. The only reason I can think of to leave one of my contacts alive is if the survivor was the one behind all of the killing. Whoever he is, the bastard is probably the same one who took Mary.

			Still looking down, I also notice something else about the briefcase. It’s locked.

			I look back to my secretary, who’s been following my gaze.

			“Yes.” says my secretary. “You need what is in this case just as much as I did when you found me. I’ll give you the lock combination under one condition.”

			This case has information on whoever took Mary. I grit my teeth.

			”Which is?”

			“The man inside this case sent his people out to kill my clients. To ruin my name. And then to kill me. My condition is simple. Find him, kill him, and make sure that his death does not come cleanly.”

			I sit back on my heels a little at that. I’ve killed people before. Not many, and never someone who wasn’t actively trying to hurt me. I’ve always kept it as clean and straightforward as I could, which isn’t saying much. Violence is hectic, and dirty, and never goes like you’ve planned, but that didn’t mean that I’d ever drawn anything out longer than it had to be. My secretary is asking for something completely different, though. He’s asking me to torture. He’s asking for me to be messy, to make it personal, on purpose.

			I think of cookies burning inside the shattered ruin of my house and my dead contacts, but mostly of Mary.

			“Not a problem.” I say, again through gritted teeth. He tells me the code. I thank him, flick my lighter, and leave.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			I land near a random Starbucks in Portland, Oregon because I need a place that’s low profile while still having anonymous internet. I’m not kidding when I say random Starbucks, either. Like I said, drops are only as specific as you make them, and I hadn’t been picky when making my landing.

			This particular Starbucks sits across the street from another green and white painted caffeine supplier, and within eyesight of another, larger and dual lane drive through equipped Starbucks a block down the street. The placement seems stupidly redundant until I notice a small mom and pop coffee shop without wifi or cookies sharing the block with all three. Say what you will about Portland, it’s the only place that I know of where even a titan like Starbucks has trouble muscling out the little guy.

			It’s also one of the few places in the country where my current state will attract, at most, a handful of stares. I confirm this by walking into the mom and pop coffee shop. There’s no one inside save for a barista at the counter and two college students bobbing their heads to the soft music filling the place. All three of them look up as I enter the building, and all three go back to their business, unbothered, the moment they see me pull my smartphone from my pocket. My uncombed hair, bad ankle, and brimstone smudged jeans make me look like a hobo in most parts of the country, but here? I’m just another post-millennial trying to get coffee.

			I order a chai latte and join the other patrons in bobbing my head to the music overhead while I wait. I don’t really need to add the caffeine to my nerves, but the traditions of coffee patrons must be obeyed, even by me.

			Every part of me wants to make this visit as short as possible, but I’m realistic and know that’s not what need. I’ve been sprinting headfirst through this whole mess since it started, and haven’t taken the time needed to assess the disasters that have happened, or how they’ve affected me.

			A barista calls my name out, and after picking up my cup, I claim a table for myself in one of the room’s corners. My leg tries to stiffen up on me once I sit down, so I prop it up on a free chair that’s nearby. That devil’s grip had done a number on me. For a second, I’m tempted to pull up my pants leg to check out the damage, but something tells me that inspection will just hurt more, and won’t help anything.

			I sip my chai and lean back into my chair, closing my eyes as I feel the caffeine start to hit home. Jesus, I’d fucked up our home. I’d always tried to look out for her and taken whatever hits that I could when they were aimed her way. Sometimes that meant getting between her and dad. Once, between her and a scumbag that needed killing. The devil I’d bargained with not long after that one had praised me for taking care of him so messily. Like most things that devil had praised, it hadn’t been something to be proud about. But I didn’t feel guilty about doing it, either.

			Getting Mary caught up in all of this shit was another thing. I like to tell myself that I’d done all of it for her. That I stole guns from soldiers who needed them for protection, and sold them to whoever had enough money to cover my mortgage, bills, and secretary’s fees because it was the only way for Mary not to end up like the other farmgirls we’d grown up with. Tired, hopeless, drug addicted - or all three. That was part of it, definitely.

			The larger part, though, was that I did it for me.

			I’m good at this job. Good enough that I’d still be a good deal more than decent at it if I’d somehow stumbled upon it even without the dropping through hell. I know my way around guns, don’t draw undue attention, and most importantly, have a good gut for how this fucked up market thinks. I’m good at this job. I’ve never been good at anything, other than protecting Mary.

			She’s out there, somewhere. Possibly hurt, definitely scared. She’s waiting for me, and I won’t be able to find her until I know who I’m dealing with. So with that thought in my head, I finish my chai, and start rummaging through the documents in the briefcase sheet by sheet.

			They’re eye openers, to say the least. While my secretary is generally tight lipped when it comes to telling me details about potential buyers for security reasons, he has been a busy beaver when to comes to tracking his employers. The briefcase is a trove of record keeping, complete with formulae and languages I don’t understand crammed alongside pie charts and tables listing high volume trades. The folders detailing me contain more or less my life’s history, with the last portion containing a reminder to look into how I fill orders so damn fast.

			The information he has on the men who’ve been ruining my day doesn’t disappoint. From what my secretary can tell, they’re a mercenary shop based not too far away from the camps holding refugees fleeing all the hurricanes that climate change has created in Florida. They’re a diverse company, and seem to work with politicians, aid workers and spy agencies alike.

			After the day I’ve had, none of this really surprises me. The guys who took my sister took out my newest buyer so fast I hadn’t been able to catch them with a drop. They’d also managed to kill more than a half dozen of the toughest allies that I have and get a team on site at my secretary’s place, all within the space of an hour and a half. Pretty much everyone who’s had recent contact with me have been hunted with the kind of professionalism rarely found outside of special ops teams. It’s the same level of skill sometimes found in the more expensive reaches of the private sector.

			A watermark at the top of several of the pages says “ESR Services” alongside a little logo of a dog covered in flames. A quick search through the suitcase confirms that as the name of the mercenary outfit. It’s run by a husband, Tom Angler, and his wife, Patricia Angler (neé Sanderson,) who are almost never found at the headquarters of their shared private military company.

			My secretary’s notes indicate that the duo in particular plays well with the Chinese, and specialize in off book things like bringing unruly expatriates home. It takes some digging through the suitcase to find the photos that match the names, but eventually I find them.

			Pat Angler is a tall, tan skinned woman with the kind of physique I’ve often seen on those obsessed with hiking trails. I’ve never seen her before, but the husband is significantly more familiar to me. Tom Angler is a man with pale sunburned skin and a smile that doesn’t quite meet his eyes. On his right hand is a college class ring with a big red jewel set into the center.

			It’s Todd the buyer from earlier. Mr. Money.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Motherfucker. I should have known that it had been him. He’d been the last person I’d talked to before going home to Mary, and despite all the carnage at the hotel, I’d never seen his body. Not up close at least. Planning a ruckus like that would have diverted attention from even the most level headed of people, which I’ll be honest, has never been me.

			I’ve been played, and looking at the photo even I have to admit that I’m in well over my head. To do what he’s done - to kidnap Mary, fake all of that carnage at the ritzy hotel, and then run through my allies as easily as a teenager would mow the lawn - this man has to have to had access to more than an ad hoc network of former shooters and spies. Any corporate CEO with enough stock options and a lack of morals can accumulate that. Using those resources like a hammer one moment, or a scalpel as needed, was a long way away from what your average merc shop could do. There are governments in this world, mine included, which would have trouble tackling people like this.

			There’ll be more than a mere challenge when facing people like this. I may be a devil dog, but I’ll still bleed out just as quickly as anyone else if I’m shot, and my resources are at best a fraction of what this man has to draw on. With his friends in various governments, he can lock down, or even trace, most of the money I’d use to bribe my way into more information on him. That, or have the police the world over on the lookout for me. He’ll have all sorts of ways to know where I am. I now know where Tom’s mercenary company is based, but the file says that he’s almost never there. I don’t have time to wait for that to change.

			The only thing that I’ve learned from this entire briefcase is just how well and truly fucked I am. I don’t know where Mary is. I don’t know how I can beat this man. Hell, I don’t even know why this man and his company give a damn about me in the first place.

			As much as I hate to admit it, I’m plain outmatched.

			But I think I may be able to find someone, or rather something, who isn’t.

			Bribes, smuggling, gunplay, tradecraft - all of these are things I’d picked up on the job. The thing that made me so good at arms trafficking, wasn’t a learned skill. I’d learned that from Ole Beeze almost a full decade ago.

			I don’t know the specifics of how it went down on his end, but Ole Beeze had been on the lookout for what he calls “talent” when he found me. I’d been screaming bloody murder at the corpse I’d just made when he’d shown up with a puff of brown smoke and offered me a deal.

			Freedom. The ability to move anywhere, anytime. To never be trapped and scared for myself or Mary again. It didn’t even cost me my soul, according to him.

			The lessons on dropping that followed were short, but close to unthinkably stressful. No matter how much you think it, no one is ready to see the inside of hell. Not the first time, at least. His lessons on surviving were similarly short, and followed a sink or swim approach to learning. I swam. I lived, a good deal longer than most of the others devil dogs that I know he or his brothers and sisters have trained.

			I could look for one of them, maybe, but I don’t know where to start. The last one that I’d met died while making one drop too many in Borneo a few summers back.

			There’s another option, too, though I don’t like thinking about it. It’s been in the back of my head since the moment I lost Mary. A choice of last resort that I’d said I’d never make again.

			Once again, I look down at the photo of Tom Angler, the man I’d been calling Todd in my head. I’ve done bad things to gain freedom and get to where I am in the world. I’ll do a hell of a lot worse if it takes me to Mary.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Ole Beeze is a bastard. Not a loud one, or particularly showy, but he knows how to twist a knife when it suits him. I think that’s why he hasn’t moved from the place where I’d first had a chance to sit down and really speak with him. It’s a wood frame and window AC unit kind of affair, half heartedly converted from a church that didn’t get enough love to keep the bankers away. He’d taken most of the crosses down by the time I’d met him, but the pews give it away.

			I don’t land directly inside of the place. Bastards are rarely kind to uninvited guests. Instead, I plop down on his back porch, and feel the too tall grass and gangly limbed weeds that reach past the rails tickle the back of my thighs.

			Thump. Thump. Thump. I knock three times out of ritual instead of sheer force of habit. Ole Beeze once told me that there’s a sort of magic in threes. Nothing useful, as most people define it, but people, or rather things, like Ole Beeze notice its lack.

			The door opens.

			“Come in.” Says a soft, feminine voice.

			I step through the doorway and follow the voice into shadow. I squint and blink for a moment as my eyes adjust enough to make out a few details. The lamps that stand in corners and fluorescents hanging overhead are all turned off, and the only light in the room comes from narrow, stained glass windows on the opposite wall. The space is small, and only grudgingly accepts the three rows of pews that someone had squeezed through its narrow hallways.

			Ole Beeze sits waiting on one of the pews. He’s wearing someone new today, a young woman with skin dark enough to blend well into shadows. The face is different, but the good natured expression with a hint of mockery is more than familiar. It doesn’t fool me.

			Bodies, freely given, are the payment that Ole Beeze demands for his gifts. He wears them and exchanges them the same way that most rich men wear suits. One morning, a blonde. The next, a brunette.

			One year. That’s how long he’d worn me for. A whole year away from Mary that I’d never get back. I don’t know for sure what he did while controlling my body. I don’t want to know, either. The blood he’d left on my hands and inside of my mouth had told me more that I’d ever have the courage to ask. I try not to think about it, especially when making drops.

			He leans into the pews, his elbows draped over their high, angled backs. One hand is busy twirling a cigarette, while the other rolls a lighter, much like my own, from one delicate knuckle to the other as if it were a coin.

			“Have a seat.” He says in the young woman’s voice.

			I lower myself to a seat and find that the wood grain is hard and unforgiving under my weight. My knotted muscles let out a small squeal of protest, but at least the weight is gone from my ankle. The relief is enough to make me want to sigh, but I stifle the sound when I see a look of disapproval on Ole Beeze’s face.

			“You’re bloodied.” He says, the expression returning to good humor.

			“And then some.” I say. “Sorry to mess the furniture.”

			Ole Beeze snorts and sweeps his hands wide, palms upwards, as if presenting the room to me.

			“Yes, because it would be a shame to besmirch a room so holy as this.”

			I catch the faint smell of wood smoke filling air. When I look for it, I find a dust covered cross on the wall releasing a thin tendril of smoke

			My lip curls a little at that. Just because you take the girl out of the faith doesn’t mean you can take the faith out of the girl. Even with everything that I’ve seen and all that I’ve done, a few remnants of respect are still left in me. I have bigger problems to deal with though, so I school my face back into stillness and turn back to Ole Beeze.

			We sit together in silence for a while. Me not moving, him not even breathing. Finally, he sighs and leans over towards me.

			“Are you going to make me say it?”

			“Yes.” I say, keeping as still as I can. The wooden pew continuing to dig into my back and I manage to hold back a wince.

			“Why?” He asks. I see a flicker of something in his eyes. Irritation, I think. With so many faces, it’s sometimes hard to tell.

			“Because you love games, and frankly, I need you in a good mood.”

			That, at least, brings a glimmer to his eye, and it lasts for longer than its usual moment. I may not have him yet, but I think I have something.

			Ole Beeze spreads his hands, as if waiting for me to lay something heavy in them.

			“Then by all means.” He says, “indulge me.”

			“I’ve got a bargain for you. A small one.” I say.

			The lighter he resumed rolling from knuckle to knuckle falters for a moment before steadying and continuing on smoothly.

			There we go. I see hunger in the devil’s stolen face. He wants this, and while he doesn’t do something so obvious as lick his lips in anticipation, I know him well enough to see that I’m close.

			“What flavor of power are you in need of?” He asks, his voice even.

			“No power, this time. Just information.”

			The lighter freezes in his hand then falls down to the floor.

			“Little imp, no matter how much you like to pretend otherwise, you are not among the rabid dogs that I’ve pulled from the gutters. You understand that knowledge is by far the most dangerous power, so please refrain from acting as if I’m too simple to understand the same.”

			I shut my mouth, hold my breath, and imagine myself small. I’ve just insulted my old teacher, who could drag me screaming downstairs in his wake with not a sliver of effort. Not that he’d leave it at that if truly offended. I still don’t know where Mary is, but I doubt that would stop him if an example had to be made.

			Exhaling slowly, I lower my head.

			“I’m sorry.” I say. “I just need to get what I can. My sister is missing. She was taken from my house. I know who did it, I think, but not where he is. I need to know that. Please.”

			The lighter goes back to rolling between Ole Beeze’s fingers again, despite my not actually seeing the point where he picked it back up.

			“I want a ride.” Says Ole Beeze. “A long one this time. Three years for the location of who has your sister, payable once you’ve found her, of course.”

			My heart leaps in my chest.

			“You’ll get it.” I say. “But payable after I’ve returned home with her. No offense, Ole Beeze, but I don’t want any confusion, or you showing up for me the moment I lay eyes on her.”

			Ole Beeze inclines his head to me, making the stolen woman’s hair fall in waves in front of his eyes.

			“Fair.” He says. “Confusion really is the bane of a good deal.”

			“OK then. You’ll get another ride.” I say. “For three years, starting after I’ve returned with Mary. No visits to my friends or family while wearing me, either. Hell, no visits to anyone who’s met me before. Drop me off safe and unharmed at home when you’re done.”

			“Nothing is safe, little imp.”

			“Don’t insult me, either, Beeze. No drop offs outside of army barracks in Burma. No surprise endings with swat outside of my door. No immediate danger. For me, that is safe.”

			Ole Beeze nods then rises to his feet.

			“You have me hooked, little imp.” he says, holding out his hand.

			I shake it and he tells me everything that I need.

			“I wish I could give you a ride there.” He says as I prepare to leave. “None of my brothers would molest you while traveling with me.”

			That’s the problem, he’d once told me, with making their deals. When a devil trades a power to a human, he loses it himself. They can still grant that same power to as many other people as they like while making their deals, but they can’t use the power for themselves until the bargain holders have died.

			The dead part had worried me a little back then, because why not kill me and gain the power back once the deal was complete? That’s when Ole Beeze had reminded me of the unspoken small print that went with all of their deals. Devils can’t kill the people that they’ve made bargains with. It’s a good thing to keep in mind, and about the only reason I’d ever risk angering him.

			It’s also why most devils prefer brief forays of violence and the burning that waits them downstairs over the chance to wear a human body in creation for a week. Making deals can be a hassle, even for devils like Ole Beeze. I think that’s why I’ve never heard of any devil dog being granted anything close to immortality.

			“It’s no problem, Beeze.” I say. “Besides, I need to make a stop and get a few supplies first.”

			“Supplies? Oh my, is someone planning a party?” Ole Beeze smiles again. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

			”These men took my sister, Beeze. If anyone tries to stop me, I plan on getting downright biblical.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			I get some distance from the church house, make a drop, and land on an island off the coast of Puerto Rico. I’m standing on a forest trail and am surrounded by green leaves. I walk down the trail for a bit until I come to a rock stained with a splash of white paint. I leave the path at the rock and head west in the dying light until I come to another rock, this one larger and wholly unmarked. I push it away and uncover a bombproof crate buried underneath.

			I’d chosen this place years earlier because it shares a time zone with the U.S. east coast. It’s easy to get disoriented when one makes as many drops as I do, so it pays to have a familiar fallback that helps me reset.

			A reset isn’t what I’m after at the moment. What I need is the bags full of diamonds, spare cash, weapons, burner phones and other equipment stacked inside of the formerly rock covered crate. While this fallback cache isn’t the most recent that I’ve made, it’ll be more than enough for what I have planned.

			I start picking up items and laying them aside, double checking to make sure that what I need is all here. The diamonds inside are good for any kind of bribe that I could think of, but I don’t plan on paying anyone off in what’s to come. I have similar feelings about the Glock tucked into a Sidecar holster with a spare magazine. While I’ve known my fair share of people who’d shoot first and ask questions never, I know that if the bullets start flying, I’ve already lost.

			No, the items I set aside each have a specific purpose. A spotting scope and stand with enough zoom to count the feathers on a bird’s wing from half a mile out. A pair of smoke grenades, four flash bangs, and a flat, hardback book-sized slab of putty with wires attached that an old Navy contact of mine would have recognized as a breaching charge. A stuffed medical kit, about the size of an insulated lunch box, rounds out the collection of items. I pack them all into a duffel bag, close up the cache, and start walking back to the trail though Puerto Rico’s sea of green tropical rainforest.

			It starts raining not long after I reach the side of the trail. The drops are cold enough on my skin to make me shiver, and for a moment I consider giving into impatience and making a drop right here and now. The moment passes when I consider the risk that would be. I’d been reckless today with a lot of my drops, and I doubt my luck will last if I come face to face with another devil again. If that happens, and I end up trapped and killed downstairs like the other devil dogs I’ve heard of, there won’t be anyone left to take care of Mary. I’m too close to be stupid, so I put my head down and put in the work of trudging, ankle screaming, through the growing mud of the trail.

			Despite all of my tough talk, it’s hard enough to keep your spirits high when caught in the rain on a good day, which this certainly isn’t. The last few hours have been the most tiring, most stressful that I’ve ever known and my body, mind and spirit are feeling the weight.

			I just stand in the rain for a minute and let the raindrops land on my head. Three years. When this is done, I’ll be giving that to Ole Beeze. I don’t know how I’ll explain it to Mary, or if she’ll forgive me, or even how I’ll keep her safe while Beeze has me. She’ll have to be strong for both of us while I’m gone. I know that I won’t be able to do it. I won’t be anything, not in a way that matters, until Ole Beeze is finished and I serve out my term.

			Worries do nothing for Mary though, so I go back to moving. After a few dozen steps I’m able to put the discomfort and selfish need to take a breather under a tree behind me. I hike until I’m a quarter mile or more away from where I’d landed in the forest. More than enough space to drop again without worry.

			I wipe the rainwater from my face and adjust the duffel bag strap on my shoulder. While I’ve been running around the globe looking for clues, Mary’s been out there somewhere. Alone and scared. She’s been waiting long enough for her big sister to show. I flick my lighter, knowing I won’t make her wait any longer.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			My drop takes me to one of the dozens of storm surge evacuation camps that “temporarily” sit inland of coastal Florida. Climate change is by no means a gentle thing, and the people in this state know it better than most. Though hurricane season had just started, Florida had already been hit twice. The news said that the governor declared mandatory evacuations a couple of weeks back. No one heeded them, because everyone near the coast had either moved to Colorado, Montana, or somewhere else high above current sea level if they had enough money. Those that didn’t had been sent to underfunded camps starting back when the tides started rising during my own high school years a decade ago.

			There had always been too many camps for the National Guard to take care of, which I think is why my treacherous buyer, Tom Angler, is here. While mercenary work will always be in demand, the bodies needed for old fashioned combat duty fluctuates a good deal from year to year. The smart corporate warlords, of which Tom Angler was one, kept their bottom lines steady by providing an endless stream of overqualified guards to whatever refugee camp had a need for something close to order. Most of the guns for hire that I’d known in my time treated stints at the Florida camps like a boring paid vacation. More fistfights, fewer landmines - that kind of thing. A quick Google search with one of my burner phone confirms that the camp Ole Beeze had sent me to is one guarded by ESR Services - my enemy’s shop. Given how badly he’s chewed his way through me and mine lately, I hope that here, on his home turf, his guard will be down.

			It isn’t.

			I learn this less than a minute after landing on a hillside half a mile north of where the camp is located. I setup my spotting scope and start surveying the lay of the land, tracking civilians, guard rotations, and aid truck deliveries. At least five hundred civilians and two dozen guards are milling about in the campground, which blankets a half dozen football fields worth of space. The guards are all armed, and not with pistols, either. Each one of them carries a machine gun like the pair I’d seen in Angola before.

			Overkill if you ask me, but then again, I’ve never dealt with a Gators fan.

			A few more minutes of surveying shows me that most of the guard patrols are concentrated near a cluster of prefabricated buildings at the center of the camp. One has a roof covered in antennas and dishes, while the other has the bright red cross of a medical clinic. My gut tells me that I’ll find Mary in one of the two. My only problem will be getting inside without being spotted or shot.

			Making a drop straight into one is likely a bad call. For one thing, the place could be the wrong spot, and if it isn’t I won’t be able to make another drop with Mary nearby without attracting the wrong kind of attention from more devils downstairs. No, the smart play will be to land at the edge of the camp, create a distraction, and make my way deeper on foot. I’m not particularly confident in my old fashioned sneaking skills, but when I think over my options, this is all that I’ve got. Mind made up, I repack my scope, make a drop, and land next to a collection of tents near the corner of the camp.

			I give a quick look around and find no one to see me. Good. I use the alone time to set up my distraction and start sprinting towards the center of the camp.

			The smoke grenade that I’d left to blow on a timer goes off with a hiss when I’m a few tents away. The grenade sends a brightly colored tail of smoke into the air, and in seconds I can see, as well as hear, the camp reacting to the new threat. The first guard I pass doesn’t glance my way, as he’s too focused on seeing what the hell’s burning green in the campground behind me.

			The second guard I pass is another story. I go by him at a run, my eyes set on the pair of prefabricated buildings now coming into view. He doesn’t tell me to stop, but he does open fire with his light machine gun at me. The basic drawbacks of that weapon are the only thing that keep me alive. Though “light” when compared to heavy hitters like a Browning machine gun, the weapon is still a bitch to handle in a fight, especially if fired on the fly from the hip or a standing position.

			I’m too far ahead of him to see if he’s taken the time to aim at the shoulder or let loose from the hip. Whichever one he chose, it wasn’t enough to tag me with the first few rounds of his burst, and he’s not strong enough to keep the weapon on target as the following shots through his barrel up high. I see bullets smack into the ground to my left and ahead of my feet before trailing off and high over one of the prefab buildings ahead of me.

			I come closer to the buildings and see that the one that he’d sprayed has a red cross on the side. The place where I was most likely to find Mary.

			I feel a flush of anger and a burning sensation in my chest. If that guard’s loaded his weapon with the same shit I’d dodged in Angola, then each of those bullets would have punched through the thin walls of the clinic. Any one of them could have just smashed through Mary. For a moment, I’m disappointed that I’d left my cache Glock behind, because if I’d had it, I’d have turned right then to gun that guard down in the streets. I don’t have the gun, though, which is probably a blessing. A pistol won’t match up well against a machine gun, especially if the former is being fired by me. With no choices, I keep running until I make it to the clinic then onwards to the door.

			It’s unlocked and comes open when I slam into it at more or less full speed. My entry’s noisy, and for the second time today, I scare a hallway full of nurses as I scramble to a stop on the other side of the door. I close it behind me and dance away from it as fast as my bad leg will take me.

			No one follows me through the door, and when I risk a peek through one of the windows lining the prefab building’s outer wall, I see one of the last things that I’d wanted to see. The guards are coming. Not a handfull, like I’d seen when checking the camp out with my scope, but dozens, converging on the building from every direction.

			Seeing that many men show up, and do it so quickly, makes me realize something as my heart sinks. The number of people that I’m seeing outside is far far more than what’s needed to keep the peace in a camp this small. This is a trap, and one that I should have seen coming. I don’t know where the bastard who took Mary has been hiding them all, but I do know something else for sure.

			Every one of these fuckers is coming for me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			My bag of tricks won’t hold that many people off. All I can do is find Mary and run.

			I turn away from the windows and go deeper into the building. For a moment, a nurse walks towards me as if he’s going to say something, or even try to stop me. That ends when I reach down into my duffel bag and pull out a flash bang. The thing is (mostly) non-lethal, but apparently he doesn’t know that, because he raises his hands and backs up from me.

			I brush past him and go through the door at his back, entering a cramped little room filled with a pair of movable hospital beds. One of them is empty. On the other is a girl with a bright yellow flower at her bedside.

			She’s propped up in bed and holds a flower in one of her hands. One arm and both legs are bandaged in fabric, and I can see the weeping edge of a burn on the curve of her cheek. She’s awake, and despite all the commotion outside isn’t turned towards the window. She just sits there, open mouthed, staring at me.

			Mary.

			Hands shaking, I walk over to where she sits in the bed. I smile at her, my eyes wide and brimming with tears. She blinks when I come near, and soon the tears come to her eyes as well. She cries, clutching my hand even as I slip it out so I can brush back her hair and kiss the top of her head.

			“I knew you’d find me.” She says. “God Robin, I just knew it.”

			I close my eyes for a long moment, drinking in the smell of her hair and the sound of her voice. All day I’ve been shaking myself to pieces inside, trying to keep it together enough to do what needed to be done. I’ve bled for this, burned for this, and now I’ve found her. It’ll soon be over. We just have to get out of here first.

			I hold my finger up to my lips and she nods back to me, her jaw clenching tight. I know that part of the tension on her face has to be from the pain - Lord knows I felt how badly a burn mark can sting. But I also know Mary, and with an escape from here in sight, she’ll be just as focused and determined to get through this as I am.

			It only takes me a few seconds to find a wheelchair worth stealing tucked away in the room. I wheel it over to the side of Mary’s bed then come over to help her get into it. She’s already moving to help me as I do, and despite her burns, keeps quiet whenever I bump one of her bandaged limbs into the side of the bed or the railing of the chair.

			Getting her settled in the chair without putting too much pressure on her bandages takes a little while, but we get it done. More importantly, we get it done quietly. Once Mary’s settled, I run over to one of the hallway windows to see the situation outside. What I see doesn’t please me, because what I see is nothing.

			OK, that’s not true. The collection of tents lined up row by row and the handful of aid trucks parked outside of the clinic are all there, but the people are gone. When I’d entered the building, I’d been able to see at least a few civilians in view, though none of them seem to be hanging around now. The camp guards, the dozens that I’d seen surrounding my earlier are similarly gone, and that’s what worries me most of all.

			Though I’ve been busy with Mary for a rushed minute or so, that’s not nearly enough time for that many people to clear out of the way. The lack of civilians makes sense, especially if they’d had some rough run-ins with the camp guards before. They’d have seen the men with big weapons flowing in, and would flee as far as they could to stay out of this mess.

			The lack of guards, however, makes not one lick of sense. While I can imagine some of them pulling back to hide behind the concealment of the masses of tents nearby, at least some of them should have been in my view. The wind is blowing hard out there, making the tents shake enough that a wobble or two would eventually show a glimpse of a man hidden behind. The guards I’d seen coming are not hiding out there.

			Or maybe they are, but are closer than I have expected.

			If I was on their side and had to choose something to hide behind other than a tent, I’d get as close to the walls of the building as I could, so that someone peeking out from inside couldn’t see anything flattened on the side of the building without exposing themselves to the men hiding there.

			I also think about the breaching charge I have packed in my own duffel bag. Getting close would also make sense if they’d had a few charges of their own to use against me. With one of them, they could press up close to one of the walls, blow a hole somewhere I won’t expect it, and flood in moments later to bury me with their sheer weight of bodies or just light me up with a machine gun while leaning out around the hole.

			None of those options is something I can reliably deal with, and I realize that I’ll have to fall back on a decision I’d been avoiding. We’ll have to make a drop straight out of here. It’s closer to my arrival point than I’d like, but there’s still a chance, albeit a small one, we can make it through downstairs without being noticed. It’s not a safe bet, but it’s the least bad decision that I can think of with the time that we have. I start moving back towards Mary, ready to risk a drop and get her away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			I almost make it back to her when one of the guards outside takes the choice out of my hands by setting off a breaching charge fixed to one of the prefab building’s walls.

			There’s a pressure. I don’t know how else to explain it. Not a noise, not even a bang, but an actual press that squeezes me right down to my bones. My inner ear goes haywire, and the next thing I know I’m blinking, writhing and choking on the dust that’s now filling the air. I don’t even realize that I’m laying on my back until I see the boots of a mercenary come to rest beside my face.

			On the other side of the boot, I see another shape. All the crap in the air may have made my vision blurry, but I can tell that whatever the shape is has been broken and bent.

			No.

			The thought comes to me as I try to crawl towards the shape. The shape may be broken, but I’m going to stay strong. That’s what Mary needs from me. That’s what I need from me, if I’m going to get her out of this thing alive.

			I come closer, but stop when something hard, maybe a boot, makes contact with the side of my head. The blow snaps my head to the side, and stars start to swim in front of my eyes.

			“Stay down.” Says a voice that I recognize. I’m scared, but I can’t let him see it. I have to stay strong. Show no weakness, for Mary.

			“Hi Tom.” I say in the direction of the boot. I try to keep my voice light, and probably fail.

			“Evening, Ms. Kohl. Thank you for getting my name right this time.”

			“No problem.” I say. The stars in front of my eyes are starting to clear, so I try again to move to where I can get a better view of the shape behind Tom. I don’t know why I need to see it, but it seems like something Mary would want. My vision’s blurry, and it’s too far to see from here. If I could only get closer.

			Another boot smacks into me, this time in my ribs. The kick is lighter, but still enough to drop me down from my knees. I sprawl out on the floor and groan.

			“Just stay down, Ms. Kohl.” says Tom. “You don’t need to make this more difficult than it already is. It’ll be over soon enough. Our friend will be getting here soon.”

			It was hard enough to breathe with all the dust in the air, and gets even worse with the pain now rolling through my chest after the kick. I still need to get closer to the shape. I need to be sure.

			I try crawling again but Tom isn’t having it. His first stomp catches my bad leg, making me scream. The second comes my way, but by some miracle I get a sense of it coming, and manage to scoot forward enough for it to hit nothing.

			Tom shifts position to keep up with me, moving to my side before rearing his leg back for another kick at my side. I don’t try to defend against it, because I’ve already gotten what I need - a clear view of the shape. The shape of Mary.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			No.

			Another boot, this one cracking my ribs. Pain.

			No.

			Still another aimed at the bad leg again. More pain, along with something else.

			No.

			Muted voices, growing close all around me. Some of them asking where the garbage bags are, the others telling me to stop moving or freeze. I feel rough hands in my hair and a tug as someone lifts my head high enough for a blade to come close to my throat. The movement gives me another clear view of Mary. Not breathing. A broken, lonely thing.

			No.

			I reach up with one hand before the knife can touch flesh. I don’t know who I’m reaching for. I just grab hard onto a shirt sleeve, and reach for my lighter with my other hand.

			The drop takes us down into the heat of the pit. Someone’s screaming, not me, and I don’t bother looking to see who.

			I just let go, and leave the shouting behind me in the pit.

			The next instant, I land back inside of the clinic. My vision’s still blurry, but there’s a shape in front of me, one that’s standing man high.

			None of the things in the room are people to me anymore. They’re just shapes. Less than that, so I grab the nearest one and drop down through downstairs again. I let the shape go and don’t listen when it screams. I return. Grab another one. Repeat. Repeat.

			I don’t know how many I grab hold of and leave behind in the deeps. All I know is that I don’t stop until I get to the last shape. The one I catch stumbling back towards the hole in the wall. The one with a voice that I know too damn well.

			“Hi Tom.” I say, flicking my lighter again.

			The fire downstairs is still blazing, but I barely feel its heat. Tom opens his mouth to say something to me, or maybe to scream.

			“Bye Tom.” I say as I let go of him downstairs. In the distance, coming closer, I can see other shapes. Shapes with wings and smiles and char shifting flesh.

			I leave them all there behind me, and return to the clinic. It’s empty save for the girl with the flower, the shape of Mary, and me.

			I walk over to Mary and lay a hand on her head.

			“We’re going home.” I tell her.

			She doesn’t answer me.

			“We’re going home.” I say again, and then we leave.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			Ole Beeze finds me in my ruined kitchen a few hours later. I’ve been drinking, and barely notice when he takes a seat.

			“You look like shit.” he says, handing me another beer. I take it, wishing I’d had something stronger in the house to take the edge off what I’ve …

			No.

			I down the bottle in one go, gag a little, and spit bile on the floor. Ole Beeze squints his eyes and me from the other side of the kitchen island. I take out another beer. Finally he speaks.

			“”You can’t expect me to accept payment like this, little imp. Your end of the deal was three years of use. In the state you’re in, I’ll waste at least two of them waiting for you to heal.”

			He reaches out and takes what’s left of the bottle out of my hands.

			“And I can’t wear you if you die of alcohol poisoning.”

			I ignore him, laying my head down on the island. My head hurts but my ribs are killing me. Even the burns on my arm and leg seem like bug bites in comparison. The world sways around me but nothing goes dark. God what I’d give for the world to go dark.

			God. Why didn’t that bastard just kill me? At least then I wouldn’t have to see it. But I did see it. I saw exactly what those fuckers had done to Mary because Tom didn’t just want to kill me. He was waiting for someone. Someone who was coming for me.

			“Why didn’t he just kill me?” I say the words out loud this time. Why not? Maybe god will hear and answer me.

			God doesn’t answer. There’s only Ole Beeze.

			“Excuse me?” he says.

			I turn towards him, my head spinning as I do.

			“When I was down on the ground after Tom Angler’s men made their breach. They had guns, I was defenseless, but they didn’t kill me.”

			Ole Beeze is silent for a while, his face scrunched up, as if in concentration. Eventually he shrugs.

			“Inexperience?” he says. “Panic? Not many can keep as cool a head as you. There’s a reason you’ve lived this long, after all.”

			I lay there awhile, thinking about that. Thinking about my contacts, all dead within hours after taking my calls. Thinking about Mary, and how quickly she’d been taken after I’d turned down Tom Angler’s job offer. All of that took coordination and skill, but what followed the breach was an amateur move. It doesn’t fit.

			“Bullshit.” I say. “His people were too good for that. One of them should have shot me. The only reason not to is if he’d ordered them not to.”

			“Not everyone’s like you, little imp.” he repeats.

			I think on that again, and realize that Ole Beeze is right.

			“Yeah.” I say. “Most of them die. All of them, except for me.”

			“Except for you.”

			I hear an edge in his voice, one that I’d bumped into once earlier today. The last time I’d heard it was when I’d insulted him by mistake. I’d cowered, then, but I won’t be doing that now. Not after the day that I’ve had. Not after all that I’ve lost.

			I leave my chair and am just sober enough to stagger to my feet. I walk over and get right into the face of my old mentor.

			“I’m not afraid of you, Beeze.” I say. “If you take that tone with me, you can just go get the hell out of my house.”

			“Enough.” Says Ole Beeze, rolling his eyes. “This game tires me. It’s enough.”

			“Fuck you.” I snarl. Spittle arcs from my lips when I speak, spraying the stolen face of the woman he’s wearing.

			Ole Beeze lifts a hand to his face and wipes the saliva away.

			“First rule of an agreement,” he says, looking at his hand, “I can’t kill you.”

			“No, you can’t.” I say, and am surprised to find that I sound disappointed. I think some idiotic part of me wanted him to get angry. Strike me down. Make all of this go away.

			“It’s a shame that I can’t, really.” he continues. “After all that you’ve cost me, it would have been cheaper to do it myself.”

			“Cost you?” I ask. “I paid you back a long time ago.”

			“You paid for your bargain.” he says. “That’s not the same thing.”

			He snorts.

			“Your kind gets their power from me. Holds onto it, keeping it from me, until nature takes its course.”

			Ole Beeze walks over to the wall of the kitchen and touches one of the bullet holes.

			“It gets tiring, little imp. The constant feeling of a piece that’s missing. A piece that’s far more than any of you ape-dogs deserve.” He sighs. “Besides, I hate waiting to go places. When you get to be half as old as me, even limos and first class get boring.”

			My mind is sluggish, but the pieces from the day are starting to make sense.

			“That’s why Tom didn’t finish me. He was waiting for you to come over. For you to see.”

			“I told him not to.” Ole Beeze says with a sigh. “It would have been better if he’d just done it at the table in the Philippines. But I suppose he was old fashioned in his own way. If a man gives you his patronage in exchange for a thing, it’s only polite to show him what he’s purchased in person.”

			I shiver.

			“What did you pay him?”

			“Power. Influence. Apparently not enough.”

			Ole Beeze shrugs and starts walking in my direction. I try to back up, but Ole Beeze lifts a single finger, and I feel a shock as my limbs lock together in place. I try to struggle, but nothing happens. I don’t move. I barely breathe.

			Ole Beeze draws even closer.

			“The one bright side, at least, is that you killing him has returned at least some power to me. Nothing that I miss as much as you’ve tied up, but still a thing worth appreciating.”

			Ole Beeze comes to a stop within arms reach of me. I still can’t move, or scream, or smack the smug fucking expression off his face.

			I try and say something and realize that I can talk, though only barely.

			“You. Can’t. Kill. Me.” With how much I’ve been drinking, I’m not surprised when the words come out slurred. I am surprised, however, when I realize how unsure I am. How much I fear I don’t know.

			“Of course I can’t kill you.” says Ole Beeze. “But I can take what you owe me. Three years, to begin after you bring Mary home.” His eyes flick up to the ceiling, as if staring through the floor and into the bedroom where I’d laid my sister down to rest.

			I feel that pressure start rising in my chest again, just as strong and ugly and as hot as it had been in the camps before. Ole Beeze was behind this, backing the men who took Mary just to get to me.

			The bastard moves his hand up to me, touches my face, and begins the process of stealing my body. His touch stings, then it burns as the sensation spreads elsewhere through me. I can feel the burn of it seeping down under my skin before things change and my flesh starts growing numb.

			While this happens, I feel my own anger and rage light into full flame. I know that it won’t cool down with time. It’ll be there, still burning in three years, and once I’m free, I won’t be the only one dancing in the fire it creates.

			“Enjoy wearing me while you can.” I say, my voice coming out as a snarl. “Because once I get free, I’m coming for you.”

			Ole Beeze does something else with his hand held off to the side and out of my line of sight. My vision starts fading, and in my last moments awake, I can see Ole Beeze smiling down at me.

			“From you, little imp?” he says, as my world turns to black. “I wouldn’t expect anything else.”

			 

			END

		

	
		
			HELLFIRE DROP

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			“Good evening, little imp.”

			I wake up in a diner sitting across from a devil. The smell clinging to him, brimstone and a hint of fresh sweat, is the bulk of what gives it away. His face, or rather the face that the devil is wearing, looks familiar to me, but the the tone is one that I’ve never heard before.

			“You’re not Ole Beeze.” I say, naming the bastard who’d given me that nickname. Devils rarely wear the same faces twice, but you can identify them if you pay attention to their accents, their diction, and the way that they move. This one lacks the flair and busy hands of the one I know best. He’s new to me, which makes him no less dangerous.

			The devil just shrugs for a moment before answering.

			“Try and think of me as a simple admirer of your work.” he says. “There are more than a few like me out there, these days.”

			Uneasy with receiving direct praise from a devil, I look away from his face and down to the table between us. I see a half eaten waffle beside an empty cup of coffee sitting on the table in front of me. I don’t remember having ordered either of them, or how I’d come to this diner in the first place.

			I reach for the coffee, and find that the movement is clumsy and spastic. As if my body’s forgotten how to move, how to be. Almost as if I haven’t been using my body to do anything for a while.

			Shit, I think, as a trickle of anxiety begins flowing through me.

			I’ve been in this situation before, coming to my senses in a place I don’t know. It had been a while back, but it’s not the kind of sensation that one is likely to forget.

			“How much time did I lose?” I ask.

			“From what I hear?” replies the devil sitting across from me. “Three years.”

			His words feed the seed of anxiety in me. Three years is not something that I can afford to lose. My name’s Robinette Kohl. I’m a sister, an arms smuggler, and last but not least, a devil dog. The description, which is more of an insult than a title, comes from the fact that I’d once made a deal with a fallen angel in exchange for power. Ole Beeze, the devil I knew best, had given me the ability to leave creation, drop through Hell, and land anywhere in the world that I chose an instant later. It changed my life for the better, and my sister’s along with me. All he’d required in exchange was control of my body. A voluntary case of demonic possession, for the span of one year.

			I run my tongue over my teeth, then the inside of my cheek. Toothpaste, waffle and coffee are the only things I detect, which is a step up from the blood, none of it mine, that I’d gagged on after waking up last time.

			I never thought that I’d be willing to go through that again. And still, here I am, missing not one year, but three.

			“Do you know what I gained?” I ask, trying to be pragmatic. Whatever I’d traded for, it had to be big.

			The devil pokes a finger at the scar on his cheek.

			“Something to do with this, I’d say.” responds the devil. “This body remembers you giving it to him.”

			I take another look at the devil, or rather the man it’s wearing. His left cheek scarred with what looks like a combination of burns and knife-edged lacerations.

			Shrapnel, I think. A man wounded by an IED. I’ve had my fair share of his kind in my profession. Usually on the sidelines guarding those who can pay.

			While the devil’s borrowed form may have clear memories, I don’t recall a time where I’d blown up anyone with a bomb, improvised or otherwise. I shrug, and in response the devil across the table smiles at me. The expression is distinct on him, and not just because of the scars on his face. This smile isn’t a bad one, but seeing it makes something painful twist and start to shake loose inside me.

			I brace my hands on the table, my motions clumsy. It feels like I’m an inch away from recognizing the face that this devil is wearing. I bite my lip, determined to figure out who he is.

			It must work, because the answer comes to me a moment later. I flinch away from the devil, as a wave of memories floods into me. The tide is eager and almost overwhelms me. I feel a jolt of adrenaline pass through my limbs, making my arms jerk, my fingers twitch. The memories of my last hours, my last minutes, drag something else, something ugly, along with them. I clench my fists and fight to control my voice before I speak. I almost succeed, my voice only slightly breaking when I say, “The man you’re wearing now was an asshole named Tom.”

			My words are quiet, but ragged, as if the force of memory that’s come through me has damaged my throat, in addition to my heart. I take a deep breath and continue, bearing down hard on myself to take the edge from my voice.

			“Was, because I killed him.” I say, remembering everything. “Just like I’m going to kill Ole Beeze.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“You may want to lower your voice, little imp.” says the devil, the nickname again sounding strange on his lips. “We’re far from being alone in here.”

			Fuming, I glance around the inside of the diner. My eyes are burning with the effort of holding back angry tears, but I’m still able to see the place clear enough. The walls are painted in a bland, orange-ish shade, and only half of the available tables and booths are occupied. Most of them have only one or two of their chairs filled, save for one table at the back, packed with tan uniforms.

			The sight of those uniforms, sheriff’s deputies by the look of them, makes me less than comfortable. I’m in the business of arms smuggling, and that kind of trade is rarely looked kindly on by the kind of men at that table.

			Fortunately, the deputies are not paying attention to me. Their loud voices, thick with Creole variations, are all aimed at an older man with an ill-fitting paper hat that says “Retired” on his head.

			Any of that could change in an instant, though, so I clench my jaw tight and lean back into my seat. The devil wearing Tom gestures towards me once I do.

			“You didn’t kill him.” says the devil. “You didn’t kill him or any of his men. Don’t feel bad. I assure you, their survival was not from your lack of trying.”

			His voice is casual, and despite his warning to me, apparently unworried with the possibility of being overheard.

			That’s also an understatement. Now that my memories have returned to me, the feeling of Tom’s neck in my grip stands out clear as day. Before Ole Beeze took over my body, I’d grabbed Tom and dragged him on a shortcut through Hell.

			Well, not through Hell. I’d actually left him behind in the flames, knowing that they were far from the worst he had to face there. There are things in the deep places that burn alongside creation. Things like Ole Beeze and the one sitting across from me now. I have scars, just like Tom’s, from the few I’d had the misfortune of encountering downstairs while making drops. Most were encounters I’d barely survived, which is why Hell seemed like a good place to leave Tom after what he’d done to me. He had it coming, and then some. He killed my sister Mary.

			Him and Ole Beeze.

			I’m about to say something back, words I haven’t thought over or planned, when a new voice, this one at my back, interrupts me.

			“Can I get you anything, sugar?”

			I turn to find a waitress, her hip cocked, behind me. She looks wholesome, warm, and a little like Mary. The sight of her takes a little of the fire from me. Not much, but enough for me to swallow hard and remember all the people, cops included, sitting around us.

			“Yes, please.” I say. “Another coffee, if it’s not too much trouble.”

			The waitress rolls her eyes at me, but there’s an exaggerated playfulness to the gesture.

			“Oh you don’t worry about me.” she says. “I’ll have a pot heated up and here for you in a flash.”

			The waitress leaves for the kitchen area at the back of the diner, and I turn back to the table once she’s out of ear’s reach.

			“I like your spunk.” says the devil wearing the man I’d apparently failed to kill.

			“And don’t feel too bad about failing.” he says. “I assure you, the man I’m enjoying did not get off lightly.”

			I snort, and turn my head to the side. The sun is setting, and the red, bloody glare of it on the window seems fitting for my mood. I turn back to the devil.

			“He’s alive.” I say. “And if he’s being worn, then that means he made a deal. I don’t see how getting to live, and come back with more power one day, counts as anything other than getting off light.”

			The devil leans back in his chair, his shoes jutting forward to counterbalance his weight.

			“Oh, he won’t be coming back anytime soon.” he says.

			I pause and scrunch my nose again, confused.

			“If he didn’t make a deal in exchange for power, what did he bargain for instead?” I ask.

			The devil smiles again, then leans in close, his back hunched and eyebrow quirked in a “just us girls” kind of way.

			“I bought this ride” says the devil, “for the low cost of ‘free.’”

			His smile widens and he leans back away from me. “All I had to do was stop torturing him.”

			“Wait, what?” I say.

			“Oh it took a while.” continues the devil. “He was stubborn. But I had time. So now tell me, little imp. Do you still think he got off lightly?”

			I stare at him, stunned into silence as I realize what he means. Devils can only take bodies from those who make deals of their own, free, uncoerced will. That’s a law built right into the fabric of creation. And yet, Tom hadn’t been in creation when he’d made his deal. He’d been stranded in Hell, alongside his men, because of me.

			Two separate feelings start to compete in my gut. The anger is still there, but also something newer. Disgust. Disgust in the things I’d done to Tom and his men. Disgust in having made this thing sitting before me, this fate worse than death, possible.

			The anger wins out though. Fuck the mercenary, and anyone else who helped him. He chose to be in this. No one could say the same for Mary.

			“He didn’t get off lightly.” I say, and notice, to my surprise, that I’m relaxing. “If it’s as bad as you tell me, the son of a bitch got off just right.”

			The devil smiles at me. This time, I don’t shiver.

			“I knew I’d like you.” he says. “That’s why I came here, made sure I was around when you came back to yourself.”

			“So you’re an admirer?” I ask.

			“And a grateful one at that. I’m not alone in the feeling, either.” he says.

			The devil takes his own turn at looking out of the window. The sun’s fallen even lower, painting the swamp ridden landscape stretching out past the diner with broad strokes of blood red and and almost Hellfire glow.

			“For most of us, it’s a rare treat to walk this earth.” He smiles again, but the expression doesn’t quite reach his eyes, and carries bitterness this time. “We can’t all be your ‘Ole Beeze’ after all.”

			As I watch him, I think back on the pieces of lore I’ve picked up since meeting Ole Beeze. While my old mentor was a common participant in most of those stories, I couldn’t say the same for others of his kind. In fact, in the half dozen years I’d spent dropping through Hell before making my last, disastrous, deal with Ole Beeze, I’ve never even heard of another devil, capital D devil excluded, walking the earth.

			No devils out of Hell, at least until me. I try to think about how many people I’d dragged with me and left down there in the deeps. A dozen mercenaries. A dozen of them at least, I think.

			The thought of Tom being worn until the ends of time is not a problem with me. But what about the others I’d dragged to hell along with him? What about the things that now walked in their bodies? Devils that are capable of unspeakable things.

			I close my eyes and think of Mary. Unspeakable things, and the devils that do them, aren’t my problem. Not now. I’ve got enough to worry about, because no matter how hard I try to suppress it, the rage won’t let go of me. I know what I have to do. I’ve got to kill Ole Beeze.

			“Ah, there she is.” says the thing sharing the table with me. “The little imp that everyone of us is talking about. That is exactly what I came here to see. Exactly why I came here, in person, to thank you.”

			I open my eyes and look at the devil. He’s no longer smiling at me. His gaze is intense, his expression serious.

			“That fire is potent.” says the devil wearing Tom. “I see why you’ve lasted so long. Hell. I see why Ole Beeze liked you, too.”

			Irritation pushes its way past, or at least alongside, the rage I’ve been feeling. I sneer.

			“That devil has a funny way of showing it.” I say, my mind turning back to the task of planning my kill.

			“Your sister?” says the devil, still looking out at the sunset. He shrugs. “People die. It is what they do.”

			There’s some truth in that. People die. And by the time I’m finished, Ole Beeze will too.

			The devil laughs, the sound rushing from him in a wheeze.

			“Ole Beeze won’t die, little imp.” he says. “He’s an angel, regardless of however far he has fallen, and still of the divine.”

			His mind reading thing, if that’s what it is, is getting old. My sneer turns into a snarl by the time I next speak.

			“That won’t stop me from trying.” I say, meaning it with every fiber of my being. Mary’s gone. Without her, there’s nothing left to lose.

			That draws a nod from the devil at least.

			“No, it can’t.” he says, then shakes his head. “And I won’t try to stop you, either. I owe nothing to your Ole Beeze. He’s made promises, sure. Offers to set me and others like me up with bodies to wear, days to spend on the earth.”

			He looks down, once again, at himself.

			“But I don’t need him for that now.” he says, “Thanks to you.”

			The devil exhales then places his hands wide apart on the table. He looks at me, then, while bracing his weight, leans so far forward his nose is only a few inches from me.

			“Let me give you a piece of advice, though.” He says. “From one monster to another.”

			I can feel something as he approaches. A literal heat that breaks me out in a sweat, like a furnace barely contained, radiating out from him. I want to lean back from him, to flinch. But I refuse him the pleasure.

			“Advice?” I say, attempting to keep my voice level. “Which is?”

			“Do not come for him uninformed or alone.” he says. “It won’t end well if you do, and if you’re unlucky, it won’t even end with you dead.”

			The devil wearing Tom stands up before I have a chance to respond.

			“Take care of yourself.” he says, then leaves the table, and is gone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The waitress shows up and refills my mug of coffee. I thank her as she heads off and take the steaming cup in my hands. The drink tastes like ashes in my mouth, but I think that has more to do with my mood than the brew.

			Ole Beeze is a devil, and can’t be killed. I don’t believe it, not fully, because anything that can feel pain can definitely die. What I can believe is that he can’t be killed by me. Not with what I have on hand, or can get access to easily.

			I’m not the kind of woman to limit myself to what comes easy, though. When I’d first gone into gun running after my deal with Old Beeze, I hadn’t known anything. I knew hunting rifles, sure, and the names of a few exotic calibers, but next to nothing about the weapons demanded by bad men in bad places. I’d learned though. I’d put my nose to the grindstone until I knew everything there was to know, and worked hard enough, taking advantage of my new abilities, to make sleep a thing for the past until I’d made enough to support Mary and me.

			Finding out just what, or maybe even who, I could use to kill Ole Beeze would be hard work. But I could deal with that, so long as he was dead when I finished; maybe this new devil could be a resource? I did supply him with this new body, however, unintentionally, so maybe he’d be grateful enough to lend a hand. I’d allow myself a moment to sit here at the diner and finish my coffee. Once done, the real work will begin.

			I’ve had a minute, maybe two, to think on that at the table to myself before I notice that the mood in the diner has changed. There’s a new, muted quality to the snippets of conversation filling the place now. It’s not a quieting, or a silence, but rather a shift in the pitch of the words I can hear - as if the speakers are constrained, or distracted, or somehow holding themselves back.

			A quick glance around at the patrons of the diner show me the source of the change. The table full of cops at the other side of the room are acting differently. They still joke with each other, slap backs and show smiles, but the laughter I’d noticed before, the levity, appears to be gone. When I look at them for a little while longer, I notice that several of their number seem to be taking turns sending little looks and sharp glances to another part of the room.

			I track their gaze to find them looking at the doorway of the diner, not far from me. There’s a young, sandy haired man standing there. He’s tall and muscular, but not overly so. Whatever strength he has is built for endurance, as opposed to display.

			My first clue of his backward is the hair on his head. A little shaggy, but not too many weeks removed from a military crew cut. My second clue is even better - a black and white U.S. Marine Corps tattoo on his arm. If he’s active duty, but on leave, then he won’t be my problem. The deputies here will know how to deal with him if things become the usual kind of rowdy.

			There is, however, another option. The one that’s chewing away at the back of my mind, given the most recent guest at my table.

			Mercenary.

			My lip curls up as I come up as I connect the dots. The devil wearing Tom has fucked me over. Tom had access to all kinds of shooters, so it makes sense that he’d send one after me for a bit of wetwork. For a moment, I wonder why he hadn’t had the balls to do it himself, but then I remember the first rule of brimstone bargaining. While in creation, a devil can’t kill a human who’s got an ongoing pact with another devil.

			None of this tells me why he’d want me dead in the first place. But then again, I’ve never known a devil who’d needed a reason to be a dick.

			In the time it takes me to think this through, the young mercenary takes a look around the diner. He skims the table’s worth of cops, before finally coming to a stop on me. He doesn’t look my way for long, but there’s no mistaking the look of recognition on his face. Whoever this is, he’s come here for me. And while I can’t remember my time under the control of that bastard Ole Beeze, what I actually can remember of my last encounters with a mercenary shop is unpleasant, to say the least.

			I take that as my signal to get the Hell out of here. I stand up from my place at the diner booth, and pray that my legs hold steady as I do. I’m rewarded with a wobble that only lasts for a moment, before I start walking, jelly legged, over to the cash register perched up on the bar seating.

			The waitress from before shows up and takes station behind it a few moments later. She smiles at me, and when I ask her if I have anything left to pay on my bill (it’s a bad idea to dine and dash when sharing a room with police) she shakes her head and tells me that the man who’d been sharing my table took care of the bill.

			“Thank you.” I say, then a moment later. “Would you mind pointing me to the ladies’ room?”

			The woman makes a gesture over to the far side of the diner, near where the table’s worth of sheriff’s deputies are now busy eyeballing the mercenary at the door. They may not be able to recognize him for exactly what he is, but they can sense trouble enough. After all, it’s hard to mistake a guard dog for a show pony, even if you can’t guess it’s breed.

			I walk over, past the table of cops, without attracting a second glance from any of them save for the old retiree. He dips his head and sends a crooked smile my way as I head to the bathroom. The expression is a bit too intimate for my comfort. I can’t tell if he’s being a letch or just a nice southern gentleman offering the reassurance of his protection to little ol’ me.

			Whatever the answer, I offer him a nod and timid smile in return. His friends already have their attention on the biggest threat in the room. I don’t want any of it diverted to me.

			I enter the door marked for the bathrooms, and find a small hallway with three short branches inside. I look around each corner to see if one of the hallways has a window, or better yet, an employee’s exit to the driveway outside. Two branches are marked as bathrooms, and the third leads me nowhere but a stubby broom closet. Disappointed, I enter the ladies room and am pleased to find a window inside, maybe eight or nine feet from the floor.

			The exit isn’t much, a squat pane of glass that measures maybe one foot by three. I do a hop, and a grab, and try to pull myself high enough to hold onto the edge. From close up, I’m able to catch a view of the latch keeping the window shut, but can’t actually grab it and open the window one handed. I try again, this time bracing my leg on a nearby sink bolted into the wall. My body is either still too weakened from the process of regaining myself from Ole Beeze, or simply weaker than what I’d remembered being before. Maybe Ole Beeze skimped on leg day while walking around in me. Either way, I need a new way out of the diner before things get dicey.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Disappointed, but unwilling to just stand in the bathroom and wait for the mercenary to find me, I turn on my heel and head back outside to the diner at large. When I exit, I can see that the mood I’d fled earlier has intensified in my absence. The mercenary before is now inside of the diner, his hands held loose and ready at his sides but pretending the read the oversized menu on the wall. It’s the kind of stance you’d see in a gunslinger from the wild, wicked west, or their modern equivalent in a black market’s back alley.

			I’m not alone in having noticed the stance, because the table of deputies, situated near the window to my right, gave up the pretense of maintaining their jokes and farewell party. Most of the men are now turned around in their chairs, and a few of them are even standing up on their feet. The oldest amongst them, the retiring man who I now recognize as a sheriff from the badge pinned to his chest, has his shoulders squared and is facing the mercenary.

			The two are silent for a moment, before the sheriff starts to speak. Like the other deputies, his accent is Creole layered on thick. He uses a few tried and true phrases that small town lawmen like to roll out, including my favorite, “We don’t like trouble makers around here.”

			For the most part, the mercenary ignores him, and continues to stand just inside the diner’s doorway. Instead, the man’s eyes and attention are again focused on me. He glances over to the doorway leading to the restrooms at my back that I’d tried to escape through earlier. When his gaze returns to me, he nods, his face is empty, and turns around without speaking. The diner doors make a metallic sound as they close behind him.

			Satisfied with the quiet that follows, the sheriff lets out a chuckle and turns back to his table. He looks relieved and more than a little full of himself.

			“That was damn weird, huh?” says one of the deputies at the table. This one is young, his skin still peppered with bright splotches of acne.

			“Damn weird I can deal with.” Says the old sheriff. ”But I’ll be damned If I have to deal with a scuffle on my retirement da--”

			A flash of light and clap of thunder cut off his words.

			The sound and flash light up the window facing the parking lot outside. Adrenaline shoves its way through my veins, and my heartbeat spikes from a low rumble to a jack hammer sprint. The patrons of the diner flinch away from the blast and throw themselves to the floor. The clumsiness still clinging to my limbs slows me when I try to follow suit, but even then, flatten myself to the floor not far behind anyone else.

			Breath ragged, I press myself against the tile flooring of the diner, waiting for another blast to come. While I’m there, I realize that what I’d heard hadn’t been a clap of thunder, but a roll.

			That matters.

			Explosions, no matter how large or how small, have a character that’s unique to their source. Gunshots can sometimes come out as sharp pops or even loud barks that at close quarters slap at faces and make ears ring. Grenades are different, and their roars are stretched out over longer periods of time. Bombs are the loudest, and come with the most variations. Some begin and end with a lone, deep pulse of sound while others, the weaker ones fueled by gasoline instead of C4, tend to ramble on and expand even while their own echos are forming.

			This explosion, the one outside of the window, is more like the latter. I look up at the window to see that it’s still standing - which means that whatever blew had more in common with a gas tank lighting or a propane canister igniting than anything spawned by a military grade ammunition or bastardized IED. I’ve seen enough of the former while testing out weapons on abandoned cars for clients operating out of slums. I’ve also encountered my share of the latter - mostly when those same clients became angry, or greedy, about the terms of our deals.

			If this was a gas explosion, as the ongoing glow and lack of dust indicate, then it means that whoever set up the blast either lacked the knowledge to make a very large boom, or the time to place such a device where it would have the most use. The timing of the explosion, mere seconds after the mercenary had stepped out of sight, leaves me with little doubt that he was behind it, and rushed enough to try improvising.

			There’s a silver lining to that last bit, I think to myself, as someone in the diner lets out a scream. While a man who can improvise is a dangerous thing, it still pays best to have a plan that’s been well thought out and prepared over time.

			I can survive this, I know it, but to do so, I’ll first need a few tools of my own. While a gun would be the first choice of most of my normal clientele, I’m personally a fan of fire. It’s good for more than distractions or causing pain. When you’re like me, and have said yes to a devil and one of their deals, fire also offers something far more valuable.

			Freedom.

			With a flame, one close enough to grab in my hands, I’ll be able to drop through hell and land elsewhere in the world. I may not have anywhere specific in mind, but anywhere is better than what’s happening in this diner.

			Goal in mind, I start crawling from table to table, looking for a lighter. While I do this, I notice that most of the deputies are getting to their feet, still others start crowding near the window to look outside. The front parking lot holds a car that been completely enveloped in flame. The fire raging outside is too far for my uses, but still close enough to make the deputies sweat.

			Two of the lawmen start walking towards the door, shielding their eyes as they come closer to the blaze.

			One of them is the sheriff, his brow knit into a steel etched look of determination. The other, the younger deputy with the breakout covered skin, follows closely behind. Unlike the old sheriff, who seems quite calm for a man whose retirement party has been ruined by an explosion, the young deputy looks nervous, and fiddles nervously with his badge.

			Nervous or not, the pair are obviously brave.

			In my experience, it’s the brave ones who die first.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			I hear new noises, shotgun blasts, that come in a quick pair. Unlike the explosion, which rumbled through the floor of the diner, these come with a bark like that of a Rottweiler, albeit with its voice dialed up to maximum volume.

			The pellets from each blast slam into and shred the deputies standing outside. I watch the youngest one crumple after being hit, as if he were an oversized puppet with its strings cut by an impatient master. The sheriff stays standing for a while after being hit, and for some reason I’ll probably never understand, keeps striding forward a few steps before lowering himself, wobbly and slow, to his knees.

			Moments later, a third shotgun blast takes him in the side. He tips forward and falls face first into the gravel parking lot. All the while, the blood he leaks out seems to dance in the firelight of the car burning nearby.

			I don’t catch sight of whoever shot at him, because the following sound of half a dozen handguns, those belonging to the surviving deputies, opening up on the parking lot distract me too much to keep track of the carnage.

			The remaining deputies keep firing, and start scrambling for whatever cover they can find in the open diner. One of them takes the time to shove me behind the bar counter near the cash register before taking a position near the door, his head peeking out a few inches beyond the frame.

			Another shotgun blast flashes out in the darkness, and the next thing I know, the deputy’s fallen and is clutching at his neck.

			I let out a curse and duck down lower behind the bar counter. While I still haven’t caught sight of the shooter outside, the gunplay I’d just seen is terrifying me. I’m an gun runner, so I know how precise shotguns can be in the right set of hands. The muzzle flash that I’d seen in the darkness before the last deputy had gone down had come from the outside edge of most buckshot’s effective, one hit knockdown range. The man using that weapon outside wasn’t just someone with some experience in loading a few shells. He was an expert, or an artist, if you were twisted enough to find beauty in that kind of thing.

			Anyone with enough training to make a shot that far and that quickly would be too savvy to merely sit outside in the dark, pinning down a room full of deputies. Even in a place that looks as out of the way as this diner, a response for other deputies or even highway patrolmen, couldn’t be any further than a few minutes away. Staying out in the darkness with a gun is a dumb waste of time.

			Or at least it would be, I realize, if the man who’s been shooting outside is acting alone.

			Like the explosion, this shootout is just a distraction for someone else, maybe several someones, to swing around and come inside from another direction.

			I take a chance and poke my head up from the bar counter just enough to catch another view of the layout of the diner. Open doorway near the front, complete with the corpse of the lawman I’d watched get shot in the neck. Windows on each of the walls. No exit near the bathrooms save for the window I’d been unable to sneak out of… and a doorway, currently open, at the back of the kitchen area, in plain sight of my hiding spot behind the bar counter. If push comes to shove, and I can’t find a lighter, that back exit may be the only chance of escape I have left.

			Cursing again to myself, I scramble over th the entrance to the kitchen area of the diner, and try to place myself in a spot where I can’t be seen from either of the open entrances, front or back. I partially fail on both counts, but sweet Jesus, that’s ok, because while moving, I see the one thing worth chopping off my right hand, if only I could hold that item in my left.

			I’m talking, of course, about the open pack of cigarettes I notice on the floor near the cash register. Inside of it are three bent cigarettes and a small, bright blue plastic Bic lighter. I’m not sure, but I think the waitress must have dropped it once all the commotion started up. If I survive this, and she does as well, I’m coming back to giver her the biggest damn tip she’s ever seen.

			I reach a hand out for the pack of cigarettes that lay discarded and forgotten on the floor. The package looks crumpled, as if someone stomped on it. When I pick it up, I see that the three cigarettes inside are tattered or bent, but the lighter appears to be fine enough when I take it out and give it a once over. The lighter lacks the cool, comforting slickness of the old Zippo that I’d carried along with me on jobs for several years. I can live with that, though, assuming it calls a flame. Give me that and I’ll find a way to get the job done.

			Right then, I hear a sound that raises the hair up on the back of my neck. It’s coming from behind me, from the direction of the kitchen in the back of the diner. For a moment, every fiber of me wants to lean out around the frame of the door that I’m crouching beside so that I can catch a glimpse of whatever it is that I hear lurking in the back of the building. I don’t know why I want to do it. It’s not like seeing whatever’s back there with my own eyes as opposed to hearing it with my ears will make me any safer. Quite the opposite, in fact, if whoever’s back there sees me in return.

			My desire to take a looksie is quickly replaced by a hope, a stupid, irrational idiotic hope, that the sounds I am hearing are just the cooks, or maybe a cat.

			That’s bullshit, though, because from my hiding place I can still hear the movements, and worried panting of everyone else inside the diner. The people around me are clumsy with their movements, dropping pistol magazines because their hands are shaking too much or bumping into tables because there’s just too much damn fear in the air to do something like watch where they’re going.

			The sounds I’m hearing from the kitchen area, however, are different. Measured, purposeful, and like the shotgun blasts that I’ve seen earlier, precise. No cook is moving back there. It’s the mercenary from before. Him, or one of his friends.

			They’re coming for me, and if I stay here, they’ll find me before they do anyone else. For a moment I consider shouting out a warning to the other deputies before I leave. But if I did that, I’d give my position away. The men coming after me from the kitchen already have the element of surprise. I don’t want to hand them my one advantage - a bit of stealth and their not knowing where I am in the building.

			I shake my head at the thought as I take out the lighter. It trembles in my hand, but when I flick it, a flame catches, and I use it for a drop.

			The sensation of a drop is kind of hard to explain to someone who’s never been through one. Old Beeze tried, once and briefly. He’d said that it was little like the sensation of sinking deep into water. A kind of weightlessness, or floating, that was gentle in its own way.

			It only took one drop for me to learn that Ole Beeze was a fucking liar.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Even when you’re used to them, drops can still be fucking scary. I’ve heard skydivers describe a weightless sensation after hopping from a plane. I don’t think they’re lying, it’s just hard to describe what happens downstairs with anything close to words that peaceful.

			To start with, there’s no way of confusing the sensation with floating. You’re falling, and the sound and sensation of all the wind flying by leaves your brain with no doubt of what’s happening.

			There’s also nothing visible to land on once you enter downstairs. No ground. No ocean. Just an endless, throbbing miasma of cloud and burning ash. There are colors, mostly red, and a whole lot of sulfurous smoke - so much of it that it’s best to hold your breath if you don’t want to end up choking.

			Last but not least is the heat - it is Hell, after all. Most of my drops, no matter how short, tend to flash dry whatever sweat is covering my skin before bearing down on my flesh, with a nagging little sting that wastes no time in unfolding into naked agony. My clothes, quite often, will even start to smolder as well. For some reason, though, this isn’t one of those times.

			I’ve barely had enough time to register what’s off about this drop when my fall changes abruptly. It’s an odd sensation, one that I’ve never experienced before. The closest thing to it that I can think of is the whole-body feeling of being jerked back in a seatbelt after smashing into something. I feel my legs go sideways and my inner ear lose its mind, followed by the feeling of slamming hard into gravel.

			I blink the shock from my eyes and look around to see that I’m splayed out, not on a roadway, but the gravel parking lot of the diner I’d just left behind. The car is still burning a few feet from me, and when the light of it starts to dazzle my eyes, I realize that out here, where almost everything else is surrounded by growing darkness, I’m probably by far the easiest thing to see.

			Tiiiiiiime to start moving. Being easy to see is a good way to get shot in a gunfight, so I claw my way to my feet and start sprinting before anyone can start shooting at me. Sure enough, about two seconds after I start pounding the pavement, I hear a gunshot, then another, not too far from me.

			I still have the lighter clutched in my hand, and as abrupt and unexpected as my landing had been, I figure that trying a second time beats the prospect of being riddled with lead.

			I flick the lighter again while running and start another drop. The sensation of falling down is even shorter this time, because I’m interrupted by another strange jerk, which throws me into another unplanned landing.

			My knees slam into the ground again, the impact sending a wide spray of gravel. My eyes had already adjusted to the light from the car fire before, and as a result, I’m half blind in the relative darkness now around me. I can still see well enough to recognize the gravel under me. It’s more of the parking lot that surrounds the diner, and when I look up, I see that I’m now close to the backside of the building.

			Oh shit. Shit. I’ve barely gone anywhere. My drops, the tool I’ve spent more than a decade relying on, aren’t working. Realizing that terrifies me. More than the gunfire, more than the bloodshed, more than the prospect of taking on Ole Beeze. Without my drops I’ll just be slightly scrappier than average unarmed woman on foot being chased by multiple trained men with guns. A flutter of panic tries to settle in, but I refuse to let it take hold. I know that somehow, someway, I’m getting out of here. Giving up is out of the question, not if I want to get to Ole Beeze.

			I start to rise to my feet, then wince as pain laces up my knees. A few shards of rock have punched straight through my jeans and into the skin underneath. My first instinct is to let out hiss or a curse, but there’s still gunmen out there, and I need to be quiet.

			My caution is pointless. A moment later I hear the growl of an engine behind me, followed by the crushed popcorn sound of tires over gravel. Turning around with my near useless lighter in hand, I see a moving van skid to a stop less than 10 feet away. Two figures with guns, one of the the mercenary from before, hop out of the sliding door before the shock absorbers finish bobbing.

			Both of the gunslingers, the young one from the diner and a woman I haven’t seen before, are wearing variations of mercenary chic. Hiking boots, blue jeans, and flannel jackets over t-shirts. It’s the kind of look that could be mistaken for a hunter’s outfit, which in this part of the world is entirely the point. The shooters’ gloves and fracture resistant glasses on their noses point them out as definite mercenaries to me. The identical, short barreled shotguns in their grips are also a clue, in case I’d needed on more.

			Something about the shotguns they carried draws a second look from me. They’re custom jobs that started their lives as short barrel Kel-Tec KSGs.

			I’ve never sold a Kel-Tec to a client, but I’ve known one company in particular that used them. The group was, unsurprisingly, co-led by Tom before I’d dragged him down to Hell with me. Considering what I’d done to their friends, it makes sense that they’d have a vendetta with me. Considering who they’d helped, I still regret nothing.

			The seconds I lose assessing those weapons screws me over. I’m so busy staring at them, so busy realizing that these were the same fuckers who came after me and Mary, that I miss whatever chance I’d have had to flick my lighter and try another drop, however unpredictable, to anywhere else but here.

			The new mercenary from before snaps her shotgun up to her shoulder and aims at something strange. Not my chest, but my hand.

			“Drop the lighter,” she shouts. “or lose the arm.”

			The mercenaries aiming shotguns at me from less than ten feet away know more than just who I am. They what I am, what I can do, and how I can do it.

			“Shit.” I say. “This night really hasn’t been going my way.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Surprise, speed, and violence of action are the basic components of winning any given fight. It was something that I’d been told by an Army Ranger down in Bangkok. According to him, the best ways to win without getting killed yourself was to work your way through that trio in order of importance. It’s always a good idea to sneak up on an opponent, because if you succeed, you’ll almost always get to attack first. Moving fast was a second choice if surprise wasn’t possible, and if for any reason you found yourself being slowed down, be ready to fall back on overwhelming force as a last, shaky option.

			Surprise is out of the question right now, because the two assholes aiming at me apparently know about drop. Speed is going to be a hard sell as well, because while I’m kind of fast, I’m not itchy trigger finger fast. The last choice, overwhelming force, is the most pathetic of all, because, well, shotguns.

			Out of options, I decide that staying alive long enough to kill the devil bastard and so, I cooperate with the not-so-nice people carrying guns. I drop the lighter, and in an instant, the duo is on me. They shove me down hard into the gravel covered ground and zip-tie both of my hands behind my back. I don’t even notice the specific part where they take the lighter. There’s just too much to track, and they move too quickly for me to tell.

			Being handcuffed has never been a thing I enjoyed, even under more casual and less-clothed circumstances. My discomfort gets worse when a third, middle aged male mercenary gets out from behind the driver’s seat. He moves slow, unhurried now that I’m fully restrained, and carries a thick canvas hood in his hands. From how he’s walking towards me, he intends to put it over my head.

			Handcuffs may be annoying, but blindness is intolerable. Even when in hell, there’s still firelight to see by. Darkness has a way of making you meek. My agitation grows, my heartbeat picks up, and before I know it, I’m panting for air even before the man comes close enough to place the suffocating hood on me.

			A voice in the back of my head starts whispering to me. Not in words, but in knowledge and surety. It says that if I allow myself to break now, if I sink down into fear, there’ll be no one waiting to pull my back up. I have to keep myself strong to get through this. I need to focus on something.

			In the last few seconds before the man with the hood makes it to me, I use my eyes to drink in all the details I can find. The younger mercenary from before, who’d scoped out the diner, isn’t the only one among the three to sport a USMC tattoo. The woman has one too, though hers is a bit smaller, being placed on the inside of her wrist instead of the meat of her arm. I turn my head, but fail to get a better look at the third man, the hood carrying driver, before he arrives, bends down, and places the canvas over my head.

			While the driver took his sweet time in walking over to me, the two others are quick to grab me by the elbows, lift my torso off the ground, and drag me, tip-toes digging through gravel, over to the van a few feet away. They both grunt, swing, and throw me inside, without so much as a token effort made to cushion my landing.

			I smack hard on the bare metal flooring of the van and bounce my forehead off something made of steel. Dazed, I can do little more than wiggle around as one of them shoves my feet, which had still been jutting out of the cab, deeper inside the vehicle.

			It stinks in here, and not just of the sweating adults that pile into the close metal box after me. I smell vomit, cigarettes and the sour cat-piss smell that I’ve noticed once or twice on an amphetamine addict. All the smells, fresh sweat excluded, are coming from the van. These mercs either bought it cheap from some meth heads or plain lack the common decency to take care of their gear.

			I know that the latter option is little more than wishful thinking. People who are too lazy to take care of even simple maintenance will eventually be lazy when it comes to the task of guarding me. Thing is, mercenaries, like most soldiers, do not last long if they fall into the bad habit of ignoring their kit. These people aren’t the reason this van is such a sty. They’re just borrowing it for the moment - to be discarded later. Like me.

			For a moment, I can feel an anxious panic pressing on my chest again. I’d known that surrendering to my kidnappers would put me in a bad situation. Knowing in my head, however, is a far cry from feeling it in my bones as the sour smell of the van surrounds me. I’m ashamed of it, but I just wallowed in that feeling, that gaping well of hopelessness, for a moment before another thought comes to me.

			I’m not the first person that mercenaries have abducted this way. When Tom’s people took Mary, I’d found my home shattered, and the walls scarred with gunfire. Mary had endured just as much, if not more, than me in the time it took me to track her down and try a rescue. She’d been strong when I’d found her. She’d kept her shit together, for me. But it wasn’t enough.

			I can’t save Mary anymore, but I can stay solid long enough to get her revenge.

			I put my mind to something useful - namely listening to the people and things nearby.

			After a minute of eavesdropping, I start to form a mental picture of where things are in the van. The youngest mercenary, the one from inside of the diner, is crouched or sitting somewhere near the double doors at the end of the van behind me. The woman is up front next to the older mercenary who serves as the trio’s apparent leader and driver. IDing him as the brains, or at least chief, of this kidnapping isn’t hard. His voice carries the hard tones of a man used to being obeyed, and the others always quiet down when he has something to say.

			The woman is harder to figure out. The tattoo I’d seen earlier marks her as another Marine, but something about the cold, blank way she speaks makes me think of the spooks I’d bumped into while plying my old trade. My guess is that she’d been loaned from the Marines to at least one three letter agency. The kind that leave people hollow and numb once the work comes to an end.

			That thought makes me shudder under the hood. I’d done my fair share of business with spy agencies, but always tried to make each of those deals a one time thing. Complex is too kind of a word for the webs those people weave. Whenever I get around to making my escape, I may need to take the unusual, for me at least, step of putting her down before I leave. She doesn’t sound like the kind of loose thread that I’d like to have training after me.

			The trio wait until we’ve made it a few dozen miles down the road before one of them, the first mercenary that I now call Diner Boy in my head, scoots over and starts the process of attaching new restraints to my legs. They feel like the zip-ties already holding my wrists together, and are attached at my ankles, calves, and just above my knees. It feels like overkill to me, but then again, these guys hadn’t been surprised when I’d landed from my drop behind them at the diner. I guess overkill is just enough when dealing with special cases who take meals with demons.

			When I think on it a bit longer, I can see the sense of their actions. They’d made a whole lot of noise at that diner. If they’d stopped to fully tie me right there in the parking lot, there’s a chance that some rescue in the form of a highway patrolman could have shown up and complicated their day.

			Once again, that tells me something. These guys are apparently used to improvising, maybe as used to it as me, but also seem to have no trouble in switching back to a plan once the complications of real life had been taken care of on the fly. All in all, that makes them a dangerous bunch, even without their guns. I’ll have to be careful once it comes time to make an escape. Anything less will just be a fast route to bleeding out at their feet.

			The woman says something to the driver in a smooth contralto that barely rises over a whisper. Her murmurs are almost swallowed by the wheezing sound of the van’s ill maintained engine, but I can still catch a hint of satisfaction in it. The driver responds to her in a similar tone. Moments later, I hear the clear sound of him dialing numbers into a cell.

			The phone rings for a moment before a voice answers on the other side.

			“Status?” says the voice. Another woman’s, sounding tired.

			“We’ve got her.” the driver replies. “No unforeseen costs paid on the way.”

			The man’s voice is surprisingly warm when he speaks. Familiar, but lacking that extra edge of flirtation I often hear from people in his line of work when talking to the opposite sex.

			I hear a noncommittal grunt on the other side of the line. The sound is casual, unselfconscious. Whoever these two are, I’m not their first rodeo. They’re comfortable with each other, even with a kidnapped woman in the back of their van.

			“Don’t pat yourselves on the back until she’s delivered.” The woman on the phone says. She pauses, then after a moment returns. “Tom and the others are depending on you. We’ve got no other way to find our people without her.”

			The line clicks dead from the other end, and for the first time, I’m almost grateful for the hood covering my face. If it hadn’t been there, the whole van would have seen that my eyes had gone wide.

			This whole time, I’d assumed that the devil wearing Tom was the one who’d hired these guys; that his opportune appearance the moment I woke up was a part of this. It made at least some kind of sense given the body he was wearing, and the rules which protected devil dogs like me from others like him and Ole Beeze. From the sound of the phone call that I’d just overheard, though, this wasn’t business. This was personal.

			Considering the things I had done to Tom and the rest of his men, personal wasn’t going to be a good thing for me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			The inside of the van stays mostly quiet after that. After a few minutes riding in silence, I can feel a series of cramps starting to settle in, and start wiggling a little to relieve some of the strain. Diner Boy puts his authority voice on whenever I move. His orders are direct and with few variations beyond “show your hands” or “stop moving your feet.” I ignore him for the most part, until twenty minutes into the drive, when he suddenly stiffens, grabs my neck, and presses me down even harder to the floor of the van.

			Bags over your head do a pretty decent job of obscuring what’s going on around yourself. They’re not perfect, though, because it’s hard to block out all flickers of sight that a hooded person may catch without being blindfolded. It’s something that even I would do, and I’ve never even considered organizing a kidnapping.

			The last bits of sunlight, which initially penetrated the canvas sack with a vague, featureless glow, weakened until I was left in sporadic, near darkness. On occasion, I can still see brief light that seep in from the edges of the bag. Most of what’s been passing me by has been the plain and uneventful flashes of passing car headlights. What I see now, however, is a flickering splash of blue and red - police cruisers in the distance and, judging by the growing wail of their sirens, approaching fast.

			The lights coming closer are a new option for me. It’s a long shot, but if I can rise up high enough to draw even with a window, the cops outside may take notice of the not very common sight of a hooded woman being held at gunpoint in a car.

			I tense my legs in anticipation of raising myself upright. The flickers of light are growing brighter, closer. Almost there.

			A very loud and very hard to mistake sound interrupts my planned leap. I recognize the metallic double click as the sound a double action revolver makes when the hammer is cocked back less than a foot from my head.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			That sound freezes me in my tracks for a moment. It’s not a long one, but even that’s enough for the glowing lights of the passing cop car to fade out of my limited view. A hope that I hadn’t been aware of harboring dims along with the glowing red and blue. Dwelling on the missed opportunity won’t get me anywhere, and besides, I have more pressing matters to deal with in this particular moment.

			Moving slowly, I turn my head in the direction of the gun, and tilt my head to the side as if asking a question. “Don’t mind me,” is the impression I try to project. Just wiggling through my cramps.

			The Three Letter Agency woman’s voice answers me, this time pitched loud enough to carry over the engine noise and the screech of the police sirens blaring nearby.

			“I’m here to bring you to the boss. She’d prefer your arrival in a state that’s somewhat more lively than dead. That said, if you make trouble, I’ll put a magnum slug in your arm. If you try to get me arrested, like just now, I’ll add another to your head.”

			I swallow hard and try to come up with something smart, or at least coherent, to say. Another voice answers before I can get myself into trouble.

			“Put it down, Killer.” says the older mercenary driving van. Something about the way he says the last word leaves no doubt in me that it’s more than just a passing phrase.

			“No deal, friend.” says the woman. “We can’t finish the mission if we’re rotting in a cell.”

			The last comment is pointed, and seems to be aimed over my head and to Diner Boy on the other side of me.

			“Oh, I don’t know.” he says, and I can detect a bit of shaky humor in his voice. Like most good Marines, he seems to be trying to make light of the situation, de-escalate the tension until the risk of impulsive shooting dies down.

			“Three square meals,” he continues. “plenty of exercise. It’s almost like a spa if you think of it that way.”

			His words draw a snort of amusement from the woman, and a full throated bark of laughter from the older driver up front. Personally, the joke doesn’t seem funny to me, but I can feel the tension bleeding out of the cramped, stinking quarters of the van nonetheless.

			I remember enough about kidnappings to know that tense hostage holders are more prone to make mistakes. I already know that I’m on thin ice as far as the woman is concerned, so I’ll take any easing of itching trigger fingers that I can get.

			The period of relief lasts longer than I’d like. Throughout the whole drive we’ve been clocking high speeds, punctuated by every curve or patch of rough road. That speed starts to lessen, though, a few minutes after the Diner Boy dispenses with his joke, and within moments, we’re still - the car engine moaning like a drunk from the stress we’ve put it through.

			Changes in patterns tend to put my nerves a bit on edge. I’ve almost gotten used to being tossed around in the back of the van, and now that we’ve stopped, I half wish that we could have kept driving for a little while longer. Stopping here, wherever here is, means that we’ve probably come to our destination. While my captors, hungry for payment, may be happy with that, I am definitely not.

			A shift in the sounds of the car tells me that I’m missing something, though. There’s tension in all three of the mercenaries again. I can feel it in the rigid muscles of Diner Boy on one side and the woman on the other. I can hear it in the sudden, seemingly forced regularity of the driver’s breathing. In people who are more than used to doing violence, breathing easy and steady isn’t the result of a lack of concern. Quite the opposite in most cases, including this one, where I think he is trying to keep himself calm.

			“OK.” says the driver. “Let’s get this done with.”

			I have less than a second to wonder what the hell “this” is, before Diner Boy grabs onto me with rough hands and starts to drag me towards the back of the van.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			“Fuck no!” I shout as more hands grab onto me. With my legs tied ups as tight as they are, I can’t really kick, but that doesn’t mean I’m wholly helpless. I try and head-butt whoever is trying to grab onto my shoulders, and snap my teeth into the darkness as well once the poorly secured hood rides up high enough to uncover my mouth.

			I know that my outburst is dangerous, but Three Letter Agency’s earlier threat no longer worries me. I’ve got bigger things to be worried about now. Every time you change locations in a kidnapping situation is a point against the kidnappers. Plenty of kidnappers have lost track of their victims because someone got sloppy when moving their captives from a car to another building.

			The fact that now may be my last best chance to attempt some kind of escape isn’t my reason for fighting so hard, though.

			I struggle because I know that plenty of other kidnappers have killed their victims after arriving somewhere the bad guys felt safe.

			If these mercenaries have parked somewhere they feel confident enough to pull me out of the van, then there’s next to no chance I’ll be able to get out after being taken inside. I’m not going to die here. I’m not going to die at all. Not until I’ve gotten payback for Mary. Not until I’ve finished Ole Beeze, then it doesn’t matter what happens to me.

			A gunshot, loud and echoing off what sounds like high ceilings above, goes off nearby. The fact that I don’t start gushing blood immediately just means that it’s unimportant. A warning shot. I keep on fighting.

			Finally, I feel an arm wrap around the back of my head in some kind of arm lock. The guy it belongs to, the driver I think, straightens up far enough to lift me off the ground. My tied together feet keep kicking in the air for an instant before another pair of hands grabs them tight and more or less holds me still.

			“Next time,” I hear Three Letter Agency say, “just let me shoot her. She doesn’t need both kneecaps for this thing to work.”

			“She was kicking too hard. You could have missed.” replies the driver, still holding me, “Hit an artery and you’ve wasted our only damn lead.”

			I hear a grunt of annoyance from the woman, who does not sound like the other person holding me. There’s a sensation of movement and the creak of doors opening. Finally the two mercenaries holding me come to a stop, and place me down, awkwardly, in what feels like a chair.

			The hood gets ripped from my head so fast that I can do nothing but blink in the bright lights that shine in. A spotlight or something shines bright in my face, blinding me almost as effectively as the darkness of the canvas sack.

			Almost isn’t completely, though. I can make out some details that are present on the less dazzled edges of my vision. I’m in an industrial space, maybe a warehouse, with a wide open room. What I think may be windows, wide and tall, cover one of the walls towards my left. Most of the space to my right is unlit, and impossible to see with my night vision burned away by the annoyingly bright light in my face.

			I heard the sound of something metal scraping on the other side of that light. When I squint, I can just barely make out the outline of a person settling down into a metal folding chair. The figure reaches into a pocket and pulls out a phone. It dials something, and moments later, I hear the woman’s voice from before over speakerphone.

			“Where’s Tom, Ms. Kohl?” says the woman on the phone.

			“Fuck Tom.” I say. “Where the fuck am I?”

			One of the three mercs in the room with me must not have liked my answer, because the next thing I hear is the sound of metal smacking against the back of my head.

			Here’s a spoiler for those who live life far from the edge. Getting sucker punched hurts a whole fucking lot. Getting sucker pistol whipped hurts a whole lot more.

			Pain radiates outwards, starting about an inch behind my right ear and pressing forward till it settles like a migraine in the space behind my eyes. I’d intended to play tough girl for a while to give my confidence a boost, but I should have known better. While “don’t get kidnapped” is rule number one for surviving these kinds of situations, “don’t antagonize your captors” is easily in the top three.

			“Answer me.” says the woman on the phone again coolly. “Where is Tom, Ms. Kohl.”

			Head throbbing, I wonder about the cost of telling her anything. I’ll need a body and brain that works to escape. I’m pretty tough, but there’s only so many hits like that I can take before I’m worthless, and unable to think quickly.

			“I don’t think you’re going to believe the answer.” I say.

			“I can believe a great deal of things, Ms. Kohl.”

			“I don’t think you’ll like the answer much, either.”

			The voice pauses for a moment before speaking up again.

			“There’s been little to like since you took my husband from me, Ms. Kohl.” says the woman on the phone, this time with an edge of bitterness to her voice. “Where’s Tom?”

			Head throbbing, I take in a long, shaking breath. I doubt she’ll react well to my upcoming answer, but I think she’d handle a lie even worse.

			“He’s not where I left him.” I say. “He’s not in hell.”

			I take another breath and continued, my voice echoing through the hollow insides of the industrial building.

			“We know.” says the woman on the phone, shocking me. “We know that he’s here on earth, enslaved. What we don’t know is where on earth he actually is. That’s why we took you in the first place. To bring us to him.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			I just stare at the outline of the driver sitting and the phone he holds behind the light, for a silent handful of seconds as my pistol whipped brain tries to process what I’d heard. I’d read up on Tom’s mercenary company three years ago, shortly before I’d found him and made him pay his share for Mary’s death. The mercenary shop that he ran was no small thing. They had spies on their payroll, and not just retired ex-Marines like Three Letter Agency. If any organization short of a nation state had a chance of tracking down a devil, it was the shop that employed these mercenaries.

			Then again, I thought, locating a devil wouldn’t be much use to them. My ability to drop, when it works right at least, is a borrowed shadow of what devils like Ole Beeze and the one wearing Tom can do. Even if you find them, they could be a continent away moments later. Keeping up with them would be impossible.

			Unless, just maybe, they had someone like me.

			Out of all the people in the world, I would have had the best shot of keeping up with a devil. There’s few places I haven’t traveled, and even fewer devil dogs out there, real ones not Marines, who know how to drop quickly and on instinct without attracting fatal attention while in transit downstairs. If these mercenaries knew anything about the real me, they’d know that at least. Too bad they didn’t know that my drops were no longer working. Their plan wouldn’t work. Not with me. Not anymore.

			I’m about to explain as much to the woman on the phone when a loud crunch-whumf interrupts us from outside. Two shapes in the corner of my eye run towards the windows a split second later. I turn my head to track them, and see that my eyes have adjusted enough to the bright light nearby for me to make out who they are and what they’re doing.

			Three Letter Agency and Diner Boy are standing at opposite edges of one of the windows to my left. They crouch low behind cover, squinting out into the darkness outside of the building.

			“What is it?” I ask from my spot on the chair.

			“An accident.” says Diner Boy.

			Three Letter Agency responds to him with a snort.

			“If that’s an accident, then it’s the most pristine crash that I’ve ever seen. Bastard smacked right into the back of our van. We’re not going anywhere. Not that way at least.”

			“Damage isn’t too bad.” replies Diner Boy. “Broken tail lights, dented bumper. We can clear the car, move it, and leave.”

			The confidence in his voice makes me cringe a little. I’m a smuggler, not a shooter, but even I can tell that the crash was some kind of delaying action, or worse, a distraction. I’ve known my fair share of ex-soldiers, gangsters, mercenaries, rebels who’d been too proud of their own skill with a rifle to show hiccups in their plans the right level of respect. They had all been young, right down to the last man. I guess old fighters know better. I guess that’s how they got to be old in the first place.

			“If you want to go out there, that’s fine with me. I’ll be staying here where there’s cover, though. Smart bet would be for you to stay here too. If this were Baghdad,” Three Letter Agency says, “I’d swear this is the lead in to an IED.”

			“This isn’t Iraq.” says the younger mercenary, “No IEDs here. I’m going to go out back and circle around. Get an idea for things past the wire.”

			“Take your weapon.” says the driver’s voice, still mostly hidden by the glare of the nearby lighting.

			“Way ahead of you.” says Diner Boy, pulling out a pistol that had previously been concealed.

			I hear a grunt from the driver, and the muted voice of the woman on the phone, apparently no longer on speaker.

			“A real weapon.” he says. “Keep it shouldered and ready. I don’t like this. The boss doesn’t either.”

			“Got it.” says Diner Boy, as he retrieves his shotgun. I hear him load a shell into the chamber before stepping out into the night outside.

			“What else does the boss say?” asks the woman a moment later.

			“About what you’d expect.” says the driver. “Head on a swivel. Do what needs to be done. Don’t let the package get her hands on a match or lighter.”

			I try to keep quiet at that. I really do, but I can’t help myself.

			“Heaven forbid I have a problem with being kidnapped.” I say. “Would be a shame for me to get away before I finish answering all of your questions.”

			“It would be a shame.” says the driver, nonplussed. “Those were good men that you took along with you to Hell. None of them deserved what you did.”

			“Good men?” I say,”They helped take my sister from me.”

			“I was briefed on what happens to people down there.” says a different voice, Three Letter Agency, still crouching by the edge of the window. “I’ve seen some real monsters in my time, but the shit you pulled fucking takes the cake.”

			Her words spark the flame of anger that’s been waiting inside me ever since I’d gained back my memories in the diner. I remember my sister, her body broken, crumpled next to a jagged hole in a wall. That and the mercenaries, friends of these people, standing next to her body.

			“I’m not a monster.” I say, feeling my rage grow until it’s practically a taste in my mouth. “Just a person trying to do right by my family.”

			I hear the driver sigh, still out of focus behind the light.

			“I can say the same for all of us, ma’am. Those boys that you took are our people. Our family. Name me a man worth his salt who wouldn’t kill for his family?”

			The muted boom of a shotgun in the darkness outside shuts the conversation down. From the sound of it, the gunman was four or five dozen meters away - the outside edge of standard buckshot’s effective range.

			“Status?” asks the driver, apparently into the smartphone or a radio I haven’t seen.

			Silence is the only answer he receives.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Waiting for violence is hard on the nerves. There’s a particular quality to it, almost like the air itself has taken on a sickness whose only symptom is to stretch the edges of time. It makes the seconds seem to lasts minutes, and minutes go on until whole years seem short. The added anxiety of the others in the building with me, from people who seem to know both the literal and figurative business of killing does not help the tension of waiting.

			Despite their knowledge of devils and that I can drop into Hell, I can see that, for the first time since they’d started tonight, the mercenaries holding me may be in over their heads.

			Stuck in the chair, and with nothing to do but think in the silence, I try to figure out who could have crashed into the van. None of the answers I come up with are pleasant. If this had been three years ago, before Mary had been taken, there’d be a chance that it was a rescue from some of my old acquaintances or friends. I’ve sold enough weapons to men with unspoken power, rubbed elbows and shared laughter with enough operators that some of them, maybe more than some, would have taken it upon themselves to give a hand if they’d heard I was in trouble.

			I know that this is true, because more than several had agreed to help me in the hours after Mary had been taken. Some had expected favors or payments in return, but a few of them had agreed to kit up before I’d told them more than a sentence. If this had been then, I’d be sure this was done by my allies.

			This isn’t then, though. All of my allies, all my friends, are dead. They’d been killed because I’d been sloppy. Hunted down and killed within hours of taking a phone call from me, asking for help in getting Mary back. Hunted and killed by the same company of mercenaries that now held me in this abandoned building.

			Knowing that is the case prompts a growing dread in my stomach. The mercenary company led by the buyer I’d once known as Tom was far from the only organization, or even government, that would gladly call for my head. It’s not surprising. Anyone who’s been in the business of arms smuggling for as long as I have would’ve picked up a fair number of enemies. Maybe one of them picked up on my presence at the mess in the diner, and had been able to connect the dots quick enough to set up an ambush here.

			It’s not a pretty thought. If I’ve got no friends left, what’s waiting for me outside probably isn’t a rescue, probably isn’t any better than being tied up in this shit hole van either. it comes down to it, I’d rather take my chances of getting by on my own wits than relying on the armed pair holed up in the high ceilinged room with me.

			“I think you should untie me.” I say. My voice comes out louder, clearer, than I’d expected and breaks the stillness growing in the building.

			Something hard and metal pokes, albeit briefly, into the back of my head.

			“Not the time for distractions.” says the driver. “One of our own is on the line. We need to focus on him.”

			I shake my head.

			“Yeah, that’s actually why you should untie me.” I say. “It’s why you should free my legs at least. You said it yourself, this shit is dicey. And that accident looks suspicious as Hell. We may need to run. I don’t think you’ll be wanting to carry me if it comes to that.”

			Waiting for the answer carries its own kind of tension as well, although one that’s easier to stand than the continued silence outside. At least I’m doing something, now. Or trying to. I almost hear the cogs turning in the driver’s head as he comes to a decision. After a few moments, he kills the light shining into my face, reaches into a pocket for something, and answers.

			“Hold still.” he says, he walks across the room to me briskly and I feel a brush of new metal, this one light and sharp as a razor’s edge, graze over the exposed skin of my ankle near my zip tied feet.

			The man makes three, quick, careful cuts at my bindings, letting my legs and wrists free. I flex my legs for a moment, but stop when he leans in close and breathes a warning into my ear.

			“Make me regret this, and I’ll have my friend send you to Hell the old-fashioned way. Understand?”

			“Got you. Like, thoroughly so.” I say.

			I bend down a little to rub the feeling back into my legs, and straighten up in time to see a hand, bloody, and clad in a suit jacket, smash through the window next to Three Letter Agency’s head.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Glass explodes inwards, and despite being seated more than five yards away, I see broken pellets of glass patter against the floor at my feet.

			Someone in the darkness outside of the window is trying, one handed, to pull Three Letter Agency into the night. Judging from the revolver in one of her hands, and the knife in the other, it’s a presumption that she doesn’t take lightly.

			Carnage, in the form of close quarters fights, comes next. It’s the kind of violence that I’ve only seen on rare occasion before. The kind that happens in the most base and desperate situations, when the enemy is nose to nose. Knuckles crack on bone, and the sound of meat thudding into meat echoes through the high ceilinged room.

			Neither Three Letter Agency nor whoever’s fighting her have enough space to use a weapon effectively. The woman grunts as she struggles, dropping her weapons in favor of fists, but her breathing stays even. The expression on her face is calm, maybe even beatific, despite the strain going on. Experienced killers are sometimes like that, even when caught by surprise.

			In the end, which comes no more than five seconds after the struggle began, the woman’s training isn’t enough to bring her out on top. I hear a loud, ugly crack, like a tree branch snapping, and she lets out a clenched hiss of pain.

			The driver in front of me abandons his position, launching himself towards the wounded woman at the window. He runs up at an angle and slams into her with a tackle that yanks her out of the attacker’s grasp and sends both of them onto the floor.

			There’s a familiar pop, click, hiss of a holster clasp coming undone about a heartbeat before the driver lifts his own pistol, a simple Glock, and fires into the night. I hear a gunshot, two gunshots, three, from a few yards away. The shock of the gunfire flows out through the room, making my ears ring with pain. I’ve got good enough hearing to pick up the new stillness in the building, though. The struggles between the mercenaries and the attacker have stopped. The fighting, sudden and fierce as it was, is over.

			“You good?” the woman asks the driver. Her voice comes out surprisingly calm, as if having her arm broken was a regular and boring experience.

			I can hear the driver breathing deep as he inspects the woman’s wound.

			He gasps, sucking in air. “Yeah, I’m good.” He says. “Your arm’s broken, though.”

			“It’s fine.” says the woman. “I’ve got a spare.”

			“Hold on.” says the driver, before coming back towards me. He bends low and digs into a bag in the corner that I hadn’t noticed before. I see weapons inside, including a KSG shotgun. He takes it out, checks the chamber, then loops the bag’s stap over one of his shoulders. Three Letter Agency comes over to my chair while he does. She doesn’t quite point her gun at me, but it’s clear that she wants me where she can see, and shoot, me easily if need be.

			“You ready?” asks the driver, the question obviously not directed at me.

			“Almost.” says the woman, before coming closer and bending down towards me.

			“I’m going to cut you loose.” she says. I look down, and see a revolver held firm in one of her hands. “Stay put while we take care of this shit and I won’t have to put a bullet in your head.”

			I nod at her, silently promising to do as she says. I honestly can’t tell if I’m telling her the truth. Can’t tell if I’ll have the guts to sprint for an opening if I see it. The night is oppressive, dark, and maybe teeming with beings even worse than these three mercs.

			There could be others out there in the darkness. People looking for me. At least the mercenaries haven’t taken the luxury of beating or otherwise torturing me. There’s a few opponents out there who wouldn’t be so accommodating. For now, I think, I’ll be staying put.

			The woman nods to me then stands up and walks closer to the driver, carrying on as though she wasn’t harboring a broken arm. Damn, she’s seriously tough. The driver, to his credit, refuses to put down his shotgun and fiddles, one handed, with the light he’d used to blind me earlier. It takes him a moment, but eventually he has it turned back on and angled to shine light out of the now broken window.

			A man’s shape is standing outside, not five feet away from the building. Blood and gore covers so much of his face that it’s impossible to make out his features, save for a smile. The image is the stuff of nightmares and horror movie fodder.

			It’s also a clear silhouette in plain sight of two mercenaries who have no qualms with shooting first and asking questions never. Three Letter Agency and the driver open up on the man, pumping shots into him as fast as the recoil of their weapons will let them. The driver even goes so far as to run his shotgun dry before switching to his sidearm, which I can now see is a Glock 19 identical to those I’ve stashed in safe houses and supply caches from here to Timbuktu. He throws another thirteen rounds of 9mm into the man before his pistol locks back, empty. Only then does the man in the window slump and fall down to the ground.

			The driver doesn’t waste time trying to reload his shotgun. KSG’s can be finicky things to fill up, and a trained man like him can replace Glock magazines in about the time it takes for me to blink.

			“Moving.” he says a moment before he starts approaching the window. His steps are careful, but manage to cover the ground at some speed. In no time he’s at the window, peering out and over the edge.

			“Jesus.” he says once he gets there.

			“Moving.” says the woman, about ten feet away from me. She covers the thirty feet or so separating herself from the window, and takes up position no more than five feet away from the driver. She looks down in the direction that the driver is looking. A moment later she steps back, her eyes wide.

			“Jesus.” she says, repeating the driver.

			I can’t see what they see, but at least I can move. My legs, though still stiff from being tied up so long, work fine enough.

			“Moving.” I say, picking up their lingo, as I walk around to the space between the two mercenaries. I don’t know the specifics of how these two have been trained, or what combination of techniques they’ve developed together, but I have a feeling that any kind of unannounced movement behind them would be a good way to get accidentally shot. I’ve dealt with enough gunfire today, so the last thing that I’ll ask for now is taking a bullet by mistake.

			Neither the driver nor the woman look up at me as I come around, but the man gives a half nod of acknowledgement in my direction. They’re both too busy looking at whatever it is on the ground. When I finally catch a glimpse outside the window, I see why.

			Lying on the ground is the body of a man, his chest punctured by three large, wet looking holes. I recognize him. He has a long, scarred face, a narrow nose, and thin fingers splayed atop one of the wounds. It’s fucking Tom, still wearing his suit and tie from our meeting at the diner before.

			“Jesus fucking shit.” I say forcefully, my heart rate picking up. A bad feeling sweeps over me from toe tips to sternum. I start backing away from the window, moving slowly, my hands raised.

			My reaction is strong enough to make the driver look at me. By the time he does, I’m already five or six steps away.

			“What the fuck is this?” he says. His gun isn’t pointed at the body through the window anymore. His hips are now turned at a new angle. My way.

			I recognize the stance. Low ready position. One of the best ways to prepare for a snap shot at close range. While he isn’t quite aiming at me, it’s close.

			“What the fuck is this?” he repeats, and I notice the shimmer of tears in his eyes. His eyes are fixed on me, and when I glance at the woman standing next to him, I see that she’s trained her eyes on me as well.

			Neither of them notice the movement starting up where the figure lay. But I do, which is why I’m not surprised when a voice answers him loudly enough to carry across the divide.

			“Tom isn’t here right now.” said a voice, the tone mocking and cruel.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			The driver’s eyes go wide and he snaps his gun back towards the window. By the time his barrel comes in line with his original target, it’s too late.

			The devil riding Tom shot through the broken window almost too fast for me to see in the darkness. He reached down and grabbed the driver’s kneecap, fingers spread wide, and squeezed tight. For the second time tonight there’s that ugly tree branch cracking sound. The driver falls, his mouth jammed open in a silent howl of pain.

			The woman only hesitates for a second, which is fast considering the situation, before she fires her revolver from the hip at close range. The blast hits Tom in the chest, just under his collarbone and blows a dark spray of fluid and flesh out into the night.

			It doesn’t matter though, because the devil is still moving. First climbing to his feet, then dashing away from us, gone.

			The woman flicks on a small flashlight attached to the bottom of her revolver and moves closer to the window - she swings it in fast controlled arc that methodically paints the darkness outside the warehouse with white. She doesn’t find the devil though. He’s nowhere to be seen.

			The woman keeps the revolver raised, and the sights even with her eyeline. She turns in more circles, the barrel kept in line with whatever direction she looks in from moment to moment. After another sweep of the darkness, she starts backing up towards the window covered wall until her back bumps into the frame and her feet come in line with the driver, shaking and gritting his teeth at her feet.

			“What’s the call, chief?” she whispers down to the driver at her feet. Her voice is no longer under unyielding control, and takes on a shaking quality that I doubt she’s experienced in using. The driver answers her with little more than moaning, his control broken.

			The woman squints out into the darkness, then calls out, changing tactics.

			“It’s me, Tom!” she calls out. “It’s Janie! We’ve been looking for you!”

			No sounds answer her beyond the moans from her friend.

			The woman shakes her head and again aims left and right with the shotgun, this time pointing in my direction for a bit. I flinch, worrying that in her panic she’ll open fire on me.

			The one bright side is that the woman responds like a professional once she catches sight of me. Acting by what seems like a reflex, she lowers the weapon down to a 30 degree angle a moment before it can come level with me.

			Whatever silver linings I see in that are short lived, because the devil chooses that moment to come back to us. I hear something shuffle in the night, and turn away from the woman just in time to see the devil wearing Tom sprinting at us at full speed.

			No, I realize in a moment of horror. More than full speed. Full speed for an Olympian is 100 meters in ten seconds. The devil wearing Tom, however, is running so fast that he could probably cover the same distance in half that time.

			Using his hands to vault over the window frame, he launches himself into the air, then lands, knees first, onto the back of the woman. She lets out a grunt, hits the ground, and tumbles across the ground until she slams into a wall. Her weapon knocked out of her hand in the process. It clatters to the ground and spins away from her, towards me.

			I look down at the revolver, feeling something, elation maybe, leap in my chest. For hours I’ve been helpless. Not just outgunned, but completely disarmed, useless. With a weapon, I could at least try to defend myself.

			I’m not facing some carjacker though. This thing is a devil, and the people it’s attacking are trained killers. Against that, a lone gun would be nearly useless to me.

			Nearly, isn’t the same thing as wholly, though, so I bend down, quietly to grab the revolver anyway.

			The fight is almost over by the time I get the weapon in my hands. Three Letter Agency is flat on her back, grappling one handed at insane speed. She struggles hard, and uses joint locks and ground fighting that looks custom made to break bones and maim.

			The devil for the most part, just ignores her attempts to cause pain, even when his own wrist gets snapped in the fight. He’s single minded, trying nothing more than to reach both of his hands down and wrap them around the woman’s neck.

			“Tom, please don’t do this.” she gasps while sliding from one joint lock to the next. “We’re your family.”

			For a moment, I could have sworn that her pleas for mercy worked. The devil wearing Tom goes still for a moment, ceasing his attempts to crush the woman’s neck. He leans back from the woman and tilts his head to the side.

			I can see his expression in the glare from the light still aimed at the window. There’s a look on his face. Excitement, but on a level far above anything that I’ve seen before. Reckless as a frat boy on the Las Vegas Strip and as unabashed as a child licking away melted ice cream. In that moment, I catch a glimpse of the depths of his cruelty. He’s enjoying this, the kill. More than anything I’ve ever seen.

			“Tom. Isn’t. Here.” he says. “I am, because of the woman you so rudely kidnapped. She took your friend Tom to my hometown, and once there, he gave his body to me. It’s a vacation for me. But it does get lonely.”

			I see the woman shift a little under the devil, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

			“I have other friends downstairs who would love to meet you. Love to visit up here. And with the little imp’s help, I can arrange the meeting.” The devil wearing Tom flicks his eyes over to me. “So how about it? How badly do you want to keep breathing?”

			Truth be told, I can’t tell if he’s honestly speaking to the woman, or me.

			There’s a silence for a bit, but it ends when the woman beneath the devil lets out a shout. It’s sharp, but not one of terror. More like one of those yells sometimes heard while passing close to a Karate dojo. She moves her hips sharply and does something else with her legs as she screams, and the next thing I know, the devil wearing Tom is again flying through the air.

			He slams into the nearby window frame, hitting hard enough to dent the edge of the awning, before bouncing off and falling to the ground.

			Not that that phases him. I watch dumbstruck as the devil is back on his feet in the time it takes me to blink.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			The woman is smart, though, and isn’t waiting for him to recover. Instead, she’s running, brushing past me, and pausing only to dip down and grab up her shotgun with one hand before disappearing into the night.

			Jesus fucking shit. Why the Hell aren’t I running? This whole time I’d been standing here instead of booking it as fast as I could in the opposite direction from these people. I’ve got a gun now and haven’t even had the slightest impulse to aim it. Why had I just stood here? Why hadn’t I done something?

			The answer comes to me in the form of an emotion that now fills my belly. An emotion that grows stronger as I listen to the sound of Three Letter Agency’s panicked flight away.

			Satisfaction. Ugly, vindictive, thoroughly enjoyable satisfaction.

			I’d never considered myself to be a bad person, even after making my first deal with Ole Beeze. I’d done bad things to be sure, but in a world as ugly as the one that I’ve seen, bad things were often the only way to survive, let alone thrive.

			I’m not a good person, though. Not when it comes down to the wire. From the moment I’d seen that devil wearing Tom lying outside of the window, I’d known that he’d come for the assholes who took me from the diner.

			I hadn’t run because these mercenaries had hurt me, and I wanted to see them bleed.

			The devil turns to face me, looking disappointed.

			“That is certainly vexing.” He sighs. “I’ve been downstairs for too long. Thoroughly off my game.”

			He inhales deep as if bracing himself, then turns back towards the driver, who’d used the chaos earlier to crawl away from the window.

			“No use worrying about it, though.” he says. “After all, I still have something left to play with.”

			His eyes have a particular look to them. Predatory, like a cat playing with its food, intent on stretching out the misery. He takes his time with the driver, and for a while I try not to look away. There are limits, though. Not for the devil, but definitely for me.

			I walk outside of the abandoned building to the two vehicles outside. One of them is the van, parked near the side of the industrial building. The other car is a newer model Honda Civic Coupe. The vehicle’s bumper is dented, but it’s not otherwise much worse for the wear. An hour passes before I’m joined by the devil wearing Tom. He looks horrible. Every inch of his skin is stained a deep shade of red.

			“Ah, little imp, I have definitely missed nights like this.” He says, looking up at the stars.

			“This hasn’t been what I’d typically call fun.” I glance up as well, before turning look down the roadway. I’ve dealt with more roads in the past day that I’d used in my last half dozen years of memory. I miss the old lighter I’d once carried, despite it now being useless given the state of my drops.

			“And even if it was, I’m not in the mood for fun.” I continued. “I’ve got real work to do, but my bargain’s not working. I can’t drop like I used to anymore.”

			“Well, obviously.” says the devil. “You’re deep in the Louisiana Territory.”

			Something about the way he uses his words tells me that the phrase Louisiana Territory is significant enough to be capitalized.

			“What’s Louisiana have to do with anything?”

			The devil starts walking in the direction of the parked car. He pulls a ring of keys from his pocket and starts to spin it on a single, bloody finger.

			That’s … odd. Devils, like me, are able to drop and don’t have to deal with my added worries of being snagged by a monster while transiting downstairs. Why in the Hell would a devil need a car? I’ll be honest. I didn’t even know that any of them could drive.

			“The Louisiana Territory is owned by a student of Ole Beeze. No one drops in or out of this state without her permission.” he replies. “No one. Not even devils like me.”

			The devil’s gained enough distance away from me that his voice starts to fade, so I throw a lost look at the broken van and follow after him.

			“How come I’ve never heard of her?” I ask.

			“Because her curse kills pretty much anything that drops in these parts.” says the devil, laughing. “It’s probably why Ole Beeze left you here in the first place. If you’re serious about trying to kill him, I suspect he may be trying, however obliquely, to do the same.”

			That slimy bastard, I think. When I’d made my last deal with Ole Beeze, just before I tried to rescue Mary, I’d made sure to have him agree to leave me somewhere I’d be safe. A devil can’t lie when establishing a deal. Like uncoerced bargains, it’s a rule that’s been woven into the fabric of creation.

			Ole Beeze had apparently tried to skirt that deal. I don’t know what would have happened to Ole Beeze if this student’s curse had actually been able to kill me. I also don’t care, since I wouldn’t have been around to see it.

			None of that explains why this other devil, the one wearing Tom, is helping me though. Earlier, he’d claimed to be an admirer of mine. Devils, Ole Beeze included, only helped those who had a habit of leaving chaos in their wake. Given the bloodshed of tonight, and last but not least, the dozens of men that I’d already dragged to Hell, it makes a sick kind of sense that he’d hitch his proverbial trailer to me.

			He could turn on me later, just like Ole Beeze had done three years ago. But with my drops gone, I’m short on options for getting to safety.

			As I walk behind the devil, another thought comes to mind. The fact that a woman out there can prevent not just one devil, but all of them, from using one of their most valued powers throughout a space as wide as Louisiana. I don’t know how much power it takes to do something like that. Probably a whole damn lot, and maybe even enough to take care of something like Ole Beeze.

			I could leave this state. Jump in the car with the devil, or even steal the foul smelling van that the mercenaries had used. Either one of those could get me far enough out of Louisiana to make a drop somewhere else. Somewhere I could begin my search for how to kill Beeze in earnest, without another devil trailing me.

			Getting out of Louisiana, however, won’t work for me. There’s no telling how long it would take me to find another option for taking on Ole Beeze. I’d never heard of this student or her curse before, and the devil wearing Tom knew more about her than me. If there was a chance he could bring me to her, then I had to take it now.

			“Think you could give me a ride to this former student of Ole Beeze?”

			“Hard as this may be to believe, the lifestyle downstairs gets boring pretty fast.” says the devil. “You’re about the same age as this student was just before she got interesting.”

			The devil shrugs, then crosses the last few feet from the car. He climbs in, leans over, then pops open the passenger side door.

			“Get in.” he says. “I think it’s well past time you meet Graham, The Voodoo Queen of New Orleans.”

			END
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			CHAPTER ONE

			The devil behind the wheel flicks the turn signal and pulls our car over to the side of the road. Gravel pops under the wheels of his tires, while the turn signal tick, tick, ticks with a flashing red light.

			I yawn, pulling myself from the half sleep that I’d been in for much of the last hour.

			“What’s the deal?” I ask the devil before wincing. Those are dangerous words to say to his kind. Words that he could use, if I stayed careless, as the start of a bargain I most certainly would not enjoy. I gather my wits to myself as best as I’m able, and prepare myself to avoid some perilous word play. Fortunately, he doesn’t call me out on my slip. Instead, he just curls a lip and nods towards the wide green sign on the road, just ahead of the car.

			“This is as far as I go.” Says the devil. “Anything past this is Graham’s territory.”

			I frown as well, looking at the sign marking the start of a new city’s limits. “Welcome to New Orleans.” it says. “Population 448,496.”

			“I thought all of Louisiana was her territory.” I say.

			The devil sighs and taps one lone finger on the steering wheel.

			“The state’s not quite the same. More of a sphere of influence, than a territory. The power she wields here tends to bleed out into the nearby countryside. There’s also a power to borders, though. Not much, but enough to keep her influence inside.”

			The devil taps his finger on the steering wheel once more, the impact loud enough for me to hear, this time. While my one time mentor, another devil by the name of Ole Beeze, felt little need in keeping his nervous energy inside, the devil beside me has been far more reserved. I’m good with body language. You have to be when you deal with things that switch between faces the same way that most humans switch through clothes. If this devil -- wearing the body of a man that I’d once known as Tom -- is fidgeting, even slightly, then he may as well be screaming.

			None of that knowledge solves the problem at hand. I came to New Orleans to track down it’s voodoo queen, this Graham in question. I hadn’t even known she’d existed until the previous night, and I don’t know how to find her once I’m inside of the city, even if I could find a ride.

			Annoyed, I turn back to the devil wearing Tom.

			“I don’t know if you’ve been here that long, but cities are kind of big these days. Not the kind of thing you can walk edge to edge in an afternoon anymore.”

			The devil smirks at my words, maybe amused by what he calls “my fire” and what I call righteous indignation and anger. The expression doesn’t last long on his face. Within moments, it’s replaced with a frown, and something worse. A grimace of fear.

			That’s something I can relate to, at least. My last few days, the few that I can remember at least, have been less than calm in the grand scheme of things. When I try to look back, it seems like I haven’t slept in days, spending the first of them sprinting across the world in a search for my sister, the next being chased and assaulted by a trio of too good mercenaries, and the last, today, sharing an unairconditioned car with a devil soaked in blood.

			That wasn’t normal in my book, which is saying something, because my days can get pretty weird.

			My name’s Robin, and I’m a devil-dog. While that label means Marine to some people, devil-dogs are something completely different to those with a little magic in their bones. To them, it means that I’m scum who’s made deal with a devil. The trades, two of them, had been simple for me. The first time I’d done it, I’d given the devil I call Beeze control of my body for a year in exchange for power. My second trade with him cost me three more, all so I could find and save my sister, Mary. That devil turned out to have been the one behind her disappearance in the first place. She died because of his actions, and I was going to make him pay.

			None of it fails to distract me from the fact that the devil still hasn’t answered my question, so I stare at the side of his burn and claw scarred face until he sighs, and pulls out the keys from the car’s ignition.

			“This is as far as any of my kind go.” he says. “Graham doesn’t much like my brothers or me. She makes her displeasure known by making drops fatal for those like me, and inconvenient, at the least, for those who have taken our gifts. Apparently she didn’t like how her own deal shook out. It always pays to read the fine print.”

			That’s another thing I can understand. The devil beside me, while polite, has also ripped people to shreds in front of me and enjoyed it the whole time. Treats like that make it hard to grow partial to devils. But even with that marker against him, the devil has still been among the least horrible of his kind that I’ve known.

			If this had been earlier in my life, before I’d made my own deals with his kind, I’d have been more off put by that. I’ve seen a few things since those days, though. Done them too, to my nagging shame.

			“Sounds like she’s had a few too many run-ins with your kind.” I say, twisting my head this way and that to crack out the knot that’s settled into it.

			“Just one that I know of,” says the devil. “but you know Ole Beeze. Once is usually enough.”

			The mere mention of that name makes my whole body clench for a heartbeat. While the devil wearing Tom isn’t half bad so far as scum like him goes, Ole Beeze ranks among the worst of the worst. The everyday devil will strip skin from your flesh or burn you alive, which is something that the devil beside me can attest to.

			Ole Beeze is worse than that though. Old Beeze will make you trust him, made even me trust him, before stealing everything.

			Thinking of him this much makes me want to stomp out of the car, track down a summoning spell or some noise, and choke out whatever life is driving Ole Beeze. I can’t do that though, a little because spells don’t exist, so far as I can tell, and more because Ole Beeze, a fallen angel, can’t be killed. Not by someone like me at least.

			This Graham, on the other hand, can block drops from occurring all across Louisiana and makes even a devil like the one beside me grimace in fear. How she does that, if nothing else, is worth learning. Especially if it’ll let me give Ole Beeze the death he deserves.

			“Yeah.” I say, as I reach for the door handle so I can get on with finding Graham. “One meet with Beeze is definitely enough.”

			The devil wearing Tom reaches out to stop me when I move to step out of the car. He gives me a cheap smartphone and some cash.

			“Give me a call if you make it back out of the city alive.” He says.

			Standing by the road, I point my thumb towards the city.

			“A little more information could help with that.” I say.

			The devil wearing Tom smiles at that.

			“A little is all I have.” He says. “Haven’t set foot in this city since that Woodrow fellow was in office. Enjoy the frontier, little imp.”

			I’m still standing there, thinking over the devil’s words when he rolls up the window and pulls back onto the road. Dust rises up in a cloud not unlike smoke, and I wave it away on instinct before it can sting my throat.

			A twinge of unease runs through me as reality sets in. I’ve been left alone in a city owned by someone devils fear. There’s only so many ways that this can shake out, and a whisper in the back of my head tells me that none will be good.

			That whisper can go to hell, though. I’ve got someone to meet, secrets to learn, and a devil to kill.

			I start walking into the outer edges of New Orleans. The phone rings before I’ve taken three steps into city limits.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			I look down at my new phone, lighting up with an unlisted number.

			“Hello?” I ask, continuing to walk down the road toward… somewhere.

			A woman’s voice responds without introduction.

			“Leave.” A woman says. Her voice is rich, but her tone is bored. “Turn around and leave.”

			My steps along the roadside slow. With shoulders tight and my back going rigid, I force myself to scan my surroundings as paranoia grows in me. I squint through the windows of cars traveling by on the road into New Orleans, and even make eye contact with a driver or two. None of them are women, and no one’s face lights up in recognition after seeing me. Wherever she is, this Graham person on the other side of the phone isn’t here.

			That doesn’t necessarily mean that she can’t see me, of course. I’ve heard of stranger powers than the ability to see all in a given space or time. I also know next to nothing about this Graham lady, so there’s literally no telling what she can or can’t do. Any one of those things could spell trouble for me.

			Despite my relative comfort in road-tripping with devils and my own abilities, I don’t like this weird shit. I like predictability, which even in the arms smuggling business is something that can be obtained. A small part of me wants to take this phone call as a sign, and just hitchhike out of the state.

			It wouldn’t be hard. I’m a little tall, more than a little curvy, and very, very blonde. Put them together, and I could probably get picked up by a trucker or road trip aficionado in less than a few minutes.

			Getting out of here, though, wouldn’t get me any closer to what I need. What I’ve come to New Orleans to find.

			I take a breath and speak into the phone.

			“I can’t do that, Ms. Graham. Sorry.” I try to make the last part sound genuine.

			“One truth, then a lie.” replies Graham with the confidence of a polygraph operator. “Interesting.”

			Oh joy. There’s a good number of people who can read others. Some come by the ability honestly, but the tone of Graham’s reply makes me think this isn’t one of those cases. She’s a devil-dog, after all. I’ve heard of stranger things than the ability to see into the truth of things.

			That thought makes me shiver a bit, which doesn’t mesh well with the tension still twisting my back and shoulders. My muscles ache, both from the last few days that I’d had and from the conflicting reactions of my body.

			“OK, then.” continues Graham. “You’ve interested me. Just why is it that you can’t leave my city? Answer quickly, now, because I assure you that your time left here is shorter than you think.”

			I roll my shoulders to shed some of the tension in my back. Cars continue to drive past me in the twilight, and the smell of upcoming rain, humid, heavy and rich with the musk of the nearby bayou starts to roll over me.

			“Every time I try to make a drop near this place, I wind up somewhere other than where I aim.”

			“Yes, well, that tends to happen in these parts.”

			“So I’ve heard.” I say. “I need that to stop, and I heard that you were the one to talk to about that.”

			“Oh, don’t try to flatter me, especially with a half truth. If that. I’m not the only one who can help you drop again. In fact you can do that yourself. All you need to do is find a car and get far away from my city. Texas is nice, though Mississippi should do in a pinch.”

			I close my eyes and take in another breath.

			“There’s another reason for me being here.” I say. “You’re strong. Strong enough to make devils afraid of you. That’s something, because from what I’ve seen, they’re not afraid of anything.”

			“Being without fear isn’t anything special. Neither is fearing me, for those who have met me.”

			“The devil I’m looking for isn’t dumb.” I say. “But he’s scared enough of you to never mention you to me. That’s important to me, because I need to know whatever it is that scares him. I’m going to kill him, Ms. Graham. I’m going to kill him, and I want him to fear me before it happens.”

			“That’s truth, at least.” says the voice on the phone. “Devils do fear me, and if I guess right, so do you, even though you may not yet know the reasons why. If you’ve come here to kill someone, I have to know. Whose death is worth defying someone like me?”

			“You know him.” I say, and I’m surprised to find my words coming out as a snarl through suddenly gritted teeth. The anger that I’d felt earlier when the devil who drove me here mentioned my old mentor and current enemy is spilling through me now, giving my words fire.

			“Beeze.” responds the voice on the other side of the phone. A cold voice, now, no less filled with loathing than my own.

			“Beeze.” I say.

			“I can meet you in an hour.” Says the voice on the phone. I can hear noises in the background, the sounds of a person rustling through belongings on their way out the door.

			“800 Decatur St.” continues the voice. “Grab a coffee, and be sure to save a beignet for me.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Cafe du Monde, the place occupying 800 Decatur St, is an open air coffee shop at the corner of Anne St and Decatur. I recognize the place because my sister and I had watched a few movies that featured the shop, and had decided to visit it first thing if we’d ever visited New Orleans.

			Navigating the menu of my new smartphone takes up more time than I’d like. I’ve been out of the loop, and both Uber and Lyft had changed their app logos in the three years I’ve been gone.

			I figure it out, though, and arrive on site via overpriced ride-share a full half hour before I’m supposed to meet Graham. I’d have been there sooner, but the phone that I’d borrowed from the devil wearing Tom had an internet connection so slow that I’d almost thrown it into a bayou of sheer frustration while waiting.

			I tip my driver with a few of the dollars that the devil had given me and step out onto the wide T-shaped street facing the cafe. For the first time since entering the city, I smell bread instead of mold and hints of swamp air. It’s well into nighttime, and it’s full on raining, but that doesn’t keep a few dozen cars and a few hundred pedestrians from clogging the streets. Every fourth or fifth person has one of the plump, puffed, and powdered sugar covered pastries that have made this place famous cradled in their hands, and the smell of the place, growing stronger by the step, makes my stomach growl with the need for comfort and calories.

			Despite the smell and my belly, I resist my initial urge to march across the street and pick up a bag of powdered sugar dusted beignets for myself. I’ve been in a few cities since gaining my powers from Ole Beeze, but never this one. Walking around blind is rarely a good idea, so I force myself to hang back across the street until I get a feel for the place.

			It takes me less than a minute to be glad that I did. On the street corner across from me is a man looking off in the direction opposite of me. There’s nothing particularly odd looking about him. Fit, but not so much that I’d peg him for a gym rat or marathoner. Still, something about him rubs me as wrong, and when I think on it for a moment, I decide that it’s his shoes.

			He’s wearing trail runners, which really isn’t anything too weird in itself. They’re the kind of thing made to work as well in the city as they do in a campground. I like them myself, because they’re adaptable, and when I’m working, I never know for sure if I’ll end the day on the same continent that I started.

			They’re also expensive. Day to day wear is murder on their treads, and I’ve never met anyone else who hadn’t saved them for a workout or something similar.

			This guy, fitness freak or not, is definitely not on his way to the gym. He’s wearing blue jeans and a light jacket to keep off the rain, and carries no gym bag to hold towels, shorts, or other essential treadmill-centric things.

			Pausing, I take another look around me to see if the man’s choice of footwear is a common thing in these streets. Like I said, I’ve never been in this city, and don’t really know the fashion trends here. This could just be a one-off quirk of New Orleans and nothing to worry about. I could just be imagining things.

			Looking around, I see that the plus side is that I’m not imagining anything. There’s another man wearing a pair of trail runners, albeit a little more worn from what I can see. Like the first man, he’s not looking at me, but he is crossing the road to my side of the street. He reaches the sidewalk, makes a turn, and starts wandering in my general direction, his eyes glued to the smartphone held in his hand.

			Unalert as he seems, the man triggers the last of the alarm bells that I need to go from worry to full blown damage control. I’ve got good reason because the man now coming towards me has a duffel bag on his back.

			Like sensible shoes, duffel bags are wonderful things in my business. They can hold cash, hide contraband, or even carry weapons without giving much of a clue to their contents if one adds other things alongside to fill out the empty spaces. The one on the man’s back is large enough to hold an assault rifle if it has a folding stock, but my gut tells me that it holds something more distinctive, like a Kel Tec KSG.

			I really don’t need this shit, I think. My last few days awake have had more commotion than I’d ever have liked, with a large chunk of it provided by a group of mercenaries who favored Kel Tec KSGs. I don’t blame them. That shotgun was a complex mess of a thing, but it came with the ability to fire all kinds of nasty customized shells and came in a frame small enough to hide under a jacket, let alone in a bag.

			I also didn’t blame them, too much, for coming after me. I’d done horrible things to their friends, and then I’d let horrible things happen to them. It made sense that still more of their kind would want quality time with me and a pipe wrench.

			The last thing I need before meeting with Graham is a fire fight in the streets of her jealously guarded city, much less on the footsteps of a place where she likes to eat. I need to lead these guys away from here, shake them off, and return. All without getting cornered, or worse, getting shot.

			I stick my hands in my pocket and rub the borrowed lighter I find there. It won’t be much use to me here - my last few attempts at a drop had left a lot to be wanted. Still, the feel of the tool on the tips of my fingers is enough to give me a sense of familiarity. A sense of confidence that I’ll need to pull off, well, anything.

			With my hands in my pockets and head tucked down, I start walking northeast up Decatur. Within two blocks I come to a fork in the road, and take the rightmost one which, to my surprise, brings me up alongside what I assume is the Mississippi. That river winds slow and lazy through the city, its waters dark and choked with the smell of decay. I don’t mind the smell, though, because my hunch had been right about veering right.

			The street stretching ahead of me is much less crowded than the one outside of the cafe. There’s people about and walking in clusters thick enough to make a racket if someone tries to grab me, but also thin enough for me to have a clear view of anyone nearby. I pause to tighten my laces when I come up alongside one of these groups, and catch sight of the man with the duffel bag still following me. He’s not hurrying, but something about the tension I see growing in his shoulders tells me that his patience for the chase is growing short.

			I’ve been impatient myself, several times in fact, and while I may not be the kind of woman who learns her lessons quickly, I do learn them eventually. I can use his impatience, I think, if I can only find a way away from him. My fingers brush my new lighter again, and I get an idea.

			My last few drops since I’d entered Louisiana hadn’t gone well, but that doesn’t mean they hadn’t worked at all. Each of them so far had landed me a few hundred feet away from where I’d aimed, which is a long ways away from the miles that I’m used to. I look around myself, now though, and am pretty sure that miles isn’t what I need at the moment. All I need is to get far away to break line of sight.

			The river flowing alongside me gives me pause for a moment. If my next drop goes as unpredictably as my last few have, I’ve got a 50/50 shot of landing in the river. Still, 50/50 is better than the chances I have. The guys following me don’t look like track stars, but their choice of footwear lets me know that they’re more than willing to chase me down if it comes to a footrace.

			I rise up from my shoelace inspection and start walking further down the street, veering a little towards the nearest cluster of people. It’s not a big gaggle, maybe six or eight people huddled together, listening and watching something on one of their smartphone screens. They won’t provide me with much cover, but if I can time things right I won’t need much. I wait until I come near them, then turn back to look at the man with the duffel bag behind me. The moment the group of screen watchers passes in between us, I throw a glance at an alley and hope, or maybe even pray, that I wind up there instead of the water, and flick my lighter.

			My drop starts immediately after. I barely have time to take in my surrounding downstairs because I try for a landing as soon as I’m able. I haven’t been grabbed in the last 24 hours while in transit, and that’s a record that I’d like to keep going as long as I’m able.

			To my surprise, I don’t just drop on dry land, I end up exactly where I’d hoped for, an alley about 200 feet away from where I’d been standing. I take a few steps back to get deeper into the damp shadows it provides, and settle down to watch for any other mercenaries who come my way.

			It doesn’t take long for the duffel bag carrying man I’d been avoiding to come even with where I’d just been.

			He turns around on his heel and looks around a bit, his face screwed up in a frown of frustration and confusion. I stay put as he raises his smartphone up to his ear, and remain so until another man, someone I hadn’t seen before, comes up to meet him from the direction I’d been walking in originally.

			That gives me a little bit of pause. I really hadn’t noticed him, and looking closer, I wouldn’t have spotted him until it had been too late. The man who comes to meet him is older, with a look of boredom on his face. Pot bellied, slow, nothing like what I’d expect from your modern mercenary. The newcomer says a few words to the duffel bag man, none of them looking kind, and walks off, shoulders sloped to merge back into the foot traffic on the street. Close call, I think, closer than anything I’d want to deal with again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			The mercenaries wander off out of sight, but I don’t get up and move immediately. Instead, I settle down and think about what I’d just done with more than a little excitement. Not being able to drop had been nagging at me more than I’d realized. After a decade of freedom, being pinned down to one location made me feel like I’d lost an arm or a leg. My last drop, however, hadn’t been random at all. I’d thought of a place, then landed there a moment later - much like I usually did with my drops.

			I run a few options through my head, and eventually come up with a guess. Distance. Both of the drops that I’d tried since waking up in Louisiana had been along the lines of my usual trips. I’d aimed for places far away, and was surprised when I landed within throwing distance from where I’d started my drops.

			This time, however, I hadn’t aimed to go far, because I’d been expecting a fuck up. I just hoped real hard that I landed in the alley, and after flicking my lighter, there I was.

			Distance, I think again. Maybe the lockdown over Louisiana and New Orleans wasn’t a total shutdown kind of thing. Maybe I could make my drops here, so long as I kept them short.

			I don’t realize that I’ve decided to give my theory a try until I feel the lighter already back in my hand. I think about my meeting spot at Cafe du Monde, less than four blocks away. I fix the place in my mind, flick my lighter for a drop … and land, with a splash, in the Mississippi River gurgling a few hundred feet away.

			The water is so cold it makes my muscles strain and start shivering. I dip below the surface, claw back up, and try to lift my hand far enough out of the water to flick the lighter again. It makes no flame, but there’s sparks, which is good enough for me. I lock my eyes on a rooftop near the alley I’d just dropped away from, flick the lighter again, and drop away from the river.

			My landing on the rooftop is clumsier than I’d like because the frantic motions of treading water don’t translate well to standing on dry land. I stumble over my own feet and tip towards the edge of the rooftop, but manage to get my balance back in time to avoid pancaking myself. I back away from the edge of the rooftop, shivering and clutching the lighter in my hand. Good news, all in all. I’m still trapped in this city, but at least, if I’m careful, I won’t be trapped on any particular street.

			I reach into my pocket to check the time on my phone, and am actually surprised when the display still works. It’s not often that you find one with decent waterproofing, despite what all of the ads like to say. I double check the timezone, look at the clock, and see that I’ve got about 10 minutes to get back to the cafe, preferably unseen.

			Looking down at myself, soaked through to the bone, I figure that making my way there without attracting attention will take some doing. I’ve got my lighter though and, while I’m hamstrung by the short distances, I can make drops again. I’ve always found some way to manage when times got complicated. I refuse to miss this meet with Graham.

			I’ve got no time to deal with my wet clothes, and I don’t know how many other mercenaries are looking for me in the streets. My best bet, by my guess at least, is to find a route to the cafe that keeps me off the streets. As much as I’d like to pull a batman and jump from rooftop to rooftop, I decide that a modified version - short drops to locations within line of sight to keep things safe - is the best way to go about things.

			I crawl over to the opposite end of the roof to see if I can get a decent view of a way back to the cafe. I don’t really know how long is too long a drop, so I decide to be conservative and stick to things close enough to hit with a rock.The buildings next to me are close enough that I think, well hope, I can reach with one of my Louisiana shortened drops.

			It may be a stretch, but I think I can make my way more or less back to the corner I hopped out of the cab at without having to come back down to ground level. I’m already running out of time to meet up with Graham, so I flick my lighter, make a drop, land and repeat.

			My last drop to a rooftop lands me across the street from Cafe du Monde. The crowd on Decatur street outside is still thick enough to keep me from easily picking out any mercenaries that I’d missed on my first sweep. So, instead of climbing down and risking getting seen again, I decide to try for a drop straight to the inside of the cafe itself.

			From what I can tell, the orders themselves and the actual cooking is done inside the main section of the building. I can’t see inside the building itself, because the glass is dark. I don’t want to try for a drop directly inside, then. With the glass obstructing my vision, I don’t know if trying to land there will go sideways due to a lack of line of sight.

			The patio area, however, should be more doable. Cafe du Monde is an outdoors seating kind of place. There’s a large wide patio attached to the thing with a covered tarp overhead, and high railings that obscure the faces of people sitting down to eat.

			I know that this may be a little dicey. All of my successful drops in the last few minutes had been within line of sight or less. This drop, however, is a good bit farther, maybe the length of half a football field. If it’s too far, and my drops malfunction again, I could land in the river if I’m lucky, or in front of a yet unseen mercenary grab team if not. It’s not really the kind of risk that I want to take, but It’s pretty much the only one I have available.

			I say a silent prayer to myself, trying my best to leave God out of it. I don’t know for sure if He cares about my existence, but given the deals that I’ve made and the company I keep, I figure that it’s best to stay out of His notice.

			Prayer done, I flick my lighter one last time, aiming for a lonely spot on the crowded patio, back in the corner.

			I’m probably going to surprise someone when I make my landing. There are a lot of eyeballs there after all, but if I move with some confidence immediately after landing, I can probably depend on people to convince themselves that my sudden arrival was just something they imagined.

			The drop goes smoothly, and to my relief, so does my landing. I look around briefly to see if anyone outside of the cafe has noticed me, then make a beeline for one of the side entrances into the building itself once I fail to see anything worrying. My shoes squish and squelch as I move, drawing more than a few eyeballs as I brush past patrons.

			I keep my pace steady, though, and act as if nothing is amiss. Whatever I’m doing must work pretty well, because an old lady that I pass makes a tsk tsk noise when I come near and says something about young people forgetting to bring umbrellas.

			I make my way to the line forming inside of the cafe interior and order a single basket of beignets. The smell from the cooking inside washes over me again, and I change my mind fast enough to turn the order into a double. My food comes out quick enough, and one of the servers must have taken pity on me, because they include a cup of coffee, free of charge, along with the beignets.

			I take the pastries back to the patio area, trying to keep my face turned away from the streets as I move. I find myself a table, and against all of my instincts, turn my back to the street so that It’ll be impossible to see my face while I sit down without entering the crowded, very public, confines of the cafe itself.

			The smell coming from my basket of beignets is killing me. The pastries are still sizzling with oil, and the mountain of powdered sugar dumped on top of them is thick enough to ski in. For a moment, I consider taking a bite while I wait. After all, Graham did ask me to save one for her, implying that she wanted me to eat. I refrain though, because while I wasn’t raised well, I wasn’t raised in a barn either. I wait for company. Especially company that should terrify me.

			It’s a good thing I wait, though, because I’m there for less than a minute before a light brown skinned woman with reed thin wrists and full, inviting lips pulls out a chair and sits across from me.

			“I’m impressed. I didn’t expect you to come with support, let alone with men of such quality. It took me a whole three heartbeats to realize they were here.” The woman that I presume is Graham reaches over to dip her finger into the mound of powdered sugar on one of the pastries. When she licks it off, her dark eyes flick shut in what looks like genuine pleasure before she leans back and stretches like a cat.

			“Were they expensive?” she asks. I give her a confused look, prompting her to add “The mercenaries.”

			“Oh. Can’t tell you for sure.” I say. “But they knew what they were doing when they tried to grab me.”

			Graham narrows her eyes for a moment and looks at me. There’s something wrong with her eyes. Though on second glance I can’t quite tell what. They’re light brown in color, and practically sparkle with intelligence and a razor’s wit. But something about them unnerves me in a way that I haven’t encountered before. They’re wrong. Somehow, in a way I can’t be sure of, but they’re wrong.

			She blinks. The moment passes, and Graham speaks again.

			“That was not wholly a lie.” she says. “Barely anything of a lie, in fact, but not all together true.”

			Graham leans forward, planting her elbows on the edges of the table, her hands clasped together.

			“Do not. Lie to me.” she says. “Not now. Not while I accept you as a guest in my home. Not while I sit and break bread with you.”

			I glance down at the basket of beignets that, save for the bit of sugar Graham took, remains undisturbed.

			“Not much bread broken yet.” I say.

			Another pause from Graham, before she reaches out a narrow fingered hand and lifts one of the beignets. She breaks it in half, sprinkling the green painted table top with white powder. She takes half, bites into it, and leaves the rest for me.

			“Bread has been broken.” she says. “Now, as I was saying, child. Do not lie to me.”

			I reach out to the other half of the beignet and take a bite of it myself. I chew, then nod towards Graham, leaning back in my seat. It takes about every ounce of self control that I have to not lick my fingers when I do so, but I keep myself in check.

			“I do not know how much these mercenaries cost.” I say. “But I can guess, because I’ve dealt with them before. Or at least I think that I have.”

			“Go on.” says Graham.

			I wipe a bit of sugar from my sleeve and keep talking.

			“They were part of a merc shop run by a man named Tom. Former client, before he turned on me after I said no to a job offer. Don’t know how much these guys are used to being paid, but he’d offered me half a million without batting an eye.”

			Graham listens to me without comment, or any spoken comment at least. Her eyebrow, however, raises an inch. I guess half a million isn’t just a whole lot of money to just me.

			“Anyway.” I continued. “He’s dead, now. No.” I pause, remembering the lack of truth in my words. “He’s not dead, but he wishes he was. I dragged him to hell, and a devil’s riding him now. It’s an indefinite stay kind of thing.”

			“Ah.” says Graham. She dusts a bit of sugar off of her fingers and goes back to leaning in her chair. “Well, if you’d played that rough with someone that I’d liked, I’d be angry enough to make deals with a few devils to find you and express my displeasure. Strange though. Few devils are strong enough to wield influence here. My patrons’ defenses over this city are quite … extensive.”

			“Patrons?” I ask, leaning forward and trying to hide my excitement. If Graham’s power comes from otherworldly beings instead of from herself, then there’s a chance of my finding something similar for me. I haven’t been much of a part of the magical community, but I haven’t had my head in the sand. I’ve done my research, and everything that I’ve heard says that most mortals gain powers from the devils, or on rare occasion, their more heavenly counterparts.

			“Yes, patrons.” says Graham. “There are things out in the deep that are far worse than devils, far more wrathful than angels. Many, in fact, are more powerful than gods.”

			“Gods …” I say, before shaking my head. “I’m sorry. I just, I never thought that gods, you know, plural, were really a thing. Even the singular was kind of unclear to me. I always thought that angels and devils were the most that there were. Angry little soldiers still mad over a long ago finished war.”

			Graham laughs, and when she does, I’m surprised to find that the sound of it swirls around and captivates me.

			“Oh their war may be the one they care about the most. Personal history, and the like. But it is far from the worst that either devil or angel have faced since creation bled forth from cracks in the deep. There are gods, plural, out there, and worse. My patrons are among the latter category.”

			Her words settle like a weight over me. I feel my heartbeat start to quicken as I process what she’s said, and what it could mean for me. If there’s something out there more powerful than a god, does that mean that it …

			“How much would it cost for your patrons to help me kill a devil?” I say.

			Graham leans back in her seat and laughs again.

			“See, I knew that you were going to be interesting.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			I lean forward on the table, placing my own bit of beignet back on a napkin.

			“Tell me everything.” I say. A moment later, I realize that giving demands to a woman who owns a city and maybe even a state is not the best way to live to the end of the week.

			“Um, please?” I add, hurriedly.

			“Know anything about the world beyond devils?” asks Graham.

			I shake my head.

			“Most of what I know comes from Ole Beeze. I’ve met a dropper or two who was more or less like me. Not Beeze’s droppers, but other devils. They didn’t last long.” I say.

			Didn’t last long was an understatement. While devil-dogs are not common, we tended to make a splash once we gained our powers. Splashes mean attention, and attention often brings bullets.

			That’s a good thing for the devils. The powers they give us are not meant to be shared. My being able to drop through the world means that Ole Beeze is stuck flying coach for as long as I live.

			I’d been lucky enough to find a trade, arms smuggling, which required a low profile and a willingness to pick up survival skills. It’s a good chunk of what’s kept me alive all these years.

			“No,” says Graham. “We often don’t.”

			I look at her, thinking of Graham, and the nature of all powers that come from devils.

			“You were one of Beeze’s, right?” I say. “But that doesn’t make sense to me. The whole reason he’s after me is because I haven’t died yet. I’ve still got the ability he sold me, and will keep it until I make a mistake and buy the farm. How are you still standing if Ole Beeze has all his powers back except for the one he gave me?”

			“Oh that?” says Graham with a laugh. “Well that’s easy. I died, child. Not long after meeting Ole Beeze, in fact.”

			“You died?”

			“Yes.”

			“But you’re, you know. Not dead?” I say, wondering if I’m wrong. After all, she is called the voodoo queen. Maybe it’s for a reason.

			“I’m not a zombie.” she says. “But I do have a few of those in my keep. Real zombies, mind you, not those rotting things they have on TV.”

			She reaches forward and picks up the last beignet, dropping sugar across the table and her blouse as she does.

			“No. I died, intentionally, once I found myself some patrons who were stronger than Ole Beeze. Nasty bunch, but raising me from the grave? Not too hard by the standards that they’re used to.”

			“What’d it cost you?” I ask. No one in this world does anything for free. I have no reason to believe that it’s any different in the worlds that rub close to our own. Whatever she says will be worth it, though, if it brings me the head of Ole Beeze on a plate.

			“Sanity.” says Graham. She blinks again, and again I notice that something is indeed wrong with her eyes. She stares back at me hard, and I wonder if it’s an expression, a window into something deeper that I’ve been missing.

			“Not being crazy seems like … an important thing.” I say, my voice timid, surprising me.

			“That it is.” Says Graham, “But it has its advantages. Being crazy is an escape when it comes down to it. A way for the mind to protect itself from a reality that’s worse than what you’ve been led to believe.”

			“Dying’s that bad?” I ask her.

			“No.” she says. “Combing back from it, however, is.”

			Her eyes seemed to lose focus for a moment, before regaining their sharpness. She shook her head, and wiped the remaining sugar from her fingertips, her appetite apparently ruined.

			“Don’t worry yourself about that, though. I’ve long since learned how to come to terms with things the way they are, and how they have to be. Insanity is one thing, but inaction is no longer a luxury that I indulge in.”

			“Ah. OK.” I say, at a loss for words.

			“But that doesn’t answer your question does it?” prompts Graham.

			I shake my head, trying to get myself back onto topic. It doesn’t take me long.

			“How do I kill Beeze?” I ask her.

			Her answer comes in a more roundabout way than I would have prefered. In the minutes that follow, Graham tries to give me a crash course in the way creation used to be. I follow her when she explains that sentient beings have a kind of power that can be consumed by everything from devils to the greatest of the old things in the deep. I lose her, however, when she starts throwing around terms such as sanusphobia, “yog-sothoth,” and mind de-sync. She tells me that her patrons are often sleeping, but if I’m able to wake them, they can give me practically anything.

			“Practically,” says Graham, however, “Isn’t everything. Devils, and the angels that they once were, have been woven into the fabric of our reality. They cannot be killed, which is good, because I’m fairly sure that murdering one would shatter creation. It’s annoying, but they are called immortal for a reason. They can be … neutralized, however. Trapped. Constrained. Almost the same thing, really. Better even.”

			“How do you do it?” I ask, before frowning. “No, how is chaining a devil better than killing?” I ask.

			Graham looks off into the distance behind me, her gaze flicking towards the street where I know that somewhere there’s a mercenary or three out looking for me. She shows her teeth, but it’s in such a manner that I can’t quite call it a smile.

			“The answer to both your questions is the same. You eat them,” she says. “Well, the patrons do, anyway. Like I said, devils are immortal, so the meal lasts forever. It’s painful, It’s dirty, and It’s far far worse a fate than what even the worst of those bastards deserve. That’s not the best part though.” she says.

			I lean forward, her words drawing me forward. A bad end for Ole Beeze is even better than what I’d hoped for.

			“What’s the best part?” I ask.

			“Trapping an angel, or a devil in your case, isn’t the gift that you’d receive after making a trade with one of my patrons. The sacrifice of those entities, immortal to the last, is the payment. Feeding them to the great old ones a devil is how you get my patrons, gain their attention, in the first place.”

			I shake my head.

			“I’m not sure I follow.”

			Graham sighs a little more melodramatically than I’d expect from her, and starts to rise from the table.

			“Child.” she says. “If you’re smart enough to get a devil in a place where the old ones can reach him, you’ll be giving them a delicacy. They’ll reward you, child, for that kind of meal. With their favor behind you, you could, well… it’s the next best thing to having a bottled djinn in your pocket. Use your imagination.” she says.

			And I do.

			With real power behind me I could stop running, and go after the mercenaries who have been coming for me. I can even build a stronghold and make sure that nothing like Ole Beeze ever comes for me again.

			Plus there’s what Graham had just told me. Back from the dead, she’d said. Child’s play for these things. With their power, just maybe, I could even get back my…

			Focus, Robin, I think. Distracted means dead in situations like these. Focus on what’s in front of me. Focus on killing Ole Beeze.

			“You said there were places where your patrons can reach out to things like Ole Beeze. Where do I find one?”

			“Find one?” says Graham. “Don’t you know that this is New Orleans? I know a place, hell ten places, that are in walking distance from here.”

			She starts walking away from the table without looking back. “Follow me.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			I follow her outside, but that doesn’t mean I like it.

			There were mercenaries on these streets the last time I’d entered them and I’m on the sidewalk with Graham for less than a minute before I pick out the new wave that’s come to get me.

			“On my right.” I say to Graham, without looking in that direction. “Big guy. Looks like a bruiser. Holster inside his pants on his left hip.”

			“Oh he’s no bother.” says Graham about two seconds before I hear the squealing rubber screech of a car out of control. One of the pedestrians across the road to the right of me screams, and I turn in time to see a minivan, complete with wide-eyed soccer mom behind the steering wheel, bound over the curb… and slam directly into the mercenary I’d picked out.

			As I watch, the driver pops her door open and spills out into the street. She’s still screaming, but not because of the car crash or the man she’s just hit. Instead she crawls on her hands and knees away from the car, her head turned and eyes locked on some nightmarish vision that no one else, me included can see. She sobs as a bystander rushes to her side and I see another mercenary slip around a corner and start jogging towards the broken man in the street.

			“Well, he’s no bother anymore.” continues Graham. I can barely make out her voice amid the sounds of the crowd, and when I turn back to her, I see that she’s a good ten feet ahead of me. Apparently her little … whatever the fuck it was that she’d just done, had been so small of a worry that she’d never broken stride. I tuck my head down to the pavement and hurry over to catch up.

			“What in the fuck did you just do?” I ask her.

			“Me? Not much. I just let her see a glimpse of what waits for all of creation on the other side of New Orleans. It’s not my fault that what she saw just happened to be waiting more or less where that mercenary had been standing.”

			She tosses a look back to the still unfolding triage happening on the street behind us.

			“It was a 50/50 shot of if she’d try to swerve around or just ram into what I showed her. Given the crash, I’d say she’s a mother. We tend to have a fighter’s instincts.”

			I stare good and hard at the woman I’m walking with. A lady who makes devils fear to enter her domain, and sends protective mothers into madness without a moment’s hesitation. I wonder what in the world could have made her like that, and if something similar could happen to me.

			Probably, I think, as a sinking feeling enters my stomach. I’ve seen terrible things in my life. Hell, I’ve done terrible things, too. Was dragging people into hell the peak of savagery for a woman like me?

			Was it only the beginning of a long arc somewhere far worse?

			My thoughts must be clear as day on my face, because a moment later Graham stops and turns towards me.

			“Are you, of all people, judging me?” she asks.

			I think on it for a moment, then nod.

			“Yes.” I say. “But I get it too, I think. I’ve done things, myself. I already told you what I’d done to their friends.Those mercenaries have reason to be after me.”

			“That you did.” she says. “Though in all honestly I can’t say that I blame you. I’d have done worse if they’d taken my own sister from me.”

			Once again I stop in my tracks.

			“How do you know that?” I say, my heartbeat rising.

			“Oh come now.” says Graham, still walking down the street. “I’ve known who you were for years. Devil dogs like ourselves rarely last out the year, yet alone a decade. That kind of thing gets around, even in antisocial little circles like the ones we inhabit. There’s a reason I didn’t kill you the moment you stepped into my territory. I wanted to see you for myself, another devil-dog who’d survived Ole Beeze. Thank goodness I did.”

			She turns around to look at me.

			“In another life, maybe, I think we could have been, well, something. Maybe friends.” She says.

			I walk along with her, my feet aching from the uncomfortable shoes on my feet. I’m tired, and growing more so and Graham’s decision to hold back information isn’t helping me with that at all. I almost say something objectively rude to her, a collection of Tagalog curse words I’d learned from an ex-priest in the jungles of Mindanao. Instead I settle for filling my voice with the kind of candy coated sweetness that annoys most people, especially coming from someone as blonde as me.

			“Oh that’s me.” I say, my voice bubbling. “Friendly, that’s why all of my clients come back for more.”

			I can practically hear Graham rolling her eyes at me.

			We make a few turns and walk a few more blocks to the edges of another commercial area. The mood in this part of town is decidedly different from the wide open streets and heavy foot traffic outside the Cafe du Monde. The smell that’d been annoying me since I set foot in this city is worse around here and the scent of mold or something similar makes the back of my throat and eyes start to itch. I look around, wondering if this is one of those places that never recovered from Hurricanes Katrina, Alberto, Chantal or the long parade of tropical storms that leave semi-permanent floods from here to the Florida Keys. None of the buildings I can see, be it house or store, show any of the telltale high waterline stains that have become so familiar everywhere east of Texas.

			Still though, the smell persists, digging into my nostrils and making my eyes water. I go a few more steps and realize that something else is wrong, too. It starts with a misstep. There’s a crack in the road that I go wide to avoid - the leftover buckled concrete of one of the city’s many floods. Stepping on it would be the kind of everyday chance that most people avoid without noticing, me included. Concrete like that has a tendency to wobble, and there’s no telling how much weight it has behind it until it dislodges and smacks into your ankle. I stumble a bit while moving around it, and it takes me a moment to realize that it wasn’t the broken concrete itself that made me trip. It was almost like a wave of vertigo, albeit one too short to be normal.

			I catch myself and look over at Graham walking next to me. There’s something dreamy about her movements now, something that I’d once interpreted as elegance or grace, but I now see is a fluid balance, a kind usually seen in people used to life on the sea. I’ve seen navy boys who walked in that liquid loose-kneed walk that seems more of a glide than anything else. The dizziness I’ve been feeling, the disorientation isn’t something I’ve been imagining. Graham is not only feeling it too. She’s expecting it and compensating well.

			Holding my hand out wide to gesture towards the cityscape around us I ask Graham.

			“Does all of this have something to do with why I can’t drop near this city”?” I ask.

			“No.” Graham says pressing on, “the floods are just from global warming.”

			“I’m not talking about the floods.” I say. “I’m talking about all of this. Something’s wrong with the air here, and my balance is all shot to hell as if I’m on a boat. There’s no way I’m alone in feeling this.”

			“Oh, that.” says Graham. “And you’re not alone, though most people don’t pay attention enough to pin down the specific reason for the discomfort they feel here. I don’t mind it personally. Keeps the property taxes down at least.”

			“That’s all very interesting.” I say, borrowing a word from her. “But that still doesn’t answer my first question.” I say.

			Graham turns her head back a bit to look down at me. I don’t know how she does it, because once we stood it was plain to see that I was a head taller than her plus change.

			“Yes. This has something to do with why you cannot drop here.” she says. “Happy?”

			I’m not, but there’s a bit of a mood in her voice, and I don’t expect that I’ll get much more from her right now. I could push, of course. But I’m a guest here, and she’s the kind of woman that I suspect won’t take kindly to guests who become impolite.

			We come to a stop outside a dilapidated shell of corner convenience store. The sign outside of it is cracked with hand painted letters, beneath a barely functional fluorescent light, announcing “Graham’s Wine and Grocery.” I look from the sign towards where my guide is standing beside me. The first thing I notice is a look of apology on her face.

			That by itself wouldn’t have been so bad, save for the fact that the second thing I notice is the wicked looking knife in her hand.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Adrenaline spikes through me, making me flinch. In a lot of people that’s about all they’d have done, because a flinch is usually followed by freezing.

			Not me, though. I’m an arms smuggler, and I’ve had my fair share of knives get pulled in the middle of a meet. One of the easiest ways to survive one of these occurrences, in my experience is not to fight your initial instinct to get some distance. The best choice, in my case, is to just keep moving away and keep moving.

			I dance back a step then dart to the side, forcing Graham to track me with her blade if she wants to use it on me. I follow up the side step with a few skipping dodges as well, as if i’m trying to fake her out on a basketball court.

			Unfortunately for me, this isn’t a basketball court. It’s a broken slabbed, unevenly buckled concrete sidewalk in one of the worse off areas of New Orleans. My heel catches the edge of something, and the rest of me pivots over that new fulcrum point.

			There’s this weird sound, kind of like a door slamming shut but with a airy whoosh that seems ingrained through it. Stars swim though my eyes, and I realize that I’ve fallen and smacked my head pretty well. I’m kind of fucked. I know what happens when you lose your feet in a fight with someone close. One of the commandos I sometimes traded with, or the jiu-jitsu instructor I’d spent a week training with while Mary was on a school trip a few years ago, may have been able to fight their way up from here, but not me. I’m a dead woman.

			Dead doesn’t mean that I have to go out on my back though, so I do a fair impression of a situp that levers my back and head off the ground. There’s no way I’ll be able to get full to my feet, much less run before Graham gets me with the knife, but to have my hair off of the ground feels like a victory, however small, to me.

			Fortunately for me, she doesn’t seem to have much interest in stabbing me, because I’d probably have a new hole or two if that was the case. The look of apology is still fastened firm on her face, though now it’s got a twinge of amusement as well. It’s the amusement that keeps me from running after I finally scramble to my feet. My heartbeat is still thundering in my head, and when I pull myself up with a sit up, my balance is even more off kilter than before.

			“OK, I should have mentioned this a bit earlier to you.” Says Graham. “The beignets were a fair enough price for me to grant you entry into my city. My patrons are another story, though. The sign on the door may say that this spot is mine, but I’m mostly here to keep out other, more vulnerable people, from entering. If you want to come inside here, you’ll have to pay something to them first.These aren’t devils, so they won’t need your body. A few ounces of blood, freely given and drawn by your own hand, will do well enough.”

			I look down from Graham’s face to the knife in her hands. What I’d initially seen as an icepick grip on the blade is something a damn sight less threatening. Her hands are folded carefully over the length of the blade, with the untouched handle held outwards towards me. She takes a step closer to me with the knife, and while my instincts rise up in me to get away from her, I manage not to flinch.

			Reaching out, I grab the handle of the blade in my left hand. The thing is a simple iron and wood kind of affair, and looks like it would be murder to hold any kind of edge. The wooden handle is warm, and the iron is as well when I find myself lifting a finger to test it’s edge.

			“Uh uh.” Says Graham, interrupting me. “Be careful. That blade has spilled quite a bit of red for the things on the other side of these doors. That lets them reach out into this world, just a little, and express their own desires. Pricking your finger there will feed them well enough, but it won’t count as the sacrifice that you’ll need to enter this place safely.”

			Graham takes a step back, and leads me towards the welcome mat place down in front of the grocery shop.

			“If you do it here, this will count. This is close enough for them to taste as well as hear.”

			I nod numbly at her, angry at myself for letting my head get so fuzzy. A concussion sounds like a good reason to be a little confused, but good reasons won’t change anything if I die before I get done with what I need.

			I finish getting to my feet and follow Graham with the blade in my hand. My balance gets worse and worse the closer I get to the door, and when I finally set foot on the welcome mat, I realize why.

			Eyes snapping open in shock, I turn, a bit too quickly considering the knife in my hand, towards Graham.

			“Gravity.” I say. “That’s what I’ve been feeling, the gravity’s wrong here.”

			Graham nods.

			“There no such thing as gravity where my patrons come from. This close to the them, we feel a little of what they feel. I think that they try to tamp it down, try to imagine what things should be like for my sake, but… things like up and down are a little difficult for them. “

			I take a step back from the doorway, and the feeling of vertigo, of my inner ear swinging free, lessens the moment I’m off of that welcome mat.

			“Don’t back out on me now.” says Graham, and this time when I turn to face her, I’m glad for the knife in my hand. Her tone has lost its warmth now, and when I look at her, I see derision, disappointment, and something else. Something like hunger.

			“Don’t back out on me now that I’ve given you a shot that literally hundreds have died for. This is no small thing that I have told you, no small thing to kill what should not be killed, to trap what should never be trapped. My patrons know that you must be here to see them, largely because I haven’t killed you yet. Don’t back out on me now. Not after that.”

			I am not afraid to say that honestly, I’m afraid. In all of my rush to get here, I never really allowed myself to think about what I’m doing. I’d broken the laws of physics, hell the very laws of creation, almost every day of my adult life. But this? This seems like an order of magnitude larger than anything that I’ve dealt with. There’s this feeling in my belly that I’m not seeing the big picture. That I’m too focused on Beeze and what I have to do to him.

			But then I think of Mary, and how I was supposed to look after here.

			Yeah. I’ve always known what the smart thing to do was: leave it be. Get some distance, and leave this whole thing alone. This isn’t about the smart move though. It isn’t even about doing the right thing. It’s about doing what’s needed. And Ole Beeze needs to pay.

			Eyes still on Graham (just because I’m driven doesn’t mean that I trust her) I take a firm step, more of a stomp, back onto the threadbare welcome mat outside of this worn down grocery shop and stab the knife into my hand. I don’t mean to bring it down as hard as I do, but I also don’t think that I have much of a choice. I can tell now that Graham isn’t the only hungry thing near me. And as my blood leaks out in a swift river down my elbow and towards the mat, I realize that the hunger I’d seen on Graham’s face just now may not have even been hers in the first place.

			The things inside of this building are starving for what I have to give them. I twist the knife a little deeper, and feel it click against bones inside of my hand. More blood flows, and without reaching forward, without anyone’s hand anywhere near a knob, the door in front of me shakes, sprinkles dust, and swings open.

			The feeling of pressure, or hurrying, pressing at my head, the feeling that made me jam the knife into my palm instead of lightly cutting the skin above it, relaxes in my head. The patrons Graham have spoken of are sated for now.

			Stepping inside, I hope that they’re bellies, or whatever it is that passes for bellies, haven’t taken too much. Once I have Beeze, I plan on feeding them till they burst.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			“That was surprisingly decisive.”

			I hear Graham’s voice come from somewhere deeper into the store. It surprises me, because she’d been outside when I’d initially walked up to the place. Squinting into the darkness, I can see her, or something like her, moving in the shadows of the place. The lights are off, and there’s not much to see save for the faint outlines of head height shelves arranged in lopsided isles dividing the interior of the room.

			“Then again, it has been a while since my patrons have had a good meal.” says Graham’s voice, this time from elsewhere in the building, off near the cash register. When I turn, this time I don’t have to squint. There’s a narrow bar of light coming in from the open door, part of which washes over the counter, which is complete with an old, dust covered check out register. I can see the rust on the thing from where I stand, though that doesn’t stop Graham, who’s standing behind it, from popping the teller open and placing the bloody knife inside the cash drawer.

			Wait, what? The knife had been in my hand when I’d entered the place. I was sure of that, because I’d been gripping it so hard in my hand that my knuckles had ached more than the stab wound in my palm.

			Come to think of it … I look down to see that my palm, though still dripping red at an unnerving rate, doesn’t actually hurt at all. There’d been a pinch when I’d driven the blade home, but it hadn’t felt quite as… sharp, I don’t know, quite as real as it should have when I’d stabbed myself. I know what an open wound feels like. I’d been shot three times in my life, gashed a few times more and on one occasion, fucking Morrocco, stabbed in the arm. All of those experiences had been stark enough in my memory to make me still flinch when passing by large sea shells, pieces of sharp edged jade, or men who carried KABar knives tucked into the back of their jeans.

			The wound in my hand and the feeling of falling outside, hell everything, feels like that disconnected sensation one has when they have a bad dream. I lift my head up to my head and touch where my skull had struck pavement, and I’m surprised to find that my fingers come away from the back of my head bloody.

			“I think that I may have knocked my head a little harder than I’d intended.” I say.

			“Oh, that? No, that’s just our patrons. Again.” says Graham. “This close to them, well… things get blurry. The place where they’re from is very different from our own. When they come here, they carry a lot of… assumptions with them, assumptions that are what they imagine our world to be like. Most times, they get things wrong, or a little bit wrong. That’s a problem when you’re as powerful as they are. When I guessed that an elephant weighs 100 pounds as a child, it didn’t keep the elephant from weighing 10,000. When a god guesses wrong, well… “

			She gestures towards my hand, at my head, and then the entire space around us.

			“Things get weird.” I answer.

			She nods.

			Sighing, I lean down a little bit to put my hands on my knees. My head doesn’t hurt now, but I wonder if it will once I walk outside again. Hell, for all I know, it won’t be there at all, assuming I get enough distance from this place.

			“Does this shit ever get any less strange?” I ask her. “I get the bits that I know. I’ve been hell dropping for years, through hell, literally, and it never seemed strange to me. Even the first time, I understood it. Loved it even. But this?”

			I mimic her own gesture, waving my hands vaguely towards the rest of the room.

			“I’ve been in your city for less than two hours, your state for less than two days, and this stuff just keeps getting stranger.” I say.

			“Be glad” she said. “At least it isn’t getting bloodier.”

			I pointedly looked down at my still not throbbing hand, which has by now dripped down to stain my jeans and even trickle inside of my shoe.

			“Speak for yourself.” I say.

			There’s a rustling, fluttering noise in the air, and I look up in time to catch something soft in the face. I claw at it with my bloody hand and come away with a clean washcloth in my hand. I look around the dust and dark covered room. I have no idea where it could have come from, but then again, I realize, after looking back towards the cash register, I have no idea where Graham has gone.

			Her voice returns to me from the opposite side of the room.

			“Space is a little hard for my patrons as well.” she says. “They tend to get very confused with that part, and the fact that they’re used to me doesn’t help. They pay less attention to things that they’ve grown accustomed to, and the less they pay attention, the less they get right. You’ll get used to it. I did.”

			“Sure.” I say, taking the towel in my hand and using the other to wrap it around tight. I look down at the puddle on the ground and the slashes and pools of red I’ve left on the floor leading into the room. They lead my eyes back to the door, but when I look outside, I can’t see the street beyond it. Just a weird washed out square of light.

			I shake my head free of the questions that brings up in me. I came here for a reason, and despite my hand, it’s time to get back to it.

			“What do I do next?” I ask Graham.

			“More or less whatever you want.” she says. “Though I strongly suggest sticking to a request. These patrons are also funny when it comes to thoughts. Unclear wants and desires can lead them a little astray. Direct questions and requests seem to help most.”

			I smirk a little. My own desires seem clear enough to me.

			“What I want is Ole Beeze dead, but I guess that’s not going to happen.” I say.

			“You guess correctly. Choose again.”

			“In that case.” I say, before biting my lip, thinking. Graham told me that these things out here can grant me practically anything that I want, but when it comes down to it, I can’t think of anything that I want other than Ole Beeze dead. Having them eat him as my payment takes care of that well enough for me, which still leaves me with a favor leftover from a psychosis causing god.

			“Any chance that I can just ask for a favor down the road, and have them hold it in reserve for me?”

			“Maybe.” says Graham. “Though I haven’t really asked the same before. Like I said, specifics and questions help quite a bit. You may end up wasting your payment in return if what you want is something a little too hard for them to comprehend.”

			I snort, and the sound coming from me is anything but ladylike.

			“I don’t really care one shit about the gift, ma’am.” I say, adding the ma’am part as a hasty afterthought. “The killing’s what I’m after.”

			Graham smiles.

			“Devils can’t die, remember?” she says. “What you’re going to do to him will be more like torture for an eternity.”

			That brings a genuine smile to my face, though only for a minute. I remember the others I’d sentenced to a similar fate, including Tom, who a devil now wore as a suit. This seems to be turning into a pattern for me, trapping my enemies in things worse than death. It’s not a pattern I’d much like to continue. Not for long, I think. But just long enough for Ole Beeze.

			I swallow down the disgust I’ve been feeling then nod my head.

			“That will work then.” I say. “I can live with getting nothing in return for Ole Beeze being taken, so long as he’s gone, and unhappy about it, forever.”

			I look down at my hand and pull hard on the knotted washcloth there, making it tighter.

			“Let’s get to work, then?” says Graham.

			“Let’s.” I say.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			I think that trapping a devil would have been hard to pull off on most other days, but something about how the mercenaries have been following me, about how they’ve always known exactly where to find me, reminds me a little too much of my last major run in with Ole Beeze.

			It had been the same day Mary had been kidnapped, three years before. Practically every place I made a drop to had been swarming with gunmen looking for me. Ole Beeze made sure that his minions stayed a step ahead of me, all without my ever knowing that the bastard was the cause of my troubles. It allowed him to play me like a fiddle, and make sure I went to exactly to wherever he wanted me to be.

			This time, however, I know how he thinks. And more importantly, I know the tools he uses. I tell Graham what I’m thinking, which in turn makes her smile. Her job will be to stay at the shop and prepare the final bits of our trap for Ole Beeze. Mine will be to make sure his mercenaries see me, so that I can lure them into a chase which brings the devil along with them.

			Exiting Graham’s place, I walk a few blocks and flag down an old fashioned taxi. I could have used an Uber, but my battery is getting low and I don’t know how long it’ll be until I either get a chance to recharge it or buy another burner phone. My initial response to that had been to take out my cheap lighter and make another series of within eyesight drops from Graham’s place all the way back to where I knew I could pick up the mercenaries.

			Graham’s response to that idea had… well, while I hesitate to use the word “horror” to describe the look that came to her face when she’d seen me pull out my lighter while standing on her doorstep, horror isn’t far off from what I saw. Apparently, there were multiple bonuses to her locking down drops within the vicinity of New Orleans.

			The first was that her enemies couldn’t surprise her by arriving in the heart of town unannounced. The second, and most important in her book, was that while her patrons couldn’t drop themselves into creation, they could follow those who used that particular mode of travel if they were “suicidal, incompetent, or ignorant enough” to do so while standing near one of the spots where they took sacrifices. A drop on the other end of the city would not end too badly, other than being cut off shot. One too close to the building, however, would apparently become “unpleasant” pretty fast.

			I still had no firm idea of just what her patrons were like, but the bits she’d described hadn’t been pleasant, so it’s little surprise that I instead chose to use the last bits of my cash and call a taxi.

			The taxi pulls up to a stop outside of Cafe du Monde. I pay the driver the last of my money, step out into the street, and find myself immediately drenched in rain. The foot traffic outside of the coffee shop has all but disappeared since I’d left this part of town a few hours before, and the only people left out on the streets are me, and the mercenaries.

			They’re easy to spot, because both of them had lifted their heads to track the movement of the taxi when I’d arrived, and are not shy when they start jogging my way with hands tucked into their jackets.

			Anyone looking at them, me included, can tell that they’re not reaching for cell phones under those jackets. These guys are armed, and while the others who’d come after me seemed to take great efforts to not hurt me too roughly, these guys, I’m sure, are here for murder and murder alone.

			I feel my breath catch for a moment, because despite all the times that it’s happened, I’ve never gotten wholly comfortable with the idea of someone trying to kill me. That lack of air doesn’t make me freeze up, though. Once again I feel my body spasm with a flinch and once again I embrace it - turning the motion into a full on sprint down the street. I have my lighter out and sparking in my hand by the time I come near a corner. The wind flying by from my sprint is giving me trouble in creating a spark, and the rain overhead isn’t helping.

			I pause in flicking my wet lighter long enough to throw a look back over my shoulder just in time to see one of the men skid to a halt, set his feet wide, and start aiming his weapon with steady hands down the street at me.

			Instead of turning around and continuing to run in a beeline, I throw myself forward in a dive that turns into a mud splashed skid. I don’t hear the sound of a gunshot going off, but I do see a piece of brick wall on the storefront next to me chip off, and hear the flitt, flitt, flitt of very fast somethings flying by overhead.

			My stomach clenches in worry again. Suppressor, and one good enough to really tamp down on the noise of a gunshot, I think. Despite their usefulness, I really don’t bump into men with suppressors that often, and even fewer with suppressors on weapons modified or designed to not cause the crack of a sonic boom. These guys, while not subtle, have no intention of letting anyone else interfere.

			My stomach clenches again and I realize, with a little bit of worry, that I’d half, or maybe a little more than half, been depending on something like a police patrol to come by and complicate things. Funny, because despite all the shit that I’d done to make some money for me and Mary, I still think of cops of, if not the good guys then at least the cavalry. They won’t be coming to help me now, which in its own way is good I think. After all, I’ve seen what others in this company did to cops who got in the way.

			None of this, however, stops the gunman from shooting at me. It’s a miracle that I’ve not been hit yet, and I have no intention of letting it stretch itself any further.

			I scramble onto my hands and knees, and instead of getting up to run again, hunch over, using my body to create some shelter from the rain and wind. I hold the lighter under myself, flick the wheel again, and pray.

			The drop was more abrupt than those that I’d experienced before coming to this goddamn state and city. I land nearby, as I’ve increasingly come to expect, but at least, when I look up, I see that I’m no longer directly in line with where the mercenary was shooting. The man no longer aims his gun level with his eyeline, and now holds it in a low ready position. He pivots at the hips, turning his head left and right until he again sees me. He tries to snap the weapon backup and in line with his eyes again, but by then, I’ve already turned a corner behind a building. Two steps later I set my eyes on a rooftop on the opposite side of the street, and after taking some care to snap a clear flame with the lighter sheltered in cupped hands, make a drop to the best high ground that I can see.

			For the minutes that follow, I watch the mercenaries looking for me. I let them catch glimpses of me once or twice while I do so, dropping down to a piece of sidewalk that has some hard cover nearby, before dropping back up to a rooftop or other hiding place. They follow me as if my sightings were a trail of breadcrumbs, over the hour that follows. Eventually, we come to the edges of the neighborhood which holds Graham’s shop. I make another appearance for the mercenary just near the edge of a street corner before dashing out of sight so I can make another drop. The rooftop I land on is right beside and above the following mercenaries. I expect him to keep following where he’d last seen me, which is in the direction of the Graham’s shop. Instead, he surprises me.

			One of the mercenaries sets eyes on a street sign at the neighborhood’s edge, then hastily steps off to the side of the road and retreats back several blocks. His pace is so fast that I actually have trouble making drops fast enough to keep up.

			He actually gets a little ahead of me, and by the time I make my way to a place that’s close to him and still hidden, he already has his gun hidden and a waterproof cell phone held up to his ear.

			“Yeah.” he says into the phone. “I didn’t realize, but she led me straight to your guys. I didn’t see if she made a stop there, but I thought you’d want to know.”

			A voice that I can’t hear over the distance and rain buzzes back through the phone at the mercenary’s ear. He stiffens, for a moment, then relaxes.

			“OK, good to hear.” he says. “With the primary down, we can wrap up this thing. Finish up in there then send someone out to come help me with this Robin lady.”

			The voice on the phone says something in return, but I’m too distracted to try and listen in anymore.

			There’s a deep feeling of unease going in me. Things are adding up, and not well for Graham, or me. He’d stopped and turned tail the moment he’d realized that I’d come back to Graham’s place. Whatever was going on there, he wasn’t supposed to be part of it. What’s worse, he’d said that I wasn’t the primary, and that the primary was down. I have more than an inkling that Graham does not play well with others of any stripe. The only people that the mercenaries could possibly be after in this city were Graham and me. And whoever they’d downed inside wasn’t me.

			Shit. Shit shit shit. These mercenaries had never been after me after all. Some way or another, they’d been after Graham. Yet another ally that I’d led these mercenaries straight to again.

			But, come to think of it, wasn’t that the plan all along? It had made sense to me as something to do, to lead the mercenaries, and through them, Ole Beeze, to where Graham would be waiting with a one way ticket to her patrons.

			The fact that the mercenary had in fact followed me all the way to Graham’s place should be a victory for me. I should be happy, ready and waiting for the inevitable arrival of Ole Beeze.

			I’m not though, and now that I let myself think about it, I realize the two reasons why.

			Part of it has to do with Graham herself. I don’t know her well, but I do know this - she’s an ally, and one who’s backed me. Three years ago, when Mary had been taken, I’d called on friends, rivals, and everyone else in between in an attempt to put together a crew that could help me save my sister. Every single person, save for one, who’d agreed to help me was gunned down within an hour of taking my call. I’d been sloppy in my haste, and their deaths were in no small part my fault.

			And now, here I am, repeating history with my newest ally. I’m not going to let her down like I did the others. Not if I can help it one bit.

			None of that makes me an angel, because the other thought keeping my mood tamped down is a whole lot more selfish. The mercenary I’d led here recognized the place, or at least something near it. He’d known where Graham’s place was long before he saw me. If Graham had been his company’s real target after all, and if she was indeed down, then it means that they were ready for her. And if they’re ready for someone like Graham, they’re more than able to take down someone like me.

			“Like hell.” I don’t realize that I said it out loud until the mercenary talking on the phone below me jerks and snaps his head up to look in my direction. He still has the gun on his body, but it does him no good, because I’ve already got a brick from the side of the rooftop in my hand and am in the motion of throwing it, hard, downward at him.

			I’m not that strong, but my throw is accurate, and the thirty or forty feet worth of distance between me and the mercenary on the street is more than enough to make up for what I lack in muscle. The brick hits him full on in the face, and he crumples to the ground as a crunching noise echoes up between the buildings. I flick my lighter, make another short drop, and land beside him a moment later.

			The voice on the phone is still speaking, apparently unaware of what I’d just done. I lift it up to my ear and stiffen when I hear the voice more clearly. My first instinct is to put the phone down and just leave. Get in a car and leave this whole stupid fucking city and this stupid fucking state. Drop to someplace tropical, and make sure that I still have money stashed away in dead drops the world over.

			I could do that, but I don’t. I don’t because I’m tired of having the rug pulled out from under me. And honestly, I’m just tired, period.

			I clear my voice and speak.

			“Hi, Tom.” I say. “Or hi, shithead wearing Tom, at least. Been wondering when you’d call me.”

			The voice on the other side doesn’t pause before speaking again.

			“Hello, little imp.” he says, and when he does, I notice the accent of the man slip away, replaced by another accent that is even more familiar.

			“Beeze.” I say. Fucking Beeze.

			“Got it in one.” he says. “You know, I was wondering if it would all be for nothing. You’re usually so smart, or at least clever. I thought that you’d maybe see through me, recognize me.”

			He laughs.

			“I guess I was overly cautious.” He says. “Apparently all I had to do was stop fiddling with coins, and pick up an accent. Disappointing, really.”

			I smile. The expression feels odd on me, almost as if my skin has stretched too wide for what could usually be called a grin. My heart is beating pretty fast, and I feel another emotion, something that I’d not expected, bubbling up in me.

			It’s not rage, like what I’d been feeling for days. It isn’t frustration either. Not anymore, at least.

			It’s hunger, I realize. It’s excitement. It’s knowing that all this shit is coming to an end, one way or another.

			That’s not a sane thought. But then again, nothing about this has been remotely close to sane since Mary was taken from me. May as well embrace it, right? Especially if it gives me what I need to do whatever comes next.

			“Stay right where you are Ole Beeze.” I say. “You can show me just how disappointed you are in me.”

			“You know where to find me.” He says, and the phone goes quiet.

			I put the phone down and wipe off a few splashes of rain off the screen. Looking at it, I realize how he’d found me, and through me Graham. The phone he’d given me was nothing compared to the older, heavily encrypted model I’d carried around back when I’d had Mary. Even with all the bells and whistles attached to it, however, it didn’t prevent Tom and his people, back when Tom was people himself, from tracking me and the allies I’d spoken to with it. The new phone had no prior associations with me, which is why I’d assumed it was safe enough to use for a day or three. It would have been safe, if Ole Beeze hadn’t been the one to give it to me. With that phone bugged, they could have followed me accurately to the ends of the earth.

			No use worrying over that now. I had people to kill and devils to feed to unspeakable things.

			I look from the phone to the mercenary on the ground, still knocked out cold on the edge of the street. What I find in his jacket pocket isn’t useful for killing Ole Beeze. There’s nothing there but a small pistol, a spare suppressor, and a spare magazine. I find three more magazines in the matching pocket on his jacket’s other side. I take the gun, switch out the suppressors, and feed in a new magazine. It’s not much, but it’s a start, and a start’s what I need.

			Stepping back out into the street, I look down the road to where Graham’s place is set up at the crossroads down the way. I take the pistol in my hand and thumb back the hammer.

			Yeah I think. A start is the only thing I need.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			I start making drops over towards the block that holds Graham’s Wine and Grocery store. My progress is good until I come within a mile or so of the place. After that it got… weird.

			The first clue of something, something more, at least, being wrong comes when my time spent in the empty space between drop and landings lasts for a second or more long. Whether I’m dropping through Hell anywhere else in the world, or the odd in between place found while dropping in New Orleans, I usually spend so little time downstairs that the most I get to notice is a sensation of heat or cold.

			This time, I actually see something. Gone is the wide, spacious pit of falling and flame that I’m used to seeing. Instead, what I find around me is… nothing. Not just a lack of fire, or even a lack of light. The space around me is just that, space, empty of everything save for the air I breathe.

			Stumbling, I land back in the world a moment later. I blink my eyes, and blink again when I find that they’ve been covered in frost, I shake my head, and watch as pieces of hair break off, frozen solid, break off and float to the ground. The fabric under my fingers is cold and stiff to the touch, as if I’ve been dropped into the world’s most powerful freezer on the drop. That in itself is scaring me.

			The fact that I can’t feel the cold, however, scares me even more.

			I look down at my hand, the bloody one, still wrapped in a now dirty washcloth. My hand hasn’t hurt once this entire time that I’d been back here. The absence of pain that I’d felt there while driving in the taxi away from here had been so pleasant it was almost like drinking. Somehow, I hadn’t noticed it. Just like I hadn’t noticed the cold.

			I’m used to picking up a burn or scratch here and there while dropping through Hell. Dropping through this new place, however, so close to Graham’s shop, seems to carry its own set of obstacles. I can’t tell how badly, or if at all, I’ve hurt myself. But I also don’t have the time to sit here waiting to see if this turns out badly down the line. I’m still a ways out from Graham’s place, and I have a dozen or more drops to make until I can get to her and Ole Beeze.

			My next few drops are more of the same. Emptiness, blackness, and a cold I can’t feel. My fourth of fifth one is a little different though, because on that one, I can tell that I’m not alone. I’m not down there long enough to get a good look around. Hell, I don’t want to be there long enough for a good look around. But I know what I’m feeling. It’s the sensation of hair standing straight on the back of my neck. Of goosebumps spreading across bare and covered skin alike. I’m being watched by someone, no, something unseen. There is definitely something here with me.

			The mystery arrival doesn’t fully make its presence known to me until I’m almost within sight of Graham’s place.

			In the split second after beginning my drop, I come face to, well not face, with a sickening, twisted, impossible shape hovering in the void in front of me. I can’t really describe what it looks like.

			It reaches out with … an arm? A branch? A claw? The mere effort of trying to put words to that thing makes my skull ache and stomach revolt.

			Only then do I realize the sheer size of the thing.

			Impossible. Impossibly large is the only way, the only rebelling word, to describe that thing. Buildings. Moons. Maybe even planets were pebbles in comparison to the thing. It was impossible to understand, impossible to contain, and it was coming straight for me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Fuuuuuuck that.

			I finish my drop to get away from that place as fast as I’m able, and land on Graham’s rooftop in time to avoid being crushed, or worse, by that impossible thing.

			My breath comes ragged, and the tears I don’t remember shedding mix with snot from my nose and sickness on my lips. Filth seems to cover me, to smother me, in an all encompassing film that I smell, or see, or even feel. But I know it’s there. I know it’s there. I know, because of where I’d been. I know because of that --

			The sound of a car engine idling on the street below grabs my attention before I can descend any deeper into the sheer insanity of what I’d just encountered. Cars, like guns and the roofing tiles underneath my feet, are tangible, touchable things. I can deal with guns. I can deal with cars. I can deal with whatever it takes to get my hands on Ole Beeze.

			What I can’t do, at the moment, is actually see the nearby car from where I stand on the rooftop, so I start crouch-walking closer to get a better look. After a few steps I come close enough to peer over the edge and look down to see a trio of SUVs are parked on the street below.

			Each of them has the passenger doors left open despite the rain, and a driver sits in each of the vehicles. While my angle for viewing them is steep, I can see that at least two of them are armed with the odd, stubby looking shotguns that I’d seen members of Tom’s mercenary shop carry on jobs before.

			The sight of them makes me more than a little uneasy, and the size of the vehicles themselves don’t help. Each of the vehicles looks like it could carry five, maybe six men, and if they’re all armed like the ones I see in the driver’s seats, I’ll be in for some trouble if they notice me. Dropping to get away from them isn’t an option, not anymore, not with those things waiting between drops for me. I’d never thought I’d find something more vile and unnerving than a devil downstairs, but I’m more than willing now to admit how wrong I had been.

			Looking down at my hands I see that I still hold the pistol complete with silencer threaded onto the barrel in my grip. I’m a pretty decent shot, you have to be when it comes to selling some of the higher end weapons, because if big spenders won’t spend at all if you can’t showcase how easy your weapons are to use. Being a good shot doesn’t mean that I’m used to shooting at people, however. I know from experience that the weapon is suppressed well enough that if I open fire on the men, carefully and one by one, I can probably end each of them without anyone being any the wiser. That could also go sideways real quick though. One trigger pull is all it takes for their shotguns to go off and announce my presence to everyone within blocks.

			If I’m going to get inside Graham’s place, my best chance is to not need the weapon or drops at all. Quietly, I move back to the other side of the rooftop before levering myself over the edge and lowering myself down to the space behind Graham’s shop.

			The inside of Graham’s place had been dark when I’d been in it before, so I hadn’t gotten a good enough look to see if there is a back door. After I land, I’m glad to see that there is in fact one to use. It doesn’t budge when I try and twist the handle, so I decide that my having the pistol is useful after all before raising the weapon, taking a half dozen steps back, and open fire on the lock.

			I’m a runner, not a fighter, which usually works in my kind of business. I have had some friendly encounters with other fighters, though, and always keep my ears open when they have advice to offer. Some of the best that I’ve received had come from an Army Ranger who had no problem with sharing the “grand blueprint of violence” after I’d bought a few rounds of Bangkok beer.

			His theory was simple. In any given fight, there are three clear principles that help decide how you should approach the task. They are, in order of preference, surprise, speed, and violence of action. Doing something slow and unseen is almost always better than doing the same thing fast and loud. Sure, fast makes it harder for people to react to your actions, but unseen prevents them from ever reacting at all.

			I don’t want to put all of my eggs in one basket, so I compromise with a combination of all three options. When I open fire on the lock, I don’t just pull the trigger once, I squeeze it back a half dozen times. While the suppressor turns my gunshots into whispers, the sound of the metal lock being smashed is harsh on my ears. The second I empty half a magazine into the door frame, I lunge for the door, yank it open as hard as I can, and throw myself into the room beyond.

			As before, darkness greets me on the other side of the door.

			I hear voices deeper inside the shop, and throw myself into the shadows before anyone can come my way. I try to close the door behind me as I do this, but the door frame and lock are a mess at this point, and so I leave the entrance open a crack. Streetlights and light pollution from the buildings around pool into the rest of the shop, turning the darkness into something dominated by vague shapes and agitated voices.

			There are people with guns around, so I swallow my pride real quick and drop down to my knees. I do it because I don’t want to wind up stumbling over a mop bucket or run face first into a wall. It’s apparently a great idea for all kinds of reasons, because someone I hadn’t seen starts firing a shotgun in my direction an eyeblink after I duck.

			The flame erupting from the end of his barrel lights up the room with flash, making him and the people nearby, clear to see for a few instants.

			I see Graham on the floor, her eyes closed and head bloody. Standing near her, at what seemed like an altar, is Tom being ridden by Ole Beeze. Only one mercenary, the one who opened fire, seems to be standing. I see other shapes on the floor mostly by the doorway. None of them are large enough to have been a full person, but from all the red that I’d seen splashed over that side of the wall, whole isn’t a word that can be applied easily to the others anymore.

			The clak-clak of another shell being pumped into the shotguns breech sends me into a scurrying crawl. I doubt that the shooter had been able to see me from my spot on the shadow covered floor, but I see little reason in giving him a chance if he’d caught a glimpse. I move slow, but steady, keeping one hand out with fingertips soft to press into anything before I can bump it solidly and make anymore noise. I still have the half loaded gun in my hand, and a full magazine.

			I keep moving until I come in contact with something that feels large and metal. From there, I lift up my pistol in the direction where I’d seen the mercenary before and aim, more or less blindly, into the dark.

			For one long, long minute, I hear movement in the dark. I consider pulling off a few shots in that direction, but decide not to. Though suppressed, a pistol will still make a flash in the dark, and I don’t trust the metal I’m hiding behind enough to take a few custom slugs from a fancy shotgun.

			After two minutes, I realize that not firing had been a mistake. The hair on the back of my neck raises up, and when I try to turn around in a futile attempt to see what’s worrying me, I’m met with the barrel of the shotgun, uncomfortably warm, pressed to the front of my forehead.

			“Stay still.” says the man holding the gun on me, before backing up and away into the darkness. I hear more rustling in the direction that gunfire had initially come from, and then am blinded, by light this time, pouring from the now open back door.

			Standing in the doorway is the surviving mercenary. He has a soaked, bloody bandage on one of his arms, but seems to have little trouble in using it to hold his shotgun on me. Given the mangled state of the bodies I’d seen on the floor near where Graham had fallen, I’d say that he’d gotten off easy.

			“What do you want me to do with this one?” He asks Ole Beeze, who still stands at the other side of the room.

			The man’s question, surprisingly, gives me a moment of relief. Ole Beeze, like all devils, is bound by the rules of their agreement - which includes first and foremost - that he can’t kill me. And while that may not include things like providing information on me to my enemies, it definitely covers asking, telling, ordering, or coercing anyone else into doing it for him.

			“Surprise me.” Says Ole Beeze in return.

			Shit, I think. That loophole may work on me.

			The mercenary standing above me must be thinking much the same thing, because he just shrugs and raises the shotgun to his shoulder.

			Before he can aim it at me, though, I see his eyes spring open wide a moment before he screams. He pivots sharply to the side, and starts panic firing his shotgun as fast as he can pump new shells into the chamber. My ears are ringing too much by the time he finishes to tell if he’s still screaming, but I do see how easily he grabs the steaming barrel of his now empty shotgun in both of his hands, raising it over his shoulder to swing it like a baseball player striving for a home run.

			He hits nothing, of course, because if my guess is right the thing he’s been aiming this whole time doesn’t actually exist at least not here on this plane of creation. I look across the room and instead only find an empty spot on the ground where I’d seen Graham lying earlier. Though injured, she’d apparently used my arrival as a distraction so that she could launch an attack of her own. Good for her. It’s more or less what I would have done.

			The front door slams open a moment later, and I turn just in time to see a flash of Graham escaping into the open air. I hear gunfire follow outside, followed by something else that makes my skin crawl in the same unmistakable, unnamable revulsion that I’d felt when making my last drop here.

			“No!” shouts Ole Beeze, who stands up to sprint for the door after Graham.

			“No!” I shout in reply, taking after him.

			I stumble through the half dark of the grocery and crash through the door after Ole Beeze. What I see on the other side is similar to the glimpses of the body pieces strewn across the front door of Graham’s place.

			Holy hell. The drivers. Graham had ripped apart all of the drivers waiting outside of her shop in the time it had taken me to follow her and Ole Beeze out of the door.

			I can see the bodies she’d left behind clearly in the light,and I’m not ashamed to say that my stomach flips in a heartfelt concoction of disgust and horror.

			I’ve seen bodies before. I’ve seen what happens to a militia man when a .50 cal severs his spine, what happens to a woman when a badly tuned AK is sprayed into her house. I’ve even seen what happens to a person, a beautiful, kind and innocent person, when a shaped breaching charge detonated on the other side of the wall that they’re leaning against.

			Nothing I’ve seen, not even what happened to Mary, compares to the carnage that Graham had wrecked within a few moments of leaving her store. The blood and limbs cast across the street are the worst part, but the steaming coils of intestines definitely come close.

			I skid in the gore and feel bile pushing up through my throat, my body on the verge of a panic and shutdown response. When I look away from the carnage, though, I see that Ole Beeze is still running down the street, about half a block away from where Graham is now fleeing. I only notice her presence as a vague, unimportant thing, because the sight of Beeze’s exposed back sends a pulse of anger through me. The feeling is more than strong enough strong enough to shove aside the disgust at my surroundings and send me dashing.

			Ole Beeze has some distance, and unlike me, owns a stolen body that’s immune to pesky things like exhaustion or pain. If I keep chasing on foot there’s no way that I’ll catch him, so I throw a glance at the SUVs parked outside of the grocery and dismiss the thought almost as fast.

			Whatever the hell that Graham had done here seems to have focused on turning the soft people, and the cars they drove, into a blend of metal and meat. Gore drips from steel in uneven clumps, and at least two of the vehicles seem to be missing steering wheels. In this state, the cars are worthless to me.

			With the SUVs out of the question, I’ll have to take a risk my other option. When Ole Beeze gave me the ability to make drops, he’d lost the privilege of using the same powers for himself. For as long as I live, I’ll have drops at his expense. I may be tired and battered, but at least I have that. I’ll use whatever edge I have against him, no matter the risks.

			My hand shakes when I pull the lighter back out of my pocket, because I don’t want to do what I’m thinking of doing. The sight of Beeze is growing smaller, though, and that makes the decision for me. I flick the lighter, make a drop, and let the horrors I find there come to chase me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.

			I immediately regret this decision, because the moment I enter the in between place of New Orleans, I feel something not just grab, but envelope me. Panic thrums through every one of my bones, and I think the familiarity of that feeling is why I don’t immediately die. I’ve been grabbed before while making drops downstairs through Hell, and it’s never been what I’d call a peaceful experience. I panic every time, but more importantly, I fight. This time is no different.

			I reach into my waistband for the pistol that I’d tucked there. It slips free and securely into my hand without much effort, and I don’t hesitate before firing it first in the direction of whatever’s grabbing me without turning to look.

			Nothing happens.

			I try kicking out and clawing at what’s grabbed me next. My feet thud, then splash, then skip off of surfaces in every direction I throw them in. I claw, and find my nails digging into a confusing mix of textures that range from stone to gelatinous ooze.

			Again, nothing happens.

			Finally, a realization that I should have had earlier pops into my head. In Hell, where I usually make my drops, it’s impossible to make a landing if a devil has grabbed onto you. This isn’t Hell though, and what holds me now isn’t a devil. If I’m lucky, the same rules may not apply here.

			I think of the spot three houses ahead of where I’d last seen Ole Beeze and simply picture landing there. It’ll be a stretch of distance farther than anything I’ve tried since I’d arrived in the town. Hopefully I’ll land somewhere in the path of Ole Beeze, and corner him before he gets a chance to dodge me and keep running after Graham. If it doesn’t, well, I’ll wind up somewhere nearby randomly, which is still better than staying here with whatever the thing grabbing onto me is.

			It works, kind of, because I do in fact make a landing back in creation.

			My timing, however, could have been better, because I have just enough time to see Ole Beeze running full sprint at me from less than three feet away before his body, all 200 stolen pounds of a man once called Tom, slams into me.

			We both go tumbling, and as Ole Beeze scrambles to get back to his feet, I reach out and grab onto him. I manage to tug him off balance and towards me. I know it won’t last long. I’ve seen him move in this body, seen the damage he can do when he’s in arm’s reach. I don’t care, because I’ve known for a while that I’m not getting out of this. All of Graham’s talk about her patrons and the gifts I’d receive were just fantasies, really. Things for children right now. With Graham, there’d been a chance that I could use her help to trap Ole Beeze in that in between place. Without her, I know the only option that I have left, so I make another drop. But this time, I take him with me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			The impossible things, the things that can’t be anything other than the patrons behind the Voodoo Queen of New Orleans, are waiting for us when we arrive. I don’t want to see them, so I close my eyes tight and try not to perceive the sheer sensation of wrongness surrounding me.

			Ole Beeze, however, doesn’t react to the patrons. He’s too focused on me. I feel one of his hands wrap tight around my throat, and while he doesn’t squeeze, he uses that grip as leverage to dislodge my hands from his body.

			Shocked, I let him, because he’s getting away from my grip makes no sense to me. I’m the one with his ability to drop between worlds. Without me, he’ll never leave.

			I hear the sound of Ole Beeze sucking in air to start shouting at me, before his voice jerks and trails away in a strangled gasp of surprise.

			Oh, God yes, I think as I look at the shock on his face. He hadn’t noticed where I’d brought him until now. Hell, he may never have even entertained the idea of me being crazy enough to bring him down here with me.

			That’s no surprise. Ole Beeze is a creature that’s used to being in control. Even when he’d first showed me how to make drops through hell, I’d never seen him as anything but comfortable in those flames, surrounded by his kin.

			He isn’t in the flames, now, and is just starting to realize that what surrounds us are nothing like devils.

			The exact moment he realizes this isn’t hard to pinpoint, because he starts to scream. Something about the tone, the tenor to his horror sounds familiar to me. Maybe I’d made them myself the first time I’d seen these things. I may even be making them alongside him as well.

			I think back to the words Graham had told me when we’d been planning our trap. I can feel the impossible things watching me. I know what’s now required of me.

			“I am Robinette Kohl, and I bring you this gift!” I shout into the unquiet void around me. I don’t wait for a response, or give a request like Graham had told me to do. I don’t need their favors anyway. I have all I want with the knowledge of what I’ve just done to Ole Beeze.

			I think of New Orleans again, and the soft wet grass near where I’d run into Ole Beeze. A moment later, I land there, and feel rain fall on my face.

			My hand hurts, a little, I realize standing there. Looking down I see that the cut I’d first made to enter Graham’s place has scabbed over into a brown, ugly looking thing. It doesn’t look right, but then again, why should anything be right after where I’ve just been.

			A growing feeling of worry is also bothering me. Looking around, I see no threats on the street. Nothing that can hurt me. But still, there it is. A wall of intuition, growing both closer and larger in scale, too far to quite grasp, until it hits me.

			Mary.

			God, how? How do I go on now? Ole Beeze had killed Mary. That made him something to me. Something to chase after. A reason to keep fighting.

			What am I supposed to hunt now? How will I even keep breathing?

			I don’t come up with any answers. I just stand in the street, crying in the rain.

			“That was, once again, surprisingly decisive.” says a voice, interrupting me. “Though I guess that maybe, I should stop being surprised by this time.”

			Tentatively, I open my eyes to see Graham standing over me. Her clothes are so soaked through with gore that they look more like props from a Halloween movie. She holds a hand out to me as if to help me up. I notice that it too is covered in blood. I take it. After all, I have some of that and worse on my own.

			Graham takes me off the sidewalk and into an abandoned house about a mile away from her store in time to avoid the sirens and police cars that drive up the street. There’re gunshots, and while her neighborhood had been mostly abandoned by residents, that didn’t mean the roads were still closed to through traffic. Anyone driving by would have seen the mess that we’d both left behind. We wait the storm out and talk, sharing intentions and planning.

			Eventually, Graham takes out her phone and summons what I assume is an employee who won’t ask any questions to the house that we hide in. The man brings us several fresh sets clothes, including some that fit. The rain has all stopped by the time we exit and return outside. The sun’s even out, and shining bright overhead.

			Once outside, I get a better look at the man that Graham has summoned. It’s not hard to see that there’s nothing going on upstairs with him. He’s not stupid, or stoned out of his mind. His face is just slack, no expression. I look at Graham for explanation, and she smiles at me.

			“Zombie.” She says, placing emphasis on the last half of the word. I look back at the man, confused, because he doesn’t seem to be rotting.

			I look closer, though, and realize that he’s also not breathing.

			“Oh. OK, then. Zombie.” I say, stepping back from the thing. Different from the movies, but still fucking creepy. I guess there’s more than one reason they call her the Voodoo Queen of New Orleans.

			I start to ask her more about the zombie, but Graham interrupts me.

			“Questions will have to wait, I’m afraid.” she says. “I used a great deal of power today, and now have obligations to my patrons that I must keep. That means I need to leave New Orleans for a time, starting now. You should go, as well. There could still be more of those mercenaries waiting outside of the city.”

			Annoyance makes me frown for a moment, but the feeling soon passes. Graham is right. There’s a decent chance that more gun hands are looking for me. If that happens, I’d be somewhere I can drop, which means far away from the Louisiana territory.

			“Yeah.” I say, “but we still need to talk. There’s still so much that you need to tell me.”

			“How about another set of Cafe du Monde beignets at the end of next week?” says Graham. “My obligations should be more than handled by Friday, and --”

			“Graham, please don’t take this the wrong way.” I reply, interrupting her. “But there’s no way that I’m ever coming back to New Orleans.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			I meet Graham ten days later, as agreed. The In-and-Out burger stand that we sit at is about as far across the country as we can get without dipping our toes into surf.

			“These are not beignets.” says Graham, dropping her fried pastry back to her plate without taking a bite.

			I smile back at her.

			“I never claimed that bun-doughnuts are beignets.” I say, before taking another bite of my own treat.

			“Besides,” I continue, “when you’re this far west, this is as close as you can expect.”

			Sitting here with the sun on my back, I feel more like myself than I have in a long time. In the last week, I’ve had time for luxuries like showers, beer, and breaking old friends out of jail.

			All of those things had felt good, but not nearly as much as what I have planned next.

			“So,” says Graham, breaking me away from my thoughts. “Have you decided what you’d like from my patrons in exchange for feeding them that old devil Beeze? It will take some doing, but I can carry the message for you if you’re sure that you’re set on not returning to New Orleans.”

			I look down at my own cup of coffee and plate of finished quasi beignets. My recent trips have been very productive, now that I once again have the ability to drop properly. So productive, that I’d finished them and had time to sit down for a while and think.

			“Maybe.” I say. “Though I first want to know a little of what you think.”

			“About?” asks Graham.

			“You said that your patrons had previously brought you back from the dead.”

			Graham forces a smile when I say this, but not before I see her shiver. Apparently the memory of the ordeal still troubles her. Not great, but I decide to push on anyway.

			“Yes.” She says, her tone shaky despite the fake smile on her face. “Why? Are you planning to die?”

			I shake my head. No. Not exactly.

			“When you died.” I continue. “How long were you gone for?”

			Graham frowns at me.

			“Moments.” She says. “And even that almost broke me.”

			After hearing her words, it’s my turn to frown. Her descriptions from before about the cost of sanity sat uneasily with me. I shake my head again, though. I have to believe.

			“Do you think that your patrons could bring someone back to life who’s been gone for longer than that?”

			Again Graham frowns.

			“Maybe. I think. Yes, actually. But, child, if its been years, as it is with your sister…” she says, guessing, correctly, who I have in mind. “Then there’s more than just resurrection standing in your way.”

			“Oh?” I say, freezing, hope dying.

			“Yes.” says Graham. “I was gone for moments, before angels or devils could even think to come for me. But for someone who’s been gone for years? My patrons can bring a body back to life no matter how long it’s been gone, but to have something in it, to have something other than some zombie… you need to remove the soul from its prison, either in Heaven or Hell.”

			“That’s it?” I say, then laugh as waves of relief wash over me. “I’d drown Hell in an ocean and burn Heaven to cinders for Mary. If it’s possible, however remotely, then that’s the only thing I need.”

			Graham smiles in return and turns back to her beignet, nodding.

			“I knew you’d be interesting.”

			END

			The Brimstone Cycle will continue in INFERNO HEIST, so be sure to visit my Patreon for a sneak preview of the next chapter in the series!

		

	
		
			GRATITUDE

			Hey there. It’s me, McKinney.

			I just want to thank you for checking out this special anthology edition of Brimstone Hustle, Hellfire Drop, and Devil Dog’s War. I hope you liked what you read, because that’s the point, isn’t it? A chance to escape, or learn, or just have some fun. That’s what books have been for me all my life, and yeah. I hope that my stories gave a little bit of that to you as well.

			If you want to see more from The Brimstone Cycle then come visit the community at my Patreon, where I have more stories and even a few audio-dramas. Read new stories, vote on new posts, or even join the writing process as I work on my next set of books. It’s all there, and more, at https://www.patreon.com/mckinneycantwrite . I can’t wait to see you there, today!
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