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			I BREAK HIS wrists so I don’t have to break his neck.

			He falls to his knees, but I don’t think it’s the pain, though I make sure there’s plenty of that. It’s the sound. The crack of bonesx as they shatter. A sound that lets you know they’re never going to heal quite right and you’re going to spend the rest of eternity drinking your ambrosia slushies with two hands.

			I’m surprised to see an angel down here right now, considering all the cleanup going on in Heaven after the recent unpleasantness. Still, there are sore losers and bad winners in every bunch. I don’t know which one this guy is, but I caught him spray-­painting GODKILLER on the front of Maximum Overdrive, the video store where I live. I might have let him off easy if all he wanted to do was kill me. I’m used to that by now. But this fucker was ruining my windows. Do these winged pricks think I’m made of money? I’m about broke, and here’s this high-­and-­mighty halo polisher setting me up for a trip to the hardware store to buy paint remover. I give his wrists an extra twist for that. He gulps in air and makes a gagging sound like he might throw up. I take a ­couple of steps back and look around. No one on the street. It’s just after New Year’s, the floods have receded, and ­people are just beginning to drift back into L.A.

			“What exactly is your problem?” I ask the angel. “Why come down here and fuck with me?”

			He rests his crippled hands on his thighs and shifts around on his knees until he’s facing me.

			“You had no right. You killed him.”

			“I didn’t kill God and you know it. He’s Uptown right now putting out new lace doilies in Heaven.”

			What really happened is a long story. Truth is, I did fuck over Chaya, a weasely fragment of God who, if he’d lived, would have ruined the universe. But I also left one good God part, Mr. Muninn, fat and happy and back in Heaven. But that’s the problem with angels. They’re absolutists. I clipped a tiny bit off their boss and now I’m the bad guy. Once angels get an idea in their head, there’s no arguing with them.

			Like cops and ­people who listen to reggae.

			The angel narrows his eyes at me.

			“Yes, a part of the father yet remains. But you didn’t have the right to kill any of him, Abomination.”

			Damn. This old song.

			“See, when you start calling me names, it really undercuts your argument. You’re not mad because I got rid of Chaya. You’re mad because you know you should have done it, but you didn’t. And what happened was a mangy nephilim had to step up and do the deed for you.”

			The angel staggers to his feet and sticks his hands out in front of him, pressing his mangled wrists together.

			“You must pay for what you’ve done, unclean thing.”

			“Go home, angel. My store is a mess, and looking at the big picture, I’m more afraid of Netflix than I am of you.”

			To my surprise, the crippled creep is able to manifest his Gladius, an angelic sword of fire. He has to hold it with both hands, but he can move it around by swinging his shoulders back and forth. Maybe this guy is more trouble than I gave him credit for. A badass will try to break your bones, but someone crazy, who knows what they’ll do? Mostly, though, I’m glad the neighbors aren’t around so I have to explain the gimp with the lightsaber in my driveway.

			The angel comes at me hard and fast, all Seven Samurai, ready to send me to asshole Heaven. In his present condition, he’s still quick, but far off his game. I sidestep the Gladius and punch him in the throat. He falls. The Gladius turns the pavement molten where it touches. As the angel goes down, I snap up a knee and break his nose. He falls over backward and the Gladius goes out.

			I walk around behind him and push him upright. His eyes have rolled back in his head. He’s completely out. I take out a flask full of Aqua Regia, everyone’s favorite drink in Hell, and pour some down his throat. The angel gasps and his eyes snap open. He looks up at me and sputters.

			“You’re trying to poison me.”

			“You were unconscious. If I wanted you dead, I could have drilled a hole in your skull and tea-­bagged your brain. Now shut up and go home.”

			The angel crawls away and lurches to his feet. He’s covered in blood and booze and his hands are sticking out at funny angles, like he just fell out of a Picasso. He takes a breath and hauls himself upright, trying for a last little bit of dignity. I walk away.

			“This isn’t over,” he yells.

			I open the door to Max Overdrive.

			“Yeah it is. See? I’m going inside. Bye.”

			I close the door and wait a second. When I open it again, the angel is gone. But he left blood and mucus all over the front steps. Something else to clean up.

			Inside, Kasabian is behind the counter. He looks at me as I come in.

			“What was that? I heard shouting.”

			I wave it away with my hand.

			“Nothing. Some idiot rented Bio-­Dome and wanted his money back.”

			Kasabian shakes his head.

			“Fuck him. We’re not paying for some schmuck’s bad taste.”

			“That’s pretty much what I said.”

			“Did you say it with your knees? You’ve got blood on them.”

			I look down. He’s right. I’m hard on clothes.

			“I’m going upstairs to change.”

			Here’s the thing. Most angels aren’t like the idiot outside. They’re annoying, but a necessary evil, like black holes or vegans. Most angels are gray-­suit-­yes-­sir-­no-­sir-­fill-­it-­out-­in-­triplicate company men. Someone you wouldn’t remember if they shot themselves out of a cannon dressed like Glinda, the good witch. A few angels, not many, go rogue and have to be put down like dogs. No tears shed for them. Still, as annoying as angels are, they keep air in the tires and gas in the tank so the universe can go on dumbly spinning. The only angels anyone is happy to see take a powder are Death and the Devil, one of whom is currently asleep in the storage room at Max Overdrive.

			But I’ll get to that later.

			So, the angels are fucking off and God’s away on business. What do the mice do when the cat’s not looking? They drink. And if they’re smart they do it at Bamboo House of Dolls. Candy and me, we’re mice with PhDs. I’ll meet up with her at the bar.

			Chihiro, I mean. Not Candy. I have to remember that. Chihiro. Candy is dead. So to speak. Dead enough that the feds and the cops aren’t looking for her, and that’s all that counts. Now she’s Chihiro, with a different face and name and, well, everything. Everything we can think of. I just hope it’s enough. I’m sure we’ve missed a few things. I hope not so many that anyone is going to notice. I might have to kill them.

			I change and go back downstairs, my na’at, knife, and Colt under my coat.

			“I’m going to Bamboo House. Want to get a drink?”

			Kasabian shakes his head, carefully putting discs in clear plastic cases with the tips of his mechanical fingers.

			“Nah. I’m waiting for Maria. She’s coming by with a new delivery.”

			“Anything good?”

			He looks up and shakes his head.

			“Don’t know. She said it’s a western.”

			“Fingers crossed it brings some goddamn customers into this tomb.”

			“Patience, grasshopper. This new deal with Maria is our stairway to Heaven.”

			“It better be. There won’t be room for you, me, and Candy in a refrigerator box if this place closes.”

			“Chihiro,” he says.

			“Fuck. Chihiro.”

			“Later, Mr. Wizard,” he says.

			“Yeah. Later.”

			Outside, I wonder if I can scrape GODKILLER off the windows with the black blade instead of spending money on paint remover.

			A week ago I saved the whole goddamn universe from extinction and now I can’t afford the hardware store. I need to have a serious talk with my life coach.

			I LIGHT A Malediction, the number one cigarette Downtown, and walk the few blocks to Bamboo House of Dolls, the best punk tiki bar in L.A. ­People are hanging around outside, talking and smoking. I get a few “Happy New Years” on the way in. I give the crowd a nod, not in the mood for chitchat.

			Carlos, the owner of the place, is behind the bar in a Hawaiian shirt covered in snowmen and wreaths. The little plastic hula girls by the liquor bottles on the wall still wear doll-­size Santa hats. There’s a lot of this going on in L.A. I feel it a little myself. Hanging on to the last few shreds of holiday spirit after a flood-­soaked, apocalyptic Christmas.

			What did I get under the tree? A fugitive girlfriend. An LAPD beatdown. A last dirty trick from Mason Faim. And one more thing: I lost the Room of Thirteen Doors. It’s not gone, but I can’t use it anymore to move through shadows. Now I’m just like all these other slobs. I have to walk or drive everywhere. That’s not such a bad thing considering L.A. is still half ghost town, but what happens when it fills up again? I don’t deal well with things like traffic and other ­people.

			Inside Bamboo House, I head straight for the bar. Martin Denny is on the jukebox playing “Exotic Night,” a kind of gamelan and piano version of “Greensleeves,” like we’re on some mutant holly jolly tropical island.

			“Feliz Navidad,” says Carlos.

			“Same to you, man.”

			I look around the place. It’s a nice crowd. A mix of civilians, Lurkers, and even a few brave tourists.

			“What do you think? How long do you figure you can get away with the Father Christmas thing?”

			Carlos adjusts a piece of holly on a coconut carved like a monkey’s head.

			“As long as I want. My bar. My rules. Maybe I’ll do it all year-­round. Crank up the a/c. Rent customers scarves and gloves. It’ll be the holidays twenty-­four/seven.”

			“I think you shouldn’t put so much acid in your eggnog.”

			He raises his eyebrows and points at me.

			“That could be the house drink. ‘El Santo Loco.’ ”

			“You and Kasabian, always looking for new business plans.”

			“That reminds me. You get anything good over the holidays?”

			“Maria is supposed to be coming by today with something. A western.”

			“Cool. I’ll stop by.”

			I’m not sure I want visitors. Not with the strange guy asleep in the storage room.

			“Don’t worry about it. If it’s any good, I’ll burn you a copy and bring it by.”

			“De nada,” says Carlos and clears away some empty glasses. He slides a shot of Aqua Regia across the bar to me.

			“Can I have some black coffee instead?”

			He looks at me, surprised.

			“A New Year’s resolution?”

			He goes to the pot and pours me some coffee. Brings it back to the bar.

			I say, “I don’t know. Just after all the shit that went down at Christmas, I thought I’d start off the new year with a clear head.”

			“So, you’re a teetotaler now?”

			I reach in my pocket and pull out the flask. Carlos nods approvingly.

			“Thank you, Papa Noel. For a minute I thought we’d lost you to the angels.”

			“Not much chance of that.”

			Carlos leans over and looks past me.

			“I believe you’re being summoned.”

			I turn and spot Julie Sola at a table in the back corner of the place. I guess she’s sort of my boss now at the PI firm she started when she quit the Golden Vigil. I nod to her and look back at Carlos.

			“You don’t mind us using your place for an office?”

			“It’s fine with me, but when I turn the place into Christmas all year-round, you’ll have to pay for your mittens just like anybody else.”

			“Always a new business plan. Talk to you later.”

			“Adios.”

			I take my coffee and head over to where Julie is sitting. There are papers scattered on the table. Photocopies of newspaper articles and printouts of what look like police reports and hospital records. How the hell did she get those? She used to be a U.S. marshal and it looks like she’s still got some of those connections.

			She smiles and moves some of the papers out of my way so I can set down my cup.

			“Afternoon,” she says. “How are you today?”

			“I just went three rounds with an angel Ebenezer Scrooge. Do you know any cheap ways to get spray paint off glass?”

			“Turpentine? Acetone?”

			“No. Those cost money.”

			She glances at the coffee in front of me like she’s wondering how much of it is whiskey.

			“I thought you could do magic,” she says. “Can’t you just wave a wand and make it disappear?”

			“First off, only hillbillies and Harry Potter use wands anymore. Second, I mostly know Hellion magic. Melting faces and killing things. If I try hoodoo at home I’m afraid I’ll just blow out the windows.”

			“You really can’t afford paint remover?”

			I sip my coffee.

			“We have a little money, just not enough to blow on luxuries like cleaning products and food.”

			“You know, you could have asked me for an advance on your salary.”

			­“People do that?”

			“Normal ­people, all the time. I’ll write you a check right now. Will five hundred dollars do?”

			“It would do great, but you know I’m legally dead, right? I don’t have a bank account, a passport, or a library card.”

			Julie puts down her pen. I can tell she’s rethinking the wisdom of offering me a job.

			“Fine, man of mystery. I’ll bring you some cash tomorrow.”

			“Appreciate it. I was one day from hanging around with one of those signs. You know, ‘Will Save the World for Food.’ ”

			“Panhandling is illegal. I saved you from a life of crime.”

			“Yeah. I wouldn’t want to get a bad reputation or anything.”

			Here I am again, scrambling for pocket change. Getting screwed out of half a million dollars by the Golden Vigil has left me a little touchy about money. I’m lucky Julie offered me a job. I owe her a lot, more than Candy—­Chihiro—­and I can ever repay.

			“So, how’s our guest?” says Julie.

			“Our guest? You mean the bum in my storage room? He’s still asleep.”

			She frowns.

			“Is that good? Maybe we should take him to a doctor.”

			“And tell him what when he sees the guy’s heart is gone, but he’s still alive?”

			“Touché. So what do you think we should do?”

			“I had Allegra and Vidocq patch him up, but he is Death. Give him a ­couple of more days. If he doesn’t come around, we’ll figure out a plan B.”

			“I thought Death would be better at, well . . .”

			She shrugs. I pick up my coffee.

			“Being dead? Look, we don’t even know if he is who he says he is. He could be a lunatic angel gone off his meds, or some mad scientist’s Christmas present gone wrong. The real point is, I don’t like him and I want him out of my place as soon as possible.”

			Julie ignores the remark and picks through some of the printouts on the table.

			“You’re the magic man, so you’re in charge of him for the time being. But there’s something I wanted to show you.”

			She pushes some of the papers across the desk to me. I pick them up.

			“What is all this?”

			“Articles. Police and accident reports. Patient records from the last week.”

			“Okay. Why do I care?”

			“Because they all say the same thing: no one has died since right after Christmas. There are the same number of ­people with terminal illnesses, gunshot wounds, car accidents as always, and most of them should have died. But they haven’t.”

			“Then what’s happening with them?”

			“They’re in deep comas, with their vitals hovering just above death. Hospitals are full of them. Thousands. All over the world. No one is dying anywhere.”

			“And you think this proves that the hobo I’m babysitting is Death.”

			“You have another explanation?”

			“Yeah. God is doing construction jobs in Heaven and Hell. Maybe He doesn’t want a busload of new kids getting in the way.”

			“Then you think it’s a coincidence that at exactly the same time an injured man calling himself Death came to us—­”

			“Came to me.”

			“Came to you, that ­people around the world stopped dying?”

			I gulp my coffee, thinking. Trying to poke holes in her argument.

			“I admit, the timing seems a little weird.”

			“You’ve dealt with God and the Devil. Why is it so hard to admit that when Death has a problem he might come to you?”

			I look back at the bar, wishing I’d taken that drink Carlos offered.

			“Because I thought I was done with that stuff. The Angra Om Ya are gone. Mason Faim is gone. The Room of Thirteen Doors is gone. I hoped that part of my life might be over for a while and I could just be a boring PI. Hunt down insurance fraud and lost cats.”

			Julie leans forward, her elbows on the table.

			“And we’ll do those things, but we’re going to solve Death’s murder first.”

			“You’re not getting it.”

			“What am I not getting?”

			I push the papers back across the table.

			“This thing you want to get into, you’re screwing around with bad angelic hoodoo. And if this guy really is Death, whoever dragged him into a human body and cut his fucking heart out is into some of the heaviest, darkest baleful magic I’ve ever seen.”

			Julie brightens, like a kid just remembering it’s her birthday.

			“And that’s why it’s perfect for us. Look, it can take years for an investigations firm to build the kind of reputation it takes to bring in the big jobs. We might bypass all that with a single case.”

			“Years? I should have stayed in the arena.”

			“I guarantee if we solve this case, the kind of clients we’ll have, there’ll be plenty of money for you and Max Overdrive.”

			I try to come up with an argument, but I can’t because she’s right. This is exactly the kind of case that would get the attention of every Sub Rosa, wealthy Lurker, and Beverly Hills magic groupie in California. Besides, Julie is ready to hand me money right now.

			And there’s the other debt . . .

			“All right. I’m in. Let’s do your Mike Hammer thing.”

			She raises a bottle of light beer I missed behind all the papers. I click it with my coffee cup. There’s just one more question.

			“So, we’re partners?”

			She shakes her head.

			“No way. I’m taking all the financial risks. It’s my company. You’re an employee.”

			“But I get stock options and you’ll match my 401(k).”

			“Tell yourself whatever story you need to get yourself out of bed, but as of now, you’re on the clock. Which means sticking to coffee during daylight hours.”

			“You know how to suck all the fun out of being sober.”

			“That’s a boss’s job.”

			My coffee is getting cold, but I sip it anyway. It tastes lousy. I mean, it doesn’t taste any different than it did a minute ago, but knowing it’s my only drink of choice all day, every day . . . Let’s just say that the romance is over.

			“I thought Chihiro would be here with you,” says Julie.

			I turn and scan the room for familiar faces, but don’t find any.

			“She’s out getting some new clothes and things. Since she got her new face, she’s been doing this bleach-­blond kogal look. You know, Japanese schoolgirl drag. She was having fun, but I went through the plaid-­skirt thing back with my old magic circle. A woman named Cherry Moon. She wanted to look like a junior high princess forever. After that, I don’t want anything to do with that Lolita stuff. So, she said she’d figure out something else.”

			“Sounds like she likes you.”

			“She just likes my movie collection.”

			“I’m sure that’s what it is.”

			A new song comes on the jukebox, a fifties cha-­cha version of “Jingle Bells.” I’m going to have to speak to Carlos about how his Santa fetish is curdling his taste in music.

			“I have some good news,” Julie says. “I think I found a real office. On Sunset, near Sanborn. It’s a little two-­story building that used to have a dentist on the first floor and a telemarketing company on the second. The woman who owns it left when the floods started. There’s some water damage in the lobby, but it’s not bad and she has insurance. Best of all, after all the craziness, she doesn’t want to come back to L.A. and will sell me the whole place for a song.”

			“That’s great. Congratulations.”

			Julie smiles.

			“I mean, it’s not much to look at. It’s between an El Pollo Loco and an empty garage, and across the street from a used car lot.”

			“A car lot? That’s convenient. I’m going to need to steal a lot more cars now that I can’t shadow-­walk anymore.”

			“Don’t even think about it,” says Julie, suddenly serious.

			“Fine. I’ll get around on a Vespa. See how much your clients like that.”

			“Can’t you ride your motorcycle?”

			“I brought it back from Hell. There’s no way it’s street legal and I’m not looking for any more run-­ins with LAPD.”

			“And you think stealing cars will help you avoid that?”

			I’m not a huge fan of other ­people’s logic.

			“Don’t worry,” she says, “we’ll figure out something. Just no stealing anything in the neighborhood.”

			“Cross my heart.”

			“With luck I’ll sign the papers next week. I’m putting my condo up for sale. That will cover most of the costs.”

			“I’ll cross my fingers and toes too.”

			“Thanks.”

			Julie shuffles the printouts until they’re straight. She riffles through them one more time and puts them in a soft-­sided leather attaché case.

			“I really think we’re onto something,” she says.

			“I hope so.”

			I look at the last dregs of cold coffee in my cup.

			“I need another drink. You?”

			She drains the last of her beer. Shakes her head.

			“I’m good. You’re sticking with coffee, right?”

			“While you drink beer?”

			“I don’t have a drinking problem.”

			“You think I do?”

			She starts to say something, but stops, like she doesn’t want to get into it.

			“Just stick to coffee for now.”

			“Yes, boss.”

			I head back to the bar. Carlos sees me coming and has the coffeepot ready.

			“How’s the sober life treating you so far?”

			“It’s been ten minutes of sheer hell.”

			“I hear it gets better.”

			“Really?”

			“No.”

			“Fuck you.”

			Carlos puts a hand to his ear.

			“Sorry. I can’t hear you over the music.”

			I give him the finger as he moves on to other customers.

			“You heard me just fine.”

			Someone says, “Drink up, cowboy. I’ll get the next round.”

			It’s a woman’s voice, but when I look there’s no one there. Someone taps me on the shoulder. I have to turn to see her.

			She’s wearing shades. Round and deep black, so her eyes are invisible. Her hair is buzzed to maybe an inch long and dyed cotton-­candy pink. Black lipstick and a bomber jacket over a “Kill la Kill” T-­shirt. Black tights with thigh and shinbones printed in white down the sides. Shiny black boots with pointed studs on the toes and heels.

			“So,” Candy says. “Different enough?”

			“Plenty. Perfect. Still got your knife?”

			She opens her jacket and shows me where she’s had someone at Lollipop Dolls sew in a leather sheath.

			“Think my lunch-­box gun will go with the ensemble?”

			“I think you’d look naked without it.”

			She grins and gets a little closer.

			“Naked. I like the sound of that. I checked out my reflection on the way in. I’d do me. How about you?”

			I shake my head.

			“Careful. Out here in the world we’re still getting to know each other.”

			She purses her lips and pulls the jacket around her.

			“You’re goddamn paranoid. You should see someone about that.”

			“I tried, but she kept writing things down. It made me more paranoid.”

			Candy looks away at the bottles behind the bar.

			“I went to all this trouble and I can’t even kiss you.”

			“Grab a drink and come back into the corner. Julie and I are just about done with our meeting.”

			“Fine,” she says.

			I can hear the disappointment in her voice. She went way out of her way to change her look and all I can do is nod and smile like a tourist admiring the view. Truth is, even before Candy became Chihiro I’d been feeling funny about the two of us. When she was locked up in a Golden Vigil jail cell for attacking a civilian, she said some things. Like I was using her. Like I thought she was sick. Later, she said it was just poison talking after someone spiked her anti-­Jade potion. She said it made her crazy and suspicious. Maybe. Because some of what she said hit close to home and I’ve been wondering about it ever since. There’s a lot of unspoken stuff between us. I used to think that was a good thing. Now I’m not so sure.

			When I get back to the table, Julie says, “Who was that?”

			“Guess.”

			“You’re kidding me.”

			“You’ll see for yourself in a minute.”

			Candy comes over with a shot of whiskey. I swear I can smell it all the way across the bar.

			She takes off her sunglasses and hooks them over her shirt. Grabs a chair and sits down at our table.

			“What do you think?” she asks Julie.

			“I can’t believe you’re the same person.”

			“That’s the idea,” I say.

			“Admit it, I look like a superhero, don’t I?” she says.

			“I don’t know many pink-­haired superheroes,” said Julie. “But if there are any, you’ll be stiff competition.”

			Candy looks at me.

			“See? She likes it.”

			“I told you. I like it fine. We just have to be cool.”

			Candy rolls her eyes.

			“He thinks if I stand too close to him we’re going to get nuked.”

			“He might have a point,” says Julie. “About playing down your relationship.”

			Candy sits back in her chair.

			“You two should start a band. The Buzzkill Twins.”

			“Julie is going to have a new office soon,” I say, trying to change the subject.

			That gets Candy’s attention. She sits up.

			“Cool. If you’re hiring this scaredy cat, can I have a job too?”

			“What are your skills?” says Julie.

			“I was afraid you’d ask that.”

			I say, “You used to run the office for Doc Kinski.”

			“Yeah. I did.”

			“I might need a receptionist at some point,” Julie says.

			“Swell.”

			I look at Candy.

			“You really want to be a receptionist?”

			“No,” she says. “I want to kick down doors like you, but apparently I’m not allowed.”

			“I never said that.”

			I want a drink and a cigarette. I want zombies, dinosaurs, and flaming giraffes to come crashing through the door so I don’t have to talk anymore.

			“Look,” I say. “Maybe I am being a little paranoid. It’s just, we faked your death once. I’m not sure we can get away with it again. What do you think, Julie?”

			“I think the U.S. Marshals Ser­vice isn’t dumb,” she says.

			Candy sips her drink.

			“So, I should hide out at Brigitte’s forever and learn to knit?”

			I take her shot glass, drink half, and hand it back.

			“It would probably be okay if we partner up, but you have to do it as Chihiro, not Candy. Pretend it’s the first season of X-­Files.”

			Candy leans back and smiles. The black lipstick with the short pink hair looks good. But I’m not sure she gets that I’m as frustrated by all this clandestine crap as she is.

			“A Scully and Mulder thing? Yeah. I can handle that,” she says. “Does that mean I get to move back home?”

			Julie gets her bag and stands up.

			“This is getting a bit personal. I think I’ll go.”

			“So, can I have a job?” says Candy.

			Julie thinks for a minute.

			“You can work with him as an unpaid intern. We’ll see from there.”

			“Awesome.”

			Julie slips the bag over her shoulder and looks at me.

			“I’ll call you. Keep an eye on our guest.”

			“My guest.”

			“Call me if anything changes.”

			“Bye. Thanks,” says Candy as Julie weaves her way through the crowd.

			When she’s gone, Candy finishes her drink.

			“Seriously,” she says. “We have to talk about some kind of timetable for me coming back to Max Overdrive. I love Brigitte, but I can’t live without a plan.”

			“Trust me. I know how you feel.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Okay. I wasn’t sure for a while there.”

			She pushes her leg against mine under the table. I look around, making sure no one can see. I think we’re okay and she feels good, so I don’t try to stop her.

			“Look,” I say. “If we work together we’ll see each other all the time. Aside from that, give it until the later part of the month before you come back. Okay? Maybe by then I’ll have Sleeping Beauty out of the store.”

			“Can I come over now?” she says. “Seeing as how we’re colleagues, I should have a look at the dead man.”

			“I don’t see why not. But we can’t leave at the same time. I’ll go. You go and order another drink. Take off in, say, twenty minutes.”

			She picks up the shot glass and rolls it between her palms.

			“Twenty minutes is a long time to be all on my own. What if someone asks me for a date?”

			“Do what you think is best, but remember that your guitar amp is still at Max Overdrive.”

			“What do I have to do to get it back?” she says.

			“Awful things. Depraved things.”

			“You bad man.”

			I get up from the table.

			“Forget twenty minutes. Make it ten.”

			“That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said all day.”

			She heads back to the bar. I go out the door.

			LOS ANGELES IS a busted jukebox in a forgotten bar at the ass end of the high desert. The city only exists between the pops, skips, and scratches of the old 45s. Snatches of ancient songs. Lost voices. The jagged artifacts of a few demented geniuses, one-­hit wonders, and lip-­synching frauds. Charlie Manson thought he was going to be the next Beatles and we know how that turned out. This city is built on a bedrock of high crimes and rotten death. The Black Dahlia. Bugsy Siegel. The Night Stalker. We’ve buried and forgotten more bodies than all the cemeteries of Europe. Someday the water is going to run out and the desert will strip this town down to its Technicolor bones. Even the buzzards won’t want it and the city knows it. Maybe that’s why I like it.

			It’s not a long walk back to Max Overdrive and I can let my mind wander.

			It’s funny to be thinking about the desert when there’s still so much water around, cutting off streets with blocked sewer drains. Signs of the weird floods that nearly drowned the city at Christmas are fading fast, but not completely gone. L.A. doesn’t have the luxury of hundred-­year flood warnings. We don’t have that kind of relationship with water or the past. And this flood wasn’t anything to do with global warming or El Niños. It wasn’t real weather. It was the symptom of a disease. An organism worming its way into our world from another.

			The Angra Om Ya were old gods. Older than the God most good little girls and boys think about. That God, sneaky bastard, stole the universe from the Angra and walled them off in another dimension. When they broke out and headed back into our space-­time, they brought the floods with them. One long golden shower of hate. I fought the Angra, if fight’s the right word. I danced around until I foxed them into the Room of Thirteen Doors and locked them in forever. If you live in this universe, you’re welcome, and could you spare some change for a fellow American who’s down on his luck? Okay, Bogart said it better than I did, but you get the idea.

			The city was still underwater when we killed Candy. No choice. The feds were trucking Lurkers out into the Mojave to a hoodoo Manzanar. So, Julie helped us out. We staged a scene where it looked like she shot and killed Candy. What was another Lurker stiff to the Vigil jackboots? And now I owe Julie and will be working off the debt until she dies or I die or the oceans turn to Jell-­O and Atlantis rises.

			You’d think after that, things might smooth out a little. What could be worse than your city underwater, pissed-­off elder gods, and killing your girlfriend? Nothing, you’d say, but if you bet me the farm on it, I’d be asshole-­deep in cotton. You see, a bum wandered into my life around New Year’s. He called himself Death, and who was I to argue? Someone had ripped out his heart and he was still walking around. He wasn’t a zombie because I destroyed all of them (seriously, how about that spare change?) and he definitely wasn’t an ordinary angel. The fucker, who or whatever he is, came to me specifically and asked me to find out who killed him. Me. Like I need more bullshit in my life. Between BitTorrent and video streaming, Maximum Overdrive is about dead. Now I have to drop all that to wet nurse another supernatural shit heel because why?

			Because I’m a freak. A nephilim. Half human and half angel. Heaven hates me because I shouldn’t exist and the world hates me because, well, I’m really good at killing things. Yet for some reason, the schmuck asleep in my storeroom thinks I’m a Good Samaritan. When he wakes up, despite what Julie wants, I’m going to skate his ass out the door as fast as I can. I simply do not need crap like this in my life.

			What I need is a drink, a week in Mexico with Candy, and tickets for Skull Valley Sheep Kill when they reopen the Whisky a Go Go. I’m not betting on the last two, but I can magically conjure up the first by reaching into my pocket and taking out my flask.

			Which is almost empty.

			Story of my life. Thanks for listening. Be sure to tip your waitresses on the way out.

			PAUL NEWMAN AND Steve McQueen are jumping off a cliff when I get back to Max Overdrive. I recognize the movie immediately. It’s Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, but not any version I’ve seen. Robert Redford is nowhere in sight.

			“You like it?” says Maria. Her voice cracks a little, like she only takes it out on special occasions.

			Maria is about my height, her skin darker than Allegra’s. She reminds me of a young Angela Bassett if she’d grown up with alley-­cat gutter punks. She’s got a heavy-­gauge ring through her nose and a smaller one in her lower lip. A muscular neck with tattoos of the four elements—­air, earth, fire, and water. Her hair is about shoulder length, dyed sky blue, but with black roots showing, and pulled back in a ­couple of ragged pigtails. Each of her fingernails is painted a different color.

			“It’s great, right?” says Kasabian. He’s drumming on the front counter like a beatnik with a pair of new bongos, his metal hand bouncing like silver spiders.

			“McQueen was originally supposed to play the Sundance Kid, but the deal fell through,” he says. “Get it? This is the future for the store. Movies that never happened. Dirty Harry with Frank Sinatra instead of Eastwood. David Lynch’s Return of the Jedi. Brando in Rebel Without a Cause. The right ­people will pay a fortune to see this stuff.”

			I watch Newman and McQueen trading quips for a ­couple of minutes.

			“It’s not the worst idea you ever had.”

			“It’s goddamn genius and you know it,” he says. “The next one Maria is getting for us is Alejandro Jodorowsky’s version of Dune.”

			I look at Maria.

			“Was this his idea or yours?”

			She rubs her throat nervously, like she’s not used to being the center of attention.

			“Neither,” she says. “It was Dash. Want to meet him?”

			“Now we’ve got another partner? How many ­people are we bringing in to this thing? I don’t like surprise guests.”

			Kasabian stops drumming and gives me a look.

			“Calm down, Frank Booth. Tell him who Dash is before he needs smelling salts.”

			Maria reaches into a small clutch bag and pulls something out.

			“It’s okay, Stark. He doesn’t want money. He just likes to keep busy. He’s a ghost.”

			Christ. I hate ghosts. They’re nothing but trouble.

			“I need a drink.”

			“Good,” says Maria. “He likes liquor. Bring down a shot for him.”

			“Your ghost is a drunk? Fuck me with all this good news.”

			I go upstairs and find the Aqua Regia. I refill my flask, pour a shot into a glass, and down it. I fill the glass again and take it downstairs.

			“Right there is fine,” says Maria, indicating the counter. I set the shot glass down.

			“You don’t have anything to eat, do you?” she says. “Something sweet.”

			Kasabian takes a Donut Universe bag from under the counter, removes an éclair, and sets it next to the shot.

			I watch as Maria unfolds a black plastic clamshell. An old-­fashioned makeup compact.

			“If we’re doing dead-­­people makeovers, the guy in the storeroom can use one.”

			“Give it a rest, man,” says Kasabian. “Show an artist a little respect.”

			Maria sets the open compact on the counter with the mirror facing the glass and donut. She blows on the mirror and draws a symbol I don’t recognize on the misted glass.

			“Are you home, Dash?” she says.

			Nothing happens.

			But then the mist fades, and a face drifts into view behind the drink and donut. I can’t get a good look at him. A lot of his face is hidden behind the food. He’s a kid, maybe sixteen, with messy blond hair streaked with bright red. He closes his eyes and sniffs. He’s getting high off the food offerings.

			“Dash, this is Stark,” says Maria. She moves her hand, letting me know I need to get closer to the mirror so the kid can see me. I don’t really want to get too close. I don’t trust ghosts.

			I lean over, but stay on the far side of the food.

			“Hey, kid. Thanks for the movie. You have good taste.”

			Dash mouths something, but I can’t hear him.

			Maria, standing behind me, has been watching the whole thing.

			“He says you’re welcome and he hopes to bring more with him next time you meet.”

			Next time. Great.

			“You read lips,” I say.

			Maria nods.

			“I learned when I was a girl. Like Dash, some ghosts are shy and will only appear through a looking glass.”

			Kasabian shoulders me out of the way and practically sticks his mug in the mirror.

			“Hey, Dash. How’s it going?”

			The kid’s grin widens. They’ve talked before.

			“You working on getting us Dune?”

			Dash nods and gives a thumbs-­up.

			“Swell. Do it and next time you come by I’ll have a steak dinner waiting.”

			Dash shakes his head.

			“He’s vegetarian,” says Maria.

			“Okay,” says Kasabian. “How about a big salad with croutons and edible flowers?”

			Dash nods.

			I look at Kasabian.

			“Edible flowers?”

			“Yeah. Fairuza uses them when she cooks. They’re not bad.”

			“If you say so.”

			I lean over to the mirror.

			“Keep the movies coming and I’ll get you a whole damned wedding cake next time.”

			Dash mouths “thanks.”

			“Thanks, Dash,” says Maria. “Now everybody knows everybody. Isn’t that nice? I’ll talk to you tonight.”

			Dash gives a little wave and drifts out past the edge of the mirror. Maria snaps the compact shut.

			“That’s Dash,” she says.

			I pick up the shot glass.

			“Seems like a nice kid. Thanks for hooking us up.”

			Maria puts out a hand as I raise the glass to my lips.

			“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

			“Why? What’s wrong with it?”

			“Nothing. It’s just that when we present food to Dash, any looking-­glass ghost, he eats the essence of the offering. Don’t worry. The food isn’t poison or anything like that. It’s just a bit empty.”

			I look at the glass. Ghost leftovers. Why not? I open up and toss the Aqua Regia back.

			Maria was right. It isn’t awful, but it’s not booze anymore. The taste is thin and slightly sour, like the memory of a drink. I take a bite of the éclair. It’s worse. Like Play-­Doh and chalk. I go behind the counter and spit it into the wastebasket.

			“Classy,” says Kasabian. “You really know how to impress the ladies.”

			“I don’t need etiquette tips from you, Tin Man.”

			Maria is tugging on the loose threads of her jacket sleeves again. She’s used to nicer ­people than us.

			“What do we owe you for the movie, Maria? We aren’t exactly rolling in cash, you know.”

			“Oh, no. It’s not like that,” she says. “I was just hoping you could show me some magic.”

			“You’re a witch. What do you think you can learn from me?”

			“That’s it. Kasabian said you know different kinds of magic. And that you’re good at improvising spells and hexes.”

			“Yeah, I can improvise things. But that’s not what you’re after, are you?”

			She looks up from her sleeves.

			“No. I want to see Hellion magic.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s different. I’m curious.”

			Her pupils contract almost imperceptibly. She’s lying.

			“Maria? What’s this really about?”

			She takes a breath and lets it out.

			“Some ghosts are angrier than others. They want to get out of where they are. Some are scared. Some are vicious. I’ll want to talk to one like Dash and one of the others will appear. It’s getting worse.”

			“Did you ever think about not talking to ghosts? You’re not a Dead Head necromancer. Why bother?”

			Her brow furrows.

			“They’re my friends. I can’t abandon them. Would you refuse to see a friend because she lived in a bad neighborhood?”

			“No. I guess not. But I’m not a ghost expert. Mostly I deal with things I can punch. For ghosts, I’d have to think about it.”

			“That’s okay,” she says. “I’d rather have the right answer than a quick wrong one.”

			“Okay. But I just started a new job and I kind of have my hands full right now. Let’s maybe talk the next time you come by.”

			“Great. Thanks.”

			“No. Thank you,” says Kasabian. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t forget.”

			Maria puts her handbag under one arm.

			“I appreciate it. I’ll come by when Dash gives me your movie.”

			“Thanks. You’re always welcome to come by,” says Kasabian, suddenly a fucking diplomat. He and Fairuza broke up a few days ago. Is he already on the prowl? Does Maria know he’s 90 percent machine?

			“See you around, Maria,” I say.

			She smiles and starts out. Stops.

			“Did you know there’s something sprayed on the front of your store?”

			“Yeah. I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

			“Okay. Bye.”

			Kasabian and I watch the big-­screen monitor bolted to the ceiling for a few more minutes. He was right, of course. The movie has a completely different feel with McQueen playing the Sundance Kid. We could make a mint if we can get more never-­mades like this.

			Candy comes in during the closing credits.

			“Chihiro?” Kasabian says. “Holy shit.”

			She smiles and does a turn.

			“You like the new me?”

			“You look great. I mean you always looked great, but I think you nailed it this time.”

			I take out a Malediction.

			“She doesn’t look like Candy. That’s the important thing.”

			“Don’t light that cigarette,” she says.

			“Why?”

			She comes over to me.

			“Why this?”

			She leans in and kisses me. I kiss her back. It’s been long enough that we’ve been even somewhere safe together that it feels strange and new to hold her. And I’m not used to her being Chihiro yet. It feels a little like I’m cheating on Candy. But she is Candy. This whole thing is going to take a while longer to get used to.

			When she lets go of me she steps back and laughs.

			“What?” I say.

			“You have lipstick all over yourself. Hold it.”

			She gets a napkin from the Donut Universe bag and wipes my lips. Which, with perfectly lousy timing, is when Fairuza decides to walk in. She’s a Lurker. A Ludere. Blue-­skinned, blond, and sporting a small pair of Devil horns. She knew Candy for a long time. She played drums in Candy’s band back before she “died.”

			Fairuza takes a DVD from her bag and slams it down on the counter. Walks over and slaps me hard enough it feels like hornets are having a hoedown on my cheek.

			“Candy’s barely gone you’re already with this little bitch? Fuck you.”

			She starts to hit me again, but I get my arm up and her hand glances off.

			“Fairuza,” says Kasabian.

			She turns and stabs a finger at him.

			“And fuck you too for hanging around with this asshole. Is this the bitch he gave Candy’s guitar to? Yeah, I heard about that. Fuck all of you.”

			She heads for the door and slams it hard enough I half expect the glass to crack.

			Candy takes a step back and hands me the napkin. I wipe the last of the lipstick off my face myself.

			“I’ve got to tell her,” says Candy.

			“No, you don’t. The more ­people that know, the more dangerous this gets. Let her hate me. I can live with that.”

			“Goody for you,” says Kasabian. “What about me? She’s never going to speak to me again as long as I’m here with you two.”

			“What are you worried about? I thought you broke up.”

			“We did,” he says. “But at least we were friends and . . . I don’t know. Maybe there was some chance of getting back together. Now, though . . .”

			I put my hands out like a goddamn preacher.

			“No one tells Fairuza or anybody else. We are on thin fucking ice. One mistake and Candy ends up in a federal pen. It’s too much of a risk.”

			“What about me?” says Candy. “Okay, some ­people are going to think you’re an asshole for being around Chihiro, but you still get to be you. I’m no one.”

			I hadn’t really thought of that.

			“Look, I’m still trying to get my brain around all this too. Maybe down the line it would be safe to let a ­couple of more ­people know. But we’ve got to play this out for a while. Chihiro didn’t even exist a ­couple of weeks ago. You stick out. Let ­people get used to you. Then maybe we can think about letting other ­people in.”

			Candy thinks for a minute.

			“I’ll give it till the end of January. Then I’m talking to Fairuza. I’m not asking you. I’m telling you.”

			“Fine. But she’s the only one for the time being.”

			“I guess.”

			“Listen. If this thing falls apart, it’s not just on you and me. There’s other ­people too. Julie. Brigitte. Allegra and Vidocq.”

			“Aren’t you maybe leaving someone out?” says Kasabian.

			“I was getting to you, Iron Man.”

			“I thought we discussed no more nicknames.”

			I ignore that.

			“I know you think I’m a drag sometimes, but there’s a lot at stake here.”

			“I know,” Candy says quietly.

			“I saw you dead once. I don’t want to see that again.”

			“I wasn’t really dead, dumb-­ass.”

			“You sure looked like you were.”

			“That’s ’cause I’m such a good actress. Me and Brigitte are going to star in a remake of Thelma & Louise.”

			“As I recall, that didn’t end well.”

			“In our version the car is a Delorean time machine, so we just drive off and have adventures with pirates and robots.”

			“Or Lethal Weapon,” says Kasabian. “You could do a girl-­girl remake.”

			“Or Bill and Ted,” she says.

			She looks at me.

			“I need another drink. You have supplies upstairs?”

			“You know it.”

			I step aside and let her lead the way.

			“Hello? Is anyone there?”

			It’s a man’s voice coming from the storage room.

			I look at Kasabian.

			“Lock the front door.”

			“Sure. It’s not like we’re a place of business or anything.”

			As he does it, Candy and I knock on the storage room door.

			“You all right in there?”

			“Where am I?”

			I open the door. He squints and pushes himself back to the farthest corner of the cot I set up for him, huddling there like a bug.

			He says, “It’s too bright.”

			Candy and I go inside and close the door. It’s ripe in here. The guy wasn’t clean when I met him. Add an extra week to that. We’re in a cheese factory.

			Candy hits the overhead light. It’s only a sixty-­watt. Candy liked the room dim when the band rehearsed.

			I take a step closer, getting between the guy on the cot and Candy in case he’s as unhinged as he looks.

			“Is that better?”

			Slowly, he opens his eyes. He keeps a hand up, blocking the bulb. When he can focus he stares at me.

			“Where am I?”

			“At Max Overdrive. Do you remember coming to me at Bamboo House of Dolls?”

			He sits up and leans against the wall. Candy steps around me, fiddling with her phone. Who the fuck is she calling right now?

			“Who’s that?” he says.

			“A friend. What do you remember?”

			He looks at the blanket, his hands, and the room like he’s never seen any of it before. When he looks at me I can see the gears starting to turn in his head.

			“You’re Stark.”

			“That’s right. And this is Chihiro. You met her the other night too.”

			He stares at Candy for a little too long.

			“That’s not her real face,” he says. “Or her name.”

			Candy shoots me a worried look. I hold up a hand to say “be cool.”

			“You can see through the glamour,” I say. “So, you really are an angel.”

			He nods.

			“The oldest, known to mortals as the Angel of Death.”

			“Yeah. You said that the other night.”

			“And you don’t believe me.”

			“I’m not saying I don’t believe you, but I’ve met my share of, let’s say, unstable angels.”

			“You mean Aelita.”

			“There were others but, yeah, she was the worst.”

			“I’m not mad and I have no desire to be here or to be a burden.”

			“Then why are you here? And why come to me?”

			Death touches the gauze bandages over the hole in his chest.

			“You closed the wound.”

			“Not me. It was friends. And you haven’t answered my question.”

			“It hurts,” he says, rubbing his chest. “Everything hurts. I’d forgotten what pain is. Do you have anything for it?”

			I take out my flask, unscrew the top, and hand it to him. He takes a swig and coughs, practically spitting the Aqua Regia all over himself.

			“This is Hellion brew,” he says.

			“That’s right. Drink up. It tastes like gasoline, but it’ll help with the pain.”

			“I’m not sure it’s permitted.”

			“I don’t think anyone would hold it against you,” says Candy. “It’s not like you’re here to party.”

			He looks at Candy for a few seconds, then drinks. He keeps it down better this time, but he’d probably be happier with an aspirin. Fuck him. I drank Aqua Regia for eleven years in Hell because there weren’t any angels to help me. Death can choke down a ­couple of mouthfuls.

			He hands me back the flask.

			“Feeling better?”

			He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

			“No.”

			“You will.”

			“The brew smells interesting.”

			“Huh. I never thought of that. I guess it does.”

			Candy gets in closer to him.

			“Why did you come here?”

			“I was looking for Sandman Slim.”

			“Why?” says Candy.

			“I need help.”

			“Because you’re in a body.”

			He nods.

			“And someone has murdered it. Murdered me.”

			I say, “Why not call one of your angel pals?”

			He closes his eyes again.

			“I don’t know who to trust.”

			“But you trust Stark,” says Candy. “Why?”

			“Because Father trusted him.”

			Father. Mr. Muninn. God.

			The bloody, dirt-­streaked trench coat he had on when I met him is in a pile on the floor. I pick it up and go through the pockets. He doesn’t object.

			I say, “Why not go to Mr. Muninn if you need help?”

			He shrugs.

			“I’ve called and called to him, but all I get is silence.”

			There’s a knife in one of his coat pockets. I’ve never seen one quite like it. It’s over a foot long, double-­bladed, with a black wooden grip. Sort of like an oversize athame ritual blade, but with a silver eagle on the grip. There’s what looks like a glob of tar by the pommel, maybe to hold it in place.

			I hold it out to him.

			“What’s this?”

			“That, I believe, was what killed me.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because someone pulled it out of my chest and I awoke.”

			“Who pulled it
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