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  Prologue


  Dear Angel:


  I am a killer, and worse. I am your mother and father. You are my punishment.


  Lee told me I should write this letter to you in case I do not survive your infancy. He said a child should have something from where he came from so he’ll know where he’s going.


  I don’t know you, yet. You are just a crying bundle of pain and hunger sent to kill me. It looks as if that part of you is gone, and something human has replaced it. You don’t sleep, you eat all the time, you shit and piss so much you have marked the safe house we’re in with your scent, like a dog’s kennel. I think the human part does not fill out all the empty space left by what was sent to kill me.


  I don’t really have anything to say. It seems to me those first three sentences say everything I want to say. But Lee read them and called me an idiot. I hope you know Lee, and Kueur and Alioune. I don’t think I can write anything that will make them real to you if they are also missing from your life, or you have forgotten them. Perhaps you do not even remember me. Or you do not want to remember. But you should read on, if only to understand what may have already happened to you, and what is coming.


  Lee says I should start at the beginning. I am not sure which beginning he means. Since this is a letter to you about you, maybe I should start with your conception. I think that happened a very long time ago. Not with the first time I killed, but the first time I saw I could do something else.


  It began in the Bois de Boulogne, in Paris. At night, the prostitutes replace tourists on the paths, in the woods. I have heard that a million tricks are turned a year in the Bois. Whenever I was in the city, I visited the Bois to join in the drama of appetites fulfilled or frustrated in the darkness. It was play for me after my work of assassination. The Beast and I consumed many whores from the Bois in the heat of our pleasure, though I was always careful to dispose of the bodies so the authorities did not shut down my street theater. This was in the days when the Beast, a thing you will never meet as it was, ruled me. The Beast was alive inside me in those days. The power of its terrible, rageful hunger fed and filled me, as it nurtured me in my youth. The Beast was as much a part of me as my heart or brain, the source of all my joy before I met Kueur and Alioune. I never thought to struggle against its nature, or mine. Our appetites created the seed and the womb of your birth.


  On this night, I followed a beautiful young Brazilian transvestite. A boy, really. Perhaps you remember that age, on the cusp of manhood. Maybe you are there yourself as you read this. I had already killed his pimp, and he thought the shadow tracking him was his protector, not another stalker.


  The boy vanished. I had not turned away or been distracted. I do not lose prey. He vanished. I pushed into the underbrush. The Beast picked up the scent of two girls and the boy. We followed. I came upon the transvestite tied to a tree. Already, the two girls had stripped away his disguise, exposed his breasts. One of the girls was cutting him, peeling away skin. I caught what they were doing by the flicker of a lighter she used on his exposed tissue and genitals. The other girl kissed his wounds. Her tongue ran along the new lips the other had carved into his flesh, raked the fresh slits, probed the fat and muscle beneath. Both the girls’ faces were covered with blood. I realized they were twins, an exotic mix of African and Asian, human and supernatural.


  They told him not to scream. He did not. They asked him if he wanted more. He said yes. He begged them to cut, told them where it hurt the most, though he did not dare tell them where they could kiss him. He came, until what dribbled from his shriveled cock was no longer sperm. He told them they had to rape him. The girls laughed.


  That was when the world for me changed. That was when I fell in love, though of course I did not know it then, or for many years afterwards. The twins would say I do not even know it now. That was the first time I discovered something beyond myself, outside the bond I shared with the Beast, that I cared for and valued. It was the first time I did not kill what I wanted, or the Beast consume what it hungered for. The twins were your aunts. Tante Kueur and tante Alioune, as they like to be called since you were born. I adopted them, became their Tonton Bébêle, their uncle Beast.


  They stayed in Paris while I continued my work throughout the world, and satisfied the Beast and myself. They learned how to pretend to be human. I continued leaving a trail of broken women. I visited the girls occasionally, made sure their needs were met and they were safe. Watched over their hunts.


  Time passed and they grew older, as I did. They came to New York, where I had settled in secret. They lived in their own place, and for a while we were a kind of family. I worked my trade, making more than enough to support all of us. We hunted in our separate ways, and I often helped them clean up after themselves, showing them the tricks I had learned and introducing them to the contacts I had made over the years.


  But the Beast would not let my desire fade. It wanted what it had not dared take, because of shock and fright, that night in the Bois. The Beast’s hunger fueled my own desires every time I saw them, until I thought I would go mad if I did not take what I wanted. Only the danger of unleashing the power in the twins and myself in sexual abandon curbed my appetite. Between the Beast within me and the sorcery of your tantes’ sex, something had to die. Perhaps all of us. How could I kill what I loved? How could I surrender my self for love? I offered a woman I had selected for my own pleasure as a sacrifice. She was not enough. When we joined at last, it was the Beast that was consumed, as well.


  I was happy for a while. Aware that I was content. I was not just an animal racing through the jungle; satisfying its urges without thought or emotion beyond the moment. But without the Beast’s hunger, I was not as strong or quick as before. My senses dulled. I could not feel danger coming. I became vulnerable.


  Losing the Beast made a hole in me. The hole looked out on to death’s realm where the Beast had gone. Where my victims, all the women I had raped and slain throughout my life, had gone. Their spirits found the Beast in that other realm. Through it, they found me.


  They haunted me with red silk and bones. Lured me into a trap by threatening your tantes. But I found and released the spirit of the Beast they were torturing and, though it was only a shade of its former power, together we broke the spell of my victims and fought our way free from the angel of my death.


  My encounter with the spirits of my past, and my relationship with your tantes, brought me to the attention of other supernatural powers. Kueur and Alioune’s mother, a Vietnamese dragon spirit, found me in time to give warning that their father, an African god, was plotting to sacrifice his own daughters in a mad scheme to reunite himself with his lost sister. Your tantes and I fought the god, and by chance, skill, strength and trickery, we won.


  But my love for your tantes cost me. The battle left me weaker. My body lay open to the secret workings of the plan the ghosts of my victims had set into motion when they first trapped me. I thought I escaped their revenge, but the spirits had planted tokens of their hatred in my body. Dead flesh and bone wrapped in silk, the seed and womb by which you were conceived, hid in my belly. Life was sparked not by lust or love, but by cold vengeance. Since you were conceived by the dead, you lacked a soul. You lived inside me, fed from my blood and flesh. You grew strong as my own strength failed, until I could no longer work as an assassin, until I lay in my own home at the mercy of my enemies and my allies. Your destiny was to be the avenging instrument of all the women I killed.


  Your tantes saved me, and you. They protected me from my employers, troubled by my failures and my weakness, as well as from a vengeful angel offended by my lack of punishment for my sins. They called upon healers, who discovered you inside me. They found a corrupted spirit among the healers, purified it, sacrificed the flesh and planted the pristine soul in you to break the doom of my death by your birth. It was because of your tantes that I can write this letter to you now, and you can read it in your future.


  You should know that though your tantes found the trick to turn the avenging angel’s attention away from me, it was the healers your tantes chose who sacrificed themselves to buy time for your proper birth and the angel’s banishing. Their spilled blood is yours; you owe your life to their grace. They are as much family to you as your tantes and I. And the ghosts of the women I murdered.


  So you were born from the changes I made in my life. You are my punishment and my reward. I do not know which destiny you will fulfill. I do not think I care. If there is a single thing I have learned from my dealings with demons and spirits, it is that, for me, there is no redemption. It does not matter if, because of you, I am with the spirits of those who died to satisfy my own and the Beast’s appetites. What matters is that you emerged out of all the pain and destruction in my life. You survived the twins. And me. You are the closest I have ever come to innocence.


  Lee says I should say something about what I feel about you. Tell him you love him, he says, like you do with the twins.


  I have never told Kueur and Alioune that I love them. The bond we share is deeper than words, and mortal words of love cannot contain it. I think human language cheapens the thing that brings us together and makes us one. What is between us is expressed in the pleasure and torment we give one another. It is something you and I never shared. I hope it is something you never share with them. Just the thought of you with Kueur and Alioune makes me want to kill you.


  But, of course, I will not.


  What I feel for you, Angel, I have shown by not killing you even though you were made to kill me. Nor did I give up and let you kill me. Though you were born out of death, death is not what is between us, but life. You are the second thing I have ever discovered outside myself that I cared for and valued. No matter what happens, I will never regret that I brought you into this world and helped make a place in it for you.


  I hope what I have told you helps you choose the path you must now take. I hope you found what you needed in this letter, and that whatever you took from these words is enough for you.


  It is all I have to give.


  Max…


  Chapter One


  Angel’s cry pierced the air, made it bleed with hunger and wetness and the pain of existence.


  Kueur and Alioune, singing “The Naughty Little Flea” in the kitchen, fell silent after the clatter of kitchen utensils settled. Lee, on the sofa on the other side of the coffee table, rolled his eyes. Max, with the child who had miraculously emerged from him after eight days of pain and killing squirming in his arms, groaned and gently rocked his son as if all that was needed to quiet the complaint was the comfort of motion and the warmth of his body.


  “In a minute, baby Angel, in a minute. Kueur and Alioune are on their way. You know I have nothing to give you, don’t you? Yes?”


  Frustration gnawed at Max as he sat up in the recliner. For all his skills and strength, he was powerless before the soft, hot bundle of flesh writhing against his chest. Looking down helplessly at his boy, he felt himself drowning in the round, blue and gray ringed pools of his baby’s eyes. The maw of the boy’s hungry mouth opened wide, like a chick’s when its hunting parent returned to the nest. But Max had nothing to give him except the boy’s own drool soaking his sweatshirt.


  “Jesus Christ,” Lee said, holding a crab cake inches from his mouth, “doesn’t that baby ever sleep?” He lowered his head under Max’s gaze, tossed the cake back on the plate on the coffee table. His oily black hair fell over his face like a veil.


  Searching for an angle that might comfort the baby, Max shifted in the recliner, held his boy up, swung him. Stitches pulled and pinched the skin around his abdomen where the pod in which his boy had grown had been cut out of him. He glanced at the kitchen entrance. The twins made a brief appearance, their faces reflecting the baby’s pain. They withdrew, whispering in harsh tones. Arguing. Even he couldn’t remember which of them had fed little Angel an hour ago. The power of gods flowing in their veins, the source of the magical milk nourishing his son, was being drained, along with their composure, strength, patience. The race was on between Angel’s supernatural growth and the twins’ capacity to feed the child, and Kueur and Alioune were losing. Not for the first time in the past three weeks, he wished his victims’ curse that had blessed him with a son had also given him the ability to feed his child. Of course, he was not supposed to have survived the seed of vengeance the ghosts of murdered women had planted inside him.


  “No, Seymour, he doesn’t sleep.” Max pulled a squeaking pig out of the toy bag at the side of the recliner. He held the pig in front Angel’s face. The baby tracked the toy, interrupted his screaming to giggle at the new sound, reached for the pig. But after a few moments of trying to close his hand over the smooth plastic surface, Angel’s expression changed back to a contortion of discomfort. He picked up his scream where he had broken it off. Max rubbed his bleary eyes, hoisted Angel on to his shoulder and patted his back. “He hasn’t slept since the moment he was born. Not even a nap. And neither, really, have any of us.” The smell of shit emanating from the Pampers cut through exhaustion and frayed nerves to bring into focus the breadth of the baby’s crisis.


  Lee grunted, drained his can of Michelob, tossed it in an open box behind him. “Give me a break. You know I hate that fucking name.”


  The ghost of the Beast, the slain and revived spirit of death and brutality Max had carried within him for as long as he could remember, except for a brief and debilitating few months a short while ago, grumbled over the edge in his old comrade Lee’s voice. Max soothed the spirit, feeding it memories of assassination and torture. Angel kicked in Max’s arms, as if sensing his mother/father’s distraction. Max wished his son could be as easy to satisfy as the Beast. “Then don’t be a fucking idiot and make me use it,” Max grumbled in return. A fresh cry of outrage split the air.


  “Yeah, well, I’m not the one with a goddamn screaming kid from hell.”


  “None that you know of.”


  Kueur and Alioune swept in from the kitchen, their long, brightly colored flower-print slip-dresses catching the dim floor-lamp light and making it blaze against the glossy darkness of their skin and brighten the numbing, dusty pastels of the loft safe house. Max watched as they made their way through neatly arranged piles of Pamper bundles, boxes of formula and wipes and other necessities, filing cabinets, chests, sleeping cots holding piles of clothes and blankets, and a miscellany of furniture ranging from used office to antique laid out in a maze pattern across the long, narrow, partly-refurbished industrial loft in which they had all made a temporary nest.


  “Here we come, mon petit!”


  “Don’t be sad! We are here!”


  The sound of their slippered feet slapping against the polished wood floor punctuated their words. Angel turned in Max’s arms, drawn to the music of their voices, and his scream tumbled down several octaves.


  The twins shared with Max the responsibility of satisfying Angel’s unnatural demands. Together, they had fought an unending war against the boy’s appetite, constant wakefulness, and a relentless need to be held, as if his abbreviated term had created a profound sense of deprivation. A child of dark magic, conceived without a soul in a womb of fear and rage by vengeful ghosts, he demanded more than any child born of mortal seed and love. Together, they struggled not only to keep up with the baby’s needs, but to nurture, as well, the corrupt soul the twins had purified on the rack of their pleasure and planted in Angel. Making the child human, at least in soul, had been the only way to save Max from the curse of the ghosts haunting him. Max’s own crude and clumsy mortal-based care-giving had left him drained, his voice hoarse, his mind a scorched desert drained of imagination and life, his body exhausted. But Max understood the twins had sacrificed more than he had, feeding his son with the milk and magic of their bodies, with songs and sounds rooted in the primal powers that had birthed them. The maternal instinct running through those primal powers had proved a greater source of strength than Max’s newly discovered humanity, and his impossible-to-satisfy need for some form of redemption.


  He had not washed or changed clothes in days, and his stained, slightly damp sweats retained an odor that repulsed Lee when he tried to embrace Max on arriving at the safe house with a message of apparent forgiveness from Max’s employers. The twins, despite the far greater efforts required by the constant workings of their subtle sorcery on the child, still managed to maintain an illusion of beauty, freshness, energy.


  He shook his head, despair mingling with gratitude.


  The twins approached, avoiding as if guided by radar the collection of crib pads and mattresses, colored balls, Lego stackable blocks, Roll-a-Rounds, stuffed animals, Links and Lights and Sounds Gyms, Sing-A-long Center, and other toys and activity centers scattered across the otherwise clean floor. Kueur carried a bowl of meshiwa dip with bread on a tray, her sister a fresh size 4 Pamper, changing blanket, bowl of perfumed water and cloth. Kueur set the tray down on the coffee table, moved the platter of crab cakes to the side, took the blanket from her sister and spread it across the inlaid, geometric-patterned table surface. After putting down her burden, Alioune took the baby from Max. Angel quieted as his small, pale hands pawed her dress’s yellow and red stylized flowers.


  “You could have changed the diaper yourself,” she said, smoothing down Angel’s wispy strands of black hair so it resembled her own short, slicked-back style.


  Lee looked up. Max almost smiled as his colleague’s startled expression gave way to a grimace when he met Alioune’s gaze.


  “Me?” Lee said, his hands fluttering. “What about him?”


  “I’ve changed more diapers in the past three weeks than I’ve taken contracts in any ten years of working, Lee.” Max surrendered to a grin, enjoying the conflict between lust and fear playing across Lee’s face. He quickly sobered, finding other things in his friend’s expression.


  It had been nearly a year since his role in relation to Kueur and Alioune had passed from the remote, protective, adopting “Tonton” to the incestuous constant companion. In the time of their growing intimacy, he had become accustomed to the conflicting emotions the twins inspired in the hardened personas of shadowy government officials, businessmen, killers and madmen that were his usual acquaintances. He understood the promise of self-annihilation in the fulfillment of appetite that was a part of the twins’ allure. He had felt it, and succumbed. The fire of his appetite’s satiation had consumed the Beast within him. And through that sacrifice, he had learned to satisfy and survive the twins’ passions, as well as his own. During his brief period of freedom from the Beast’s hungers, under the twins’ tutelage, he had even learned a kind of love, though Kueur and Alioune would deny the word. And when the Beast returned to him, a ghostly shadow of its former existence no longer able to overwhelm his will, its presence inside him had only deepened the bizarre bond, his only true comfort, with the twins.


  Lee, like many Max worked for and murdered, wanted to surrender. But he could not. Max could see in his old friend’s face the desire to destroy the horrors that lived and thrived within him, the yearning to discover something, anything, about intimacy.


  But Lee would never dare make the sacrifices necessary to earn what he wanted. There was jealousy in his face, as well. Envy. Blind and unreasoning rage. His appetite for what Max had was not strong enough to give up the easy, seductive power of his own, mortal-born beast. It was only strong enough to make him cling to Max and the twins like an exiled stepson, forever outside, forever wanting entry.


  The Beast within Max paced nervously, recognizing exactly what Lee would dare, if the closest thing to love he could feel was not already tied, in the guise of loyalty and friendship, to Max.


  They were both, in the cold and bright light of truth that made Max cringe, beyond redemption. But Max’s joy in the creation of emotional bonds with the twins, the creation of life with Angel, was the bright counterpoint to the darker, destructive pleasures on which their friendship was founded. Such joy was beyond Lee’s grasp. Even in the cold and infinite shadow of his doom, Max could feel the warmth in Kueur’s bright-eyed glance at him; appreciate Alioune’s supple manner of bending as she placed Angel on the changing blanket, without wanting to consume and destroy the woman. It was such brief moments that made the burden of all the acts he had committed, and their inescapable consequences, bearable. And it was the absence of even a second’s worth of such comfort, coupled with appetites Max remembered only too well, that made the war in Lee both terrible and pathetic.


  Max looked away from the old warrior, whose darkness left no room for solace.


  The Beast, catching the scent of unfamiliar and troubling sympathy, whined in puzzled agreement.


  Angel squawked as Kueur removed the old diaper. Immediately, the living room filled with a ripe cesspool stench that obliterated the scent of fried, spiced crab cakes, as well as the cumin and garlic in the meshiwa dip. Lee covered his mouth and nose, the careless speed of his reaction spilling pieces of baguette from the platter. Alioune thrust the used diaper into a plastic bag while Kueur washed Angel down. Alioune dried the baby, Kueur set the new diaper on the table, and moments later Angel was sitting up with Kueur’s fingers lightly touching his back, his eyes and mouth opened wide as if stunned by the twins’ efficient teamwork.


  Alioune thrust the used diaper bag at Lee. “Make yourself useful,” she said.


  Lee absently took the bag as he stood up, staring at Angel. “I’m not big on babies or anything, but is he normal for only three weeks?” he asked.


  Max sat up, joining Lee and the twins under the hypnotic spell of staring at a baby’s puffed curves, smooth skin, and all-consuming eyes.


  Angel’s head bobbed up and down as he tried to take in the circle of adults around him. His toes distracted him, and he grabbed his foot with both hands and strangled wiggling digits. After a few seconds, he took a piece of baguette and jammed the bread against his cheek and mouth, slavering over the hard crust, then banged it against the table, laughing and squealing.


  Kueur and Alioune hummed the tune to “The Naughty Little Flea,” shaking their heads from side to side, and Angel looked from one to the other, smiling, then joining them in a sing-song babbling imitation of the song. Suddenly, he stopped, frowned. Wailed.


  Kueur picked him up brought him to her shoulder. Angel rubbed his sticky hands over her short, tight curls. She brought him back down, hooked her hands under his arms and let him bounce up and down on the table in protest against hunger while turning to Alioune and saying, “It’s your turn, sister. Stop this nonsense now and—”


  “Non!” Alioune exclaimed, stamping her foot and crossing her arms across her chest. “My nipples are raw, do you understand? I have nothing, nothing to give the baby!”


  “That’s more than I wanted to know,” Lee said, retreating to the kitchen. “Give him goddamn formula, for chrissakes. You got enough of it stashed all over the place.”


  “He won’t take it,” Max said.


  “I still say that kid ain’t right. But then, fruit don’t fall far from the tree.”


  Kueur put Angel down on his back. The two continued their argument, slipping into French, Vietnamese, Jola, gingerly tapping the gentle rise of their breasts as if to emphasize their particular pains. Max went down on his knees next to the coffee table, ignoring the tug of stitches. Angel rolled on to his stomach, crawled towards the dip. Max started to pick him up, stopped, watched the boy’s progress. “Foo,” Angel said, focused on the bowl of meshiwa.


  “Did you mean it when you said your boy hasn’t slept since you had him?” Lee asked from the kitchen. The sound of the garbage can slamming close emphasized his question.


  “Yes.”


  Angel looked back at him, smiled. “Fooooo!” he said, then stuck his face in the dip.


  “Well,” said Lee, standing in the kitchen entrance, “I still don’t know much about kids, but I’m guessing he’s ready for something other than milk. Though I bet it ain’t that stuff.”


  The twins stopped arguing to look down at Max as he scooped the boy up and used a napkin to wipe his face. Their mouths formed a pair of O’s, which quickly settled into smiles framed by expressions of relief.


  The doorbell rang. The twins exchanged a look with each other, Max, Lee. Kueur went to the table burdened with security monitors and surveillance equipment at the other end of the loft, next to the steel elevator door. After putting on a head set, she checked camera views and alarms while speaking to whoever had buzzed the downstairs bell. Alioune and Lee produced 50 caliber Desert Eagles and earplugs, she from a box beside her, he from an armpit holster under his leather jacket. Angel dodged Max’s efforts to wipe the last of the dip from his face. In the struggle, bits of food caught in the sparse dusting of hair, straight and black like his father’s, growing in from the back of his skull in a reversal of male-pattern baldness. He tapped his hands against the sound mufflers Max put over his ears.


  “If that kid’s putting his nose into things already, you guys are going to have to lock this stuff down,” Lee told Max, shouting. He waved the gun in the air as he went to the nearest of three large, vertical blinds screening the armored windows and peeked at the surrounding rooftops, windows, and the street below.


  Max fought down the urge to arm himself. As he was holding Angel, his primary responsibility was the child. If this were the attack he had been anticipating since the debacle at the old loft, he would have to flee under the covering fire of his comrade and his lovers.


  The Beast within him huffed in frustration. The knots of tension binding his body and stomach tightened. So many changes, he allowed himself to acknowledge. So many more to come.


  He pushed the last thought from his mind.


  “It’s fine,” Kueur called out, turning from the security monitor and pointing at Lee. “Your friend.” She threw the headset down, double checked the alarm settings, unlocked the elevator door with the flick of a switch, then ran back towards the kitchen. “Blender!” she cried out to Alioune, who nodded her head, put her gun and earplugs back in a box and raced to the kitchen ahead of her sister.


  “I hope that doesn’t mean they’re planning to serve a special kind of pate tonight,” said Lee, letting his gun hand fall to his side but not holstering his weapon.


  Max noted Lee’s precaution and sat on the sofa with his body between the door and Angel. The boy tried to wiggle out of the crook of Max’s arm, drawn by the sound of the elevator rising.


  The heavy steel door slid open automatically, and a young, slim, athletic man in a shiny blue and red-stripped jogging suit, covering bulkier sweats underneath, emerged from the car. He took in the loft, Max, Lee. “How they hanging, buddy?” he yelled out, waving. The slight lilt in his accent caught Angel’s attention, and he made soft, cooing sound imitating the new voice. “You sure this isn’t the place that got trashed?”


  Lee snickered, put his gun away. “They’re hanging for my buddy here, Max. He’s the one who got his place wrecked, down the block a ways. He’s just staying here until somebody finds the bodies of the owners—old business, right Max? Max, this is Fred. Canadian kick boxing champ, on loan from the Canadian Mounted. We did some work together in Iceland, and up on the polar cap. Knew his fucking father, mother—hell, maybe I’m his dad, eh, boy?” Lee blocked only the first of the flurry of playful jabs the young man threw after quickly closing with him. “His Dad was attached to the Cosmos Tabernacle Choir. You know, CIA at the Cosmos Bar, by the American Embassy—”


  “Pleased to meet you,” said Fred, giving Lee a final slap, then taking a firm grip of Max’s hand. Scarred knuckles and the flattened planes of his face were the trophies of his victories. He smiled, revealing a perfect set of teeth, the best money could buy.


  Angel screamed.


  “I think he remembered he’s hungry,” said Lee.


  “Shoes,” Max said, indicating the row of street shoes by the elevator, and the cloth slippers beside them.


  Fred took in the loft, pausing at the unassembled pieces of a crib and playpen in a corner which Max had given up on. Angel could barely tolerate a few minutes on a mattress on the floor playing with a toy before he needed to be picked up and held again. “Yeah, I can see why you’d want to keep up your high standards of cleanliness.” He went back to the elevator and changed.


  Lee held up a foot covered by the baggy slipper. “If I can do it, you can.”


  Fred finished changing, came to Max. “He’s yours?” He took Angel from Max. “Whoa, this is a heavy little package. Damned hungry one, too, by the sound of him. Let’s see, soft spot on his head is almost gone, so what is he, six, eight months? Got one just like him back home. Driving his mother so insane I’d rather spend my free time looking out for my old recruiter, here. Hey, there, guy, want some supplements? Got a whole pocketful of ‘em, right here, all natural stuff, build you up so you can be a badass just like your dad. You think he’s too young for ginkgo? Cute fella. Feels like he’s got a fever. Has he been complaining? No? Where’s the mom? Is she all right? Did she survive the problem at your place?”


  “It’s a long story,” said Lee, sitting on the sofa, picking up a crab cake and dipping it into the small bowl of hot, dark red piccirilli pepper sauce. “I’m not sure I believe it, and I know sure as hell you won’t, so let’s just say the mom is in as good a shape as the dad.”


  Max nervously picked at the seams of his sweat pants as Angel wailed in misery and pounded on Fred’s shoulder and jaw. Having held his son for so long, sharing him only with the twins, he felt as if Lee’s friend had ripped out a piece of him and was now carelessly playing with a still-living part of his body. The Beast convulsed inside Max, awakened from the listless stupor that had dominated its mood since Angel’s birth. Sensing threat, danger, jealousy, the Beast’s rage washed over Max’s mind, tripped his heartbeat so that it doubled. Blood pounded in his ears, tinged his vision in red, flooded his body with new strength, sharpened his senses so that he knew exactly how he would slip through the stranger’s kick and strike defense to deliver the single, killing blow necessary to separate him from Angel forever.


  Max took a deep breath, forced the Beast back down into the dark corner of his mind where memories of death resided. Where the shadow of his doom cast cold doubts over every moment of waking life and haunted his nightmares, and terror and rage were the only sustenance for appetites his bonds with Kueur, Alioune and Angel had forced him to curb. The Beast filled his head with a searing howl of outrage, the equal of Angel’s most primal cry, before tumbling back into the pit that was its home.


  Max shivered. Angel paused in his protests to stare at his father. Max smiled, a thin curl of the lips, that seemed to comfort the baby and allowed him to resume his assault on Fred and continue his demand for food. In the chill that traveled through his body in the wake of a killing frenzy, Max was grateful for the Beast’s rise to defend the boy. When he was carrying Max, the Beast had been only too eager to attempt to kill the new life it had sensed as a rival for Max’s attention.


  Fred, head tucked against the rain of blows, gave up on playing with Angel and handed him back to Max. “Hell of a right, there, big guy. This kid’s got a future.”


  Fred sat down next to Lee, examined the pile of crab cakes and the dip. Taking a piece of baguette, he started for the meshiwa.


  “I’d stick with the cakes,” said Lee, stuffing a last piece into his mouth while reaching for another. “Unless you’re into dip flavored with baby snot and drool.”


  “Oh.”


  Max sat down on the recliner, resuming his useless attempts at comforting Angel. The blender whirred in the kitchen, and by the tone of the twins’ voices, it seemed as if some kind of food for the baby was forthcoming. Over the child’s crying, he asked Fred, “Security protocols?”


  “Yeah, I scanned myself after the meet. No electronic bugs or trackers, no chemical or radioactive tracers. No one followed me. I used the tunnel entrance.”


  “Damn, they didn’t even try,” Lee said. “See, I told you the old boys are on the level.”


  “Or they have another plan. What did they say?”


  Fred picked up crab cake, tasted it, nodded his head. “Well, I met with a Mr. Chu and a Mr. Peeke—”


  Max held a hand up. “Their names don’t matter.”


  “Yeah, I got that impression. But they said your old loft is almost ready, all according to your specs. They’ve made a restitution payment to the offshore account you gave them. They asked that you check the amount, talk to your contacts to confirm there’s been no reprisals—”


  “I’m still here,” Lee said, taking another crab cake and dipping it in sauce.


  “—inspect the loft yourself, meet with them face to face. They’re very eager to, ah, ‘normalize relationships’ so you can get back to work. They have a long list of targets needing to be addressed, they said.”


  Angel cried directly into Max’s ear, and he had to shift his son to the other arm. He glanced at the kitchen, hoping for the twins’ arrival. “Did they mention Angel or what happened at the loft?”


  “No. What the hell did happen over there, anyway?”


  “An angel of destruction tried to avenge the murders I committed when I was … less of a gentleman—”


  Lee leaned forward, raised an eyebrow, and cocked his head to the side. “Just so you know, Fred, a gentleman is somebody who makes distinctions. It doesn’t really apply to anybody here.”


  “—while I was carrying this boy Angel in my belly, because the spirits of those same victims had already managed to trap and rape me, sowing the cursed seed of their unborn children in my belly to kill me. Thanks to the twins, who purified a tainted soul to give the boy and save us both, the curse became a blessing. But like all blessings, there was a cost. And the cost was paid by my friends and employers.”


  Fred stared at Max for a few moments. He swallowed the rest of his crab cake in a gulp and sat back in the couch, crossed his legs and arms, lowered his chin. “Yeah, right. You got a beer to wash this shit down with?”


  Lee patted Fred’s knee. “I got it.” He stood up, glanced back at the young man. “Truth’s sometimes hidden in plain sight, son. I’m just glad I wasn’t one of the friends he called over to help with that little problem, whatever it really was.” He started for the kitchen, asking Max as he passed him, “So you’re still not buying the deal? Don’t trust me and the kid here, or what?”


  “Why should he?” Fred asked. “I’m betting we don’t play for the same sides all the time.” Fred’s eyes narrowed.


  Max wondered if he had had the boy in his sights some time. Or vice versa.


  “That don’t mean shit. Max is special. He ain’t married to God, the buck and country, like us. He works for the boys in charge of things, the ones who make God, the buck and country. All the gods, bucks and countries. They ask him to fuck them, and he does. And they love him for it.”


  “Just sounds like another whore, to me.”


  “Maybe,” Max said, “but while the local priest, banker and president are all paying you off for services rendered, I’m helping build the whorehouse everybody’s living in.”


  Fred’s face screwed into an expression of disdain.


  Max got up, followed Lee, vainly trying to comfort Angel. “As you say, the truth is sometimes in plain sight. My employers forced a lot of assets into the old loft when they thought I was ill. Personnel and equipment. They were eager to use my weakness to probe for the source of my talents and abilities. Down the line, I’m sure, they were hoping to find a way to duplicate my skills. I am getting old, after all. But they failed, lost everything.”


  “So? If what you say is true about that angel possessing field agents to come after you, it wasn’t your fault. They wired the place. Trust me, they have recordings of everything that went on.”


  “Up to a point. The equipment was destroyed, don’t forget. And with an angel running loose, as well as a loa, shamans, healers, spirits, who knows what came through their instrumentation.”


  Lee dug through the racks in the stainless steel commercial refrigerator. “Yeah, an angel. Well, they seem to understand what the hell happened, even if me and Fred don’t. They don’t sound like they’re holding a grudge.”


  Max stopped at the kitchen entrance. The twins were talking in French, going through canned stores, emptying the blender contents into a bowl, tasting it, cleaning and filling the container with pasty white vegetables. Or fruit. Max was not certain. “What’s valuable, necessary, to the people we work for, no matter what level? An assassin? Of course not, the world is filled with people like us. Revenge? Punishment? That’s something different. Betrayals are part of the game, a risk to guard against, or to be taken. Expected. But when betrayals fail, there have to be repercussions. And how do you think the people in power see the disaster at the loft? Who do you think is being held responsible for the loss of assets? For stopping their attempt to study me? Do you think, even if their devices managed to detect the angel, or spirit, or whatever you want to think came after me, that they’d believe I had no control over it? In their eyes, in their game, I betrayed them. I wouldn’t allow myself, my power, to be analyzed. I refused to be their tool. And if there’d been any survivors around when Angel was born, don’t you think they would have tried to take him away? Don’t you think there are factions among those who shape the world, certainly your own CIA, if history’s any indication, eager to exploit somebody like him?”


  “Yeah, demon child of vengeance. We’re always looking out for one of those.”


  “If it had come to it, I would have killed them all myself if they’d tried to take Angel. So they’re right—I am a traitor. A danger to the game, to their power.”


  “Now you’re sounding like an episode from one of those hokie conspiracy-TV shows. Are the aliens taking over, or is Satan still running the joint?” Lee pulled out bottles of Beck’s and set them on a top of the counter. “You need to do a beer run, friend, ‘cause all you have is this piss.” When he turned back to open plastic containers and sniff at leftovers, Alioune came by and swept the beers off the counter and into the trash. She glared at Lee’s back, gave the crying Angel a desperate glance. The microwave bell rang, and both she and Kueur ran to extract its contents.


  “Listen, the rules to these games we’re in aren’t hard and fast,” Lee continued, startled by the disappearance of the beers when he came out of the refrigerator. “Things change, according to the situation. Trade-offs happen all the time, even at your level. Today’s enemy is tomorrow’s ally.” His gaze swept the kitchen. He raised an eyebrow at Max, studied the twins for a moment, and then went back to the refrigerator to take out more beers. “There’s only one thing that remains constant, and that’s the fact that things have to be kept quiet.”


  Lee pulled out more beers, popped the caps, fled the kitchen. “And that’s what’s important here. There’s never been a killer like you, Max. Never will be. You’re too valuable to all the factions. You get things done. Your rules never change—you work for the CIA, corporations, tongs, cartels, dictators, everybody. You take whatever the reps give you, and you never try to screw them. You’re a goddamn fucking death god to these people, man. So fancy equipment was broken, some field hands and a couple of representatives got caught in something bigger than them. So what? You see they dragged two more out of the woodwork, no problem.” Lee handed Fred a beer, who drained half the bottle and resumed paging through picture magazines from a box he had dragged out from under the coffee table while they were in the kitchen.


  Max, staying close to the kitchen, saw pictures of naked women flash between Fred’s legs. Lee looked over his shoulder, pointed. “Hey, I fucked her! Want to meet her? We get this kiss-and-make-up job over, I can set you up. Tonight, even. She’s stripping down in Wall Street. Come on, Max, let’s get this meet going.”


  “Maybe he needs a babysitter,” Fred said. Grinned.


  Max cupped Angel’s sweaty head, nibbled and kissed at neck and ears to no effect. “She can sit for the two of you, then,” he said, turning Angel so his screaming was directed at Fred. “There were too many questions left open at the loft, Lee. Too many factions had an interest in finding out what was going on. I don’t think I’m an asset any longer. People want answers. Or the questions eliminated.”


  “Are you kidding?” Lee held a beer bottle by the neck and swung it back and forth. “Relax. Have a beer. Who the hell wants all the answers, anyway? That would kill the game. No winners, a bunch of dead losers, and who’s going to fund the agency types then? Who’s going to buy fighter planes and missiles? Nobody wants to wind up like those Eastern Bloc assholes. Look at the KGB now. No, you running around with a kid that doesn’t sleep—like that’s a big military secret anyway—means my boss and his enemies can soak their governments for more money. Goddamn, but they love a mystery. You’re probably a walking Roswell to them. And the gangsters and business guys, they’re too busy worrying about market share to notice somebody breaking what amounts to an outdated computer stuck in the back room. If it ain’t in the quarterly report, they don’t care. Trust me, your bosses are too busy orchestrating the next plague or consumer craze to remember what happened yesterday. For the real players, everything is tomorrow in this world. Only clerks and fanatics get hung up on yesterday. And since when did they start running the world? The bottom line is you keep doing your job and everybody’s happy.”


  Kueur appeared, took Angel, cooed and sang in his ear as she sat down on a pile of boxes. Alioune came in with a bowl and spoon, and quickly inserted a sample of the food they had concocted. Angel’s mouth closed around the spoon. The crying stopped.


  “It’s too hot,” said Alioune, drawing out the spoon and peering at Angel’s face.


  “I told you it needed a little sugar,” said Kueur, holding Angel by the shoulders, leaning over to watch his expression.


  Angel puckered his lips. Kicked his legs. Pointed at the spoon. “Mo,” he said.


  Kueur’s smile was wide and radiant; Alioune allowed a corner of her mouth to rise.


  Fred let out an exaggerated sigh. “Thank God that crisis is over.”


  Max accepted the beer from Lee, then turned to watch the twins handle Angel. His ears still hummed from the baby’s crying. Inside, he remained as tense as when he had retreated to the safe house after establishing false trails to confuse his former employers. Grateful for Lee’s intervention, he could not believe the turmoil he had experienced since his decision to allow himself to love the twins had finally come to an end. If he couldn’t find redemption, he would settle for a life that included both love for the twins and his son, and killing. But there were holes in the fabric of his life, threads left loose. He did not trust himself to find fulfillment so easily. And he did not trust the world he knew to allow him to pursue his desire. “As always, I appreciate your unique view of things. But I’m not willing to expose myself or them, yet.”


  “They didn’t mention the kid,” said Fred. “But they did ask that you come over to your old place with the women. Inspect the place. Accept their apology, hear their explanation. Establish a new rapport, all that shit. Listen, guy, you don’t have too many options, you know? If they wanted to, they could track this place down. And what are you going to do, spend the rest of your life hiding out?”


  Max stared into the mouth of the beer bottle. “What time?”


  “I told them it would take a couple of hours to get you into town.”


  “Good. That’s long enough to make arrangements.”


  Lee sat up. “You’re not planning to do anything stupid, are you? This is my reputation on the line, too, you know. I’m the one bringing you in.”


  “Precautions only, Lee. Be grateful. If I am being set up, they’ll take you down with me.”


  Fred stood up. “Oooo, then I guess I should be pissing in my pants, too. What a bunch of old ladies. Look, I’m out of here before that baby starts crying again. I get enough of that at home. Anybody want to join me at Due South on Greenwich?”


  “When you are home,” said Lee. “You go ahead. We’ll meet you downstairs, corner of Hudson and Leonard. Two hours. Give us a ring, no cell phone, of course.”


  “No shit.”


  The doorbell rang again before anyone could move. The twins closed around Angel and withdrew to the kitchen. Everyone dropped their beers; Fred and Lee took out guns, Fred tossing the plugs away, and positioned themselves behind cover while Max went to the security board.


  Angel started crying from the kitchen.


  Lee checked his load, slid the clip back. “What is this, a safe house or a train station?”


  “Jesus Christ,” said Fred, “feed that kid some goddamn meat, will you? Fix the crib; put him in with his toys. I mean, goddamn, look at this place. No wonder he’s complaining all the time.”


  Max buzzed the downstairs security gate open. The others relaxed as he checked the alarms and cameras himself, then brought up views tapped from his employers’ surveillance equipment positioned in the old loft. They had left the equipment and lines unprotected as a sign of good faith, letting him look over their shoulder as they made repairs. He could not have asked for more than what they had already given. The efficiency of their cooperation only made him more suspicious.


  Fred changed into his shoes, entered the elevator. The door started to close.


  Max held it open for a moment from the control board. “You don’t know what my boy needs. Worry about your own son.”


  The door closed on Fred’s surprised expression. The elevator went down. Angel stopped crying again.


  Lee came up behind Max, put a hand on his shoulder. “He’s very young.”


  “I hope he lives to grow wiser. I hope we both live to see our sons grow up.”


  Lee went back to the couch, picked up the beer, took a sip. “At the rate Angel’s going, that should be in a couple of weeks. Hey, you think the girls got some more crab cakes in the kitchen?”


  Chapter Two


  “Angel, Angel.”


  “Lovely Angel.”


  “Grow strong, grow wise.”


  “See? This is a spoon. Isn’t it lovely, shiny? So full of good things? Yes? That’s my Angel, take it all.”


  “You like our special blend? Fruit of the land we’ve picked to nourish you? So many good things in it. Feel the source? The sun, earth, water? Yes, warm light, in your belly, glowing, glowing, like a little sun. And earth’s bones, and flesh, and muscle, all for you, little Angel, to make you solid, to clothe your spirit, to hold your power. And water, that carries the flow of life through you.”


  “And our spirit, as well. Feel that? And that? Yes, yes. My little Angel, yes. That is us. We give you what our father Ogo, and our mother Chiao, gave us. The fruit of worlds beyond the land, where spirits of the sun and the earth live. You see? Here, again, another spoonful, isn’t that good? Open wide, mon petit, here comes another, yes, such a good little boy.”


  (I say we kill the little motherfucker right now.)


  “We should go to the market this afternoon and buy some fresh fruits and vegetables, Alioune. This canned merde is full of poisons, can you see?”


  “Oui, but do you think Tonton will let us? You know how he is about security.”


  “I know how he is about Angel, too. Once we tell him, he won’t want his little boy eating this processed junk. Too bad the baby food in the apartment is the same. I can imagine what he’d think of that, after what he did with the formula.”


  “I think he shows excellent taste, already refusing the canned milk. Though my nipples will not be happy until they are healed.”


  (We can’t kill the little shit while those two bitches are around. They’ll just revive him.)


  (Make him choke. Give him an embolism. Something, anything. Fuck that son of a bitch, Max, and his little prick of a kid.)


  (We already tried to fuck Max, and look where it got us.)


  ( … )


  (What?)


  (What did you mean, we already tried to fuck Max?”


  (I … I don’t know.)


  (You noticed how hard it is, to remember? To think? To say anything?)


  (Remember what? Say what?)


  (Like, is this normal? Us watching them, and them not seeing us? Us wanting to kill ‘em? Part of it feels right, part of it don’t.)


  (Fuck, yeah, it’s normal. It’s what I want. It’s what you been wanting since … we … woke up.”)


  (Yeah, see what I mean? Woke up from what?)


  ( … )


  (I can’t remember either.)


  (But this place is ours.)


  (Yeah. So what are they doing here? How come they can’t see or hear us? How come you know we can’t hurt the little prick until those girls go away?)


  (Shit. How come we hate Max?)


  ( … )


  ( … )


  ( … wait … )


  ( … yeah … )


  ( … the fuck-faced bastard—)


  (—killed us!)


  “Had enough? No more? My little angel is full? Yes, a full tummy, that’s a good feeling, isn’t it?”


  “Now, you know what you have to give us.”


  “Allez, cheri.”


  “The towel, Kueur?”


  “There.”


  “Do you think he won’t be as quick to—”


  “Well.”


  “That was a very good one, mon petit.”


  “Changing the diet doesn’t affect the speed of the burp, I see.”


  “Only the bouquet.”


  “What is it, Angel? Why are you looking in the corner? Nothing’s there, not even an itsy bitsy spider.”


  “Here, why don’t you lay on the mat. No, no, just for a minute, let us clean up. See? Cleaning up? Don’t want any nasty germs, do we? Yes, we’ll pick you up. Be patient, mon petit. You have to learn, sometimes you must be patient.”


  (We’re dead! We been dead! I can’t believe this, I … I … wait a minute… .”)


  (Dead. How long, I wonder? Hey, you … you … you remember my name?)


  (Your name? It’s … no. I can’t. What the hell is it?)


  (I … don’t remember. I can’t remember yours, either. Can you?)


  (No. Shit. Who the hell are we?)


  (Fuck it. Mean motherfuckers, is all I can say. That’s what I feel.)


  (Yeah, you’re right. And now, we’re just a pair of mean motherfucking ghosts.)


  (Man, that freaks me out, you saying that.)


  (But it’s true. Isn’t it?)


  (Maybe. Except I can’t remember anything before Max moving in. And the little prick. And the two little bitches. Shouldn’t we at least remember how he killed us?)


  (It’s like I’ve been asleep and I can’t wake up all the way. Can’t even remember dreams… .)


  (Dark, before he came.)


  (So he woke us up when he moved in. Which means, this is where we went to sleep. Died. He killed us, right here, in our own place. That fuck! He—)


  (Hey, do you remember, were we, like, lovers?)


  (What?)


  (Living here together, right? That’s what it feels like, right? So, were we lovers?)


  (What the hell are you talking about?)


  (Which of us was the girl? Or were we both guys? Or girls?)


  (Fuck that, we’re dead! Who cares? That fuck Max killed us, and now he’s using our own place to hide in. God damn, I wish I could use a phone, I’d turn that fuck in, I’d call in an air goddamn nuke napalm strike in on the whole building, on the fucking island, I’d do it, I swear, even if it killed my own mother—)


  (That kid. That’s the way to get to him. We got to think.)


  (Yeah, well, look at him staring at us. Like he can see us.)


  (Little bastard. You hear us? You listening? You ain’t getting no pretty little ‘Angel baby’ from us, you puke.)


  (Go to sleep, baby. Yeah, you getting tired, ain’t you? Those eyes are getting droopy, oh yeah. Been growing up fast, ain’t you? Time to sleep.)


  (Hey—)


  (Whoa. I feel it.)


  (Yeah, talk about sleep. It’s like a big piece of night sky coming up from underneath me, and I’m almost falling into it… .)


  (Yeah, like some big old whale mouth’s gonna swallow us. Shit. Is that us, you know, going down for the count?)


  (Maybe. Shit. Feels like we’re running out of steam.)


  (I’m, like, almost remembering things, you know? But I can’t. And it’s wearing me out. I’m missing too many parts. Damn, damn… .)


  (We were better off being just two pissed off ghosts, I think.)


  (We’re working too hard, burning out, thinking, but without the right equipment to do the thinking.)


  (Yeah, I think we lost that part, along with the memories, when he got us.)


  (If we ever had it.)


  (Fuck you, you calling me stupid? You’re dead.)


  (No, fuck you, you’re dead, too. He got us. He won, we lost.)


  (Wish I knew why the motherfucker killed us, at least.)


  (Hey, wait a minute—)


  (The kid.)


  (The kid’s doing it. Inside our heads—)


  (Making us think—)


  (Drawing out what’s left of us—)


  (Playing with us, man, he’s playing with us—)


  (Shit. He’s the darkness.)


  (Bastard. Just like his father. A fucking killer.)


  (We got to take the little prick with us.)


  (Wait, look. The darkness is in him. We got to make him sleep. Make him go down with us, swallow himself.)


  (Die in his sleep.)


  “Kueur, look, does he have something in his mouth?”


  “Impossible. There was nothing on the floor. Is he throwing up?”


  “Angel, open, yes, open wide. His cheeks, I saw them balloon, and I’m sure I saw him swallow something, but no, Kueur, there’s nothing.”


  “Are you sure? His belly, look how bloated—”


  “His belly feels fine. He did just eat. Nothing blocking his throat. But his eyes—”


  “His face, it’s turning red—”


  “He’s trying to cry—”


  “Breathe, mon petit—”


  “Non, do not close your eyes—”


  “This is not the kind of sleep you want—”


  “It must have been the food. He wasn’t ready—”


  “Poison, it must be—”


  (Die you motherfucker.)


  (Bit off more than you could chew, you little prick? Can’t find your way out of the big darkness, eh? Welcome to the club, you little moron.)


  (Give it up. No way. No. You’re not getting out. You’re going to sleep with us. We’ll all be together in one great big happy sleepover.)


  (You want to sleep. Yes, you do. It’ll be just like it was in your mommy’s belly—dark, peaceful, warm. No problems. No more getting hungry, not getting what you want when you want it—)


  (‘Cause you’re not going to be wanting anything, you shit! You’re going down with us. Choke. Suffocate. Come on—)


  (Stop singing, it isn’t
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