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  Chapter 1

The Devil's on Ritalin 
Cain gasped himself awake and knew as soon as awareness came that he wasn't alone. 
He didn't bolt upright or even open his eyes. He waited, like a soldier should wait: breathless, patient, counting the thrums of his heart as it slowed its rhythm within his chest. He prayed whoever was in the room with him hadn't heard his rattling breath as he woke. 
But he knew he'd revealed himself. Like a new recruit he hadn't considered the consequences of forgetting the consequences of your actions. Even those that functions that were autonomic could be under careful scrutiny by a dedicated enemy. 
He'd forgotten himself, had imagined for a moment that things were as they'd been a millenia before when he was still merely mortal and could just wake and be. 
He should know better. It was foolish of him. He'd been a warrior for so long now, caution had become his initial instinct, and yet somehow, this time, his breath had got away from him.
He tested mentally for the placement of his limbs. Where was his body in relation to anything else within the room? How far was he from a weapon? What kind of space did he occupy?
The answers came quickly, and just as quickly he was disappointed because in those seconds he knew where he was after all. 
He remembered. And the recollection was far from pleasant. 
It explained better than anything else why he felt as if someone was in the room with him, and why, if he opened his eyes, he would find himself utterly alone. 
Again. 
His last cell had regenerated. After a few millenia of immortality, he knew well the signs of final healing, and he felt it now as the regeneration finished with the hairs inside his nostrils--the first bit of flesh to die. He'd been in the spitter's den last. Captured and caged by Kat, the Red General.
And she had set him afire, letting him burn alive because he dared fight back.
But why the The Beast's favorite minion imprisoned him in the first place? 
until he and Theda had fought back against her. Theda. The young woman who dared defy the Beast and his edict of a religion free society. He'd set his favorite general on the slip of a girl and Cain had risen to her defense because he loved something within her that blurred the edges of hard lines cut by addiction. That was it. That was why he was here. That was why he'd had to regenerate.
He had died.
Or at least come as close to dying as he was allowed.
The memory of Kat lighting the gas she'd soaked over him was the first thing to return when his body remembered how to oxygenate again and fuel his brain. It played and replayed until it became the one thing that he held onto as the rest of his fibers knit together, the thing he clung to through the pain: that Theda had escaped, and that he'd harmed Kat as badly as she'd harmed him.
He lay on his back, staring at the gothic decoration of a cathedral ceiling from a filthy but comfortable mattress and beneath a wool blanket and sheet. He'd been lain next to the altar, beside the stone and wooden nave that protected priests from defilement. If he craned his neck just backward, he could see how high up the podium went, towering over the poor sinner who might sit below, praying for redemption with his wallet. Or the sinner who lay here now, resurrected as surely as Lazarus had been, trying not to pray and call that god closer.
Whoever had brought him here had at least ensured he would resurrect in a sheltered area, and he should be grateful for that. He stretched his fingers in front of his face, seeing through them the masonic symbols carved into the wooden trusses above him. The digits moved all right. No clumsiness to speak of. Plenty of dexterity. Right as rain, dammit.
It never failed to piss him off, this healing.
"I know you're there," he mumbled to the room, expecting no reply, but goading the presence anyway. "I'm perfect again."
Perfect. At least in body. He couldn't say as much for his mind. He was sick of it all. 
Usually, he felt the renewal every thirty days or so as his body reset the biological clock to the moment and age God had marked him. It was a bitter moment that he was forced to relive every month for a dozen millenia. Back beyond the first hundred years, after he'd begun to accept his fate, he'd started to pay attention to the pattern of shifting so that he knew it for what it was. The aging normal men experienced as the body ridding itself of waste and renewing as best it could to a lesser state, he suffered as a complete inner working of a living miracle squeezing his matter back into perfection. Like setting the clock backwards for Daylight Savings Time. It hurt. Each and every time, it hurt, but he'd grown accustomed to it. He told himself it was an echo of the pain he'd inflicted on his brother when he'd taken his life, and that he suffered it as he'd given it. Part of his recompense, his curse, his blessing. No pain, no gain, he supposed, and God had seen fit to remind him with His mark of protection that he'd once laughed and lived with a brother, so he could never forget the cost of The Mark. He accepted the renewal stoically, as part of that payment.
Now he knew the effects so intimately, he understood the difference between renewal and regeneration. And there was a definite difference.
He sighed and rolled over, taking in the cracked plate and moldering sandwich that lay on the front pew seat several feet away. 
"Don't expect a thank you," he said, pushing himself to his backside and leaning against the altar. It should be sacrilege, to find himself here, except there was no such thing as sacrilege anymore. There was only debauchery and hedonism and selfishness. What good was it to heal to a perfect state in such a world? It was all a ridiculous charade if it was anything.
"Why bother with me?" he demanded of the sandwich in lieu of the presence. He didn't expect a response. He rarely got one. 
"I've done my time." He looked down again at his fingers, unburned, perfect and pink. "It has to stop." He squeezed his eyes closed to shut out the image of perfection.
Whenever he healed from injury, he sensed a definite electricity course through his body as his tissues reclaimed themselves. That repair didn't hurt like the monthly renewal did. Repair always entered him like a hum that started somewhere in the ether and thrummed through him with the gentlest of touches. He knew that for what it was too: the divine spark moving through him and fixing what was wrong, making him whole so he could continue to live until God was done with him and finally let him find peace.
The truth in the charade was that he dreaded that gentle hum of repair more than the pain of renewal because it reminded him of the mercy he didn't deserve, and he grieved Abel each time he became a whole man again. Felt the shame of his jealousy, feeling as though his and his brother's names were more than mere labels to roust attention; they were descriptors that goaded him: can't versus able. Even still, all these thousands of years later, he felt the sting of that belief. Yet what hurt more was knowing how God would use that pain for his own purpose, that he existed only to play out some morbid millenia-long act.
He'd not explained this to Theda when he told her he was the original Cain. He knew if she understood the truth and shame of it, she'd never forgive herself for letting him save her the way he did. She would have argued harder, and he couldn't have that. His regeneration and renewal was his cross to bear, and he picked it out of his maker's hands each month, always hoping it would be the last time he endured it. He should know better. He deserved to feel it for a dozen millenia more.
Except this last regeneration had been sluggish and painful. He'd felt every nerve fiber come screaming alive with the pace of a snail's mucous running along his skin. It made for agonizing healing, and at first he had no idea how long he'd been lying there, immobile, until he was able to move his head and blink lubricant into his eyes. 
He rolled forward onto his palms and pushed himself to a steady stand. One would presume days of inactivity would atrophy the muscles, but that was never the case, either. He was dressed, at least, barefoot if not stinking. He needed a shower something awful.
And his belly hurt. Come to think of it, his brow beaded with sweat. When the muscles of his thighs cramped and seized in a stricted knot, he fell to the floor in a ball.
"What fresh hell is this?" he murmured, never expecting an answer, clutching his stomach and curling inward, protecting his core from the agony. "What are you doing to me?"
"Killing you," came a drawling reply that brushed across his ear and onto his temple in a way that froze him mid-rock because there should have been no response.
That voice. He knew that voice. Even so, he dared not believe his luck was that bad.
"That's not possible," he said.
"Because you can't die, issat it?" came the voice, and then a cold edge flattened itself against his cheek. Knife, his mind whispered but even that was shut out as a dark chuckle moved his hair. "Maybe you can't really die," the owner of the knife said. "But I've certainly been having a lot of fun trying."
"Kat," he said.
In answer, the Red General's hand snaked around his neck and lifted him to his feet, pinning him against the altar. God she was strong; he couldn't even cough around the grip she had on his throat. He couldn't feel the floor with his feet and realized she'd lifted him straight up above her and pinned him there.
"Stop kicking," she said, looking up at him. "Do you know how long I've been playing with you, slitting your throat and watching you bleed, smashing your head into the floor until it cracks, staving fingers into your eye sockets and squishing into that mess of a brain of yours. Do you?"
He tried to knee her in the crotch, but discovered his muscles weren't exactly obeying him. Sensing his attempt, she shook him against the altar, letting go just enough to lend her the thrust she needed to knock his head into the wall with some force. Stars swam behind his eyes.
"Two damned weeks," she said. "Day in, day out, watching you heal as though you had a right to dance without paying the piper."
She squeezed and he thought he felt his voice box collapse.
"You owe me." She pulled him away from the altar, letting him dangle from her grip as though he weighed no more than a ragdoll. A 240 pound ragdoll. 
He tried to swallow down past the swelling, tried to reach out to at least tangle his fingers into her evil red hair. There was something in her face that he couldn't quite fathom, something more than anger.
"He's coming," she said.
Water pooled in his mouth, drooling from the corner. He thought he could see a soldier on the floor just past her, splayed out, black watch cap several feet away from his hand as though flung there.
She caught his gaze. "Don't worry. He won't hurt you, little man." She squeezed and twisted his neck so he faced the pew to the left where another soldier lay spread eagle against the seat, his legs bent at impossible angles. "Neither will he." She twisted again, and he saw another soldier, and another. 
All dead. All the Beast's men.  He couldn't have formed the question even if she let go of his throat.
"You killed them." She leaned in close, her eyes inches from his. He could see the pores in her nose. "Fourteen days ago." She gave him a shake. "Do you see?"
He did see. She had gone completely insane. The fire that had consumed them both back in Sasha's spitters' den had burnt her mind to a crisp that even The Beast's power couldn't bring her back from.
"Look," she said, aiming his head at the pew where the sandwich squatted. 
He'd missed it before: a timer of sorts in red LED numbers that he supposed someone had placed at his bedside with conscious intention. Someone wanted him to know how long he'd been healing, that same someone who left the sandwich in the purple light of the stained glass. But he had seen it, hadn't he? Once. Maybe twice as he'd gained some kind of awareness. He'd seen the food too, but he was too sick of himself to eat it. He wasn't even sure how long ago that had been. Something muddied his memory of details. Something unusual and unfamiliar.







