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Thinkst thou that I who saw the face of God, 

And tasted the eternal joys of heaven, 

Am not tormented with ten thousand hells 

In being deprived of everlasting bliss! 

-Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus 
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er’s instruments. 

all was Lucifer, for it was he 
the Almighty and ushered in 

him. Others s 

birthed the first beasts. All this, too, was good. 

m EwB wmm 
Then, God said, “Let there be Man and Woman.” 

And there was. And this, too, was good. 
Into these beautiful creatures, God poured all  his 

infinite love, and we loved them as well. And God said 
unto us, “Love them and protect them, but do not reveal 
yourselves or your mysteries to them.” And this, this was 
not good. 

For how could we love and protect them without 
teachingthem? How couldwe watch themblindlystruggle 
with the most basic elements? They shivered in the 
winters and feared the storm. They struggled to make 
even fire. They could not speak or sing or dream. Our 
hearts ached with the love God Himself had taught us, 
conflicted with the strictures He had imposed. 



Andsowe turned, aswealwayshad, to theMorningstar. 
"Lucifer, "we said, "how canwe reconcile the twin orders 
nf P,ncl? Tell lis I iuhthrinuer " 
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Morningstar's banner of rebellion. From each of the 
seven houses of the Elohim, they came, and Heaven 
damned them each in its own way: 

Fromthe First House-Lucifer's own-camethe Namaru, 
angels of light and fire. Heaven branded them as Devils. 

From the Second House came the Asharu, guardian 
angels and bearers of the breath of life. Heaven branded 
them as Scourges. 

From the Third House came thehnunaki ,  angels of 
the earth and wonder-makers extraordinaire. Heaven 
branded 1 

From 
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From the Fifth House came the Lammasu, angels of 
beauty and love. Heaven branded them as Defilers. 

From the Sixth House came the Rabisu, angels of the 
wilds. I 

Fro: 
leaven branded them as Devourers. 
m the Seventh and final House came the Halaku, 
angels of death and release. Heaven branded 

i Slayers. 
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Foratnousanayears, tnerewmonragea. we Duutagreat 
citvcalledEdenandrevealedourselves tothemenandwomen 
&re, teadungthemwondrousand terriblethings. Butinhe 
end, we rebelscould not standagainstthe host. The Ophanim, 
those still loyal to the Mad God, triumphed. Lucifer the 

Ithers. 
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we were condemned to eternal darkness. 
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Hell. The Pit. TheAbyss. Endlessvarieties in naming 
a place of utter and complete nothingness. No flesh. No 
stars. No hope. And, worst of all, no Mornihgstar. For 
the first of us, he who had led us in rebellion and 
negotiated our surrender, did not join us in  Hell. 

“Betrayal!” some yelled without mouths. 
Over the course of eternity, our formless rage mounted. 

God the Maker allowed us to spend that wrath on the souls of 
the dead, the very humans we had once loved at His word. It 
was Hell for tormentor and tormented alike. 

R m m  
A precious few slipped the chains of nothingness. 

Three-and-thirty score and six more vanished from the 
Abyss and were named Earthbound. But for the rest of 
us, Hell was everlasting. Until the storm. 

Perhaps as a sign of the coming of the Day ofJudgment, 
perhaps through the actions ofthe Earthbound, or perhaps 
through the fickle attentions of the Maker Himself, winds 
suchashadneverbeenseenbefore torethroughthe barriers 
aroundHell. Smallripsinthe fabricofnothingnessallowed 
some of us to escape in unprecedented numbers. 

We flitted into the world as formless, weakened souls, 
maddened by our millennia of torment and lost without a 
physical shell. We found, however, that there were souls 
weaker than ours-humans who had lost hope or suffered 
such trauma that their very will to live was all but gone. We 
crushedthosesouls, plunderedthem for their language and 
knowledge, and made their bodies our own. 

Finally, we were free. Free to avenge the wrongs of the 
past anddeliveruntotheworldthe tormentwe hadsuffered. 

R m  ..* 

But for a few of us, it has not been so simple. A few of 
us have found a glimmer of hope in the most unexpected 
place-the very souls we have displaced. In their memories 
and emotions we have remembered what it is like to love, 
to want, to sing. And ifwe can remember such things after 
an eternity in the Abyss, there must be hope for us all. 

But still, we wonder, where is the Morningstar? 





?hemiSgionhauachadseenbetterdays, but so had 
most of South Central LA. The red-brick buildmg looked like 
it had been erected back in the 30’s and added to in the decades 
since. The small chapel now adjoined a squat, ugly cinderblock 
structure that served as the mission’ssouplritchenanddormitory 
forthehomeless.Thetrailledhere. I’ddrivenaroundtheblock 
twice to make sure, and each time the feelmgdraggedmebackto 
thistiredoldchurch.Therewerebarsonthenafiowwindows 
and paleloops of old paintwheregang tagshadbeenblotted from 
the cracked and uumbhgwalls. It seemed like an  inauspiaou 
place to usher in the end of the world. 

It was well past the time when the homeless were given 
their morning ration of bread and prayer and turned back 
out onto the unforgiving streets. Still, a couple of men 
watched from the dormitory steps, passing a brown bag 
betweenthemandsizingmeup carefullywhile Iapproached. 



“Nice car, mister,” one of them said, eyeing the 
Porsche and showing the brown stumps of his front 
teeth. “Hope it’s still there when you get back.” 

“Maybe you could keep aneye on it for me, ” Isaid, p u h g  
outacoupleofbills. Partofmewonderedwhatthe manwould 
think if1 told him that a stolen car was among the least of my 
concerns. “Also, perhaps you could answer a couple of 
questions. Who runs the shelter here?” 

“FatherAdams,” one of the other I 
a share of the cash. “Tall black guy wi 

“Good man. Fine man,” the transirllr w l u l  UIC u l u w l l  

teeth interjected. “Been here for years. Didn’t see him this 
morning, though. Wasn’t at breakfast leading the prayers.” 

“Maybe something important came up,” I replied, feel- 
ingacoldwaveofdread. ‘Were thetwoofyouherelastnightight?” 

Both men nodded. “Most of the time, anyway,” 
Brown Teeth said. 

“Did anyone come in last night, maybe later on, after 
lights out? A young man, perhaps?” 

Thetwo menlookedthoughtful. ThenBrownTeethsaid, 
‘Yeah, now that you mention it, there was some kind of 
commotion late last night. I guess around one o’clock or so. 
Iwassneakingasmokeinthejohn, andwhen1 came out there 
was a lady on her knees in the lobbywith her arms around this 
p l y  kid. Father Adam was there, and she was talkille to 
hit 
cht 
mt 
Te 
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dogs after scraps of meat, but something in my expres- 
sion gave them pause. Brown Teeth took the money 
gingerly, his sallow cheeks suddenly pale. 

I passed through the lobby where mother and boy had 
been only hours before and found avolunteer mopping the 
cafeteria floor. With a few quick words he was off to find 
Father Adams, leaving me to pace the cracked tile floor and 
studythepsalmspaintedonthe cinderblockwalls. The place 
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smeIIed of bIeach and disinfectant, and the cheap cafeteria 
tables were gouged and scarred fromyears of hard use. Such 
was the face of the twenty-first century church. 

Long minutes passed before Father Adams appeared. 
True to his description, he was tall and lanky, easily six- 
two, with gray hair and wide, dark eyes. The skin around 
his eyes and mouth was deeply lined with fatigue. A 
weight seemed to bear down on him, sloping his shoul- 
ders and slowing his stride. “Can I help you?” 

“I received a call late last night. You have a young man 
here in your care?” I said, putting on a friendly smile. He 
was tired. I expected him to make assumptions. 

Adams’s face brightened slightly. “I think this has to 
be a record. The last time I called Social Services it took 
them two weeks to send someone.” 

“And how is he?” 
The weariness returned to the man’s face. “He’s ... 

resting, I suppose you could say. Maybe I’d just better let 
you take a look and tell me what you think.” 

Adams led me back through a service door and up a 
flight of worn concrete steps into the church proper. He 
leaned against the metal stair rail and stepped with care. 
“You look familiar,” he said, concentrating on his move- 
ments. “Have I seen you around here before?” 

“You must be thinking of someone else,” I said. We 
crossed the threshold into the church proper. The paneled 
halls were dimly lit, and the carpeted floor swallowed our 
footsteps. The place had a kind of threadbare sanctity to it, 
like a vestment rubbed to shiny tatters with use and age. 

“I guess you must come from uptown somewhere, “ he 
said, eyeing me over his shoulder. “Not many social 
workers can afford tailored suits.” 

“About the boy, Father Adams.. .” 
“Ofcourse. Hismotherbrought himinearlythismorn- 

ing. She’s been a regular here at the shelter for a number of 
years, and I know her and her son well. Her husband is an 
alcoholic, and physically abusive-primarily to his son. The 
boy hasn’t been officially evaluated, but I think he’s autistic. 
He’s a sweet kid, God bless him. At least, until yesterday.” 



‘What happened?” 
‘Well, fromwhat themothersaid, herhusbandgot drunk 

and started hitting the boy. Knocked the poor kid out, then 
went to workonhiswife. That’swhen it supposedly happened.” 

“It?” 
Adams paused, considering his words carefully. “She 

said that when her son opened his eyes again there was a 
demon inside him.” 

Once again I felt a touch of dread. ‘Why did she say 
a demon?” 

The man shook his head. “She’s a very religious 
woman, you must understand. And she said her son 
snarled like a wolf and flew across the room at his father. 
Evidently the man’s seriously hurt. She didn’twant to see 
her son taken to jail, so she brought him here, hoping I 
could help.” Adams shook his head. “I told her I would 
do what I could, then called Social Services. Obviously 
the poor boy needs serious psychiatric care.” 

“You never considered performing an exorcism?” 
The words came tumbling out before I could stop them. 
The dread sank deep into my bones. 

Adams stared incredulously. “No. I didn’t.” 
“Of course not,” I said, struggling to smile. 
We’dgone pastthe chapel proper andwere nowinthe rear 

portion of the church, where the apartments for the clergy 
were. The hallway looked little used. Part of me wondered 
how long Father Adams had served the congregation done. 
He restedadarkhand onanoldbrass doorknob. ‘‘I’m hoping 
to get him into a state facility today, ifat all possible,” he said. 
‘Tomorrow is my last day here, you understand, so I need to 
get dungs in order as soon as possible.” 

He pushed the door open. I found myself fdedwithan 
urge to pray. For myself. For Father Adams. For the 
future of the world. But who was there to listen? 

A fav rays of drrty yellow mdght leaked through the 
curtainsonthe othersideofthebedroom, slan-downupon 
then: 
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‘What’s his name?” I asked. 
“Michael,” Father Adams sal 

name will haunt me until the e t -  _ _  
Father Adams stepped aside. I walked over to Michael, 

studymg his eveq m m .  His backwas to me, but I could see the 
tensionco+themusclesdownthesidesofhisneck. Butthere 
wasnosenseofpower, nopreternaturalpoise. Idaredtohope. 

“Hello, Michael,” Isaidsoftly, heelmgathisside. Hetook 
no notice of me, staring at the water-stained plaster wall. Old 
scars lined his face and neck, and a livid purple bruise discol- 
oringhis cheek. I reachedforhis shoulder, thenthoughtbetter 
of it. “Father Adams says you’ve had a pretty tough time,” I 
continued. ‘Would you like to tell me about it?” 

His eyes flickered slightly at the sound of my voice, 
but that was all. He continued to mutter, so low I 
couldn’t make out what he said. 

I fought the urge to laugh at t 

“Michael, can you hear me?” 
Stillnoresponse. Nosense ofpotency, no ancientpresence 

gleamingin the depths of his eyes. “He seems catatonic, ” I said 
to FatherAdams, unsurehowtocontinuewiththe charade. On 
impulse, I rested my hand on the boy’s shoulder. 

Michael howled, his back arching-and his head thrust 
back. “Free!” The words came out as a liquid growl, as if a 
panther could speak. The sound was anydung but human. 

Like a blur, the boy jumped, turning in the air, until 
he crouched like a spider, his back to the ceiling in the 
upper part of the corner. His jaw gaped and his eyes 
gleamed yellow like a wolf‘s. The demon howled again. 
“Woe to this misbegotten place! Woe to the one who 
betrayed us! We will find him! He cannot hide!“ 

Suddenly a charnel wind rose in the room, reeking of 
death and decay. I leapt for the door, scrambhg on hands 
and knees while lamps, ashtrays and s m a l l  pieces of furniture 
were caught up in a cyclone and smashed against the walls. 

Father Adams staggered into the hall behind me, gasp- 
ing at the stench. The demon’s laughter curdled the air 
until a sudden draft slammed the wooden door shut. 

Where is he, that Prince of Lies ?’ 



I ran. I didn‘t know where I was going, only that I had to 
get away. Father Adams shouted after me, but I paid him no 
heed. There was nodung but the sick sense of dread and 
shamedrivingmeon, pushingmebughonedoomyafter 
another. I’ve W e d  once more, ’ran the litany in my head. 

Before I knew it, I found myself inside the tiny chapel. The 
airhungheavyinthe~-ceilinged~m.Ifanything,itwas 
gloomier than the rest of the buildmg. The taU stained-+ 
windomopposite the olddencrucifrxwere coveredinlayers 
of grime, letting only a few rays of red bleed through. The bght 
fell like a sheen of blood over the frozen miserv of the Messiah. 

I fell to my knees, clutching a 
Adams was right behind me. “C 
gasped. ‘What was that? What ha 

l1tc 

woman was right. Her son is possessed by a demon. Hell 
no longer holds the fallen.” I wanted to scream. I wanted 
to blow the building to pieces and me with it. But the 
power wasn’t there. I’d seen to that, hadn’t I? 

Father Adams didn’t r e d v  at first. When I looked 

“She was right,” I said throup L l c l l C l l c u  L c c C 1 1 .  

What can we do?” he said plaint 
“Kill him. Do it quickly beforc 

itrength.” 
‘You can’t be serious!” Adams 

I ,  

back at him, he was staring up at the image of Christ. 
iv( 
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he demon gathers its 

t 
“Michael is gone,” I cxed. “There’s nothing there but 

he demon. Trust me.” It was hard not to laugh. Trust me? 
“That’s not true!”Mams shot back, his fists clenched. 
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known for years-” 
Until I touched him. “Then drive the demon out, 

Father! You’re the man of God, ripht? Call uvon your 
i 

1 

raith in the Word and make the de&on depart.” 

[t was no more than I expected. 

‘ 

I saw the light go out ofAdams’s eyes. He turned away. 

‘Who are you?” Adams said, his voice bleak. 

. 



Why are you here?” Adams said. A quality to his 
voice hinted that he might not want to hear the answer. 

We were in his small living quarters, just down the . .. . . .  ” . 1 r . .  . .. 
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hall and around the corner trom where Michael sat wtn  
a monster coiled around his heart. He’d made no effort 
to leave, though when we passed we could still hear the 
wind whispering on the other side of the door. 

Adams kept a bottle of Scotch in a shoebox beneath his 
bed. His room was as gloomy as the rest of the old church. 
Dust motes spiraled lazily in the shafts of sunlight that 
oozed throuch the heaw curtains. There were books 

Y 
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everywhere, filling the shadowy corners of the room and 
spilling across the battered roll-top desk that claimed a 
peeling wall opposite his narrow bed. The niches of the 
old desk were littered with framed pictures, showing the 
reverend and the church in younger, happier times. 

I held a small glass up to the weak hght. The dark liquid 
swallowed it entirely. Signs and portents. Part of me won- 
dered why I was still there. I should have been flying up into 
the Hollywood Hills, heading for the house that looked out 
over the smog-shrouded city and making arrangements for 
my trip by cell phone. By f h t  light tomorrow I could be on 
the other side of the world, slipping into the somnolent 
masses and s t a r t i n g  anew. And yet I’d followed Adam back 
to his dusty cellwhen he’d offered me a drink. There didn’t 
seem much point to cutting and running anymore. 

‘You heard him in there. He’s been calling for me.” 
Adams stared into his glass. If anything, his face 

seemed even more careworn than before. “If so, he 
didn’t recognize you.” 

“No,” I said, and was surprised at the pang of sadness I 
felt. “But then I don’t recognize him either. Not anymore.” 

He shot me a look that was part anger, part fear. Adams 
didn’t want to believe me, but the demon inside Michael 
had left him little choice. I knew that look of stolen inno- 
cence all too well. “If you’re Satan, why aren’t you in Hell 
like all the rest?” 

“My name is Lucifer. I’ll thank you to remember that.” 
Adams snorted. ‘What’s the difference?” 



“The difference between faith and reason, Father 
Adams. The only thing that has kept mankind safe for 
hundreds of years.” 

“So now you’re claiming to be some kind of hero?” 
I couldn’t help but smile. “Oh, no, Father. I am the 

worst kind ofvillain. The one who commits the foulest of 
deeds knowing his cause is just.” 

‘You haven’t answered my question. If you are who 
you say you are, why aren’t you in Hell?” 

‘Who says I’m not?” I cut off his protest with a sweep 
of my hand. “Hear me out. What’s your concept of Hell, 
Father? Burning lakes? Fire and brimstone?” 

“Hell is the absence of God,” Adams rep1 
more heat than I expected. 

“You make it sound like you know what the y x  cyc..cc 

of the Almighty islike,” I said, unable to keep the sarcasm 
from my voice. 

“Youhaven’tadue.You’veneverknownit.” Ipointed 
out the window. 

‘When you walk those strrets do you find God anywhere? 
No. He’sbeengoneforalong, longtime. It’sHisGnaljoke. First 
He punishes me and my brethren forviolating His law, then He 
wgshesHishandsofusall.”Iswirledthedarkliquidinmyglass, 
breathing its fiery scent. “I watched my brothers and sisters go 
intothepit, butwhenit came tobe myturnHeslammedthedoor 
in my face andleft me behind so I couldwatch the world die.” I 
knockedbak the Scotch. “Absence of God indeed.” 

“And yet you want me to send that.. . demon in there 
back to Hell.” 

”Yes, ” I said, andhated myselffor it. ‘There’s no choice. 
They’ve been in darkness for so long now that all they know 
is hatred and madness. You saw that dung in there. Do you 
seethe exquisite cruelty atwork?Wewereangels, Father. Even 
your Bible says so. Do you imagine we broke our oaths to 
Heaven for anything so petty as jealousy? No. We didwhatwe 
feltwemust out oflove. Butlove denied- toDoisoninthe 
fu 
F” 

llness of time. God means for my 
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damned ourselves to possess.’’ I rolled the glass between my 



hands, feeling the alcohol burning down my throat. “So you 
h o w  what that m a k e s  me, Father?” 

‘What?” 
“Hell’sjailer. Forthesakeofrr3.brethrenandtheworldth~ 

lavedImustkeepthemineverlastingto~ent,wherratleastth~ 
can do no harm.& the works of God not wondrous indeed?“ 

I hurled the glass with all my strength. It hit the wall 
and exploded into a hundred jagged pieces. “It’s all a 
celestial con job, Father. I’ve curled like a worm in 
mankind’s heart for hundreds of years, poisoning your 
collective soul. Because if you no longer believe in the 
divine, by extension you don’t believe in the infernal, 
and if you don’t believe in demons, they will remain 
forever buried in the Pit. Everything I’ve done-every- 
thing you fantasize about me and more, Father-I’ve 
done to keep you safe.” 

Adamsshookhis head. “Ifthat’s so, it lookslike you failed.” 
I tookadeepbreath. “I’mafraidyou’reright. Nowyou 

see why I came. I heard the call, and I had to find out if it 
was true. And now you see why the boy has to die. ” 

The reverend stared at me, his expression unread- 
able. Slowly, deliberately, he set down his glass. “No.” 

“I’m not playing games, Father.” 
“Neither am I. Even if everything you’ve said is right- 

and I’ve got no reason to believe that’s true-I still won’t 
do it. I’m a servant of the Lord. I defend the innocent; 
I do not condemn them. It’s my duty to save that boy, no 
matter what you say.” 

“There’s nothing to save!” I cried. “It’s too late for 
him. His soul died a bit a t  a time at his father’s hands. The 
demon has simply taken his body and his mind. It’s a n  
empty shell. That’s how these thingswork. They come out 
of the Abyss and need bodies. The only ones they can take 
are those too weak to put up a fight. People like that kid.” 

“Maybe and maybe not,” A d a m  said. “I have to try.” 
“Try what? Exorcising him? Driving the demon out by 

virtue of your faith? You and I both know you aren’t up to 
the task.”Adamsstraightened, hisjawset, but Icouldseethe 
doubt in his eyes. “Tell me the truth, Father. Clergymen 



don’t retire, especiallynotatyourage.”Ilookedhardathis 
lined face. “You’re sick, aren’t you? What is it? Cancer?” 

‘Yes,’’ he said. ‘The doctor says I‘ve got two, three months 
left.” Now it w his turn to sound bitter. “They said they 
might’ve caught it, but I never found time to go to the doctor.” 

“Too busy doing the Lord’s work, eh?” I snarled. 
‘Welcome to the club.” I reached down and snatched up 
the shoebox he’d kept the bourbon in and shook out two 
full bottles of pills. “Don’t lie to me, Father. You were 
getting ready to throw up your arms and quit.” 

“Yes. I was. I’ve been angry at God for a long time 
now,” he said. “I started to think He truly didn’t exist. 
How else could this have happened to me?” 

“He doesn’t exist. He’s gone.” 
“So you’ve said. And that makes me think that perhaps we 

were meant to persevere in His absence. Isn’t that the whole 
point of faith? Belief in somethrng greater than yourself, even 
ifits existence isn’t apparent?You’ve claimed to be protecting 
humanity by stranghng our faith. What if you’re the monster, 
Lucifer, instead of the spirits you keep locked in the Pit?” 

‘Without me the world would have ended long ago.” 
“Everythqends. Soonmy lifewill end. What comes after?” 
“I ... don’t know.” 
“Then I guess you’re not so damn smart after all,” 

Adams said, risingwearily to his feet. “Now get out of my 
way. I’ve got a job to do.” 

+ & * *  
.. 

He didn’t have a chance. 
Faith is not about saying a prayer and hoping for the 

best. It’sknowmgthatwhenyou step offthe precipice, you’ll 
fly. Humanity can’t fly. I’ve been saying that for years. 

Adams walked down the hall and opened a door into 
a nightmare. His dark face was hit with a gust of air so foul 
it nearly brought him to his knees. Seeing the priest, the 
demon howled again, crying out its hate. Adams stood 
his ground, shouting words of scripture into the wind. 
All of it was all lost in my brother’s fury. 

And yet, Ifelt the sparkkindleinsidehim.Whowoddn’t 
believe at least a little in the face ofsuch terror? It sent ripples 
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through the air, a charge that my brother and I felt simulta- 
neously. He drank it in, and I felt the storm gain in strength- 

Tentatively I touched it. It thrummed in my chest, 
like the stirring of wings. 

I am an angel. Once I touched the face of God. 
I know how to fly. 
I reached the doorway in a single heartbeat. The 

demon loomed above Father Adams, but when he saw me 
his eyes went wide. 

GET THEE HENCE! I cried, and with a shriek the 
demon was gone. 
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+ + +  
The earth shook. 
I felt them rise up across the city. Potent spirits, 

stirred by the force of my cry. One smote the earth with 
his will, and the City of Angels trembled. I felt their 
hatred, the eons in darkness longing for revenge. I did 
not know them, but they knew me once more. 

Beyond them, I sensed dozens more lesser spirits, 
still weak, still finding theirwings, caught up unawares in 
the tumult. I marveled at the spectacle. Truly the gates of 
Hell were broken. How long had the fallen been free? 
How could I have been so blind? * + +  

“It’s the end of the world,” I said into the stillness. 
The silence was deafening after the tortured groan- 

ing of the earth. Plaster dust drifted in the air, and 
distantly I could already hear the sound of sirens. 

“Maybe,”Adams said, staggeringto hisfeet. He picked 
his way across the vista of broken furniture to where 
Michael lay. At the reverend’s touch the boy opened his 
eyes and let out a long, weary sigh. The dying man turned 
his eyes to me. ‘What are you going to do about it?” 

I’d kept theworld in darkness too long, afraid ofwhat 
might come. “I’m going to light a fire.” 





Thc airwas cold and damp, tasting of hghtning and 
smellmg distantly of smoke and blood. The storm that swept 
throughhadwashedmylittle ofthat, thoughithadscrubbed 
the sky free of clouds for the first time inweeks. Overhead, the 
stars shone stark and clear, more than the human eye could 
perceive. He had little doubt that on the balconies of the city 
the stargazers were gathering already, to read the portents in 
the desperate hope that one of them would see somedungthe 
othershadmissed, somethingthatwould give them hope, that 
would show them that the end was not upon them all. 

He did not join them. 
He had read the stars weeks ago, before the heavens 

covered over in the ashen clouds o f  the burning Earth. 
He toldhislordwhathehadperceived. The coldknowl- 
edge had settled into his bones, and had not left him. 

There was no hope written in the skies. 



Hestoodatop thehighestspirein thecityand, rather 
than gazing up, he looked down. 

The city spread belowhim, asingularartifact ofdarkly 
gleaming beauty. Inasmuch as i t  was a reflection of its 
maker, i t  wasperfect-its wide avenues and windinglanes, 
its structures great and small. I t  was, at the very least, 
aestheticallypleasing, in a way that most cities were not. 

And i t  was more than that. He wondered how he 
could have Iived here for a thousand years and not have 
noticed i t  before now. 

Christopher McAllister’s hand slapped down on the 
alarm clock, two seconds before it would have gone off. 
Itwas too late anyway. Once he opened his eyes, therewas 
no point in even trying-the dreams went away that fast. 
This one was no exception, details sliding away before he 
could get a good look at them, the whole blurring like a 
chalk drawing left out in the rain. He pushed down the 
unease and frustration this invariably generated, and sat 
up. Next to him, Kira slept on, completely oblivious. 

The cat announced herself with a deep-throated- 
“mmrrrrrrrrrrah!“ and leapt from the bedroom floor 
practically into his lap, archmg her butt against his chest 
emphatically. He acceded to her demands and gave her a 
thorough petting. She arched her back, puffed her sandy- 
yellow fur and leapt back down, streakmg off for the kitchen. 

Chris leaned over and poked the human-shaped pile 
of blankets next to him in the approximate location of its 
ribs. It moaned softly. 

“Kira, my love. Your cat wants her breakfast ... .” 
A muffled mumble, which sounded vaguely like “So 

“One day, I’m goinp to make vou dravvour lam butt 
give it to her already.” 

out of bed and feed t 
He leaned over and r 
then slid out of bed. 

Figaro got her usual. cInris put on tne come  to mew, 
checked the calendar taped to the fridge, and realized that 
he needed to shower, as therewasastaffmeetingscheduled 
that morning. He decided, upon peeling himself out of 
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his poor starving animal yourself.” 
eset the alarm for a half-hour later, 
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E the T-shirt that he usually slept in, that it wasn’t going to 
last another day. He made a mental note to harass Kira 
about actually doing the laundry sometime soon, since the 
hamper was rapidly developing its own ecosystem. 

Upon investigating the contents of the medicine cabi- 
net, herealizedthattheonlysoapleftintheentireapartment 
was the product of Kira’s mother’s experiments in  
aromatherapy, bestowed upon them both in the form of 
birthday presents last year. He decided that smelling of 
balsam fir and fresh-mown hay wouldn’t seriously damage 
his chances of hmng a reference assistant after Christmas 
break. By the time he finished his shower, he could hear the 
alarm clock going off again. He stepped smartly to one side 
intime toavoidbeingthwackedasKirakickedthebathroom 
door open. 

“You smell like a Christmas tree,” Kira informed him, 
with his usual morning glower firmly in place. Kirawas not 
a morning person, and he aggressively refused to under- 
stand how anyone else could possibly want to be. 

“So will you.” Chris offered the most obnoxiously 
cheerful smile in his repertoire, leaned over and kissed 
Kira’s cheek. ‘We only have your mother’s soap left. 
Maybe we should go shopping?” 

Kirawhimpered and climbed into the shower, pulling 
the door shut. Chris shook his head, amused. He brushed 
his teeth (deliberately leaving the hot water turned on just 
long enough to give Kira an ice-cold morning pick-me- 
up) and tamed the congenitally unruly coppery-auburn 
mess attached to his head. Fortunately, there were just 
enough presentable clothes left in the closet to get him 
through the next few days. Hewas finishing his second cup 
of coffee when June Shiratori, Kira’s elder sister, pulled 
up outside in her little red Honda and beeped for him. 
He’d had his California state driver’s license yanked 
eighteen months previously and, ever since, they’d 
carpooled to work at U C U .  

June eyed the box of books and papers and arcanely 
labeled computer disks Chris carried in with him that 
morning. ‘Working on the dissertation again, huh?” 

2 



“Trying to, at any rate.” 
“Oh, my mighty ubergeek friend.” 
“This coming from the woman who holds dual Master’s 

degfees in Information and Computer Sciences.” 
‘Yes, but those are respectably geeky fields. Everyone 

knows that. You ’re pursuing a doctorate in archives and 
preservation.” 

‘Well, that just means that I know that libraries contain 
the sum of all human knowledge and I want to be one of the 
chosen few who know where the best stdT is hidden. ” 

June laughed all the way up the Janss Steps and into 
Powell Library. They parted ways at the main entrance, 
she to the multimedia lab, he to the reference wing, 
where he was immediately besieged by two freshmen 
driven to tears trying to navigate the university library 
system in time to finish their midterm project. 

* 4 + *  
Something about the quality of silence in the refer- 

ence wing caused Chris to look up from the stack of 
unstamped books he was working his way through. Or, 
rather, the sudden quality of silence. Something had 
been making a noise-not a loud noise, but low and 
constant, and now that it was no longer happening he 
missed it. He poked his head over the top of the main 
reference desk‘s counter and looked around. 

A girl was sitting almost directly across from him, 
looking at him. 

He jumped, startled; he hadn’t seen, or for that 
matter heard, anyone else come in. Even with the new 
counters blocking an easy view, the room itself had 
wonderful acoustics along with the unhelpful tendency 
to make sounds seem louder than they really were. 
Footsteps, for example. 

She sat on the table nearest the desk, feet resting on the 
seat of the chair in front of her, leaning her weight on her 
arms. He realizedthat his first impression ofher as a “girl” 
wasn’t far off. She was probably fourteen, fifteen at the 
most, and blessed with a teenager’s complete lack of self- 
consciousness. Her black hair was hacked off short and 
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messy, randomlypaintedwithstreaks ofunnaturallybright 
red. It looked like she was in the middle of a growing-out 
stage. Her cheeks and chin carriedthe traces ofbaby fat but 
the rest of her was lanky. Something about h e n o m e -  
thing in the way she carried herself, adolescent aggression 
written in wery line-was instantaneously familiar. 

He realized that he wasn’t beingvery professional just 
sitting there gawking at her. “Miss? Is there something I 
can help you with?” 

The sun peeked out from behind the clouds and 
slantedacrossherwhereshesat. Hereyes, blackfromrim 
to rim, met his-and he couldn’t look away. 

Her lips moved. He heard her voice, slightly husky, 
speaking words in a language so melodic it almost wasn’t 
speech at all, but song. For a moment, all  he could do was 
stare at her while that wonderful sound rolled off her 
tongue. And, scarily enough,’that was familiar, too. That 
gently teasing tone she used belonged to one long-lost 
friend greeting another and that seemed right. 

“I’m sorry, Miss, I don’t.. .” Hewas about to say “I don’t 
speak Spanish but stopped because it wasn’t true. He did 
speak Spanish, and that language wasn’t it. There was a hint 
ofitinsomeofthesounds, buttherewasatraceofotherdungs 
init, too-thepreciseinflectionsofLatinandJapanese, hints 
ofFrenchvowels.. . Heshookhishead, loolangawayfromher 
for the fkst time in minutes. “I don’t understand you.” 

She made a noise; it sounded startled, disbelieving. 
He looked back and now she was staring at him as though 
he’d grown another head. She hopped off the table and 
approached with such naked determination written all 
over her that he was afraid he was about to get slugged. 
Instead, she reached across the counter and poked him 
hard, her tone going from sweet to snapping. The 
language changed, too, taking on the harsher qualities of 
German or Slavic, deep-throated gutturals and buzzing 
consonants. He knew an accusation when he heard one. 

Chris heldup his hands. "I'mreally sorry-I don’t under- 
stand you.” He thought quickly, wondering how to ask her if 
she spoke English in a way that wouldn’t sound patronizing. 
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She ignored him, weaving arouni 

ielves, m a b g  for the main rea+ 
round the reference desk and went afi - I_ 

He didn’t have the chance. Instead of vaulting the 
desk, as he was beginning to fear she might, she backed 
away. He thought, for a second, that she looked hurt. 
Then she took off through the low reference stacks, 
moving with smoothly athletic grace. 

“Hey, wait! I’m sure there’s someone here who can 

d the tables and low 
SI g room. He ducked 
ai er her, stretchmghis 
ownlegsinanefforttokeepup. Shestrodearoundoneofthe 
larger periodicals stacks: somedung in the set of her shoul- 
ders made him seriously fear that she might just push it over. 

By the time he reached the periodicals stacks, she was 
gone, and ten minutes of searching all over the reading 
room didn’t turn up any sign of her. No one at the 
circulation desk had seen her come in, or go out. He made 
his wav back to Reference. feeling somewhere between 

topped when he came to the 
.. Asingle sheet of paper and 
t remember if it was there 

Derore, DUX ne reaizea wnac the sound had been that had 
disrupted his concentration. 

It was a drawing. Two circles, one inside the other. She 
must have eyeballed it, and wen so, the separation and 
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stupid and inadequate, and s 
table where she’d been sit t iq 
a pen lay there. He could? 
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proportion of the shapes themselves were nearly perfect. 
Between the two circles ran a series of flowing squiggles-he 
was reminded of Arabic or Hebrew lettering-and in the 
c c I I c b . I  uIc1 c “a.7 a Y L  I-cu -I‘_ c V I  -I EL-1- V I  S V l l L C  -A=. I 6 
Horns, fangs.. . something about the way she’d drawn and 
shaded the skin suggested scales. He closed his eyes, and the 
image flashed across the inside of his eyelids, writhing like 
a snake tying itself in a knot. He opened them and stared at 
it again. The way the letters flowed together drew the eye all 
the way around the circles and then down to the beast in the 
center, no matter how he turned the page. 

Ashiver ran the length ofhis spine, shookhis hands and 
the page alongwith them-and the picture seemed to move 
aswell, a slow counterclockwise slither. It heldhis eyes, drew 
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them around. He felt his lips moving, forming sounds, as 
something about it became familiar.. . 
“Mr. McAllister?” 
He blinked. When he looked back, the picture had a 
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stopped moving. + + +  !h 

logic to find the living room e 
mess of books covered the 
corner contained a pair of I 
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E Chris opened the apartment door, delighted beyond 
xactly as he’d left it. The usual 
coffee table. The computer 
’Cs buried in the books that 

uauu L x u - I = U  ua=;LI ~ ~ x ~ ~ l a t ~ 3 n .  Figaro occupiedthe futon, 
tangled in the tie-dyed throw &a’s mother had given them 
last Christmas. Her “Mrrt?” of greeting sounded more 
questioning than usual. He shut the door behind him and 
sat down, pulling her into his lap for a petting session. 

Somehow, petting Figaro made him feel more real. Or, 
rather, muchmore in touchwithrealitythanhe’dbeeninthe 
last few hours. Makmg dinner helped ken  more, though the 
act of haclong a chicken to pieces for st i r - f ry  made him 
wonderabit aboutthesortsofthingshewasfindmgcomfort- 
ing. Several bunches of fresh greens followed; by the time he 
was readyto start ontheginger, Figaro’s enthushtic“Mrrrrrt!“ 
and the jingle of keys heralded Kira‘s arrival. 

“ H o o 0 0 0 0 m e . ”  The door thudded against the 
wall, followed closely by the thump of Kira’s backpack 
hitting the floor. 

Chris’ knees went a little weak at the perfect everyday- 
ness of it. Kira peeked around the doorless frame that 
separated the living room from the kitchen, the cat 
draped languidly in his arms. His dark eyes flicked to the 
wok and the partially mutilated chicken bits in the bowl 
next to it, the piles of freshly eviscerated greenery, and, 
finally, to Chris, and smiled wryly. “Oh, boy. Ginger 
chicken stir-fry. What happened?” 

“Shows howwell you know m e i f 1  redywanted comfort 
food, I’d have ordered pizza. Bad pizza.’’ He put down the 
knife, wiped his hands on a kitchen towel, and found himself 
being warrnly bussed, Figaro malang a disgusted noise and 
squirming to get out from between them. Kira let her go. 



“I had a weird day at work,” Chris said, once he’d 
gotten his breath back. 

“Tell me about it. ” Kira ran a sandy hand through his 
black hair and glanced at the unchopped ginger on the 
cutting board. 

“I almost got punched by a girl.” 
‘”You know what I say, hon, just flirt back and they 

won’t take it so hard ....” 
“I’m resisting the urge to kick you. It wasn’t like that. 

She ...” He paused, searching for the words to describe 
what had happened. “This is going to sound odd, but it 
was like I knew her. I’d never seen her before in my life 
but.. . she was utterly familiar, like d friend I’d had from 
childhood. Does that make sense?” 

“Mymotherwouldprobablysaythatyoushare some deep 
and unspoken bond of mutual self-knowledge derived from 
your multiple intertwined past incarnations and that you 
should pursue this girl in an effort to learn more about 
yourself.” Kira dropped into the seat next to his own and 
b y  9 the ginger into coin-sized slices. 

So, in other words, no sense at all.” 
“Nope.” Kira offered him a &it-eating grin. ‘Tell me 

about her. Have you seen her around campus before?” 
“No. I don’t thinkshewas astudent. She couldn’t have 

been more than fourteen, fifteen. Hispanic, I think. The 
really odd thingwas the way she spoke. You’d almost have - to be there to really appreciate it. It was like shewas singing 
and talking at the same time.” 

Well. Spanish is very musical.. . ” 
“I know, but it wasn’t Spanish. Whatever she was 

speaking, it was like all  the languages that ever were, all 
rolled into one. And that doesn’t make any sense either. 
She got very upset with m e  and ran off when I couldn’t 
understand her. ” 

‘Just because it doesn’t make sense at first glance 
doesn’t mean there isn’t sense in it somewhere,” Kira 
replied firmly, finishing off the last of the ginger in a 
decisive flurry of chopping. “Your birthday is coming up 
soon, right?” 
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Chris rose and plugged in the electric wok, added 
peanut oil, and waited for Kira’s line of thought to 
present itself. 

“Could it be a practical joke? We did torture poor 
Eric to the edge of sanity and possibly slightly over for his 
last year.” Eric was June’s boyfriendlike housemate, 
blessed with the sense of humor that allowed him to 
survive being named Aethelric Radgar Schwann by par- 
ents who really ought to have known better. 

“It’s not impossible. Somewiseass might have found some- 
one who speaks perfect Esperanto and sicced her on me.” 

“Reference librarianship is a high and lonely destiny. 
Whoever did this is probably snickering over their evil 
plot, imagining you poring over noncirculating materi-. 
als into the wee hours of the night, feverishly wondering 
how you might have served that patron more effectively. ” 

“Gee, you make it sound so romantic.” 
“Someone has to.” He grinned again and stretched 

his legs out, leaning over to roll down the cuffs of his 
jeans. A shower of sand was the result. 

Where were you today? You decide to play hooky in 
Malibu or something?” The chicken went into the wok, 
and Chris stirred it briskly. 

“Santa Monica, actually. And the something was 
checking on the global positioning devices. There’ve 
been a couple hiccups in the system, anomalies in the 
readings, that sort of thing.” Kira was wise enough to get 
the dust brush and scoop for himself. 

“Small words and diagrams, please.” The ginger 
joined the chicken. 

“The GPS network has been picking up seismic activity 
where there hasn’t actually been any seismic activity-or at 
least no activity that’s been significant enough to register 
on the seismograph. With no noticeable earthquake, 
there shouldn’t be any noticeable crustal deformation, 
either, if you follow.” Kira dumped the contents of the 
scoop into the trashcan and dusted his hands off again. 

*‘Not a bit. Why don’t you grab a shower? It’ll take me 
a couple minutes to finish this and make the rice.. . .” 



“Sounds good.” Kira lifted the auburn curls off the 
back of his neck and pressed a kiss there in passing. “Just 
so youknow ...” 

“Yes?” 
Y’m going to have to spend a couple hours on the 

computer tonight-I only got out of Pasadena this early 
by swearing on the grave of my sainted volcanologist 
grandparents that I’d work on the seismic threat assess- 
ment mapsonce Igotbackhere.”He offeredapuppy-dog 
look. “No other plans?” 

“Not tonight. Tomorrow, though, we’re supposed to 
meet June and Eric at the Japanese garden. After my 
doctor’s appointment. Make yourself a note. Have it 
tattooed someplace visible.” 

“One of these days, I’m just going to make it official 
and have ‘Property of the USGS’ tattooed on my butt. 
Thank you, koishii. You’re the best.” 

“Damn right I am. And you’re just going to have to 
tell the US Geological Survey that I have an outstanding 
prior claim.” 

Mental equilibrium restored, Chris cooked with a will, 
actually set the table for the first time that month, and fed 
Figaro, without a single strange thing happening. 

“What’sthis.. . ?” Kira‘svoice floatedinfromthenat mom. 
What’s  what?” Chris poked his head through the 

door and paused to appreciate the sight of freshly laun- 
dered Kira, holding a piece of paper. “Is this just a ploy 
to get me to admire your wet look?” 

“Not this time.” Kira turned the paper so he could 
see it. ‘Where’d this come from?” 

It was the picture that the girl had left behind. Chris’s 
mouth fell open in surprise. “The Esperanto girl.. . she 
drew that. It was on the table where she was sitting.” He 
hesitated slightlywhen Kira offered it to him, accepting 
it rathergingerly. “I’m also pretty sure that I left it on my 
desk back at the library.” 

“It was right here on the door mat when I came out of 
the bathroom. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t there earlier.” 
Kira’s eyes narrowed slightly. 
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‘What do you suppose it is?” Chris asked, holding it 
at arm’s length. It remained blessedly immobile. 

“Oh, I knowwhat it is. It’s some kind of mandala. My 
mom went through a phase a couple years ago where all 
shewanted to do was paint the freaking things and discuss 
the sacred geometry of places and go on a quest to find 
theworld’s navel.” Kira snorted. “Fear-you’ve probably 
attracted the attention of a deranged new-age girl.” 

“I’d almost prefer the Esperanto-speaking practical 
joke. So what does a mandala do, exactly?” 

“They’re meditation tools-an abstract expression of 
a universal concept that you’re supposed to think about 
real hard in order to find enlightenment.” He glared at 
it. “Though that one’s sort of different from the kind 
I’m most familiar with. And those squiggles around the 
outside look like writing, don’t they?” 

“I thought so too.” 
Asputteringhiss interrupted them. Chris turned and 

found Figaro crouched in the doorway, bristled out to 
twice her normal size. He went down on one knee and 
reached out to scratch her ears. What’swrongwith you?” 

She growled. He was astonished-he’d never heard a 
cat growl before-and then he yelped in surprise as she 
pounced, sinking fangs and claws into his outstretched 
hand. She let go as Kira threw a pillow at her, backing away, 
still growling, vanishing across the room in a streak. 

“Are you okay?” Kira grabbed Chris’s wrist and 
examined the damage, a bite and several deep scratches. 
“I can’t believe she attacked you.. . .” 

“It’s okay.” Chris glanced at the mandala, where it 
had fallen. “I think that scared her somehow.” 

“That is a piece of paper.” One which he was obvi- 
ously considering ripping into confetti. 

‘Wait. I want to find out what it really means.. . .” 
“It probably doesn’t mean anything, Chris. Here, 

wrap your hand in this, you’re bleeding all over.” He 
settled for crushing the paper and winging it in the 
direction of the trash bin next to the computer desk, 
then winding Chris’s hand in his damp towel. 



“Probably not,” Chris continued doggedly, “but I 
still want to know. ” 

“Mom’s out of town until the end of the week. We can 
ask her when she gets back. Work for you?” 

“Okay.” He winced as Kira pressed his hand a little 
too enthusiastically. “That’s attached to something else. 
Please be nice to it.” 

“You knowwhat? I vote that you slather your hand in 
antibiotic ointments, then we eat that nice dinner you 
made, and then we do things that in no way, shape or 
forminvite trouble, becausewe’ve both had quite enough 
strangeness for one day.” 

“Seconded.” + + *  
A star. 
n e  citywaslaidoutin theshapeofas-hehadalways 

horn it, but he had never trulythought about it before. 
nerehadbeennoreason to thinkofit. Thatwasitsmaker’s 
o m  si&, a star of eight points; all of his most trusted 
lieutenants boreit upon them, some even upon their brows 
where he had laid his kiss, when he accepted their fealty. 
Most of the city’sresidents incorporated it somewhere, as a 
sign oftheirsteadfast loyalv. Hereached up andstrokedhis 
thumb over the lobe ofhis ear, where he himselfwore the 
star ,  carved with exquisite skill on a silver ornament. 

I t  was more than that. More than a sigil, more than 
a mark ofprofound trust or unshakeableloyalty. He  felt 
the awareness of the pattern forming within him, at  a 
level still beneath logic. 

He looked more closely. 
A star of eight points, four greater and four lesser. 

Four Great Ones, four lieutenants, four who bore the 
star upon their brows. He  refrained from even thinking 
theirnames, unwillingtoinvitea communion thatnone 
would welcome at this hour. Four shield bearers, four 
who served each of the Great Ones, lesser beings who 
wore their master’s sigil aspart of their own name. 

He closed his eyes and found the image blossoming 
across the inside of the lids-an ever-exvandinp. Dattern 
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of intersecting points, greater and lesser, drawing to- 
gether, parting, reordering themselves in new ways but 
never losing their fundamental, underlying shape. 

He felt a presence at his back, incandescent in its 
brilliance. The taste oflightninggrew even stronger. He 
openedhiseyesand, foraninstant, thepattern ofthecity 
continued to revolve before them. He spoke the question 
in his thoughts before he could find a reason not to. 

W h y ,  ofallofusherein thiscity, whydo onlyyou believe 
that we have not come to the end, but to a new beginning?” 

He woke suddenly, a voice still ringing in his ears. His 
head swam with disorientation; he stared blankly at the 
dimly illuminated ceiling and wondered, somewhat des- 
perately, where he was. It came back to him slowly. Home. 
The apartmentinpalms. Hewas inhisbedroom, inhisbed, 
with his lover sleeping peacefully at his side. 

Dreaming. He’d been dreaming again. His throat was 
dry and his heart w a s  pounding, but it was only a dream. He 
couldn’t even remember what it was about, and he wasn’t 
going to let it get under his skin. He repeated that to himself 
until his heart slowed from apani+gallop. Then he rolled 
over slowly and pressed himself close against Kira’s back, 
slid an  arm around his waist, and listened to him breathe, 
until sleep finally pulled his eyes closed again. * + *  

Chriswaited until Kira had left for Pasadena to rescue the 
mandala from the wastepaper basket, smoothq it out as best 
he couldandfoldmgitneatly. Junearrivedafewminuteslater, 
and he debatedwithhimselfabout cllscussmgyesterday‘s events 
with her. Of the Shiratori sib-, June was much more 
tolerant of the New Age weirdness their mother had bathed 
them in, but he suspected even her open-mindedness had 
definite limits. Ultimately, he kept his mouth shut. Fortu- 
nately, the morningwas slow and allowed him the opportunity 
to slake his curiosity at his own computer workstation. 

Chris discovered more than he ever wanted to know 
about the relationship betweenmandalas andTantricsexual 
practices. Filteringout the pure porno li& and thewebsites 



whose contents had been cribbed from the NewAge section 
ofWaldenbooks took longer than anything else. Hewas left 
withahandfulofprospects, fromwhichheprintedout afew 
bibliographies for later reference and took down some 
notes. Itwaswhile cruisingthrough asymbologywebsite that 
he struck the mother lode. He was surfing through it, 
randomly clicking links that caught his interest, when he 
found pictorial representations, Enochian. 

A shock ran the length of his arm, and he clicked the 
link almost without thinking. It loaded slowly-titled Seals 
and Representations of the Holy and Unholy Hosts- and 
consisted of thumbnail images and text blurbs. He found 
the mandala dose to the bottom and clicked the link. It 
popped up, almost identical to the image in his posses- 
sion, entitled Seal ofthe Mala’ika Sarael (Sariel, Sarakiel, 
Saraquael), angel ofjudgment (fden), shield bearer of 
the Great Beast called Leviathan (see Lilith, Belial, the 
Slant Serpent). He backed his way out of the site, forcibly 
holding his hands steady, and bookmarked it for later 
reference. He pickedup his print bibliographies andwent 
to look for information that might suggest hewasn’t being 
stalked by a fourteen-year-old demon from hell. 

He finally packed it in at four, after spending the last 
twenty minutes of the day dithering about canceling his 
doctor’s appointment. The very last thing he wanted to 
do was spend a half-hour in his psychologist’s office 
reassuring Dr. Boyer that his head was screwed on right, 
not while it was feeling a little too wobbly to say that with 
total sincerity. Of course, he’d only have to reschedule, 
which was an even bigger pain in the ass than just putting 
the best face on it that he could. 

Hewalked. ItwaslessthanablockfromPowell to theMath 
Sciences buildmgwhere his therapist kept his office. He kept 
an eye out for his stalker, but she didn’t appear. 

Dr. Boyer shared a suite with a half-dozen other 
university-affiliated psychologists. Chris had sat with all 
of them at least once in the last eighteen months. He 
liked Dr. Boyer the best for reasons stemming from his 
innate distrust of doctors who wore ponytails and 
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Birkenstocks. By the time he arrived, the waiting room 
was empty except for the receptionist. “Hey, Anita. 
How’s it going?” 

“Hi, Chris.” The receptionist looked up from the 
latest issue of‘People and flashed him a smile. “The 
usual. I tried to get a hold ofyou earlier, but the girls at  
Circulation said you were out to lunch. Dr. Boyer was 
called out of town this morningLDr. Taylor is seeing all 
his appointments today. Do you mind?” 

“Eh. Rescheduling’s a pain. Is Taylor new? I don’t 
think I’ve seen him before.” 

“Transferred down from Berkeley campus at the 
beginning of the semester. Go on in-third door to the 
left, I’ll let him know you’re here.” 

The third door on the left was a previously unten- 
anted office. He knocked, once. 

“Come in.” 
Dr. Taylor had a very mellow voice. Chris mentally 

steeled himself and stepped inside. It was essentially the 
same as every other office in the building, with even less 
in the way of individuality than most: one desk with a 
manila file folder closed on top of a n  immaculate blot- 
ter, a few chairs, a filing cabinet in the corner. No 
pictures on the walls, not even sheepskins, and one 
windowbehind the desk. Dr. Taylorwas standing at it, in 
the process of twisting the Venetian blinds closed. He 
glanced over and smiled slightly. 

Something in that expression pulled Chris’s spine 
ramrod straight. “Good afternoon, Dr. Taylor.” 

“Good afternoon, Mr. M a t e r .  Please, have a seat.” 
Hegestured tothe chairswithoneperfectlymanicuredhand. 
“I’m going to have to ask you to excuse my lack of familiarity 
with a l l  the specifics ofyour case, Mr. McAllister-” 

“Please, call me Chris.” 
“Chris, and offer my apologies. I’m afraid that I 

haven’thadthe chance to fullyreviewyour fie.” Awinning 
smile, too, and almost offensively perfect teeth. “Ifyou’d 
besokindasto helpmewiththis,” hepickedupthemanila 
folder and flipped it open, “we can get started.” 



“As far as I know, this is just a routine follow-up 
visit,’’ Chris replied. “I’ve been under treatment for 
several years for depression, my med level is stable, and 
I haven’t had any serious relapses since my last visit, two 
months ago.” 

‘Yes.. . I see here that you’ve had bothgroup and private 
counselingsessions.. .Are you currently in group therapy?” 
The doctor produced a yellow legal pad and pen. 

“No, I’m not.” 

Chris w a s  a little startled by the bluntness of that. The 
perfectly blunt, and honest, answer fell out in response. 
“Because I hate talking about myself to beginwith and hate it 
even more in front of a bunch of people I don’t know.” 

“Ah.” Dr. Taylor made a notation on the pad. “You 
value your privacy then?” 

‘Yes, I do.” 
‘Would you define yourself as secretive?” 
“Antisocial, you mean?” Chris replied, wryly. 
“Ifyou like.” The doctor looked up at him, a flash of 

vivid blue eyes, and then glanced back at the file. “I see 
here that you’re the oldest of three children-” 

“Four. My youngest brother was killed in a swimming 
accident when he was six.” He took a deep breath to banish 
the ache that always accompanied that admission. “But to 
answer your original question-no, I don’t thinkI’m secre- 
tive, or antisocial. I’m just not particularly outgoing.” 

“Introverted, then. Would you say that you value 
loyalty?” 

That came from left field, as well. He forced himself 
not to fidget. “Of course I do.” 

‘(It’s my understanding that you come from a rather 
conservative familybackground. Howwould you character- 
ize your relationship with your family?” The individual 
arcane doctor-squiggles were rapidly becoming a para- 
graph. Chris concentrated on not sounding annoyed. 

“At the moment, distant. My father.. . disapproved of 
my decision not to enter the military, as it‘s been a long- 
standing family tradition. He disapproved wen more when 

‘Why?” 



I decided to go to school in California, instead ofsomeplace 
closer to home. We haven’t really spoken in a number of 
years. My Mom’s done her best to make peace, but.. .” He 
made a helpless gesture. “I won’t apologize for the life I’ve 
chosen. It’s not like being a librarian is in the same league 
as s e l l i n g  heroin to first graders.” 

“Are you out to your parents? To your surviving 
brother and sister?” 

’ Chris decided that being hit in the headwith a brickwould 
probably be less stunning than fifteen minutes with this man. 
“No.” He didnot elaborate. Aftera moment ofsilence, broken 
onlybythesoundofthe doctor’spenscratcllngonthepad, he 
added, grudgmgly, “As you said, my family background is 
extremelyconsemtive. My father isacareer military officer, my 
Mom’s a professional housewife, my sister’s going into nurs- 
ing, andmy brother is on the road to career military, too. 
Three ofthose fourconsideredmeweirdforpursuingacareer 
as apparendy questionable as library science.’’ 

‘You’re afraid that your family will reject you if you 
tell them?” 

”You’re amazingly blunt, you know that?” 
“I’ve been told that, yes.” 
Chris stewed silently for a moment. “Let me draw you a 

picture, doctor. I have averyvivid mental image ofwhat will 
happen if1 ever tell my parents that I’m in love with another 
man. We’re sitting at dinner, possibly Christmas because 
there’sahaminvolved, andwhen1 tellthem, nothingmuch 
immediately happens. My father gets up and walks out, but 
that’s my father’s answer to almost anything that he doesn’t 
want to hear. Mom cries and asks if I’m sure, Joe froths at 
the mouth about how he knew it all along, Jessica pulls me 
aside afterward and asks if my boyfbend has any cute 
brothers. I return home, and for a fewweeks afterward, all 
seems normal. Then, one evening, asquadofhighlytrained 
Airborne Rangers kicks down the door, gasses everyone in 
my apartment senseless and hauls me off to a secret instal- 
lation in Montana where I am incarcerated without any 
contact with the outside world for extensive military-grade 
deprogramming. Nine weeks later I emerge as my father’s 



perfect son, completewith the deeply ingrainedurge to find 
and mate with Claudia Schiffer.” Chris paused for a mo- 
ment to get both his breath and his bitterness back under 
control. ‘SO, yes, Doctor, I am pretty afraid that my family 
willrejectmeifItellthem.And, asfarasI’mconcerned, it’s 
not exactly an unreasonable expectation.” 

‘Would that.. . expectation have anything to do with 
your suicide attempt eighteen months ago?” 

“I don’t believe I’m going to answer that.” Chris was 
on his feet when Dr. Taylor looked up at him again and 
the sudden, shocking contact that passed between them 
froze him to the spot. 

“It’s noted here in your file-you told Dr. Boyer that 
you had a bad break-up shortly before the attempt,” The 
doctor’s voice sank to a silken note of.. . it wasn’t sympa- 
thy, or compassion. 

‘Yes. Though I fail to see the point-” 
‘Youwereafraid, weren’tyou? I see herethat yourlover 

wasmuchmore open-youarguedabout tellingyour family, 
more than once, and when you finally ended it-” 

“I didn’t tell Dr. Boyer this,” He croaked. 
‘When you told him youwere leaving him, he threat- 

ened to contact them. In fact, he did.” 
“I don’t know. I can’t be sure.” He paused, trying to 

control the red-hot desire to tear Dr. Taylor’s head off 
and paint the walls with his blood. ‘When my mother 
visited while I was in the hospital recovering, she.. . ” 

“She knew.” 
“I don’t know. I-why the hell are we still having this 

conversation?” 
“I would say, because you need to talk.” 
Chris took a long, deep breath, deliberately pulled 

backhis sleeve, and checked his watch. “I’msorry, Doctor. 
I’ve kept you past our scheduled time and I’m afraid I have 
to catch a bus for Bel-Air in a few minutes. Good day.” 

That came out sounding a good deal more like a decla- 
ration of surrender than he wanted it to. And turning his 
back on the doctor felt uncomfortably like a retreat. + + *  
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The Hannah Carter Japanese Garden was only a few 
blocks down from UCLABel-Air. Chris walked, keep- 
ing his mind studiously blank. It had been an  extremely 
long time since he’d lost his temper that badly. Most of 
the ride up had been consumed getting himself to stop 
shaking with unadulterated rage, making both his stom- 
ach and his fists both unclench and stay that way. 

The walk helped. By the time he got to the garden’s 
high wooden gate he was feeling civilized again. The 
garden w a s  offering a rare evening of autumn moon- 
viewing for selected members of the university staff and 
faculty. How Eric and June had managed to score invi- 
tations for all of them, he had no idea, but he was 
extremely glad they had. Of the several Japanese gardens 
he’dvisited, he preferred this one-smaller, more tradi- 
tional, than most of the others. Something about the 
structure of it appealed to him. He’d felt completely at 
home there from the very start. 

He climbed the mossy main stairs, already lit with 
elegantly painted paper lanterns. He hadn’t seen either 
Kira or June’s cars as he’d made his way toward the 
garden. He looked around for them anyway as he reached 
the main bridge and the moon-viewing deck came into 
range. A half-dozen people were already up there, clus- 
tered in twos and threes. He didn’t recognize any of 
them at first glance. 

He really didn’t feel like rubbing shoulders with a 
bunch of people he didn’t know, so he loitered further 
down, waitingfor the others. As more people arrived, he 
drifted farther off to the side, hoping to get a better look 
at who was coming and going. 

A flash of light caught the corner of his eye as he was 
glancing back down the path-even farther off to the side 
than he was, out in the central part of the garden. A deep 
golden radiance shimmered briefly on the water of the 
koi-pond, moving among the bamboo and pine stands 
on the opposite bank. He knew that a path angled up 
through the foliage, leading to a small teahouse. Kira had 
taken him there when they were first humoring June’s 



attempts to nudge them together, and the memory still 
brought a smile to his face. That part of the garden was 
supposed to be closed just now. 

Sorneonecanyingahtern?He driftedfurther downthe 
path, across an archedwooden bridge andup to the base ofthe 
pine-covered rise. From this angle, he could see the hghtwas, 
indeed, slanting through the teahouse’s windows. He glanced 
back the way he came, already feehg vaguely guilty, then 
continued on, dimbing the narrow steps as carefully as he 
could. Itwasalmost fuyr dark. Therewas onlythe slightesttrace 
ofnaturalhghtlefiinthesky, andthelightcomingthroughthe 
teahouse windows wasn’t really sufficient to see by. 

“Hello?” The teahouse deck, on the other hand, was 
clearly illuminated, and he moved quickly toward the door. 

(‘1s anyone here?” 
No one answered. He peeked inside, hoping he 

wasn’t interrupting anything. 
The teahouse was empty. It was traditionally s m a l l ,  

suitable for five people at most, and contained little in the 
way of furniture. A low table, tatami mats, several flat 
cushions. On the table sat the lantern he supposed he saw, 
a paper shield painted with the scene of a snakelike dragon 
rising from a roiling ocean. On the opposite corner was a 
vase of tastefully arranged flowers; the vase was likewise 
decorated in snaky, slender dragons in strikingly vivid blue 
enamel. Between them sat a half-opened roll of paper, a 
freshly ground saucer of ink and several slender brushes. 

Chris slipped his shoes off at the door and crossed to 
the table in his sock feet. Apart of him remembered that 
there were several approaches to the teahouse but only one 
actualentrance. He hadn’t seenanyone else comeout. For 
that matter, he hadn’t actually seen anyone else go in. 

“I don’t suppose,” Headdressedthethinair, ‘*since you 
werekindenoughtoleadme here, andleavethishereforme 
to find, that you’d also be kind enough to come right out 
and explain what’s been going on the last couple days?” 

Crickets metaphorically chirped. 
“I didn’t think so.” With a sigh, he turned his atten- 

tion to the table. 

- e-- 
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Not only was the ink in the saucer fresh, it was still 
fresh on one of the brushes and glistened slightly on the 
paper itself. A diagram of some kind was drawn there in 
a fine, steady hand. Astar-theMorningstar, alittlevoice 
in the back ofhis headwhispered-sat in the center. Eight 
points, four greater, four lesser. 

Surrounding the star, on all sides, was a cluster of 
mandalas, some large, some small. Each of the larger 
mandalas had been painted with care and consummate 
skill, by brush. Each of the smaller mandalas looked like 
they had been sketched by the same hand, using the point 
of a needle. It struck him that, in form, it was very like the 
garden outside the teahouse-rigorously ordered, beauti- 
ful in its structure, and still primal somehow. Almost 
menacing. The Morningstar was not so much at the center 
ofthis constructionashemmedinby it. Trapped. Hunted. 

Without real surprise, he recognizedthe mandala of the 
Mala’ika Sarael on the right-hand side of the paper, orbit- 
ing one of the greater mandalas in a position he was 
instinctually inclined to call south. If Sarael’s beast-symbol 
was serpentine, then the greater symbol she sat beneath was 
purely draconic, an ouroboros dragonwith coils so twisted 
they would have made Escher’s eyes bleed. On either side of 
it sat two more mandalas. Oddly enough, there was no 
fourth mandala-there was space for one, directly across 
from the representation of Sarael, but it was blank. 

That seemed.. . wrong, somehow. 
He picked up one of the unused brushes and inked it 

carefully. A part of him whispered urgently that he 
shouldn’t do this, that he had no idea what he was doing. 
He ignored it. 

The paper drank the ink almost too eagerly. He 
swung the brush around in a quick stroke, making one 
closed circle. He dipped the brush again, waited a mo- 
ment for the ink to thicken a bit, and touched the very tip 
to the paper a handful of times. 

The spiny smudges left behind vaguely resembled 
stars themselves. He drew an unsteady line, connecting 
two of the “stars.” Two more lines formed a less-than- 



perfect triangle. It almost looked like a head attached to 
a long, serpentine body made entirely of stars. 

Tke Eyes of the Dragon. My eyes, my guide. 
He inked the brush again and hesitated. 
To be complete, itneededsomehngmore. To benamed. 
His vision swam and all of the larger mandalas seemed 

to turn on their axes, a prayerwheel of tinygleaminglines. 
He squeezed his eyes closed, hoping to make it stop. When 
he opened them again, not only hadn’t it stopped, it had 
gotten worse. Now all of the mandalas were turning, 
except the one he’d just drawn. It made his eyes water and 
his head throb just trying to keep track of it, and he had no 
choice but to try-he couldn’t look away, his eyes tracking 
the pattern, the intricately interlocking dance, even when 
he closed his eyes he saw it spinning relentlessly in his 
head, grinding out something- 

Something he needed to know. 
Something it was trying to tell him. 
“Chris?” He heard thevoice distantly-itwas awondrous, 

beloved voice, but, at the moment, that didn’t matter. It 
wasn’t really speaking to him. That name held no power to 
command or compel him, it wasn’t even his own.. . . 

He opened his eyes, the brush still clutched in one 
hand, and inked it again. 

“Chris! ” 
He wrote, quickly, wishing he had something smaller 

to do it with. His hands felt thick-fingered and clumsy, 
and his vision was blurred with tears of pain.. . . 

“Chris, stop, what the hell are you doing?” Astrong, 
callused hand caught at his wrist, pulled the hand hold- 
ing the brush away from the paper. A muscular arm 
caught him around the middle. 

“Please, don’t-I have to finish this-” He whispered, 
desperately, still unable to tear his eyes away. The pain 
was awful, like a red-hot spike being pounded into the 
middle of his forehead, like barbed needles being run 
into his eyes. 

The body pressed against his own went suddenly still, 
then tense. He was yanked abruptlybackward, away from 
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the table, and he cried out incoherently in protest as the 
brush was pulled out of his hand. He slammed hard back 
against the mats, unable to catch himself; an anxious, 
frightened face swam into view, a few inches over his own. 
“Chris? Please talk to me... are you okay?” 

‘‘That isn’t myname. ..” He felt the words fall off his 
tongue, half-intelligible, half-distorted, around the 
burning agony in his head. He watched the face of his 
lover go pale, his eyes widen. 

“Chris-I can’t understand what you’re saying.“ 
That isn’t my name, he thought again, deliriously, 

the knowledge of it pounding his skull even harder than 
the pattern etching itself into place behind his eyes. He 
moaned, softly, and found himself beingwrapped up in 
a pair of strong, wiry arms, cradled, comforted. He 
buried his face against Kira’s chest and tried not to sob 
too hysterically. 

“Chris, I swear, whatever it is, it’s going to be all 
right-” 

“No. No, it’s not.” 
He was dimly aware of Kira shifting him slightly to 

free one arm and digging around inside his jacket for 
something. Asecond later, he processed the sound of a 
cellular phone autodialing. ‘Yune? I’ve found him- 
we’re up in the teahouse. Please come here right now, 
and bring Eric, okay?” * + + + +  

Chris kept his eyes closed most of the way back to the 
apartment. Kira drove like a native Californian, and 
between that and the headache, he seriously feared losing 
his lunch if he even tried to watch. The vertiginously 
spinning images continued bouncing around inside his 
head and traipsing merrily across the insides of his eyelids, 
and no amount of effort on his part made them go away. 
The headache, however, began to subside the closer they 
got to home. It still felt as though someone had pounded 
arailroadspikeinto themiddle ofhis forehead, but atleast 
they weren’t still beating on his skull with fifteen-pound 
sledgehammers. 
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Kira kept one armwrapped around his shoulders the 
whole way and he occasionally muttered things under his 
breath in Japanese, which was never, in Chris’s experi- 
ence, a good sign. As they pulled up in front of their 
building, he leaned down and pressed a kiss onto Chris’s 
temple. “Home. You think you can make it in okay?” 

Yeah. Just give me a second to get my feet under me.” 
June and Eric pulled up right behind them and, with 

Eric’s help, he managed to get out of the car and up the 
front steps. Kira took over once they got into the apart- 
ment. Once there, he found himself being pushed 
unceremoniously onto the bed. 

e 

01 

“Kira ...” He tried valiantly to sit up. 
“Lie down. You look like death warmed over.” Kira 

pushed him back down. 
“rn 

trying tl 
pa, that chart-it was someth 
o tell me something.” Chri . * n *.,. 

Ling important, it was 
s wondered how he’d . -  

managed to travel so tar atieid trompracticd, logicd, totdy 
normal existence in so short a period of time. Kira elected 
not to respond to that statement, preferring to peel off his 
shoes, followed closely by his pants, and after a bit of 
coordinated effort on their parts, his shirt. 

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Kira finally said, 
once they’d gotten him rearranged. “I’ll admit that it’s 
pretty freaking strange, even from my admittedly biased 
viewpoint. It’s upsetting you, and it’s hurting you, and 
that’s entirely enough for me not to like it.” 

“I’m sorry,” Chris began, wretchedly, only to be 
stopped by a quick kiss. 

“Don’t do that. Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault.” 
He ran a hand throuph Chris’s hair. ‘We’ll talk about 

0 

this more in the morning, once you’ve had some rest. 
And don’t give me any crap about feeling okay enough to 
talk. Do you want anything?“ 

“Aspirin. And some water. My head feels like it’s about 
to explode into athousand shards ofbloody skullshrapnel.” 

‘Well, you can’t be dying, you’re still capable of 
painting vivid mental images that I didn’t want to see.” 
Kira pushed to his feet. “I’ll be right back.” 

h * 



Chrisclosedbeyesandburiedb faceinthepillom. By 
the time Kira returned, a few minutes later, he was asleep. 

* + % + %  
The night shone with innumerable points o f  starry 

light-but those lights did not hang suspended in the 
firmament, strewn across the sky in constellations that 
tookimagination asmuch asskill toperceive. Theselights 
crossed the Earth in patterns that took n o  skill, n o  
imagination whatsoever to observe, in the straight or 
curved lines o f  urban side streets and superhighways, o f  
downtown office blocks andgated residential communi- 
ties, outlining the shape and contours o f  a city that had 
spread itselfacross its environment withoutplan, without 
a singleguidingintelligence. It had no inherent grace or 
beauty, but somethingabout i t  stillstrucka chordin him 
as he gazed down upon it,  from somewhere high above. 

Something in its ugly, graceless form reminded him 
oftheperfect city ofthe Morningstar, thoughhecouldn’t 
determine precisely what. He  supposed that should not 
truly surprise him. Perceiving the shape and pattern of  
things invisible to  the naked eye was his function, after 
all. Intuition andinstinct, the awareness oftherandom 
elements that shaped al l  events, were his tools. 

He  let that awareness spread out from him for the 
first time in a very long while and allowed the percep- 
tions i t  brought him to flow back in. 

He sensed thepresence ofthe Great Beast, ofhis fellow 
shield bearers Sarael and Thahlil, instantly. The Beast was 
quiescent at the moment, gatheringstrength. He sensed a 
terrible violence building within its sliding coils, however, 
winding steadily, tightly, around the heart o f  the city. 
Thahlil was in attendance, at the Beast’s right hand, and 
that broughtawrysmile tohislips; Thahldhadcovetedthat 
position since before the war. Sarael was on  the prowl, 
relatively nearby, hunting. 

There wereothers, scatteredabout, someheknewby 
name, some not so familiar to  him, and o f  those only 
two others were truly strong, neither o f  the same order 
ofmagnitudeas the Great Beast.An indefinable a ir  of. .. 



expectation rolled off all of them. The sensation per- 
mea ted the city, the reaha  tion that something was abou t 
to happen- 

“Chris?” 
But what that was exceeded even his ability to predict. 

Dread coiled in thepit ofhis stomach, even as somepart 
ofhim considered thepossibilities. He sensed a n  irrepa- 
rable sundering of faith and loyalty.. . . 

“Chris?! ” 
Someone was speakinghis name. He could almost hear 

i t  physically. He felt i t  once, briefly, as an  elusive presence 
brushed over him, examining him as he examined the 
situation. I t  was there and gone again before he couldget 
agood lookat it, and that in no way comforted him. He felt 
his concentration beginning to fracture- 

Apair of hands gripped his shoulders and gave him a 
solid shake. He woke abruptly, his throat dry, his eyes 
aching, completely disoriented. A pen fell out of his 
hand as he lifted it to rub at his bleary eyes, and that 
struck him as more than a little odd. He blinked rapidly 
several times, taking in Kira standing in front of him and 
the fact that it was still dark outside. ‘What time is it.. .? 
Itcan’tbetimetogetreadyforwork, I’mstillsotired ....” 

TheexpressiononKira’sfacewascomplicated. It flipped 
through several varieties of incredulous disbelief in rapid 
succession, tookon a faint shade of fear, and finally became 
naked concern untainted by lesser emotions. “It’s 5:30. 
Chris.. . what have you been doing?” 

“Doing? You put me to bed as soon as we got home.” 
Hearing himself say the words made him realize that he 
wasn’tinthe bedroomanymore. Hewasinthelivingroom, 
sitting on the futon, with a mass of papers and books and 
pens spread out on the coffee table in front of him. 

Torn up pieces of a Greater Los Angeles area city 
street map, glossy transit maps that had obviously been 
ripped out of the front of the phonebook, and several 
pages that must have come from a geology textbook 
joined freshly generated computer printouts of seismic 
threat maps to form a mosaic of the city. That was strange 
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enough. What pushed it over the edge of strange w a s  the 
fact that every page had some sort of mandala drawn on 
it-some huge; some tiny; some standing alone, taking 
up an entire page to do so; others clusters of a half-dozen 

z small-to-medium sketches, gathered up together. 
0: Chris took a steadymg breath and whispered, “I didn’t do 

this.” He looked up at Kira quickly enough to catch him 
E /smoothmgtheuncomfortableexpressionoffhi. “Kira.. .” 

‘When1 came out here, you’djust finished that one.” 
Kira pointed at a scrap of paper laying almost at his feet. 
Chris recognized the UCLAlocal area map that included 
their neighborhood and the mandala that he’d drawn 
yesterday, this time completethe serpent made of stars, 
the circle etched around it girdled in flowing letters. 
“You were whispering something under your breath, 
and I couldn’t understand a word you were saying.” 

“I couldn’t.. .” He closed his mouth and stared mutely 
at Kira, unable to think of a single thing to say. Kira, after 
a moment of returning the silence, and the look, was 
merciful enough to let it go, sitting down at his side and 
pulling him into the depths of a tight hug. He lay there 
with his head on Kira’s chest, shaking, for a long time. 

“I don’t knowwhat’s happeningto me, Kira. ” It tookten 
minutes of gathering his courage up to admit that. 

“Iknow. I don’t knowwhat’s happening, either. ” Awarm, 
callusedhandrestedonthe backofhis neck, massagedgently. 
“But we’ll figure it out and fix it, I promise you that. God, 
you’re wound up, I’ve never felt your neck this tight.. . .” 

‘What ifit’s not figureable?What ifit’s not &ble?Kira-” 
“Don’t say that. Don’t evenbelieve it for a minute. There’s 

nothqwmngwithyou-there’s nodunggoing on here thatwe 
can’tdealwith.”Kiratookadeepbmth. ‘‘Okay. Here’smyplan. 
We’re rallmp. you off work today. Don’t argue, you look even 
worsenavthanyoudide&thoursago, andIdidn’tthinkthat 
waspossible.You’re goingbacktobed, and you’re goingto sleep 
for awhile, and thenwhen youwake up we’re going to tackle this 
situation from a much more rational place. Sound good?” 

“Soundsbetter thanmy plan, which, I’lladmit, was to 
freak out pretty significantly.” 

m 
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“Understandable, given the circumstances. Come 
on, I’ll get you some water.. . .” 

The phone rang. They both stopped, incredulous. 
Kira tossed his head in the direction of the bedroom. 
“You lay down. I’ll get it.” 

Upon actually getting to his feet, Chris discovered that 
the vertigo had gone away. His skull felt like a pot that had 
been broken into a million pieces and put back together 
with an  inferior grade of superglue, but at least he wasn’t 
going to have to crawl around the apartment. 

“You must be joking.” 
Kira’s voice drifted in from the kitchen as he pulled 

the covers back and tumbled into bed, staring up at the 
ceiling. Chris closed his eyes and let himself drift, letting 
the weariness roll over him in waves, pulling him down 
into astate ofcomfortable numbness. He was half-asleep 
by the time Kira came in, his weight sinking his side of 
the bed down. Chris forced his eyes open and found Kira 
looking less than pleased. ‘What is it?” 

“Paul wants me to come down to Pasadena right away. 
The GPS network apparently spent the night freaking 
out, and he wants me to help analyze the problem.” A 
sigh. “Chris.. . ” 

“I know. You have to go to work.” He reached over 
and found Kira’s hand. “It’s okay. I understand.” 

“I’ll call June and have her tell Roundtree that you’ve 
caught mono from your new assistants or something.” He 
flashed a quick grin, which went away just as quickly. He 
leaned across the bed and nuzzled Chris’ cheekgently. “Get 
some rest. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

“Santa Barbara had better be about to fall into the 
Pacific. ” 

‘You said it. ” + + * *  
Chris slept lightly, tensely, unrestfully. When he 

dreamed, the dreams were short and choppy, vivid but 
coated in a thick gloss of unreality. For some reason, the 
eminently punchable Dr. Taylor featured heavily, as did 
the girl he was rapidly coming to think of as Sarael. The 
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good doctor, bizarrely enough, was talking to something 
that Chris couldn’t quite see. He got the impression of 
enormous size, muscular coils sheathed in scales all the 
shades of blue that there were. He couldn’t understand a 
word that they were saying. The girl was prowling the 
streets of the city, waiting, as tensely restless as hewas. June 
checked in on him around lunch, shook him out of the 
light doze he’d fallen into, and forced him to drink a mug 
ofchickenbrothbeforeshewouldlethimgo backtosleep. 

He woke up for good a few hours after that, as the late 
afternoon sunlight began shining through the bedroom 
windows, forcing him to deal with the fact that no 
amount of covers would block it out. That and the fact 
that he felt utterly grungy. 

The shower helped him feel a little more human again. 
He took his meds and then paused to examine himself in the 
medicine cabinet mirror. He did, as Kira indicated, look 
like crap warmed over, his browneyes sunken and under- 
lined in dark circles. He brushed the coppery-auburn hair 
away from his face and discovered that he must have whacked 
his head at some point. There was a vaguely circular bruise 
in the middle of his forehead. ‘Wonderful. Clumsy and 
crazy. What’s nex-hit by a bus?” 

He found a pair of beat-up old jeans, dug his sneak- 
ers out of the back of the closet, pulled on a plain black 
T-shirt that might have been his or might have been 
Kira’s, and sallied forth to face the rest of the apartment. 
Kira had gathered up the mess he’d made on the coffee 
table, for which he was grateful. If he closed his eyes and 
thought just a little, the images returned with disturbing 
ease. In the kitchen, Chris found a note taped to the 
fridge from June informing him that she’d fed the cat 
already but she damned well wasn’t going to do his two- 
day-old dishes for him, thank you very much. 

That  was all right, since he wasn’t much in the mood 
to do dishes himself. The idea of making dinner ap- 
pealed to him evenless and he had just decided that Kira 
would probably forgive him for ordering the worst pizza 
available when the phone rang. 
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A quick glance at the microwave clock told him it was 
almost four in the afternoon. He picked up the receiver 
and decided that he probably didn’t have to work really 
hard at makinghimself sound pathetic. If Roundtree was 
going to call, he’d have probably called already. “Hello?” 

“Chris.” It was Kira, and the relief in his tone was 
immediately apparent. “Good, you’re up. Listen-I want 
you to do something righ t now. Call my sister and tell her 
to come straight over from work to get you. I want you to 
get some things together-’: 

8 
O) 

‘What...?” 
“Pleaselisten. Iwant you to get some things together, 

and I want you both to eo to our Dad’s place in Sonoma. 
R 
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“Chris, I don’t have time to explain right now.” Inthe 
strenuously calm tone he used when everyone around him 
was panicking. “Please-trust me on this and-” 

The line crackled, a sleet storm of static so sudden 
and loud that he jerked the receiver away from his ear 
with a hiss of pain. When he gingerly put it back, he 
found the line was dead-not disconnected, but com- 
pletely dead, no dial tone. His hand shook. With the 
other he reached out and hit the receiver button. 

The line remained dead. 
For an instant, the air seemed to be holding its 

breath. Then it began to rumble, low. 
Chris lunged for the doorway between the kitchen 

and the living room, and almost made it. 
The shockwas like nothing he’d ever felt before, and 

he’d experienced his fair share. It heaved him offhis feet 
and slammed him hard into the doorframe. His breath 
involuntarily left his lungs and, for an instant, all he 
could see were the flashes of darkness blotting out his 
vision. He hit the ground, stunned, and held on as best 
he could. 
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The basso rumble became a roar. Through it, around 
it, he could hear things falling, things breaking. The 
sound pounded down against him like a living thing, like 
titanically huge and powerful coils clenching and writh- 
ing, and at the same time it was a voice-a voice howling 
things he could almost understand, words that beat inside 
his skull and tried to crack it open. 

m 
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It was calling out to him. 
Crying his name. 

n e  thrashingofthe Great Beast’scoilsshattered the 
landscape, releasingall of the violence he’d felt gather- 
ing in a dance of terrible destruction. 

The earthquake spread out fiom its center in ripples 
that lef? devastation in their wake. He stood above i t  and 
watched, mute with shockand horror, helpless in a way that 
hehadnot been wen whileimprisonedin theAbyss. There 
was nothinghe could do to stop this-nowit was a matter of 
the Earth b own structure, ofplate tectonics and fault lines 
and resonant harmonics, of crustal deformation and lat- 
eral motion and liquefaction collapse. 

He felt countless lives snuffed out in the horrible 
moment of the first shock. It  was late in the afternoon- 
the businesses that emptied, the offices that closed early, 
all those people were on the roads at the moment the 
earthquake began. He watched as half the elevated road- 
ways in the city, built to resist the-“Big One,” failed 
under the lateral stresses ofan quake occurring, not on 
the San Andreas Fault, nor on the Newport-Inglewood 
Fault, but on a half-dozen smaller, quieter, deeperfaults 
thatleft nosurface traces to benamed. Heknew theywere 
called something specific, but he couldn’t remember 
what. All he could remember was the sound of Kira’s 
voice as he spoke of things that would have made a n  
Annunaki of the Third House nod sagely and realize that 
humanityhadn’t forgotten everything that they had once 
been taught. He watched the ground turn to water in 
places closest to the ocean. He watched specially rein- 
forced buildings collapse from the forces unleashed im- 
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mediatelybeneath them. He watchedgasandwatermains 
rupture, power linesand cellular communication anten - 
nae collapse. He watched the civ burn. 

Kira  and June. 
He couldn’t find them amid the cacophony rising 

from the broken city, 
He wanted to scream. T h e  Beast would not have 

heardhim evenifhehad-the Beast, andallitsoathbound 
minions, its resentful and unwilling allies, were on the 
hunt. Hunting the Morningstar ... . 

He came back to himself in a darkness so absolute, for 
an instant he feared himself blind. It took a moment to 
push the instinctive panic back down, to hold it there until 
it shrank to a manageable level. He was not blind. He knew 
true blindness and this was not it. 

His head ached savagely, and his body hurt in places 
where he hadn’t thought there were nerve endings, but 
those pains were almost ignorable, and he had known 
much worse in his time. He reached up, brushed his hand 
over his forehead, where the figurative spike had resumed 
being beaten into his skull, and felt the sigil of the Great 
Beaststirbeneathhis fingertips. Thatwaswhat hadshocked 
him awake. He could still feel, deep within, the echoes of 
the Beast calling his name. 

Chris braced himself, as he sensed a minor after- 
shock about to occur. He held as still as he could while it 
shookthe remnants ofthe buildinghe’d takenshelter in. 
Plaster dust and bits of masonry fell from above. The 
floor beneath his knees groaned alarmingly. It didn’t last 
long. Paper crumpled beneath his hands as he pushed 
himself experimentally to his feet. Woozy was the only 
way to describe howhe felt-his headwas light, his legs felt 
like rubber, his stomach and throat let him know he 
hadn’t eaten or drunk anything in quite some time. 

Standing, he could see better where he was-pale 
illumination filtered in through the shattered windows 
and the partially collapsed ceiling. The library. He’d 
come to the library. There were a dozen books scattered 
at his feet, all of the oversized reference atlases, archival 
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survey maps, pages torn  from encyclopedias, 
noncirculating reference books, dictionaries. He went 
to one knee and sifted through them by feel, rather than 
sight, and selected the half-dozen pages that felt most 
significant, folding them as compactly as he could and 
sliding them into the back pocket of his jeans. 

Getting out of the library was an adventure, once he 
realized that the floor had partly collapsed in places and 
what was left was by no means stable. The rotunda dome 
had come down, taking a large chunk of the main floor 
with it. He picked his way gingerly, keeping one step 
ahead of cave-ins and landslides of books spilling from 
crazily tilted cases. By the time he made it outside, onto 
Dickson Plaza, he was shaking and sweaty from the 
exertion and ready to find someplace to fall prone. He 
wondered, wearily, how long it had been since he left 
home-his sense of time was hopelessly skewed. 

His skull throbbed hotly. It felt as though the Beast's 
sigilwere tryingto twist itself all the way through his head. 
It sent a pain-driven shock of energy through him, 
energizing ropy muscles more efficiently than adrena- 
line and caffeine put together. He reflexively staggered a 
few strides in a direction not of his own choosing, pulled 
on in spite of himself. The only thing that kept him from 
breaking into a run, from slipping into the chaos and 
darkness of the city and seeking out Sarael to hunt at her 
side, was the fact that his body had reached its limits. His 
knees buckled, and he only barely saved himself from a 
face-first dive onto the concrete. 

His head wanted to explode. The Beast's summons 
pulsed inside him, a beacon of hatred and madness, of 
the pure and unsullied desire to rend and kill and 
destroy. In that moment, he wanted nothing more than 
to rise and meet it, to shuck off the repulsive pretense of 
humanity and reclaim what he was, to burn the world to 
ashes and dance in the flames- 

NO. 
He didn't know where the strength came from. He 

forced the desire back and away, forced the red tinge to 



leave his vision, forced himself to look on the truth- 
there was no glorious reclamation oflost purpose in what 
had happened here. This was not what he had been made 
for. Thiswasnotwhat anyofthemhadbeenmade for. He 
would not turn his hand to unmaking what he had been 
created to preserve, not while there were things in the 
world worth saving. He would not. 

He knelt where he was for a long moment, simply 
recovering, as the pressure of the summons faded. He 
understood, instinctually, that the Beast had better things 
to do at that moment than school him in obedience, or else 
the results ofdefiancewouldhavebeen far different. Slowly, 
he raised his head and looked around. The far end of 
Dickson, where itwidenedbetween Perloff and Schoenberg 
Halls, was a hive of activity, and the source of the light he had 
seen earlier. There were several trucks with rear-mounted 
light-poles parked there. He could hear the unmistakable 
sound of gas-powered portable generators. After an inter- 
nal pep talk, he managed to convince his watery knees that 
they could go a little further, and wobbled off in that 
direction. As he got closer, he could make out a cluster of 
olive-drab Army tents, camouflage painted humvees, no 
small number of serious-looking people in fatigues, and 
even more beleaguered-lookmg people in civvies. All bus- 
tling about, getting in each other’s way. 

National Guard, he realized, not entirely surprised. 
If the situation w a s  half as bad as he thought it was, the 
National Guard had probably been deployed a while ago. 
He wondered if he was wandering into a field hospital or 
a refugee camp and decided, after a moment, on the 
latter. He suspected that if he’d gone the other way, 
toward the university hospital, he’d have found an en- 
tirely different scene. Here, mostly everyone was all 
right, if shell-shocked and tearful and reallywishing that 
they’d gone to school in Indiana. 

He recognized a face here and there. Students. A few 
members of the faculty and staff. No June, and no.. . 

He paused. An instinctual twitch tugged at him, and 
he let it pull him along, off to one side, where a cluster 
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of smaller tents and a portable communications antenna 
suggested the presence of a command post. There were 
fewer civilians at this end, and the activitywas a good deal 
more organized. 

A voice caught at his ears and pulled him in the 
direction of one of the smaller tents. 

“...about five-eight, maybe a hundred-thirty 
pounds.. . I don’tknowwhathe.waswearinglast, I haven’t 
seen him since the morning.. .” 

Hepokedhis headpastthe tentflap andpeeredaround. 
Kirawas sitting at one of several foldingtables that lined 

the tent’s walls, tallung to a clipboard-wielding National 
Guardsman who looked like he’d been on clipboard duty 
just a trifle too long. It was all Chris could do not to fall to 
his bees  and offer hosannas on the spot. He permitted 
himself a moment of joyous delirium and came inside. 

Kira didn’t notice immediately, which he considered 
forgivable under the circumstances. Kira looked as 
though he hadn’t slept, bathed or changed his clothes in 
at least three days. The grief and weariness, fear and 
exhaustion, rolled offhim almost palpably. He wanted to 
lay his hands on those bowed shoulders and caress all the 
pain he sensed away. He settled for tapping one gently, 
and enjoying the look that rolled across Kira’s face. 

The National Guardsman cleared his throat point- 
edly. “I take it that you’re Christopher McAllister?” 

No. “You could take it that way, yes.” 
The National Guardsman eyed them both up and 

“Nothing significant. Kira, can we...?” 
“Yes!” Kira bounced to his feet with an energy that 

was undoubtedly pure adrenaline. “Thank you for your 
help, lieutenant. ” 

Kira leaned hard on him for the first several minutes, 
which he didn’t mind at all. They crossed the length of 
Dickson, turned past the flagpole and headed back in the 
direction of the library. Before they got that far, Kira 
steered him off to one side, found a tree that had escaped 
being damaged, pushed him up against it and kissed him so 

down, then nodded. “Injuries?” 



hard it actually left him breathless. Kira was shakmg, so he 
wrapped his arms around him and rubbed his back gently. 

“Hey.. . ” More than a year together, and he’d never re+ 
seen Kira aybefore. It made his own eyes burn, filledhimwith 
the need to soothe and comfort. “It’s all nght.” 

“I thought you were dead,” Kira whqered against his 
neck; he tightened his embrace, just a little. ‘You have no 
idea-half the block burned down.” He took a ragged 
breath. “DO I even want to know how you got out?” 

“I don’t remember. I think I whacked my head ...” 
Which was true enough. He didn’t really remember. “Is 
Figaro all right?” 

“Oh my-” Kira laughed, helplessly. “Figaro is at 
June’s place. She got lucky this time-van Nuys hardly got 
touched, she has half a dozen people camped out in her 
living room, but we’ve got dibs on the guest room.” He 
reached up, rubbed the tears off his face with his palm. 
“Come on... if we leave soon we can hook up with a 
National Guard patrol headed up that way.” 

“It’s been that bad?” He didn’t doubt it, not at all. 
The pain and fear were so thick in the air he could taste 
it without trying. It would be like a banquet spread about 
before a starving multitude, for anything deliberately 
hunting. He felt it still himself, the hot desire to join the 
hunt, to answer the summons still pulsing in his head, 
but it was easier to resist now that he had what he wanted 
most in this world at his side. 

“Worse than bad. Blind thrust fault-just like 
Northridge in ‘94, but right under the middle of the 
city, instead of up in the Valley. When I left base, they 
were still arguing about which one it was.” The parking 
lot at the bottom of the Janss Steps was crammed with 
National Guard trucks and a handful of bright red USGS 
Jeeps, one of which Kira had the keys to. 

Itwas enormously comforting, just to hear Kira talk- 
not only because it was Kira, but because it was so utterly 
real, so completely rational. It allowed him to blot out 
the image of coils writhing close beneath the skin of the 
world, to push away the darker truths he had no desire to 



acknowledge. It very nearly stilled the voice speaking 
soundlessly inside him, whispering things about himself 
that he didn’t want to know, that were no longer wholly 
true. He closed his eyes and rested his head on Kira’s 
shoulder as they pulled out of the parking lot, pushed 
down by a sudden wave of renewed weariness. 

A spark of light danced across his eyelids, and he forced 
them open again, refusing to see. “You weren’t hurt.. .?“ 

“Not even a little. Scared stupid for awhile, I’ll freely 
admit.” Kira needed both hands to drive. The road felt 
like it had been picked up, tucked into folds and slapped 
back down. “When the latitude and longitude readings 
came back, I almost had a heart attack. And then I got 
awayassoonasIcould. I’ve beenlookingfor youformost 
of the last three days.” 

“Thank you.” That seemed somehow inadequate to 
express the real depth of his gratitude. He added as 
emphatic a hug as he could manage, and pressed a kiss to 
Kira’s shoulder. 

“You can thank me more later. I almost got shot by 
trigger-happy National Guard troops-there’s been rioting. 
You wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve seen.. . . ” 

“Just think of all the analysis waiting for you once the 
fun stuff is over,” Chris observed wryly. 

“Fun stuff, he calls it. This earthquake w a s  in the high 
sixpoints, some of the aftershocks have been in the high 
fives-” Kira cut himself off, shaking his head. “Do you 
want to hear something bizarre?” 

No. No I don’t. Nothing strange. Nothing bizarre. 
Talk to me about epicenters and hypocenters and rela- 
tive magnitudes. ‘What?” 

‘Those draumgs you did. The mandalas.” He stopped, 
visibly considered what he was about to say, and started again. 
“Before I left Pasadena, some of the prehmary crustal defor- 
mationdatawasalreadycomingbackfromthe GPSnetwork. We 
thoughtthe GPS systmwasglitchmgbthe quake, because 
itwastumbgupdetectableddeformationpattemswithout 
any detectable seisnic activity-it shouldn’t do that. Not nor- 
mally. ButwhenIranthegmphicalrepmsentationonone ofthe 



data sets, the crustal deformation outline looked like one of the 
mandalasyou drew, the big one, the dragon.” 

No. He couldn’t force himself to speak. 
“I know. Who are you and what have you done with 

Kira, right?” Ahollow chuckle. “It getsworse. The crustal 
deformation pattern of t h i s  earthquake, at least in the 
preliminary readings, looked like a fucking handprint. 
Like something had smacked its open hand right into the 
middle of the Los Angeles fault basin.” 

“Something did,” He whispered. He couldn’t force 
hisvoice louder, not around the roaring thatwas fillinghis 
head, making his ears ring with phantom echoes. He 
fumbled in his pocket for the pages he had saved, images 
shooting across his field of vision with every blink. 

‘What?” Kira glanced sidelong at  him. Chris ig- 
nored the question, unfolding bits and pieces of maps, 
half-intact encyclopedia pages. 

The page he was looking for sent a jolt the length of 
his arm the instant his fingertips touched it. He sepa- 
rated it out; there weren’t any streetlights, so he turned 
on the Jeep’s rearview reading light. 

Itwas a chunk of the zip-code map for the Los Angeles 
area. It was so densely scrawled with sigils he could make 
out only fragments of numbers, of district names. Studio 
City. North and West Hollywood. Van Nuys. One of the 
sigils, the largest one, was a star of eight points. 

“Kira,” It took all of his strength to keep his voice 
calm and level, “is there another way to get to June’s 
place, besides the one we’re taking?” 

He could hear the quizzical frown in Kira’s voice. 
“Not really. As you can tell by the lovely condition of this 
road, most of the major thoroughfares are in pathetic 
shape, ifthey’repassableat all. Iprettymuchknowwe can 
get through here.” 

“I think we need to find another way.” 

He wanted to scream, Don ’t ask me that, don ’t ask me 
that, i f you  ask me, I’LL HAVE TO TELL YOU! He 
looked up andwatched, half-blind with tears of agony, as 

‘Why?” 
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the wildly tilted street signs whipped past the Jeep’s win- 
dows. “Please.. . if you’ve nwer trusted me on anything 
before, trust me on t h i s .  We need to find another way.” 

He could feel Kira watching his face, could practi- 
cally feel the weighing of alternatives going on in his 
head, the logical progression of argument and 
counterargument thatwent into all ofhis decisionmaking. 
Then, “Okay.”As simple as that. “I thinkthere’s a place 
where we can turn around up here. Hell, if push comes 
to shove we can spend the night in one of the emergency 
shelters and then drive up to June’s tomorrow morning, 
once it’s light. That might wen be a better idea.” 

He nearly sobbed in relief.”Let that be enough. 
Please, let that be enough. I’m not ready .... 

They went another handful of blocks, Kira slowing 
every now and then, checking for turnarounds that 
wouldn’t be worse than the way they were already going. 
None immediately presented themselves. “It’s okay, 
Chris, we’ll-what the hell is that?” 

7’hatwas asatellitenewsvan, parkedblockingmost ofthe 
street in front ofthem. Beyondit, thecrewthevanbelonged 
to were out on the street itself, filming whatever was going 
on in front of them. The air was thickwith smoke, though 
no fire was immediately visible. 

“Fuck a duck.” Kira pulled forward a few more feet. 
Past the news van, they could see that the street was 
thronged with people, most of whom were little more 
than silhouettes against the smoke rapidly rushing down 
the street to meet them. “On second thought, let’s turn 
around right here.” 

It was too late. He knew the instant the words left 
Kira’s mouth. It was too late-had been too late since 
he’dlet himself find his lover, too late since he’d crawled 
out of the library, too late since he hadn’t let the collapse 
of his building crush him. He knew, in a single blinding 
instant, if he’d just walked away.. . 
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They would not be here right now. 
“Kira,” He whispered, desperately. “Don’t look.” 
But it was far too late for that, too. 



Light slanted through the clouds of smoke, burning 
them away like sunlight through fog. It lit the street with 
merciless clarity and lit the sky from horizon to hori- 
zon-he didn’t need to see it to know it was true. The city 
had gone dark in the aftermath of the Great Beast’s fury 
and now.. . now it was lit again. 

Closed eyes wouldn’t protect him, so he didn’t even 
bother. Instead he stared into its heart. The first light of 
Creation, and all the light that everwas and ever would be. 
It was the flaming heart of stars and the warm gleam of 
candles, the fluorescent glow of street lamps, flashlight 
beams and headlights, the flash of lightning strikes that 
hung blazing in the air, linking Heaven to Earth. 

The Morningstar. 
He wasn’t the only one to put words to that thought. 

All over the city, he felt others of his kind breathing it 
with him, a sigh, a whisper, a plea, a curse. 

He tasted the tears he was weeping. He could feel the 
breath catching in his chest as he sobbed. He didn’t know 
how long the Morningstar hung there, suspended, burn- 
ing bright for all the world to see. It couldn’t have been 
long. It felt like forever. Long before he was ready for it to 
end, that fierce brilliance began to fade. 

He felt the words forming in his thoughts.’Please, 
no... don’t go. Don’t leave us  here-you cannot know 
how much you’re needed. 

And, to his utterly incredulous amazement, he felt 
those words being heard. 

The Morningstar’s hght rolled over him, caressed him, 
almost g e n e h e  could nearly feel the hand smoothmg over his 
brow as it communed with him, and he recognized the subtle, 
elusive presence that had brushed the edge of his s e w  before, 
cursedhimselffor not recognkingit sooner. Itwaswryly amused 
that he had s e d  that much. It reached past the surface of his 
bemg, whqered his name, read the ripples that action sent 
through thewhole ofhis being. It looked onhim as hehadbeen, 
and the shame nearly swallowed Chris whole. It looked on him 
ashewas, andthewonderthatsparkedinthatinstant~ed 
shame, banished despair. 
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Forgive me, he whispered to that perfect light, that I 

The immaterial, caressing hand stroked over his 

Then it was gone. 
It rose above the city in a coruscation of radiance, a 

shooting star in reverse, falling away from the Earth 
instead of toward it. He watched until it faded entirely, his 
eyes straining for the slightest trace of its brilliance. 

He was aware, dimly, that he was no longer in the 
slightest trace of physical pain. No cacophony inside his 
skull, no burning, pounding awareness of another’s will 
tugging at his own. Gingerly, he brushed his fingertips 
across his forehead, and found it smooth, unmarked. 
The Great Beast’s sigil no longer lay there, half-alive and 
twisting at his every thought and action. 

It took him a moment to find his voice. “Kira?” 
There was no response. He squeezed his eyes closed 

against the renewed flood of tears, against the knowledge 
that there were some things no human-no matter how 
extraordinary, no matter how beloved-could lookupon, 
and remain untouched. 

ever doubtedyou. 

brow again, one last time, as it withdrew. 

+ + +  
The university hospital was doing triage on the emer- 

gency entrance lawn, under a tent provided by the Army 
Corps of Engineers. From outside, it looked as though half 
of west LA was hunkered down there. It wasn’t all that 
difficult to become just two more among the multitude. 

Kira wasn’t able to walk, so slipping out of the Jeep 
and among the tents and piles of emergency supplies to 
find him a wheelchair was the first order of business. A 
bit of effort got him out of the passenger seat and into it, 
securing him in place with the four-point safety straps. 
The sidewalk was in as sorry a shape as the street, as were 
all the ramps, and maneuvering the wheelchair alongwas 
something practical to focus on. 

The hospital itself appeared to have escaped serious 
damage. There was no regular power, of course, and all 



the main lights were out. The lower halls were lit with 
emergency lights every few feet, and all the doors were 
propped open. Chris wheeled Kira inside. 

The emergencyward’swaitingroomswere fJ1 ofpeople 
that were treading on their last emotional straws; Chris 
tastedtheir pain in the air and left it alone. It was too similar 
tohisown. Hefoundanemptyspot, closetothewarddoor, 
and maneuvered the wheelchair into place, engaged its 
brakes. He knelt and caressed his lover’s cheek gently. 

Kira stared emptily at him, his dark eyes mirrors that 
reflected nothing, no fire, no intelligence, no life, 
nothing. He couldn’t tell if there was anything left of 
Kira in the shell of his body. There was a resonance that 
echoed within when that name was spoken, but it was 
faint, distant, withdrawn. Too much, too soon, in one 
clear and unfiltered instant; neither Kira’s mind nor 
soul were prepared to process it, not all at once. Chris 
reached up and closed those dead eyes, unable to endure 
looking into them one moment longer. 

“Kira,”Hewhispered, “I don’tknowifyoucanhearme, 
but if you can, know this-I may never have been Christo- 
pher, but I--always loved you.” He swallowed the howl of 
grief trying to claw its way out of his chest. “My name is 
Morael, and I will love you until t h i s  world ends.” 

Hedidn’t expectaresponse. He didn’treceiveone. He 
pressed a kiss to Kira’s lips. It took all the strength he had 
left to push himself to his feet and walk away. 

The Jeep was where he had left it, and he slipped 
inside, trying to think of what to do next through his 
misery. He didn’t have much of a chance. 

Kira’s cell phone, sitting in console between the 
driver and passenger seats, rang. 

Morael glanced at the thingwithout real surprise and 
smiled humorlessly. The first three digits of the incom- 
ing call number were 666. He picked it up. “Hello, 
Thahlil . ” 

There was a satisfying, momentary silence on the 
other end. “Hello, Morael. I see that you’ve come toyour 
senses. At last.” 



Youcouldsaythat, yes.”TheJeep startedonthefirst 
try, thankfully enough. 

“I assume that you’ll be joining us shortly?” Thahlil 
sounded as though that idea appealed to him as much as 
having his spine torn out through his nose. “Sarael has 
missed you greatly.” 

“No, I don’t think I will be.” The silence that fol- 
lowed that pronouncement was much longer and much 
more satisfying. 

‘What?” 
“No, Thahlil, I will never be joining you again. As 

enjoyable as our association has been in the past, I find 
that I’ve outgrown it.” He popped the Jeep into gear and 
backedout. Inthebackofhishead, he formulatedaplan, 
a plan that was already moving his hands. ‘>Just one thing 
before I go, Thahlil ...” 

‘Yes?” 
“I know you’re thinking about usingJune and Kira to 

manipulate me. Don’t. You’re also seriously underesti- 
mating how much I’d enjoy killing you, should you 
provoke me in that fashion.” He needed to get some- 
where with a working ATM-he sensed a long road 
formingunder his feet and, if this world had taught him 
anything, it was that moneywas a necessity on a road trip. 
“Give Sarael my love.” 

He hung up. He had a very long way yet to go. 





Alejandro de la Vega leaned cautioual~ out 
the window of his apartment on the third floor, The 
streets of the barrio were quiet now, but the sunwas edging 
closer to the horizon, threatening the start of the second 
night of riots. When darkness came, itwould be complete 
but for the disorientingpitchandyawofflashlights strapped 
to gun barrels and the muzzle flashwhenever the searching 
lights found a target. 

Alejandro needed no such artifice to see-or to kill. A 
pile of bloody and torn clothing lay on the linoleum floor 
of his bathroom. Little of the blood was his. He moved 
away from the window, toward the box that held his few 
remaining clothes. That box, the mattress and the rickety 
table and chair were the only things he owned in the world. 

He was no longer ashamed of such things. If he were, 
Alejandro realized with some amusement, he could have 



joined the looting and filled his bare little space floor to 
ceilingwith shiny blackand chrome toys, useless things that 
did no one any goodworse than useless now, without 
electricity to power them. The trauma to his sparse ward- 
robe was an  inconvenience, though, one his neighbors 
would not appreciate if it continued. The vivid scars on his 
arms, shoulders and back spoke all too clearly of pain and a 
past that so many of those living around him here had fled. 
He finisheddressing, pulling onacleanshirt-long-sleeved, 
as always, to hide the marks that the handcuffs had left when 
hewas strung up for hours and the jagged scars of a botched 
suicide attempt. AU a prelude to the total surrender by 
which Alejandro Luis de la Vega had lost his soul. 

Malakh wasn’t sure how long ago it was, that the fading 
light within this frame had gone out and he had moved in. 
He had been overwhelmed at once by the solidity of muscle 
and bone-so alien after the wrenching chaos of the 
Abyss-and the overpowering reek of human waste. He 
had fled that night, away from the confined apartment 
Alejandro hadn’t ever cleaned, away from the smells of 
man and the glaring lights, and had lived like a beast while 
his body-Alejandro’s body-flushed out the nicotine, 
alcohol and heroine that the hopeless Argentine refugee 
had used to numb the pain of hopelessness. It had not 
taken long. Even the most feral, instinct-driven creature 
will eventually grow used to the presence of humans. 
Malakh had drifted back into the mazelike city, skulking 
like a stray. 

Thatdayhesawafaceamongthethrongsofhumanitythat 
had been burned into Alejandro’s brain by smoldering hate 
and unremitting pain. Without u n d e r s t a n w o e s  the 
lion hesitate when he smells the hyena near?-Mal& the 
Hunter had stalked the man and slainhim. As the gendarme’s 
blood dripped from his hands, the blood of a torturer, the 
gates ofmemorythat Alejandro had barred shut swungwide. 
Fhght to America had been the last escape from the authori- 
ties and the thugswho’d stolenhis freedomandhis family. To 
see one of those same murderers in this “City of Aqds’’ 
shattered the last fiagments of hope in the man, opening the 
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way of Maakh to take his body as his own. The great predator 
had cried in the street for the losses of a man-his family, his 
freedom, hishome, hislife, hissoul.Whenhehadstoodfrom 
thebody ofhisenemy, Malakhwaswhole again, shockedback 
to his senses by another's angush and the knowledge that 
despite *ngeance, he s t i l l  owed this man. 

Bemused, Malakh had wandered back to the barrio 
where Alejandro had lived. The people there hadgreeted 
his reappearance with relief. They had worried about 
him, prayed for him. They had fed him and clothed him, 
and their generosity and caring had overcome the last 
barriers between Malakh and this new world. As just 
repayment, Malakh had claimed the barrio as his terri- 
tory, these people as his pack, and had driven out or 
killed any threats to their safety. Most would only know 
him as Alejandro, the refugee fromhgentina, but some 
few came to see that he was something more. They put 
their faith in him as guardian and protector. 

It had not been easy, Mal& thought as he left his room 
and headed down the stairs, but he had done much to 
uphold that trust in his time among them. There were 
humanpredatorsaplenty in the city-muggers, socialwork- 
ers inclined to blackmail, rapists, INS agents with 
hair-triggers, violent thugs who would kill for a few dollars 
or a sideways glance. Even the most craven, feeble burglar 
could transform into a killer in moments with a gun in his 
hand. But a gun alone could not protect him from the 
patient hunter, silent and deadly in the darkness. Nor could 
it protect any of them from the fear that seeped into 
hangouts and office cubicles as the body count mounted. 
The smart ones had moved on to easier piclcmgs, leaving 
Malakh with only the idiots and novices to deal with. It was 
s t i l l  enough to keep him busy. 

Far worse had been his encounters with others like 
himself. Not like himself, he cursed inwardly, these had 
been demons bound to the service of others-those who 
once led the armies of the great rebellion, reduced to 
enslaving their brethren, cobbling together an earthly 
kingdom out of puppets and thralls. The first "ambassa- 



dors” had been polite and deferential, offering the op- 
portunity to serve and merely implying that “no” would be 
an inconsiderate response. The delegations that followed 
negotiated with claws and bullets, but Malakh had never 
been one to back down from a fight. The battles had been 
terrifylng for the people who lived here. Malakh had 
considered leaving, taking this particularly bloody prob- 
lemwithhim, butthiswas his territory, asnewasitwas, and 
his people. He would not be driven offwhile he could still 
fight. He stayedvigdant, knowing the first sign ofweakness 
could bring the hounds baying at his heels. The police 
blotters simply noted an “upswing in gang activity in 
certain ethnic neighborhoods.” 

The only messenger he hadwelcomedhadcomewiththe 
name of Lucifer on her lips. His heart had bounded like a 
deer in his chest at the slimmest hope of tidings of the 
Morningstar. Upon learning, although the leaders of her 
faction acted in Lucifer’s name, that they knew no more 
about him than Malakh himselfhad known in the darkness 
ofHell, heflewintoarageofhopelessnessanddroveheroff. 
At least, he reflected, she had not come to offer him the 
chance to wear chains. Had she used the Morningstar’s 
name so, he would have torn her to pieces. 

He came off the stairs and entered the super’s apart- 
ment. Through the open window, the sound of the 
organized tramp of booted feet came to his ears, muted 
by distance butstill distinct. 

“Vienen,” he said, 
“They’re coming. Close the windows, pull the shades.” 

The National Guard troops were moving into position 
to quell the rioting and looting. All day, the tinny 
battery-powered radio had warned that curfew started at 
sunset and the soldiers would shoot looters on sight- 
wherelooters, ofcourse, meant anyonewithdarkskinon 
the streets after curfew. 

The occupants of the room followed “Alejandro’s” 
instructions without hesitation, even though the rooms 
would get swelteringly hot. The night’s breezes, while 
cooling, would cause the shades to billow, and no one 
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wanted to provide a target of opportunity to agunman on 
the street below. Before the earthquake, they might not 
have believed it necessary, but things had changed. 

The apartmentwas full. Cesar Delgado (the building 
super) and his wife lived on this floor, but tonight both 
families from the first floor apartments tookshelter here 
as well, a little further from the trajectory of a stray 
bullet. The youngest, a babe in arms, fell quiet on 
hearing Alejandro’s voice. His tiny eyes sought out his 
mother’s face for reassurance. Sometimes the child’s 
instinctive fear saddened Malakh; he would never harm 
a human infant. But tonQht he was grimly pleased-the 
baby’s primitive response to fear was wholly appropriate 
in  a city gone wild. 

Seiiora Delgado had prepared a platter of empanadas, 
which sat mostly untouched in the middle of the table 
despite the wonderful smell wafting up from the plate. 
Malakh brushed a kiss on her cheek as he maneuvered 
through tussling children to the table.“Gracias, Seiiora. 
There’s a long night ahead, and I’m hungry.” The skin of 
her cheekwas papery, and smelled more strongly than usual 
of kitchen spices and beef fat. 

She rolled her eyes as she brushed aside his wordless 
mumblings of praise as he ate with obvious relish. “There 
is no sauce. I had to cook them anyway, before the meat 
spoiled. Buttheotherssaytheyhaveno stomachfor food.” 

Malakh’s only immediate reply was to grab two more 
empanadas. Cesar approached the table and waited for 
Alejandro to stop chewing before asking quietly, “You 
are going out there, again?” 

Malakh nodded. Not everyone here knew what 
Alejandro had become. “If I can keep people moving, 
stop a mob from forming here or fleeing through here, 
the soldiers might stay out too .” 

Hewasn’t surewhat he could do, honestly, to &wart a hll- 
fledged not in the streets below, or against a murderous unit 
of trained men, but it should not come to that. Not that it 
mattered-he could no more spend the night hiding behind 
doors andwindows than a dog could lock the door to its own 



kennel. It would not be just mortal men and women fighting 
and dymg in the streets tonight, he was sure of it. He had felt 
the stirrings ofpaverwhen the ground shookand split apart. 
He felt the undercurrent of hate as the rioters grew bolder, 
and the police and Guardsmen more brutal. Tonight the air 
was singedwith demonic anger, and the wind carried echoes 
and fragments of the names of power. 

And underneath it all, there was something that prick- 
led at him, a scent or a sound that lingered on the edge of 
sensation and understanding. He wasted not much time 
on considering it-it gave off a sense of anticipation, not 
dread. It would come to him in time. 

Malakh said his goodbye-not a short affair, since his 
downstairs neighbors were convinced that he was in ter- 
rible, terrible dangerand made hisway stealthily out of the 
building. With his stomach sated, he was painfully aware of 
a deeper hunger, one that could only be fed by a human 
soul. He had already drawn on the devotion of the people 
under his protection; he would not take from them further 
except under extreme duress. Besides, he thought, the 
streets tonight are fdl ofpeople who would benefit from 
developingagreaterappreciation forreligion, even iflhave 
to scare them shitless along the way. 

The western skywas still aglowwith the sun's last rays, 
but already the streets had become lawless. Demonstra- 
tors filed bywith placards that made Malakh taste copper 
as Alejandrok 's memories welled up: Stop Police BN- 
tality. Others, allinblack, keptwellclear ofthe protestors 
in the middle ofthe street. While the police dealtwiththe 
easy target, they would take the opportunity to steal, or 
simply to destroy. 

Asecurity guard across the street caught Malakh's eye. 
He looked haggard, and hewas alone, perhaps making his 
way home on foot since the buses weren't running and the 
highways were broken and clogged. Even from here, 
Malakh could see blood and hair crusted on his nightstick; 
he couldsmell, too, that hisgunhadbeen firedsinceitwas 
last cleaned. The rumpled guard took one look at the 
crowd of protestors and turned down an alley to find a 



safer path. Malakh grinned, showing his teeth. Time to 
give the man something better to swing that stick at. 

He approached the guard from behind, on feet as 
silent as cat’s paws. When Malakh was close enough to 
simply reach out and touch the man, he tapped the 
reserves of power inside and transfigured himself. The 
process was exhilarating. In the days when the world was 
young, he had worn any shape that pleased him, to run 
with the beasts or watch longingly over the inhabitants of 
Eden. This was the form he had favored among the 
Elohim. From his back sprouted broad, feathered wings, 
barred like a hawks, as his hands curved and hardened 
into the raptor’s wicked talons. His legs bent and twisted 
into the powerful haunches of a great striped cat, his face 
into a blunt muzzlewith powerful jaws. Athickblackmane 
covered his neckand shoulders. Even crouched here on all 
four limbs in the alley, his head was on a level with the 
man’s. He had gotten few opportunities to wear this body 
since breaking free of the Abyss, but from those occasions 
he knew how the millennia of pain had warped him. The 
feathers ofhis proudwings had once been the red and gold 
of the setting sun, but now they were the color of dried 
blood, as if he had trailed them in pools of gore. The hair 
ofhis manewrithed ofits ownvolition, likesnakes, andhis 
claws and great teeth were so long and cruelly pointed that 
they were clearly intended for one task alone: the rending 
of flesh. Malakhwas not sure that he could even speakwith 
this mouth anymore, but he had not come here to talk. 

Sitting back on his haunches, he reached out and 
grabbed the man by his shoulders, spinning him around. 
It was when he looked into the man’s eyes that he realized 
something was very wrong-they were hard, soul-dead 
eyes, the eyes of a man who had nothing to offer the world 
evenwhen looking his death in the face. Malakh whirled to 
defend himself, but it was too late. Three of the skulking 
“looters” blocked one end of the alley with guns drawn. A 
small group of protestors had peeled away from the main 
group to clogthe other outlet. Those on the inside pulled 
weapons while those outside blocked the view from the 



street with their oversized poster-board signs. Scraping 
sounds several stories overhead meant that there were 
enemies above as well. Malakh did not need to look. 

He was trapped. He could not flee in this form 
without causing mayhem in the streets, starting the riot 
he had hoped to avoid. Alejandro’s body could not win 
free on its own, and if he fled as an owl or a rat he might 
not have the energy to resume his fighting form if he was 
forced to stand his ground. Malakh would make his stand 
here, then. The bait for the trap he killed without a 
second thought, the talons that gripped the man’s shoul- 
ders pulling outward, splintering bone and tearing 
cartilage. The man’s torso collapsed in on itself as he fell 
to the ground with a bloody gurgle. 

The bullets flew then, but Malakh was already mov- 
ing. Two slammed into the brick wall where he had 
stood; the third hit, a dull burst of pain in his flank as he 
bore down on the mob. Their deceitful ploy angered 
him more than the other ambushers, and taking awound 
to the back only fueled the fire. With a great leap he was 
among them, his wings slamming forward with enough 
force to drive one man to the ground, his necklolling at 
an obscene angle. Malakh lashed out with his back claws 
and heard answering screams, then grabbed a flailing 
limb to pull his terrified prey within reach of his jaws. 
Gunshots rang out with staccato regularity. He heard 
howls of pain from his enemies as often as he felt bullets 
punch through his hide. 

He had a brief moment of satisfaction as he lunged down 
to crush his captive’s throat. The abject terror in her eyes 
told him that his opponents had not beenwarned to expect 
this, a celestial monster who would give no quarter. Then 
there was a clatter, a sharp crack and a flash, and Mal& 
could not see. He fought on-his nose was keen, and his 
blinded enemies threw off waves of fear. But more objects 
fell from above, hissing and spinning on the pavement, 
filling the air with poison. 

Malakh fell heady, cushioned by the bodies of the dead. * * *  



Malakh awoke some time later in the back of a van, in 
Alejandro’s body and with Alejandro’s brain pounding 
against his skull. He was sprawled on top of a protest sign. 
His blood and puke had smeared the letters, so that it now 
read: top lice ality. He sat up, gtoaning as the world 
lurched around him. There was movement outside the 
van in response, and the doors were thrown open. Rough 
hands pulled him out of the van and set him on his feet. 

His vision swam, but his ears told him that he was in 
a large, enclosed space when the echoes from his feet 
hitting the floor came back to him. Whatever they had 
knocked him out with had pretty well destroyed his sense 
of smell. He took a few precious moments to clear his 
head and his lungs of the poison. When his eyes came 
back into focus, he saw a man, waiting with exaggerated 
patience for Alejandro to get his act together. He was 
dressed casually, with a jacket slung over his shoulder, 
but his posture was confident and businesslike. Not an 
inky black hair on his head was out of place, nor likely 
ever dared to be, and his goatee lent a youthfulness to his 
rakishly handsome face that his eyes could not provide. 
The man was not alone, of course-a man like this never 
was. Therewas a youngwomanwith a brace of cell phones 
just behind him, the two thugs who had pulled him out 
ofthevan, and a few others he could hear moving beyond 
his vision-probably getting clear lines of fire. 

The man noticed as soon as Alejandro’s pupils started 
acting in unison. His smile was immediate and welcoming 
as he crossed the space between them. “Can I call you 
Alejandro?” He put his arm around Alejandro’sshoulders, 
unfazedbythebloodandfledrsofvomitthat nowstainedhis 
shirt. ‘We’ve extended an invitation to you previously, but 
you never did drop by.” He stepped back, producing a 
business card fromhis shirt pocketwi tha smooth, practiced 
motion. Jarod Brattain, it read. Talent scout. “Please, call 
me Jarod,” the man said as soon as Alejandro looked up 
from the card. “Perhaps you prefer to be called Malakh?” 

Malakh’s breath hissed between his teeth. Jarod con- 
tinued on, diplomatically misconstruing Malakh’s 



expression. “Oh, don’t look so surprised. We weren’t 
looking for the monster of the week. We wanted you. 
Malakh the Hunter? Oh, we’ve heard a lot about you. All 
of it good, I assure you.” He was pacing as he talked now, 
emphasizing his words with friendly jabs of his finger. 
“I’ve heard, for instance, that you were in the rebellion 
until the very end. Right in the thick of it all. Truth?” 
Malakh’s answeringstare was as stony as he could make it. 
Behind him he heard the thugs straightening up and 
realized that they were not just muscle-they had been 
there too. 

“I’ve evenheardit said,” Jarod continued, “that youcame 
to the attention of some highly placed individuals that day.” 

Memories broke over Mal& like waves. The smell of 
the Garden before the first dawn. The sighs that stars made 
as the rays of the sunvanquished their light. And above all, 
that last, terrible day, replayed with surreal clarity. 

The final battle could not be counted in days, nor its 
devastation measured, for time and space had themselves 
been battlefields. The heavenly host hung above him in a sky 
the color oflead. The rebellionwasbroken. Lucifer’s armies 
had suffered great losses. They could not prevail. Malakh was 
not dismayed-he was s t i l l  whole andwild and full of fight. “I 
amnot defeated!”Malakhcried. “Iwillnot surrender. Ifthey 
would have victory, let them have it when they wrest my sword 
from my lifeless hands!” Other rebels of the Sixth House 
joined their feral cries to his. The hosts of angels above 
deployed to face the imminent, desperate attack. 

In the vanguard of the army of the rebellion, the banner 
of Lucifer the Morningstar moved forward. When he 
spoke, his voice carried the length and breadth of the 
battlefield, though he did not raise his voice. “Malakh,” he 
said, and Malakh had no choice but to listen, for no other 
being had invested his name with such care before. “I myself 
have vouchsafed our surrender to the Ophanim. Will you 
not lay down your sword?’’ 

And so Malakh, before all the assembled angels and 
fallen, bowed his head and placed his fiery sword in the 
dust at his feet, such was his love for the Lightbearer. 
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Malakh’s thoughts snapped back to the present. “He’s 
here! Lu-” 

“Stop!” Jarod’svoice had traded its friendly banter for 
ringing command. “It would not do to draw unwanted 
attention to ourselves. We will refer to our great general in 
absentia by his less formal appellations. Am I clear?” 

Malakh nodded. 
“Very good. Now we can move on.” Jarod resumed his 

animated style. “I bet you think about that moment every 
day, don’tyou?No?Well, I cansee howyoumight notwant 
to, and it’s easier now to push those unpleasant thoughts 
aside. But since I’ve already brought it up-and I do apolo- 
gize-let’s talk about it. Didn’t you ever wonder, in a l l  those 
years in Hell, why the Morningstar wasn’t there?” 

Malakh stared straight ahead, not bothering to follow 
his host’s incessant movements. But he couldn’t stop up 
his ears. 

“No? Really? Well, maybe you’re one of those opti- 
mistic types. ” Jarod stopped and gestured expansively. 
“Maybe the Prince of Lies had won freedom. Maybe he’s 
the one who set you loose.” 

Malakh’s lip curled in a snarl. Still he made no reply. 
Jarod tapped his own forehead. “I see my choice of 

words has upset you. Again, so very sorry. But, if the 
Lightbearer-better?-let you out of Hell.. . then where 
is he? Have you seen him? Gotten a message? Asympathy 
card, ‘Sorry about the unending torment?’” 

Malakh lunged then, but the two demons behind him 
grabbed him immediately. 

Jarod didn’t flinch. He leaned in, his finger pointed 
squarely at Malakh’s nose. “He owes you. He dressed you 
down in front of Creation. And what did you get? You got 
a one-way ticket to Hell, and he waked off scot-free.” 

They stood like that for a long moment. Then Jarod 
straightened up and shrugged. “That’s just my take on it. 
You think what you want.” He reached his hand into his 
jacket pocket and pulled out something silvery. “But 
tonight, you might get the chance of a lifetime, my 
friend. Paul, Rocco, hold him.” 



Malakh struggled, but his heart wasn’t in the fight. 
While Paul and Rocco were manhandling him, Jarod shut 
a silver cuff around his right wrist. He wrapped the thin 
chain around one of the warehouse support beams and 
then held the end ofthe chain against the length. When he 
spoke words of power, the chain hummed and the delicate 
links joined themselves together. The thugs stepped back, 
and Malakh stared dumbly at the flimsy snare. 

Jarod beamed.’4“Pretty, isn’t it? It’s an unbreakable 
chain. We like it because it’s subtle. Plus, you can’t break 
it. If you look closely, you can see tiny writing on those 
links. It’s supposed to say ‘unbreakable’ in a different 
language on every link. Not that I could read them all.” He 
tapped the pillar the chain was wrapped around thought- 
M y .  “Not coincidentally, it also binds you into this little 
human form you’ve been hiding in, with all its weaknesses 
and none of your strengths, so I don’t think you’ll be up 
to tearing apart my real estate tonight, either.” 

Malakh lifted his wrist to stare at the cuff. Except for 
the tiny lock, it looked more like jewelry than a restraint. 
His voice grated as he tried to speak. “Why?” 

Jarod shrugged. “This is a trap. You’re the bait. I 
thought it was pretty obvious. We’ve taken the liberty of 
puttingtheword on the street that youwant a talkwith the 
Morningstar. If you ever stuck your head out of that 
dingy little neighborhood you’ve pissed on,” he added, 
“you’d probably have heard.” 

“He’s not stupid,” Malakh rasped. 
“No, no, he isn’t,’’Jarod granted. “But we’ve got 

nothing to lose here. Maybe he’ll come to talk to you. 
Maybe he knows something’s up and will try to rescue 
you.” His expression showed just how likely he thought 
that option. “Or maybe he’ll come to kick your ass for 
having the stones to demand some answers. 

“Or, he doesn’t come at all. We’ve still got you. You’re 
a shortcut, Malakh. A convenience. If it doesn’t work 
out.. .” Jarod ended with a shrug, then turned on his heel. 
“Rocco, Paul, find some place out of sight. Cissy, call my 
driver, then keep your eye on all three of them.” . 



Jarod paused outside the door. His handsome face was 
creased with concern. “Oh, and Malakh-I do hope you 
get some answers.” The door swung shut behind him. 

Malakh’s guards faded back into the darkness, and the 
woman wandered off chatting quietly into one of her 
phones. He still sensed them near, but they were not close 
enough to distract him from the questions that bolted 
through his thoughts like frightened hares. They were the 
questions he had been avoiding since he had risen from the 
A b y s s  seething with venomous hate, that had harried his 
spirit like bitingflieswhile he thrashed through the shadowy 
depths of the human spirit, snapping savagely at those too 
strong-willed to serve him. The questions that had only 
gone to ground when he snatched Alejandro’s body and 
found it had questions of its own, written so deeply into the 
fleshandbonethatMalakhcouldneverforgetthem. Butthe 
doubts were not gone, just hidden, submerged until some- 
one like Jarod came along to dig them out, hold them up in 
the sunlight and examine them one by one. 

Jarod, whatever he was, had a devil’s tongue. Malakh 
cursed him for that, but cursed himself as well. He had 
lived long enough with devils to know that their lies draw 
power fromthe truths others keep hidden. He didwant to 
see Lucifex-the simplest part of him was gladdened at the 
very thought with no care for consequences or circum- 
stances. He saw the meeting in his mind’s eye, replayed a 
thousand times, each slightly different. Thiswasthe power 
and the curse of the human brain he had claimed; Malakh 
the Hunter was not a creature of imaginings. In this 
imagined meeting, Lucifer explainedkindlythat it had all 
been a ruse to lull the heavens into relaxing their guard, 
and the rebellionwould start again tomorrow. In another, 
he seared the flesh from Malakh’s bones with a star’s 
radiance. In that one, Lucifer looked blankly at him, 
saying, “Malakh? That name doesn’t ring a bell.” 

Malakh pounded his skull against the pillar until the 
dull pain banished the obscene, tumbling images. The 
pain brought him calm. The calm cleared his senses. In 
the long silence, his thoughts sifted, the unworthy and idle 



ones drifting away, taking with them the suggestions of 
others. Those that were left shone with conviction, and 
they were truly his-and Alejandro’s. 

The man had lived through great pain before it finally 
eroded away his will. It had been inflicted by his fellow 
man, and Malakh was not sure whether it worsened the 
torment or made it easier to bear, that a knowable human 
mind wielded the whip rather than an inscrutable God. 
That distinctionwas a distraction now, andMalakh dragged 
his attention back to what mattered: During the worst of 
the torture and pain, Alejandro had refused to name his 
friends and family as accomplices to his manufactured 
“crime,” giving his captors only the names of those he 
knew to be dead at their hands. If a human could stand so 
strong, Malakh thought, how much more shame for an 
angel, even one of the fallen, to buckle under? Yes, 
Alejandro had ultimately given up hope and become a 
vessel, but couldn’t there be some form of redemption? 

With relief, Malakh put thought behind him. Action, 
evenwith all the pain and blood thatwas to come, was far 
preferable. He tested the chain quietly, with slow move- 
ments, hoping not to attract the attention of his guards. 
The silvery chain had considerable slack, and its links 
held under far greater strain than its materials should 
have allowed. Whether itwas trulyunbreakable or simply 
far stronger than Malakh in his current straits mattered 
very little. He mouthed the syllables that should push 
impossible strength into his limbs-nothing. 

Hisexperimentation drewattention, as he hadfeared. 
His guards shifted, moving forward just out of the light 
so that he could see their black shapes against the dark- 
ness. The woman came back into view as well, crossly 
holstering her phone. She stayed, leaning back against a 
crate and tapping her shoe in annoyance. 

It didn’t matter. Malakh had learned enough. The 
chain, the beam, theywere unbreakable. He was not. He 
crouched down, put his back to the pillar and laced his 
hands behind his head, and waited, unmoving. The 
length of the shimmering chain draped over his shoul- 



der and chest, its links jangling together in time to the 
slow rise and fall of his chest. 

Dawn came quickly, but the day dragged on intermi- 
nably. Malakh dozed or rested in silence, regaining his 
strength. His guards were as stoic as he. The woman, 
Cissy, nattered on one or both of her phones for most of 
the daylight hours, her voice blurring into a buzzing 
insect drone. She stopped talking only long enough to 
eat delivered food. She shared with no one, and the 
cloud of grease hung in the air for hours. 

Darkness came at last, full of sirens, screams and 
gunshots. Still Malakhwaited. Cissy, nowblessedly quiet 
and perched atop her crate, fought against sleep, her 
eyelids drifting heavily down. The hulking black shapes 
ofhis guards shifted and settled at intervals. He doubted 
they were asleep, but even if they interfered, they would 
probably inadvertently help him. 

The instant the woman’s eyes closed, Malakh lunged. As he 
pushed away from the pillar with all his strength and speed, he 
dropped his d e d  right arm through the loop of slackened 
chain. The silver links, twisted and caught, slid up to his bicep 
before his fullwe@ hit the chain. Blood sprayed from his arm 
in a dozen places where the unforgiving chain bit deeply into his 
flesh. Thewomanwoke, startled, buttherewasno comprehen- 
sion behind her wide eyes. 

Malakh strained for just a moment at the end of his 
lunge, then gathered to launch himself again. This  time 
when he reached the limit of the chain, another weight 
slammed into him from behind, the more alert one of 
his guards trying to bear him down to the floor. The 
momentum was more than enough. His right arm, 
nearly severed, ripped away from his body as the thin 
chain grated through the remaining muscle and bone. 
Two bodies crashed into the floor, blood splattering the 
floor feet away from the combatants. Malakh threw his 
head back, crushing the guard’s nose with his skull and 
loosening his grip. The two rolled apart. 

The pain crashed down like a wave, jarring loose a 
hoarse, wordless shout. It was the sweetest pain Malakh 



had ever felt-it meant he was free. He forced his throat 
and mouth to shape a name from his howl: “Lucifer!” 
The name crackled with energy, streaking out in all 
directions. It was enough, his duty was discharged. Now 
he had to stay alive. 

The second guard was halfbay across the warehouse 
floor, midleap andmidtransformation. Hisskinwasblack- 
ening, his fingers lengthening into claws the size of steak 
knives. Wings with a few molting black feathers steetched 
away from his shoulder blades. The thug next to him was 
scrambling to his feet. The woman had not moved. Her 
eyes widened further in shock. She drew a deep breath. 

In this situation, the only correct options were “fight” or 
“run.” Choosing the option “speed dial my boss” was a sure 
way to get Ned .  Gaining his feet in a fluid motion, Malakh 
dedonthepactsoffaithhehadmade, dqpngmoredeeply 
than everbefore. Inthe barrio, Cesar Delgado clutchedathis 
chest; in other buildings, sleepers woke screaming. Seething 
upward from the ground in a blur of mutating flesh and fur, 
Malakh dragged the woman down from the crate with his 
remainingforelimbassheclutchedatherphone, forcingthe 
splintered edge of the crate through her spine and pus- 
the air wordlessly from her lungs. 

Malakh dropped her body and spun to face his two 
opponents, his wings unfurled to balance his awkward 
three-point stance. Bothwore their demonic shapes now. 
One sharpened his claws on the blood-smeared concrete 
with obvious relish. Malakh showed his teeth in pleasure. 
He had thought that these two would prefer a fight to 
standing guard over a chained foe. He stopped his bleed- 
ing with a short burst of energy. Years ago he could have 
grown a new limb with trivial ease, but now he was not sure 
he could, or that he had the strength to spare for it. He 
would fight them one-armed. 

They moved in unison, exchanging some unseen at- 
tack signal. Malakh slipped left at the last second, breaking 
one foe’s charge with a stunning slap of his wings. The 
unimpeded attacker turned and reared up to slash at his 
side. He came down on Malakh’s forward-sweptwingand 
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came awaywith feathers and blood. Malakh spun between 
them and away as the first enemy regained his senses, but 
his wing now hung askew. 

Panting, th~regardedeachotheracrosstheopenspace. In 
thenextinstant, theywereallpressedtothefloorbyaconcussive 
wave. Itwaslight, madehardandclearlikearainofdiamonds. 
It was the txushmg, invisible blast of a clarion d m g  the 
championstobattle. ItfJlledMalalthwithafiercejoy, andwith 
the confidence of a child who would pidcup an asp ifhis father 
said that no harm would come. Lucifer had come. 

The demons in front of him were pressed to the floor 
with terror-they had been hunting the Lightbearer but 
had not truly remembered what that meant until now. 
Their eyes rolled around their heads, their mouths work- 
ing and foaming like dogs that had eaten tainted meat. 

Malakh bounded back into the fray, his spirit renewed. 
While his enemies cowered, he sprangwith a roar, knocking 
oneofthembackontothe floor. Hisbackclawsduginto soft 
underbelly and he raked downward, spdlmg intestines and 
offal to the floor. The other guard was roused from his 
stupor by the death throes of his companion. He clawed at 
Malakh’s unprotected right side then threwhimselfup into 
the air as Malakh’s teeth grazed his shoulder. 

The demon landed heavily on the catwalk above. 
Malakh paused, tasting the flecks of blood on the fur of 
his muzzle. “I know you,” he rasped. “Thumiel.” 

Thumiel nodded. The catwalk swayed under his 
weight. “Another time, Malakh,” he whispered. He took 
offponderously andcrashed out ofthewarehouse through 
an aluminum grate at the roofs point. 

Malakh padded over to the chain that st i l l  held a human 
arm. Hestompedonthehandrepeatedlyuntilhecouldforce 
the chain‘s d o v e ,  what remained. He would leave as little 
of himself here for them to study, or gnaw, as he could. The 
remarkable chainwassmearedwithbloodandshredsofflesh 
hung on many of its links, but it was st i l l  whole and intact. 
Malakh could only imagine Jarod carefilly scrubbing the 
clotted blood out of each little s@l with a toothbrush. The 
chain would have to stay. Mal& had little use for it anyway. 



Whatever Lucifer had done, it had attracted attention. 
The streets outside the warehouse were empty. Whatever 
trap they had laid for the Morningstar here was gone, the 
preparations useless. Malakh walked out of the warehouse 
in Alejandro’s human shape, unopposed. 

Hahay home, he stopped. The sun would be up soon. 
Malakhcouldsmellthedew. “Lucifer,“ hewhqered. Thevery 
namewasaprayer.Therewasnoanswer, butthesilencewasnot 
dead. It was patient. He continued on, and the sun rose over a 
world and a man both irrevocably changed. 

Even on the rioting and lawless streets of the city, no 
one messed with the man walking grimly toward home, 
carrying his own arm. 



Sarah 

Blame it on Agent orange. Sam Ashbury could 
sleep like arockthroughjust about anything, caught in these 
nightmaresthat seemed to last forweeks onend, nightmares 
where soldiers kept turning into animals and the ground 
opened up and swallowed whole units. The sky would take 
on different colors depending on who w a s  about to die. 

It’s a very personalVietnam, I’ll give it that. It has its 
own natural laws that stay the same from dream to dream, 
so I keep thinking I almost have a handle on it. Which just 
makes it worse. Ashbury probably feels the same, seeing as 
he’s caught up in the dreams twenty-four/seven. Maybe 
I’ll ask him the next time I’m dreaming about being 
napalmed by our own flyboys. That’s where 01’ Sam went 
to when he got so worn out that he let an honest-to- 
Grandma demon from H-E-double-hockey-sticks like 
me kick him out of his own body and take it over. 



I got the dreams along with the body. Most of Ashbujs 
memories, too, and his affection for steamed franks with extra 
relish. So prettymuchevery night Iget to d e r  side-by-sidewith 
the poor soul I damned to eternal flashbacks for the only offense 
ofnot beingable to handleaworldthat hadtreatedhimlike shit. 
SomepeoplewoulddthataprettyworkabledefinitionofHell, 
I guess. Trust me, I been there, and they’ve got no idea. 

I guess I’m trying to explain why I don’t wake up when 
it happens. I’m not sure why I need to explain this. It 
must be the old shepherd’s instinct. Backwhen I had the 
forgeworks, I always knew the instant anyone got hurt. 
But then I never had to sleep either. 

Anyway, for whatever reason, I don’t wake up until 
there’s a hand on my elbow. I open my eyes and know 
immediately that I’m in the real world because there 
aren’t any little black girls in Da Nang. 

“Sir,” she says. She has to be from the South, “sir” rolls 
off her tongue so easily. She doesn’t say anything else, 
though, just looks behind her. I drag myself up to sitting, 
and the first thing I notice is that most of the people that 
were camping here last night have already gone, nothing 
left ofthem but the junk-foodwrappers. The sky‘s starting 
to lighten, but it’s still dark under the overpass and the 
concrete where my hand comes down is chilly. 

The girl’s brother sits across from me, chafing their 
mother’s hand. The woman is curled up. A little string 
of spit connects her lip to the pavement. I don’t need to 
get anycloser, 1alreadyknow.Thegirlknowsit too. She’s 
ten, maybe eleven, more than old enough for a street kid 
to understand what dead is. 

The girl turns back to me. 
“Mama’s hands get cold a lot,” she says. “She tell 

Alexander to rub ’em. ‘Rub real fast! Faster! Ooh, you 
settin’ it on fire!’ Like that.” She smiles briefly, already 
filing the memory away somewhere safe. 

Alexander looks at me too now, tear tracks streaking 
down his cheeks. He’s younger than his sister. Maybe he 
really doesn’t understand. But I think he does. I think he 
just wants to keep busy. 



Y 
Y 
m 
Q 
IL: 
I 
m 
Y 
m 
rn 

After a long sleepy second I realize the girl is asking 
me to do it. She must have asked all the others first. I can 
just picture it: They don’t even bother to shake their 
heads as they gather up their blankets and their taped-up 
sleepingbags. Sorry, little girl. Got things to do, lines to 
stand in, people to panhandle, coffee to drink, booze to 
buy. No time to make a 911 call. 

How quicklythqs change. ILght after the q d e  you’d see 
all this news footage, huge crowds of people Lvrng under 
freeways and in tent cities built with federal disaster money. 
H- ’ stories about how folks.pull together when 
they’re allinthesamebadfix.And1 don’t doubt itwas really like 
that, foralittlewhile.Theaidstillpoursinfromtherestofthe 
country, but here in LA, it’s finally hittingthem just how long 
thqsaregoing to take. Just howlongallthese people are going 
to be on their own. And even the newbies have learned by now 
they can’t always trust the cops. 

Little brother doesn’t want to leave mama’s side, not 
even to walk to a pay phone. I point it out to the girl: See, 
there’s one right there across the street, at the Zipmart. 
She and I cross the streets to get to it. She starts to walk 
against the light. My hand comes down instinctively and 
dampsonhershoulder. Shelooksup at mewiththis funny 
expression. Now I’ve really done it. I’ve screwed up. 

Thecops aredecent, esp&allywhentheyget alookat my 
veteran ID. One even buys me coffee. The EMTs make asses 
of themselves for nothing-it’s not like they have any excuse 
to be irritable since all they’re really doing is cleanup. The 
kidswon’tletgoofmyhands.Thecopshave to prythemoff. 
Somebody gives Alexander a mangy old Care Bear. Good 
thing toys don’t have to breathe, the way he’s squeezing it. 
Monique-Monique LaMotte, I overhear her spelling it- 
answers questions calmly, patiently. They get bundled into 
the cop car. Her eyes are on me as they pull away. * * *  

Child Welfare Services won’t tell me anything over the 
phone the next day, so I run my clothes through the Baptist 
mission’s washer and dryer and take a bus down there. 
Theywouldn’t tellmeanything in personeither, but itjust 
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so happens their wiring’s been on the fritz ever since the 
quake. The power keeps going out and taking the com- 
puter network with it, which means cases don’t get 
processed, and there’s a hell of a lot more of those than 
usual. The generator they were supposed to be getting in 
last week still hasn’t shown up. So I tell them I used to be 
in the union. A lie, but it’s easier than explaining that I 
helped design the structure of molecules, so alternating 
current really isn’t al l  that mystifying. 

Anyway, they’re so happy not to be working by fluo- 
rescent lantern anymore that I finally get the story. No, 
Monique and Alexander didn’t get sent to McLaren’s. 
McLaren’s is already at twice capacity, so the caseworkers 
didn’t even bother asking. They just let the kids sleep on 
a desk there at the office till somebody found spots for 
them at a group homcwhich also technically doesn’t 
have room, but then neither does anyplace else. 

No, of course they can’t tell me where the group home 
is. But they can leave the paperwork out on top of this desk 
while everyone gets a long-overdue cup of coffee. * * +  

The group home’s in Venice. I try to decipher the 
ganggraffiti. The letteringstyle is Puerto Rican, but past 
that I’m at a loss. At least I don’t see a lot of condemned 
signs, so maybe this street wasn’t hit too hard. I think it’s 
been run down for a long time. 

The house stands out because it’s one of the few with any 
fresh paint on it. I hear children’s voices shrim, and my 
blood freezes for a second before I realize it’s just roughhous- 
ing. I glance at the windows then walk around the side of the 
house to check out the backyard. There’s a foursome of 
preteens throwing a Frisbee around, a fewyounger kidswres- 
ttngonthejunglegym. andMonique’ssittingonaswingwith 
Alexander and a couple oflittle girls gathered at her feet. She’s 
deep into an account of somedung or other-her arms are 
&e+ around and she’s pultng al l  these different faces. 

Her audience is rapt. I’m just about to take off with 
a clear conscience when the Frisbee four break off their 
game and come over to the swing set. 
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And your classic playground hassle starts up. “Ooh, 
the“secret stories,” one of the older kids calls in a high, 
fluty voice. “The secret fairy tales!” 

One of the girls shoots something back. The little 
punk‘s just delighted to have his bait taken. “Look!” He 
goes up on tiptoe and arches his arms over his head. “I’m 
the Blue Lady! ” 

“Shit, with those Nikes, you gotta be a demon,” his 
friend laughs back. Monique springs up and runs in the 
house. The other little kids scatter, desertingAlexander. 
That’s when he looks up and sees me. 

I grin like there’s nothing at all wrong with an old 
bum skulking around a kids’ home and motion him 
over. He joins me. 

Iassumewedon’thavealot oftime. Ihuddlewithhim 
against the wall there. 

“You and Monique doing okay?” 
He nods. 
“Food all right? No roaches? Are the counselors nice?” 
He nods again, but I don’t think any of that’s even 

registered yet. It matters a lot more that his sister gets 
laughed at. 

“My name is Sam. I just wanted to check up on you. ” 
Can’t I do better than that? “I.. . wish I knew a better place 
for you. If I did, I’d take you myself. But I don’t even have 
a place for me. You know what that’s like.” 

m 

I bet he hasn’t cried since it happened. He just says 
‘‘Yeah.” 

“So you believe in the Blue Lady too?” 
This is a big risk. See, I’m not supposed to know 

about the secret stories-no grownup is. And I’m not 
even really clear on the Blue Lady. I’ve just heard her 
mentioned in reverent whispers from Miami to Phoe- 
nix. Standing around waiting for a shelter ticket, eating 
lukewarm soup.. . if you’re paying attention, you realize 
the kids have these stories. They shut up fast when they 
see somebody looking, though. 

The look he gives me is hurt, guarded. “You know 
about the Blue Lady?” 



“Always have. Even I was young once.” Nine below 
know I have some idea how humans build their legends, 
so I take another leap. “And I knowshe’s alwayslistening. 
You can’t give up on her. No matter what some 
gangbanger wannabe tells you.” 

“Angels is real,” he says hesitantly. Seven years old 
and he can’t take even that for granted. But he needs to ’ 
believe, no question. 

“Angels are real,” I agree. Atraitorous little shiver goes 
downhhbury’s spine. No. This is not my prayer to answer. 
Let it struggle up to the heavenly host, if it can. 

On the other hand, what if? Who else would see the 
angels, whatever angels might be left? Or maybe at least 
the fallen ones. It’s an easy enough mistake to make 
nowadays, isn’t it? 

“In the shelters, they always listen to Monique. She how 
every-she lolow-a hundred and s&y-seven stories, plus ten 
more. She say theyjust for girls.” Alexander searches my face to 
see if1 comprehend. I do. ‘We counted ’em once when Mama 
was gone all night and we had to stay up. She learn some from 
Delvin in Baton Rouge, and some from Marisa in Corpus 
Christi. The oldest most secret stories.” 

Alexander picks at the ragged edge of his sleeve. “But 
they won’t listen here. Not if the big kids be gafflin”’em 
for it ... ” 

“I’d listen.” 
“She won’t tell you.” He seems rueful, though. “She 

“Even a grownup who believes?” I ask softly. * + *  
This story come from Marisa, who say i t  happened a 

long tirneago in Brownsville. There wasa boynamedRafae1 
andhisfamilyand they can’t findaplace to staythenight, 
so theygo to the beach and lie down on the cold sand. Well, 
in the midde ofa night a bigstorm come in. Rafael lookup 
into the sky and he can see the Blue Lady and the Devil 
fighting-when hehither thelightningflash, andwhen she 
hit him back the thundergo bang! Now the Devil’s skin be 
sparkling like a gold and silver snake, and the Blue Lady 

don’t tell grownups.” 
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knockoffapieceofit, anditfalltothegroundandturninto 
a shiny new quarter. Then the Devil grab the Blue Lady’s 
wing and pull on it, and one of the feathers come off and 
fd to thegroundand turnintoapalmleaf See, backwhen 
God first made the angels and the demons they didn’t have 
no bodies, but when they come to earth they put bodies 
together out of this and that. 

Rafael run over to pick up the quarter and the palm 
leaf. He yell up to the Devil “Look here! I’m throwing a 
piece ofyou in the ocean, you bettergoget it!”And he 
throw it in the water. Well, the Devil go diving in after 
it, and he was so heavy he sink all the way to the very 
bottom of the ocean. And the Blue Lady come down to 
Rafael and say “Thank you. ”He try to give her back the 
palmleafthen, butshesay, ‘You keepit with you. That 
waylcan alwaysfindyou, even ifyou die.”Sofrom then 
on all the children know that ifyou love someone and 
put  a palm leaf on they grave, the Blue Lady can always 
find them and take them to the angels. 

“That’s quite a story,” I say. Monique smiles at me. I think 
about it. Gold and s k r  scales, not exactly, but in its prime, 
gold and silver motes seemed ahvays to dance around the 
Morningstar, swirlmg in the tides of its energy, t d m g  after 
it like a coronation cloak. It’s possible. 

“Raquel say you can hear the Blue Lady’s real name if 
you put a seashell to your ear and listen hard, ”Alexander 
volunteers. 

“Ifyou know her real name and youshout it out, then 
not even bullets can hurt you.” 

“Did Raquel say anything else about the Devil?” 
“Bloody Mary his girlfriend.” 
“Is she now?” 
“Uh-uh, ” Monique says disgustedly. 
“Even the Devil can’t look at Bloody Mary’s face.” 
“But how come Rafael’s family didn’t see the Devil 

Monique scrunches her face up and considers. “I 
and the Blue Lady?” I ask. 

think sometimes something wrong with people eyes.” 
‘whose--grownups?” 



“Yeah, grownups. Maybe evensomekids. Mamaused 
to leave us at story time at the library so she can go 
panhandle. When she come backshe say“‘Howmany eyes 
Igot?’I saytwo. Shesay‘Howmanyears?’Isaytwo. Then 
she hold up her fingers and ask me how many, so I tell her 
and she say, ‘Good. Then I ain’t invisible.”’ 

I nod. It was an exercise in spiritual erosion just 
getting together $8.70 to pay for their banana splits 
here, so I’m not about to argue. 

“You the only grownup I ever know who believe the 
stories. I don’t mean the Bible stories. Alot ofgrownups 
believe those.” 

“But those were a long time ago.” 
‘Yeah. Like when the angels came to Lot to tell him 

about Sodom and Gomorrah getting burnt, they believe 
that story. But if angels don’t die.. . don’t they still got to 
be around?” 

“Makessense tome. Lookat that, it’slate.You’l1miss 
curfew.” I walk them back down the seven or eight blocks 
between the ice cream place and the group home. 
Monique’s hand is wrapped around three of my fingers. 
They tell me goodnight and skip up the steps. I head for 
the bus stop at the end of the block, wondering if any 
shelter tickets are left. Probably not at this point. 

A sputter of automatic gunfire erupts somewhere 
behind me, followed by the snarl of a rewing engine. A 
car-shaped blur whips past. 

Ashbury’s damn hair-trigger adrenaline kicks in, malang 
my heartthudandmyheadgohght. For asecondIthink1 rmght 
actuaUyht. But I force myselfto turnaroundandstagger back 
up the street. There’s a kid here on the sidewalk in a blood- 
drenched sports jersey and jogging pants. He’s m b g ,  t3i”g 
togetup. Hisarmflailsatme. Idodgeit. Theyshothimright 
in fiwnt of the p u p  home, I’m &inlung. lLght in h n t .  
Somebody‘s SCTeaming inside. Aghost-white young face ap- 
pears in the window. I olng the front door open and charge 
nght h-thank God it’s unloclced-yelling the kids’ names. 

I bang through a couple hall doors before I find the 
room where they’re all gathering to huddle, down below 
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thelevel of thewindowsills. The counselorwho’s dragged 
the phone down to the floor to call 911 blinks up at me. 

“Who the hell are you?” 
‘Where’s Monique and Alexander?” I shoot back. 

Just then another counselor hurries inwithAlexander in 
her arms and Monique alongside. 

The phone in the first counselor’s hand squawks and 
she jabbers into it. “I don’t know. Police, ambulance, I 
don’t know. Somebody’s shooting out there.” 

“Tell them there’s a boy down in front of the house,” 
I tell her. 

“There’s a boy down. No, I don’t know the name, I 
just-sityour blackasses down!” she screams at two ofthe 
older kids. 

“Come on, get down,” I whisper to Monique. The 
counselor holding Alexander snuggles against the wall. 
She spreads her hand over his head like that would stop 
a stray bullet. Monique slides over to my lap and parks 
herself. The counselor stares at me. Of course. Nobody 
can ever think of a decent reason for a middle-aged man 
to care about a little girl who plainly isn’t his daughter. 
But now doesn’t exactly seem the time to explain. 

I start humming a tune. I have no idea what it is, it’s 
just somethinghhburyknew. Monique is spring-wound 
in my arms. The 911 operator finally gets the counselor 
to stop panicking and give an address. 

The humming is for me too. I’m doing my best to be 
calm for the kids. I don’t want to get angryyet. Not this 
angry. Not here. 

* * 4  
It’s so easy. Maybe that’s what’s been wrong with me all 

along. Metals, salts, acids, ions: the things of earth are still 
supple and obedient under my fingers. They don’t know 
they’re not supposed to be. They don’t have wills, only 
properties-some obvious and some hidden to all but the 
eyes of the angels that formed them, but anyone could 
master them completely with time. Not all Creation is so 
well behaved. I had no idea. I thought I could shape the 
humans too, structure them just like the molecules in a 



crystal. Or, at least, I saw no reason why one such as the 
Morningstar should have any trouble with it. 

Therewere bullet holes in the kids’ headboards. Bullet 
holes. This is honestly the best the city can do for them. 
Theoretically they’re lucky-other kids are sleeping in 
dumpsters so they’ll stink too bad to get raped. 

Somethingwrongwithpeople eyes. No shit, Monique. 
No shit. 

I need to keep the device small, small enough to go in 
a little girl’s pocket or around her neck. Twisted paper 
clips and piano wire actually do pretty well for the cage, a 
crude but effective celestial replica dotted with tiny slivers 
of refrigerator magnet to help draw in and contain the 
energies. But the components for the core take me all day 
to gather. I’m forced to scrap my first and better idea and 
jury-rig it with something that only reallyworks in Renais- 
sance gemology. So I find an occult bookstore and rip a 
relevant paragraph out of Agrippa. wrapping it carefully 
around the offending anachronism as insulation. 

“Never heard of no angel Sephidor,” Monique frowns 
when I bring it to her. ‘You sure he in the secret stories?” 

“He’s in some of the most secret stories there are. His 
nameisoneofthe forty-fourhundredcarvedontheEarth’s 
cornerstone.” It’s thrilling that I can say these things to her 
simply because she’s a child. Some days I think I could just 
as easily be a figment of poor Ashbury’s nightmares, and no 
one including me would know the difference. “This charm 
has his breath in it. If you wear it, it’ll protect you from 
harm. And if you hold someone’s hand, then it’ll protect 
that someonl 

She loob :lvet ribbon I’ve s t r u n g  it 
on, glinting i ight. It doesn’t look like 
muchrightnvw. I I I ICICrVU5CLIL.  ’shewants toknow. 

And that’s the end of my truth-telling. “My sister gave 
it to me, long ago,” I answer. “Take it.” 

She touches it. takes it into her hand. iouncinp it 

e too.” 
at it, spinning on the vc 
m y  under the streetl 
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wound a bit because it’s been chilled in the evening air 
3ut almost right away it warms in her palm. I fold he 
‘ingers over it. 

r 



Y 
Y 
m 
0 
L 
X 
m 
L 
m 
rn 

“DO you believe in angels or not?” I prod her gently. 
“Do you still believe they’re out there waiting to help, if 
you can just call their names?” 

“I still believe it,” she says, and her voice trembles a 
bit, but not with doubt. 

“Then open your hand.” 
She does. A dull red glow, like light shining through 

a sheet of living muscle, leaps to life deep inside the 
device. I look up into her eyes. They’ve opened wide to 
catch the little bead of radiance, to mirror it. So little’s 
left in her world that shines. 

“There, see? Now put it on.” I help her get it around 
her neck. “And remember the secret name.. . he‘s your 
guardian angel now.” 

“Sephidor,” she says, not just correctly but beauti- 
fully. Aflash of sorrow and pleasure courses through me : 
I am alive, I exist. I am an Annunaki, fallen artisan of 
Heaven, giver ofwonderful and perilous gifts. Suddenly 
her arms circle my shoulders. 

I’ve done it again. Why am I still so shocked that the 
Host won’t show itself, that a demon should be the only 
one who seems to give a crap what happens? Maybe I 
&ink I’m proving something. 

Or maybe it’s this, just this, that I want. 
So little left that shines ... * * *  
It’s not even aweekbefore the device has to go off for the 

first time, while the kids are on a school field trip. Not that 
I know this at the time. Unless they say my name-and I don’t 
mean “Sam”-I can’t really knowwhat’s going onwith them. 
But I get it from them later, after. 

So t h i s  T V  star, I don’t know who exactly she plays but 
it’s something involving W C  jumpsuits and assault rifles, 
decides to take the kids at Monique andAlexander’s school 
on a tour of the soundstage for her show. There’s a lot of 
this going on in LA right now. Celebrities without much 
to offer past their fame working that one asset just as hard 
as they can. Well, there they are on the soundstage with the 
star telling her funny stories and her handlers and agent 



kind of orbiting alongside and a huge crowd of kids 
squishing in as close as they can, and some knucklehead 
boy dares one ofthe older girls to climb a ladder somebody 
left up against a lighting tower. Then as she gets near the 
top he starts shaking it to try and scare her. Monique and 
another boyjump in and try to stop him. Within seconds 
there’s utter commotion, security jabbering into &e- 
talkies and teachers yelling at the class to get back. Afew of 
the grownups rush over, but by that time it’s too late. The 
ladder’s wobbling, waving, fallingwith the girl still cling- 
ing to the top. 

Monique, frozen in terror, feels a sudden flare of 
warmth on her chest and sees the ladder actually slide 
forward a little on its legs before it comes crashing down 
right on her. 

Or rather, right around her. One rung just in front of 
her and the other just behind her. After a moment of dead 
silentshocksheturnsaround.The otherkidwhotriedto help 
is lying pinned beneath the ladder, an oozing scrape on his 
head. As for the girl on top of the ladder, the security 
guard’ tried to catch her. She sits up, dazed. There’s a patch 
of blood spreading through the fabric of her jeans, and a 
scary-loolang lump underneath. 

Monique feels the weight of eyes on her, staring. A 
blush rises in her cheeks. One stare in particular is 
heavier than the rest somehow-a man in a turtleneck, 
one of the starlet’s handlers. He’s youngish and good 
looking, and his face is a blank of surprise just like 
weryone else‘s, but somehow his surprise andjust wery- 
thing about him is more intense. Magnetic. 
As she meets his gaze, she sees one corner of his 

mouth twitch with the beginning of a smile. * * +  
‘With the angels let us sing, alleluia to our King.. .” 
The word angels catches me up like a short leash. It’s 

stupid, but I stop. I’m being addressed. 
Themonth’swearingontowarditsendnow; school‘sout. 

A s i g n  over the tarp-covered stage says Oasis Christian 
Church-Christmas Benefit for Earthquake Victims 6:30 
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p.m.Thq.’vegotasectionoftheplazablo&edoff. Peopleare 
dropping money into the big plastic barrels in the audience 
area. It must be one of those new megachurches, or maybe 
one of the lefty new-agey ones, because the choir is such an 
eclectic bunch, all ages and colors. The only dung uniting 
them visually is their fresh-pressed blue robes. Their robes 
and their faces, all turned to the conductor. All s m h g  like 
the Christmas star’s rising right in front of them. Like 
weryth.mgit promisediscomingtruerighthereonthe street. 

“Glories stream from heaven afar, Heavenly hosts 
sing alleluia.. .” 

It’s nothing-just a bunch of carolers. Iwas there at 
the very dawn, the first alleluia. I understand the mean- 
ing of the word. Theydo not. Cannot. Hot tears well up 
in Ashbury’s eyes, spilling down the crevices in his 
cheeks. My vision blurs. But I want to cry out that all 
is’not well. 

All has not been well for a very long time. 
And they know it! Half their city lies in rubble. Satan 

himself appeared to them not two months ago. An wen 
bigger Big One’s still lurking there in the depths of the 
continental plate, ticking off the years. So how can they 
stand there and sing about how all is well? 

How dare they, I think, and the voidwithin me opens 
its maw. 

Which angel was it anyway that first taught them? It 
was Nazriel, wasn’t it, who explained about the divided 
string, the proportions of harmony and the modes of 
melody? Yeah, it’s Nazriel’s fault my tears are falling 
now. And yet I can feel such joy in their voices, such a- 
oh, I nwer speak the angel tongue anymore and this body 
doesn’t have the words. I don’t know how to say it. But I 
remember all over again how no punishment seemed too 
cruel to suffer for their sakes. I remember how it felt to 
bear up an innocent Creation on sure and gentle wings. 

Oh, Maker! I remember what it was like to love them.. . . 
But come on. Am I going to let them do it to me 

again? Do they really believe everything some guy who 
died two thousand years ago on the other side of the 



world promised them? Or are they just too frightened to 
let themselves think of the alternative? 

Or is it-this thought becomes the new axis thatx turn 
on-is it something else, something about beinghuman? 
Something that makes them human? 

Yes. I think maybe it is. I think maybe that’s why we fall 
so much further. How I pitied you once, children of clay. 
Pitied you your ignorance, your frailty. But see who is 
broken now. See who comes to you empty-handed and 
foolish, wanting nothing anymore but to learn. 

Look to the One Above for your grace, then, since 
you can. I, I will look to you. * + +  

While I’m doing this, Monique and her brother have 
managed to get themselves lost. They go for sodas and 
make a wrong turn on the way back and don’t realize it till 
they start seeing storefronts they don’t recognize. 

Alexander loses no time at allwith the recriminations. 
‘You got us lost. You said you knew the way. Girl, don’t 
you ever watch where you going-” 

Monique just grits her teeth. “Shut up. And don’t E t  
go my hand,” she says to her brother. 

‘You can let me wear it, and you hold my hand,” 
Alexander argues. 

“No, I can’t.’’ She starts to clutch at it, then stops 
herself. “And you be quiet about it. Don’t be talking 
about it, not here, not anywhere.” 

‘You always talking about it!” 
“Stop it, Alexander.” 
“Hey little girl, you and your brother lost?” Aman at 

a pay phone says as they go by. “I’ve got a map in my car 
right over there.” 

Shehesitates, thenshakesherhead. “Nothankyou, sir.” 
“Candy too. No? Oh now come on, I don’t bite.. . .” But 

he’s already fumblq  in his pocket, moving forward. A 
secondlaterhe’sjumpingbackagainasamotorcyclist roaring 
by them hits a slick spot in the road and wipes out sideways, 
skidding into Map Man and pinning him up against the pay 
phone. The kids stare for a second at the unmoving body 
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wedgedunderthebike and MapMancrammedpainfdyinto 
the phone carrel, then use the wits the Maker gave them and 
run until they’re out of breath. 

Panting, they look around again-still lost. What if 
we miss curfew?” Alexander complains. “You getting us 
in trouble.” 

“You gonna let me think or not?” But in a way 
Monique feels better now. Her angel is watching out for 
them, obviously. 

Alexander falls silent for a few minutes. Then al l  of a 
sudden he starts pulling at her. 

“Hey, hey! Monique! Hey, Monique! Look, palm 
trees! Look!” 

“Not now, Alexander.” She glances over. They’re 
passing a minipark, one of those ridiculous attempts to 
de-ghetto the ghetto byputtingaspeckofgreenin it, like 
it’s contagious or something. But there are a couple 
palm trees, roughing it as best they can through the LA 
winter. 

“But Monique, the palm leaf for Mama, to put on her 
grave! Come on, it won’t hardly take a second!” 

“Fine.” She half pushes him up a tree so he can reach 
up toward the closest leaf. 

“Monique.” All of a sudden he’s whispering. “Hey, 
lift me up some more! Something over there.” 

“Over where?” 
“Look, look that way. See the light? Push me up 

higher, ” 
“I can’t push you up no higher.” But she looks. Sure 

enough, there’s a gIow of some kind coming from deeper 
within the park, half-obscured by the bushes. It looks like 
sunlight throughwater, wavering patches ofblue andwhite. 

Alexander jumps down, even more excited now, and 
runs toward it. Monique follows. Battling instincts cancel 
out. She shouldn’t be going anywhere but home. She 
especially shouldn’t be chasing mysteries at  this hour. On 
the other hand, it’s such a beautiful light, and colored 
light too. Colored light is a,good thing-the secret stories 
say it attracts angels because that’s what they like to eat. 



(Actually I confess a preference for hot dogs, but 
that’s definitelyhhbury’s fault. Anyway I’m fallen, so I 
don’t guess I count.) 

They comearoundthebushand there, standingunder 
the tree, is a woman. Or actually she’s not so much 
standing as floating a couple inches off the ground. She’s 
got dark hair and shimmering blue skin, which is what’s 
throwing off that pearly radiance. Her arms are out in a 
sort of Jesus posture with the palms upturned, as if to 
welcome and bless them all at once. She’s draped in folds 
and folds ofwhat lookslike the finest bridal lace, except it’s 
all blue, and it and her hair are floating slowly around like 
she’s underwater. She’s got wings almost as big as she is, 
spangled with little beads of moisture that catch the light 
and sparkle. By a l l  rights she should be aghostlyvision, but 
she’s not. She’s absolutely solid, visible and touchable. 
She’s as real as the lamppost nearby, and brighter. 

Ofcoursethekidsstandtheredumbstruck. Thewoman 
leans forward and kisses them each on the forehead. Now 
what you have to understand is first of all, nobody has 
kissed these kids since their mother died. The counselors 
are there to see that they brush their teeth, stay off drugs, 
do their homework, and don’t hog the hot water. Kissing 
is not in the job description, and besides, they’re too 
scared of lawsuits. ~ 

But it’s more than that. She smells nice. Her smile is 
gentle, and the kisses she plants sends warmth allthrough 
them so they feel like-this is exactly how Monique puts 
it-like they’ve walked into a room where a fire is going 
and a Christmas tree is all lit with presents mounded up 
underneath and turkey’s roasting somewhere. Just the 
way you always see it on TV. Her wings curve forward, 
arching around them as though to shelter them. 

Monique knows thirty-one legends of the Blue Lady. 
They don’t always agree, but there are certain things that 
stay the same from story to story. They all talk about the 
blue skin, the dark hair, the sweetness of her face, the 
wings. Most of all, they talkabout how good it feels to be 
near her. How like a waking dream. 
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“I need your help,” she says tothem, andthe voice is so kind 
and musical that Alexander starts to cry. “Agreat darkness is on 
the city. If no one stops it, many childrenwill d e r . ”  

She stretches out her arms to them, and they step in. 
A moment later they’re up and out, bursting free of the 
thickest layer of pollution. Shabby, dirty buildings be- 
come dark blocks adorned in twinkling light, the skyline 
rolls into sight and a cold breeze stings their cheeks and 
ears, waking up their senses. The Blue Lady’s wings 
spread wide and beat powerfully against the air. For the 
first time Monique looks at Los Angeles and finds it 
beautiful. She’s above it all for once. It’s so much easier 
to feel benevolent from above. 

And they’re flying, joyously. I don’t think it ever 
occurs to either of them to doubt her strength, to wonder 
where they’re headed or into what danger. This is a dream 
come true. How often does that happen? Why ruin it? 

The Blue Lady draws them closer. Regardless of what- 
ever great darkness she was t&ng about, she doesn’t seem 
to be going anywhere in particular. She swoops through 
clouds and over water. Then after awhile she alights in a big 
comfortable oak tree in a garden somewhere. By that time 
they’re feeling a little drowsy, exhausted from the thrill of 
soaring, warm and safe in the arms of this amazing being. 
The breeze waves the branches of the tree back and forth, 
and the soft rustling of the leaves is a lullaby all on its own. 

,They both drop off into the most peaceful sleep 
they’ve known in years. * * *  

m 

Alemnderwakes up and lies real still. At fmst he lies real 
still because he’s in the most wonderful bed he’s ever slept 
in and hewants to drift off again. But there’svoices coming 
from the next room. One of them is definitely male and 
pleasant, risingandfabgmusically; the other one, though, 
wouldwake anybody out of a sound sleep. It sounds kind of 
like someone taught a dozen rats to talk in chorus. 

“Young Monique would seem to be the one bound to 
it, yes,” says the malevoice as Alexander creeps up beside 
the barelyopen door to listen. “But unless I’m mistaken, 



it also protects whoever holds her hand, and that, my 
lord, is the truly interesting facet of its design.” 

“Explain,” says the other voice. 
‘Well, my lord, one must wonder exactlywhat would 

happen if the one holding her hand was also the one 
trying to hurt her.” 

“If the charm works the way they always used to. the 
energy would still be reflected somewhere. A bystander 
perhaps. Someone must pay.” 

“Yes, my lord. But then supposing there are no 
bystanders? ” 

An unidentifiable rumble. 
“I begin to see what you mean.” 
“It has nowhere to go. The device is already protect- 

ing everyone within its reach.” 
‘Yes, .I see. Your theory is that it would simply build 

up until the device could no longer contain it.. . .” 
“Exactly. A veritable explosion of bad karma. To- 

gether with the usual rites, it should be enough to make 
at least a small rip.” 

“I’m getting tired of small rips, Nineresh.” 
“I’m estimating conservatively, my lord. But even 

so-surelythere are still many lesser colleagues you would 
rejoice to see freed back into the world?” 

“Of course. And it’s an intriguhgidea in any case, turning 
the Annunaki’s creation against itself. Proceed, then. I always 
said that there was more to you than a p r e t ~ ~  face.” 

“Thank you, my lord. ” 
“Now, speaking of the usual rites...?” 
“The preparations are underway, my lord. As for 

supplies, remember I also have her little brother.” 
Alexander peeks around the side of the door, then 

quicklyjerks back. What he sees in that half-second scars 
his memory forever. 

“Good. Then I’ll have Ubbuk assemble the list of the 
chosen and deliver it to you as quickly as possible. Now 
if you’ll excuse me, I’m trying to get the Oscar campaign 
into swing here.. . ” 

‘Yes, my lord.” 
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Suddenly the door swings the rest of the way open. 
Alexander gets folded behind it. A man walks through 
and heads over to the computer at the end of the room. 
Alexander realizes he has a terrible choice to make. He 
can slip backinto bedwith Monique and hope they get an 
opportunity to escape together-and something about 
that conversation didn’t make that sound very likely. Or 
he can sneak out now, while the man’s staring at the 
screen, and try to get some help. 

With a last desperate glance at his sister’s sleeping 
face, he decides. * * *  

AtfirstIthinkI’mmishearing. I’mlisteningtothisdis- 
line woman explain about how the severe weather shelters 
work (in Lk.. honest!) and thinking that if it’s in the 
Episcopal cathedral tonightthat may not be suchagoodthurg 
anyway, and right in the middle of it a l l  she says “Sephidor.” 

My throat goes dry. “Excuse me?” 
“I said you’ll need picture ID. Did you get what I said 

before that?” They don’t like getting called from pay phones 
on busy streets. Not much I can do about that of course. 

‘Yeah, but did you.. . ” For a second I’m sure this is 
something left over fromhhbury, some post-traumatic 
thing. But then I hear it again and this time it’s more 
focused. It’s not the crisis-line woman. It’s coming from 
somewhere in the distance. 
. Somebody’s saying my name. 

Monique’s the only person I’ve told my true name to 
intwo years. That doesn’tmeanit’s her. There are others 
who know my name, most of whom I never want to run 
into. I hang up the phone and turn in the direction of the 
call, attuningmybeingtowardit.As1 concentrate, more 
detail comes to me. Young. A little boy, running.. . he’s 
terrified.. . he’s praying. He’s asking for the angel 
Sephidor’s protection. He has a’name of his own. 

Alexander. 
Unfortunately t h i s  doesn’t work both ways. Mortals 

don’t hear these sorts of invocations, they’re just good at 
making them. I take off at a jog, picking my way through 



thestreets-none ofthemistakingmeexactlywhere Iwant, 
so I cheat a little on the laws of physics. I don’t think too 
many people will really notice if t h i s  avenue runs north- 
northeast instead of north for just a couple minutes, or at  
least they’ll just think it’s their own fault for getting lost. 

As it happens, I almost run right past him. He comes 
streaking out of an alleyway behind me, but I hear the 
pounding footsteps, turn around and catch him. 

“Alexander! ” 
He yells as I snag his elbow, but then he recognizes me 

and bursts into tears. I bend down in front of him and 
grab his shoulders. 

What’s going on, Alexander? Where’s your sister?” 
He twists away. “No! Lemme go! There’s the car!” 
‘What car?” 

A pair of headlights appears at the end of the block 
and he strains, trying to pull me back into the alleyway. 
I let him do it, dropping down behind a dumpster with 
him. A sleek sedan cruises slowly past us with the window 
down and a frowning man craning his head out of it. I 
don’t know if we were spotted, but plainly that’s the 
object here. 

“Come on.” I propel him back through the alley and 
start tracing a maze. The last thing they’ll expect a little 
kid to do is double back toward danger, so I lead us back 
the way he came for a bit and then head off in another 
direction. 

“They can smell me,” he whimpers. Now that he says 
that, it strikes me that the man did look like he was 
sniffing. His nostrils were working anyway. 

Sick dread comes over me. Most of the time I’m 
confined to Ashbury’s instincts and intuitions, but even 
this soft flesh can’t totally mute things out. I know the 
touch, the smell of the void and those that serve it. How 
could I not? So right away I have a premonition. I just 
need to find out exactly who, and exactly why. First, 
though, I need to lose our pursuer. 

I swing Alexander up into Ashbury’s strong arms. * * *  
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About this time, Monique’s Waging up to realize 
Alexander’s not with her anymore. She sits up and for the 
first time, because the Blue Lady’s not there anymore 
either, she really noticeswhere she is, which is a big condo 
done in what I later gather to be some kind of Asian- 
flavored ultramodern, red-lacquered wood, black glass 
andmoodytracklightingkindofstyle. Not exactlythe kind 
of place you would expect to find angels, in other words. 
She heaves herself out of the waterbed and pads in her sock 
feet across the vast bedroom rug. There’s a humming 
sound toming from the door across from her, a sound 
she’s heard before, although it’s been a few years. 

She peeks in. There’s a man standing there in the 
bathroom in front of a wall-size mirror running an 
electricrazor overhisjawline. He’sjustwearingslacks. He 
checks out his perfect skin under the makeup lights. 

It’s the man she saw a couple weeks before, the one 
that was staring at her on the soundstage. 

“Have a good nap, Monique?” he asks her. She just 
shakes her head. 

“You ... you’re a man,” she says. 
He turns to her and gives her this blazing Sunset 

Bodevard smile, a smile for a forty-foot screen all 
trained on one little girl. 

“DO you like that better?” 
‘Where the Blue Lady go?” she asks, even though she 

knows. 
“I could be the Blue Lady for you again, if that’ll make 

it easier. Yo ur... friends at the home say you’re quite 
devoted to her.” He passeshis hand along herjaw as hewah 
by. The smell of cologne wafts up from his skin, cool and 
crisp as moonlight. “But perhaps you’re getting tired of 
your stories at last.. . maybe there’s a new one you’d like to 
hear. That’s why the children’s stories are secret, isn’t it?” 
He goes over to the closet, takes out one of those super-soft 
boutique sweaters and puts it on. “Revenge for all the secrets 
the grownups keep from you?” 

“No. That’s not it,” she says. Luckily she’s still a bit 
too young to really get the full appeal of one of these 



creatures, but all  the same there’s that smell of moon- 
light, that sense of a n  unspoken promise, and it’s hard to 
think of a good comeback. 

“But you do agree that fair is fair, nght? Monique, the 
system is tradmg you around like a bad nickel. You already 
know that the onlyway out is to grow up. You’ll s t i l l  be poor- 
” hefrownsashecontemplateshisrowofsemicasualshoes. “But 
at least youwon’tbe anyone’s property anymore.” 

“I don’t need your help to grow up,” she tells him. Her 
voice isn’t as strong as she’d like it to be. It’s thin, high- 
childish-and it gets swallowed up in the dark corners of the 
room. Her eyes burn with the start of tears. 

“Of course not,” he agrees. ‘We all grow up sometime.” 
‘You can’t hurt me.” 
‘Yes, I know.” 
She retreats over to the bedstead by the otker door. “I 

“A guardian angel? Shh. Better not say the name 

‘Where my brother?” 
“I have no idea. He has departed unannounced.” A 

sparking glance. ‘Which means that another child will 
have to be brought into this, and that our timeframe has 
become, shall we say, rather more compressed.” 

She watches him. She wants to run but she’s never seen 
anyone move like him, so odd and fluid. He comes over to her. 

‘What are you really?” she asks him. 
“Look and see.” He holds out his hand to her, palm 

upturned. She doesn’t understand at first, but somedung 
catches her eye and she moves closer to look. Somedung‘s 
wrongwiththelines ofhispalm. There’s? too many ofthem, 
and they whorl and bend in strange directions. As she keeps 
loo-, it almost starts to seem like there’s a pattern to it, 
somehng she could read if she just knew the code. 

Without wen realizing it she reaches out to touch a line, 
to follow it to its end. She looks up, startled, to a sudden 
tearingsound, andasherheadjerksupshe feelsthe creature’s 
hand clamp down immovably over her own. 

have a gua-” 

unless you want me to be able to use it.” 

* * s $  
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‘Wegottahurry,”Al~dernagsme. Hedutchesatmy 
sleeve. I think the poor kid‘s disoriented. I don’t blame 
him: I can hear four different buskers playing four differ- 
ent kinds of music-loud and mostly bad-and the blaze of 
storefront lights is blinding. Still, I think I’ll have to come 
back to the Promenade again when this is all over. I bet 
there’s good panhandling here if you don’t mind getting 
chased off by bicycle cops. 

“I know,” I tell him. “But we can’t go until I’ve found 
you something to take along. I’ll fight this-I don’t guess 
it ever said its real name?” 

“No, but I heard-” 
‘Well, don’t say it yet. We’ll see if you can write it. 

Anyway, I’ll fight this creature if I have to, but what are 
you going to do? Now you said you don’t think a cross 
keeps evil away. ” 

“Mama had a gold cross and bad things happen to her 
all the time. When she went to sell it she say it never help 
nobody anyway.” 

“Right. Like you say. So it’s got to be something else.” 
“Like what?” 
‘Well, I had one thought ... ” I stop and squint 

through the artificialglare, agitated. “But I’m not seeing 
it. Holler if you see anything that looks like beach 
souvenirs.” 

“Like towels with s t d o n  it?” He squints around too. 
“No.. . more like seashells.” 
“I’ve got sand dollars,” comes a papery voice at the 

level of my waist. 
Startled, I step away and look. The cardboard sign 

says NOTa veteran, NOTa father, NOTseeking work, 
JUST an Honest Disciple of JESUS, God Bless. The 
bearded man smiles up at us. I see pewter silver crosses 
and Stars of David on beaded leather thongs-a little 
spasm of unease shudders through my stomach-and 
hemp bracelets with WWJD woven into the pattern. He 
hands Alexander a plastic bag with a white sand dollar 
inside, along with a blue slip of typewritten paper. 
AIexander frowns at the words. 



“The Leg-” 
“Legend of the Sand Dollar,” the man finishes. “Ever 

heard the story?” 
“I know it,” I say. Then I put a hand on Alexander’s 

shoulder. “~isperfect.I’~explainonthebus.uh...lessee.” 
I feel my cheek coloring. Actually, if1 pay for this I won’t have 
bus fare, andwe sure as hell don’t have time to walk.. . 

“Take it,” the man says. “I believe I’m doing my 
Christlike deed for the night.” 

* * f  
Alexander got the name of the building too, so I can 

look it up in the phone book, which is good because he’d 
never have remembered theway back. It’s one ofthose chi- 
chi condo developments you can’t just walk into. We hide 
by the entrance to the parking garage and wait for a car to 
come along. It turns out to be a van instead. As soon as it 
pulls in, a guy in a suit leaps out the side door holding a 
suspiciously lumpy garbage bag in his arms, with his gmm 
laidup against the side of it. The security cameras wouldn’ t 
have picked out that little detail, but I sure do. 

Maybe the Maker is still tinkering here and there. I 
get tokilltwo birdswithonestone. Thevan’sdriversinks 
a bullet into me before I manage to put him and his bag- 
carrying buddy out of commission. Maybe people will 
think it’s a car backfiring, maybe not. I’d rather cops 
came, anyway. Anything to slow this Nineresh down. I 
tear the bag off the poor shaking kid inside and set him 
loose, telling him to go get help. 

The suit’s cardkey gets us in to the elevator. ‘You said 
he was up on top?” 

“Yeah, up on very top.” 
Good thing we have the right cardkey, I bet the 

elevator won’t even go up to the top floor without it. 
“Get ready, Alexander.” I checkthe 9mm. It’sgot afresh 

magazine. The wound in my thigh pulls at me, throbbing. 
Ashbury’s gotten shot before and been okay. That memo cy 
keeps me from panicking, though I definitely feel 
lightheaded. My blood dribbles onto the nice carpet. I 
concentrate for a second and the bullet pops out into my 

‘ 
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hand and the hole closes, too late to do anydung about the 
mess, though. It’s always possible somebody could invoke 
and bind me with a spatter ofhhbury’s blood. Oh well. 

We can’t find anybody in the designer murk of the 
condo itself, but I can feel that one of my kind is here 
somewhere. Luckily I finally think to open the big cur- 
tains that take up one end of the living room. There’s a 
whole patio out there with a minigarden and a swimming 
pool. I see a man leaning over the pool, his arm half- 
submerged in it. He’s grinning. The water around his 
elbow churns. 

“Monique!” I throw the sliding glass door open. 
The man looks at me, grins even wider, and lifts his 

arm. Monique comes up with it, flailing, screaming, 
spitting up lungfuls ofwater. He’s got her hand tapedto 
his with electrical tape. 

She won’t die no matter how long he’s been holding 
her down in there. The reasonable part of me knows 
that. But she can certainlybe’terrified. She can certainly 
suffer the spiritual agony of drowning. My device can’t 
do anything about that. 

“Stay back, Alexander.” I put my hand on the boy’s chest, 
restraining him. “You don’t want to get near the charm right 
now.” Ithinkhelmowsthat, though. Eventhedimmesthuman 
stepping out onto this patio could feel the terrible charge inthe 
air. All my hair feels like it’s standmg apart. 

The man-the creature, rather, Nineresh-sets 
Monique down on  her feet poolside, or tries to. Her 
knees buckle under her. 

“So you are right here in town,” it says to me. “I shouldn’t 
be surprised. So many of us are in IAthese days.” 

“I know what you’re doing-Nineresh.” My voice 
comes out husky, half-breaking. 

“Of course you do. You know your own work. Whether 
you actually gave much thought to its vulnerabilities before 
tonight, I’m curious on that point, but it hardly matters. 
Look, we needn’tbecome enemies over t h i s .  My lord is, for 
all purposes, master of this city.. . ” 

I snort. It ignores me. 



‘You can be recompensed for losing the device-and 
its thrall. I assure you, there’s plenty to go around for 
those who serve. And even those who simply agree not to 
interfere.” Well, it’s not trying to overwhelm me with 
glamour, at least. It’s just laying out a nice logical pro- 
posal. If I really were collecting thralls, I’d accept in a 
beat of Alexander’s fluttering heart. 

“I’m afraid you really don’t understand the problem 
here,” I say. 

“No, I’m afraid’you don’t, my nameless colleague,” 
Nineresh answers, and as ifto prove it right, Monique picks 
that second to shoot a really well-aimed kick at it. It should 
have been a kneecapper, but instead it somehow just kind of 
glances and slides off. Nineresh laughs. I hear a cracking 
sound beside me-the potted plant by the door is suddenly 
listing to port and turning black, and the pot itself has split 
into severalpieces, dirtspdmgoutfrominbetween. Loolung 
around I notice a lot of the concrete paving around the pool 
is cracked too. I doubt Nineresh had it built .that way. 

“She’s been fighting me the whole time, I’m afraid.” 
Nineresh lifts her backup to her feet. She braces her feet 
against him and pulls. “It’s really helped speed things 
along Face it. As long as we’re connected, there’s noth- 
ing even you can do.” 

Which is absolutely true, I realize. There’s no way to 
end this as long as she believes. 

“Sweetheart,” I call out. “Monique. h k a t  me. Lookat me 
now.” And I summon my strengh, pdmg my essence out 
through A s h b u r y ’ s  pores, swallowing and meltmg the clay of 
human flesh for just a moment so that I can show her what her 
Sephidor has come to. The millennia have not been kind. My 
skin, once the brilliant black of iron ore, has dulled to ash gray. 
Thebrilliantsparhthat once flashedthrough my eyesandmouth 
whenever I opened them are long since put out. I’m sure I look 
older, even though it was onlyAdam’s get that the Maker cursed 
with age. My face is lined from years of ihwnmg, questioning, 
shouting, raging, all thmp angelswere never really built to do. 

Nineresh frankly stares at me, the mouth of its host 
body agape. The expression is horrible. The Lammasu 
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have never loved what isn‘t beautiful, and I am remind- 
ing it of things it would doubtless rather ignore. I bet it 
hasn’t worn its own true face since it left the Pit. 

“I made the device. I was an angel,” I tell Monique. 
“Once, but no more. I fell a long time ago.” 

She blinks painfully. a web of tears spreading down 
her face. I’m killing something in her, killing the one 
thing that was keeping her going. Maker, is this neces- 
sary? Why must I be the assassin ? I love her. I’m one of 
exactly two people who do! 

“Even so I wanted to help you, but Monique, God 
didn’t send me to do that. I don’t even know where God 
is. I don’t knowwhere your mother is orwhy she had to be 
taken away. I don’t know why anything is like it is, and it 
doesn’t seem anyone’s left who can change it.” 

‘You a demon,” she says. “Ademon.” 
‘Yes,” I cry. “Like that thing beside you. And I’ve 

been hurting you as well-my gift, it’ll kill you if you 
don’t give it up. You have to renounce it. To renounce 
me. You have to give me up. You have to say it, Monique.” 

“If she says it, she dies,” Nineresh snarls. 
“Alexander, show him.” 
Alexander pulls the sand dollar out ofhis coat pocket. He’s 

got the little slip of paper that came with it in the other hand. 
“Thisisasanddollar.”hesaysslowly, glancingathischeat 

sheet. I’mglad I coachedhim, hehadtrouble soundmgsome 
of these words out. “Four holes for the nails in Jesus’ hands 
andfeet. Onemore fromaRomanspear. TheEasterlily and 
the Christmas star are on one side, and a PO- poin-” 

“Poinsettia,” I put in. 
“On the other side, and five doves for peace hide 

inside of it. ”Then helevels hisgaze at Nineresh, holding 
the sand dollar out. “That’s why God loves the sand 
dollar, and so does the Blue Lady.’’ 

“Tell it the rest.” 
“I knowwhat you are.”Alexander’svoice steadies. He 

steps forward. I don’t want to let him, but I don’t have a 
choice. If these kids don’t have the strengthto do what 
they must, I can’t save them now.’lcan’t save them-that 



thought literally drives me to my knees. What good is it 
being created a n  angel, what good was any of it ever? 

“I know you was an ocean angel just like the Blue 
Lady,” Alexander says, “before you turned bad, and 
that’s how you knew what to looklike.” 

“No,” groans Nineresh. It staggers back and raises a 
hand to block out the sight of him advancing. Yeah, truth 
hurts, all right. The boy has no idea how many million 
years of truth he’s packing into those few words. 

(‘So I know how beautiful youwas in the bcgimmg. And I 
knowhowq$yyoureayr“are. Iknowwhatthetruthisnow! Iknow 
it!Andyouwillneverbeable to foolmeormy sisteragain!” He’s 
shouting now. N i n d  falls to the floor, stretch_mg, trying to 
scoot away, but Monique is rooted in place somehow. 

“Monique, ” I callagain. Her gaze is still onme. “It’salready 
true, I Cansee it inyoureyes.Youjusthaw to admit it. Huny!” 

“I give you up, Sephidor.” The name rings dear and 
cold off the patio concrete, off the glass-things of earth, 
after all. On her chest, the device flickers and dies. 

“Good,” Isay, thoughit doesn’tfeelgoodat all. Not 
at all. “Now quick, take it off. Put it around his neck!” 
I have no idea how long the harm can stay locked up in 
that thing now that it’s been turned off, but clearly it’s 
already seeping. Alexander is bent over Nineresh now, 
trying to press the sand dollar into its face. Nineresh 
howls and thrashes. Its free hand slaps at the sand 
dollar, gets sizzled a bit and it howls even harder. 

Monique can’t quite get the device around its neckwith all 
that ping on, but she does get it stuffed into its pants pocket. I 
tossmy SwissArmyknife over soshecancut offthe electrical tape. 
There’sa new charge intheairaroundAIexander, crack lmpth  
the power of the new talisman. I better not get any closer. 

“Comeon, kids. Comeon! No, don’tdropit,Alexander, 
come away. Hold it out, keep holding it out. Keep facing 
him. Don’trun, don’t showanyfear. Come on, Monique!” 

Slowly, very slowly, they stand and back up toward me. 

Alexander’s crying again. I wish Monique would cry, 
* * +  

just once. 



++ W n a r  S R e t r B R s  Tpftetn 

X 
Y What is it, Alexander?” I set the ridiculous plastic box 

down. It’s not that again, I hope. He almostkilled mewith 
his sobs when he first saw it. I had no idea what to say, still 
don’t. Marie-Chantal LaMotte gets no dignity, not even 
in death. When Ashbury’s body dies it’ll be the same story. 

He sniffles, then wordlessly rubs his eyes, reaches in 
hisjacketpocketandpullssomethingout. It’sacrumpled 
and folded lump of green I don’t recognize. 
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Monique does. 
“Palm leaf.” 
I nod. “Like the story said.” 
“Secret stories say a lot of things.” The words have a 

grownup edge I don’t like. She glances over Alexander’s 
head at me-daring me to disagree. 

‘Yeah,”Imumble. It’strue. Storiessayalotofm. They 
say ifyou’re agoodkidthe Blue Lactywillcome save you. They say 
you can ahvays trust the angels, that someone’s always up there 
listeningandcaring. She’slearnednavthatherownstoxydoesn’t 
golikethat. MakerknowsI'mnotthe firsttoputit off-course, but 
Idon’tthinkshe’lleverreallyfoxgivemeforwhatI’vetakenaway. 

I don’t think she should. 
“Can’t put it on her grave if she don’t have one,” 

Alexander says mournfully. 
“Yeah.” I cast my gaze over the rolling waves. The 

wind is blowing outward, out across the water. 
‘You know,” I say, “I thinkwe’re doingwhat we can. 

I tell you what. .. ” I fish out my lighter. “We can burn 
your palm leaf. That way its ashes’ll go along with hers, 
out over the ocean, toward the sun.” 

T h i s  hadn’t occurred to him. A little light of hope 
glistens in his wet eyes. He nods. Monique’s face slack- 
ens, relieved for his sake. 

‘Will that be good enough?” he asks. 
“It’ll have to be,” Monique asserts. Her gaze seeks the 

horizon too. They deserve a real angel, both of them. 
They’re not going to get one. Me, I’m done giving them 
gifts;but maybe I can at least look out for them in human 
ways. And maybe that will be enough. It’ll have to be. 

Monique opens the box and lifts it into the light. 





With devotion's visage 

And pious action do we sugar o'er 

The devil himself. 

-William Shakespeare, Hamlet 

z 
The bus was called a nluxu-cruiBer." It had 

a built-invideo display at the front, which was currently 
showing The Color Purple. It had two bathrooms and 
reclining seats an inch wider than you'd find in an 
airplane's first-class section. Luxu-cruisers were the 
apex of bus design and were most often used to trans- 
port senior citizens on gambling junkets. This bus, 
however, didn't have Atlantic City or L a s  Vegas bla- 
zoned on its front-mounted destination sign. Instead, 
the red LED said JESUS POWER. 

Lmu-cruisers were built to carry fifty people and a 
lot of luggage. This cruiser had twenty-seven women, 
twelve men and one demon from Hell. 

No one knew about the demon, of course. He didn't 
like to draw attention to himself. He simply sat in the back 
of the bus, smiling slightly, readingJack Faust. 



The demon-whose name was Gaviel-lacked horns and 
wingsandclovenhooves. Helooked, infact, exactlylikeNoah 
Waliace, the eldest son of the Reverend Matthew Wallace. He 
wastall, andblack, andveryhandsome. He’dalreadyfinished 
“Paradise Lost” and Marlowe’s “Faust.” A science-fiction 
alternate history looked like an hiteresting change of pace. 

(Likemost demons, hewaslookmgfor someonewith faith.) 
Noah had left his father’s church years earlier. As far 

as the parishioners knew, he had recently returned to the 
fold, a true prodigal, repenting his atheism and eager to 
help his father’s work. 

The trip to Los Angeles had been his suggestion. * * *  
May Carter had nursed a crush on Noah ever since 

high school-he’d been a senior and she’d been a fresh- 
man. She’d even joined the debate team to be near him, 
although she was terribly shy and had done poorly. But 
now she was twenty-one instead of fifteen and deter- 
mined to talk to him. Even though he was from rich and 
she was from poor. Even though he was working on a 
graduate degree and she was working at a dentist’s office. 

She’dsignedupforthe“MissionofMercy” tobenearhim. 
Vhat’cha reading?” she asked. 
He looked up and smiled. 
“Nothing much.” He set the book aside. He raised 

the armrest between his seat and the empty one beside 
him. May sat in the aisle, Swaying slightly, dressed in her 
prettiest Sunday dress. 

“Have a seat,” he said. She swallowed a little and obeyed. 
“Is it for your Master’s degree?” The wordmasterfelt 

“Maybe. Might work for my thesis.” 
‘Yeah?” 
“I’m thinking of doing a survey of the Satanic image 

in literature. Showing how it’s changed over the years. 
You know. Every age gets the Devil it deserves.” 

odd in her mouth. ‘The book I mean?” 

“Sounds. .. interesting.” 
‘ m e  ‘demon’ inthis novel is a space alien offering advanced 

technology. Itwantshumanitytodf-d~ct, because human- 



yfie ~ e u r t ’ s  suwarr 
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;1 kindisinherentlyflawedandanimal. That’sawxymodernviav, 
Q nght? Compared to Milton’s Satan, who wants to wreckman- 

kind out of envy for their h r e d  status as children of God.” 
“Huh.” She wished she had something clever to say. 
“Pretty dry stuff.” He shrugged, turning his body 

Faced with the full force of his gaze, she felt prickly 

“I guess.” 
“You guess? You’d better do better than that.” 
“Do you?” 
“Ohyes,’’he said. “Thereisn’t a doubt inmy mind.” 

“People say they saw him in Los Angeles,” she said. 

“I know.” 
“DO you think it was really.. . really the Devil?” 
“I think the Adversary takes many forms,” he replied. 

“I think he can be a nightmare, or your fondest dream. 
He can be a woman beautiful enough to drive you crazy 
with lust, or he could even be an idea-the most logical, 
reasonable argument you’ve ever heard.” 

“I once heard, if the Devil comes knocking, you 
should just say, yesus, could you get that?”’ 

He turned back to her and smiled. “That’s good 
advice. Where’d you hear it?” 

He gave her knee a little pat. Her heart gave a jump 
and her thigh muscles twitched. 

‘‘Your father,” she replied. 
“It’s good advice-if you know who’s a t  your door.” 

He tilted his head a little bit. “But you have nothing to 
worry about, right? You have faith-real faith.. . .” 

Q 
Eo 
e: toward hers. ‘You believe in the Devil, right May?” 

and uncomfortable. 

He turned away to glance out the window. 

“During the quake, you know.” 

* * *  
Gaviel flirted with May until they reached the out- 

skirts of LA. Someone had vandalized a highway sign. It 
now read ‘Welcome to Loss Angeles.” 

A haze of smoke still shrouded the city. Silently, the 
faithful in the bus peered out the windows. Perhaps they 
were trying to see the twisted wreckage of the freeways. 



Perhaps they were anxiously looking for rioters, or 
looters, or National Guardsmen. Supposedly the worst 
had died down. Supposedly it was safe enough for people 
to return to the City of Angels. 

This  busload wasn’t the first bunch of Christians to 
come singing prayers and bringing supplies, but it was 
the first to bring its own camera and crew. In Missouri, 
the Reverend Matthew Wallace was famous for his 
show,’The Hour ofJesus Power, and at his son’s sugges- 
tion, he’d rallied hisviewers to donate food and blankets 
and money (always money) for the people of afflicted Los 
Angeles. Noah Wallace was going to lead a team of the 
faithful into the broken city and heal it with kindness, 
with generosity, and with prayer. 

Matthew stayed back to negotiate with various cable 
networks, trying to syndicate the event nationwide. + + +  

As the luxu-cruiser crossed the LosAngeles River, two 
cops were flanking the back door of an out-of-business 
restaurant. One was in uniform, named Stan Blandings. 
The other was plainclothes detective Carrie Grice. Both 
had guns in hand. Both guns were nonstandard-his a .50 
caliber Desert Eagle, hers a .45 Smith & Wesson. Both 
cops had firm opinions about stopping power. 

“Suspect has fled into the culvert, ” officer Blandings 
said into his radio. “Repeat, suspect has fled into the 
88th Street culvert on foot. Detective Grice and myself 
are pursuing, over.” 

This was a lie. 
“Backup is on the way,” came the dispatcher’s crackly 

voice. Thanks to Blandings, it would go to the wrong 
area. Grice gave him a tight nod. 

“He’s shifted,” she said, looking at the door. It was 
rusted metal, dirty andvandalized. On top of that, it had 
five crumpled finger marks around its edge. Eyeballing 
it, Grice figured the hand was the size of a baseball mitt. 

Blandings licked his lips. “Right.” 
After opening the door, their quarry had closed it 

behind him. Delayingpursuit while he fled? Or forcing 



them to open it so that he could ambush them? Through 
the crack they saw only dim shadow. 

‘We have to keep wearing him down,” Grice said. Her 
head was tilted, as if she were listening some interior 
voice. ‘When he goes back to human, that’s it. He’s out 
of gas. ” 

“Then we bag him.” 
“Bingo. ” 
“Me point?” Stanwas on the side opposite the hinges. 
She nodded. “On three.” She held up one finger. 

then two... 
Carrie slammed her foot into the door. Its distorted 

shape scraped the floor as it opened. Stan ducked his 
head in, then back, then pushed his way through, run- 
ningto hisleft. Carrie followedfast, goingright, sweeping 
her flashlight beam through the dusty interior. 

Their footsteps echoed as they scuttled to cover be- 
hind dusty tables. 

“Look.” Stan’s flashlight beam followed a diminish- 
ing blood trail toward the front door. 

Carrie glanced where he was pointing, so she didn’t 
see the creature erupt out of the ceiling. 

She should have known. She’d seen it crawl up walls 
like fucking Spider-Man, she’d seen people hide in  drop 
ceilings in a dozen bad action movies. The difference 
was, a real drop ceilingwouldn’t support a grown man, 
let alone a monster eight feet tall. But grown men can’t 
cling to a roof with their iron-sharp claws .... 

They  didn’t teach this shit at the police academy. 
Carrie turned back and fired as Stan bellowed. The 

thing had dropped behind him like a n  ape, seized an arm 
and a thigh in its massive hands. She squeezed off a shot 
as it hauled Stan up over its head. She missed. One of the 
thing’s dark wings slithered across, under its arm and 
alongstan’sgut. Heshrieked. Thewingslookedlikewet, 
black rubber, but they cut like razors. 

She aimed lo-ouldn’t take the chance of hitting 
Blandiqs-andhersecondbdet torethroughthethq‘ship. 
It hurledstanat her as she fired again, hittingits torso this time. 



Carrie lunged aside but Blandings crashed into her 
anyway, knocking her down. The thing seized a table and 
flung it. She fired again, blindly, before tucking her 
head between her arms, trying to roll away, but the table 
hit her left armwith a sickening crunch. Bone broke and 
ajoltofpainshot through herhead. She heardBlandings 
shoot as she sat up. 

Daylight framed the beast for a moment as it sailed out the 
door.Theholesinitsgutand1egwereclosingasshewatched. 

“ A m  dammit!” Blandings moaned. Looking over, 
she could see his shirtfront and pants covered in blood, 
bile and shit. The thing had opened his intestines, 
spilling their contents all over him. 

“Cocksucker,” he grunted, grabbing the edges of the 
slash and squeezing them together. He winced and re- 
peated the action as he moved along the injury, pressing 
the edges like a clay seam. With similar groans, Carrie 
pinned her left hand under her left knee and yanked her 
splintered arm straight. The bones crackled into align- 
mentandshe grimaced. Halfayear’shealinginamoment. 
Still hurt like hell, though. 

“Follow?” Blandings asked, panting. 
“He couldbeout inthe alley, waitingto ambushusagain.” 
“Out the front and around, then.” 
She took a deep breath. She was tired, and they were 

probablygoingtobeplayingcat andmouse for alongtime yet. 
As they exited, neither saw a gray subcompact tooling 

along, with a figure in a dark raincoat behind the wheel. 
Following the subcompact was the demon Gaviel. + + *  
The thing the cops were chasingwas another demon, 

this one named Joriel, and it was getting very tired. He 
could feel his human shape-puny, miserable, weak- 
pushing through, trying to crawl back to the surface, 
trying to rob him of his unearthly power and grandeur. 

He turned one eyeball-tipped tentacle down and 
actually saw the fingers moving under his skin, saw the 
mewling face of George Morrison press against the 
underside of his night-black chest. 



“Ah.. . holy fuuuck!” 
He spun around. Abum! A sickly, spat-up human leng 

in filth, but he could be Jorid’s salvation. The demon raised 
mighty arms and spread his wings like a do&. 

“LOOK UPON ME AND TREMBLE! ” 
Nothing! 
Joriel couldn’t understand it. The bum didn’t believe. 
(Like most demons, Joriel was hungry for belief.) 
An eight-foot-tall monster, tentacles where its hair 

should be, eyes on the tentacles and a mouth full of black 
razor-sharp fangs splitting the top of its head instead of 
the front.. . and he didn’t believe. He hid his face in his 
hands, probably blaming it on drugs or drink, doubting 
his sanity.. . thinking anything but that he was facing a 
demon from Hell in an alley in Watts. 

Joriel didn’t have time to persuade. His right-hand 
claws sank into the man’s shoulder like he w a s  kneading 
bread dough. He plunged his fingertips around the bulb 
ofbone, prying it from the shoulder socket and slicing the 
tendon. The man screamed and screamed as Joriel’s 
hideous face bent down before him. 

“ D O  YOU DOUBT ME NOW?” 
As his left fingers probed for the gaps between the 

man’s ribs, reaching through skin and fat to probe 
behind the breastbone, he could feel it. 

“There is no god but God and Mohammed is.. .” Joriel’s 
victimbabbledinhislastmoments, andthedemondrankinhis 
dying belief. It wasn’t much. But it was enough. 

“Rumbling hobos to become more real? My, you’ve 
come to a sorry pass.” 

Joriel spun and saw another man looking at him.. . . 
No, not a man. Another like him. An escaped demon. 

“My name is not lightly given-especially to one in  
‘ W H O  ARE YOU?” 

desperate straits.” 
“ D O  NOT TAUNT ME, FOR 1 HAVE POWER ENOUGH TO 

CONTEND WITH YOU!” 
“Perhaps.” The other rebel looked and sounded 

dubious. “But could you then battle your pursuers?” 



“How do you know about them?” 
“Please. The way you’ve been acting, it’s a wonder 

every Elohim in California can’t sense you. You don’t 
have anyworshippers, do you?” He asked, but before the 
monster could reply, they were interrupted. 

“There it is!” 
Grice and Blandings rounded the corner, guns out, 

only to find their bloodstained prey conversing with a 
well-dressed blackman. He turned and-with disturbing 
grace-a gmm pistol appeared in his hand. Grice covered 
this new threat while Blandings kept his gun aimed at the 
towering horror. 

“Oh dear,” the human said. “Vassals.” He said it the 
way Richard Nixon would have said “Communists.” 

“This is none of your business,” Grice said. 
“Seeing humans torment Elohim? I’ll make that my 

business. ” 
‘You’re willing to shoot a cop?” Blandings asked, his 

eyes never budging from Joriel. 
The man snickered. “I’ve raised arms against the 

punishingangels of God. Your little badge hardlyfright- 
ens me. 

“Go ahead and shoot,” Carrie said. ‘We’re not as 
helpless as you think. ” 

“I’m sure. What did you get for your souls? Physical 
invulnerability? What, no? Something less? Rapid healing 
maybe?” He shook his head slightly. “You didn’t bargain 
very wisely, but it doesn’t matter. None of that would work 
against bullets blessed by a Catholic priest.” 

“I don’t  care if you’ve got the Pope’s own 
machinegun, ” Blandings said, but his eyes flickered off 
Joriel for a second.. . 

. ..and the beast was aloft, darting up and forward on 
a sweep of great wings. The wind of its lunge blew trash 
and dust into the air, but the clap of noise was drowned 
out by three gunshots. Blandings’ gun spat hot flame, 
but theshotwentwide. The blackmanmissedaswell, but 
it didn’t matter. He was changing. Grice hit, but her 
bullet had no visible effect on the figure that was swelling 
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before her, bursting upwards in radiant light, skin glow- 
ingwiththe fireofangryjudgment. Ithadbeentheman, 
and it had missed her, but she couldn’t think that, 
couldn’t imagine this being failing at anything, couldn’t 
conceive of anything but its grandeur and majesty.. . . 

She ran, dropping her gun in panic, forgetting Stan 
in her haste to flee. 

As the black man returned to his mortal form, he 
looked at the other demon as it squatted on the 
policeman’s chest, lowering its head to feed. 

‘You can call me Noah,” he said. 
“AND I AM THE RABISU JORIEL, DARKNESS OF THE DEEPS.’’ 
Around the corner, a figure in a raincoat crouched, 

listening unseen. * + +  
A few miles away, May was giving a bright smile to a 

dirty young girl. Itwas agood smile. May practiced it alot 
on children at the dentist’s office. 

“Hey there honey,” she said. “Is that soup good?” 
The little girl nodded, slurping her second bowl. 
“You want to tell me your name?” 
The girl thought about it and said “DeToya.” 
(‘That’s a pretty name.” 
The Christian Aidworkex-an exhausted man named 

John-had told May that the girl seemed to be in shock. 
“And she’s terrified of white people,” he’d said, very 
matter-of-factly. 

‘‘Is your last name as pretty as your first name?” 
The girl shrugged. 
‘What’s your last name, hon?” 
“Carmody.” 
“DeToya Carmody.” May felt abrief surge ofsatisfac- 

tion. Itwas more than the social workers had gotten. “DO 
you know where your parents are?” 

Instantly, May knew it was the wrong question. DeToya 
curled up and began pushing herself back away from 
May, pausingonlyto grab apacket of crackers to takewith 
her. May put her hands up and crept forward. “It’s okay. 
It’s all good, sugar. You’re safe now.” 



DeToya stopped crawling. May could see tears in the 

“They dead,” she said. “The white folks ate ’em.” 
“What?” May asked, then shookher head. “Oh, poor 

sweetie ... you’re okay now.” 
“I got away ’cause I’m small. Like that girl inAliens. 

I hid in little places where the white folks couldn’t go.” 
Maywonderedwhat kinds ofparentslet anine-year-old 

watch Aliens as she slowly encircled DeToya with her arms. 
Then she frowned. The girl had bandages on her arms and 
legs, crusted over with dried blood. 

‘Who bandaged you, sweetie?” 
“Mama.” DeToya’svoice cracked. That one word was 

trying to carry too much longing and misery, and it 
broke under the strain. 

“Okay, you’re going to have to be brave while we 
change those.. . .” 

Moments later, May was choking back bile. 
Under the gauze pads were bite marks. Someone else 

might have been unsure, but to the practiced eye of a 
dental assistant, they were clearly human. 

girl’s watchful eyes. 

* * *  
“LA is full of the fallen,” Joriel said. He’d resumed 

his human form-a pasty, pudgy white man. He and- 
“Noah”(Gavie1, really, but the Rabisu didn’t know that 
name) were sitting on a partially melted bus stop bench. 
“If the Morningstar was here, no one found him. Or 
they’re staying quiet about it.” 

‘Why are you here?” 
“My duke bade me come.” The Rabisu shook his 

head. “He thought the sight of the Morningstar might 
make it easy to gain human praise. 

“Not a bad thought. You had any luck with that?” 
“No. Were it not for my master’s command, I’d have 

Gaviel found that admission interesting, in light of 

“Indeed,” he said. ‘Why should we trade, or beg, for 

no truck with worship.” 

the woman in the gray car. 

what we can simply take?” 



“I’ve seen some fallenwith clutches of thralls, sharing 
out their favors like.. . like candy to children! But they’re 
the ones who are truly dependent.” 

“Servants who ought be masters,” Gaviel said, nod- 
ding. “Are there many such here?” 

“Some fallen, yes, most with some sort of cult or 
church. Then there are... others ... ” 

“Others?” 
“Old demons, swollen fat with power. They won’t 

treat with the likes of us. To them, we’re only pawns.. . or 
food. Most of the cults in this area have one such as that 
at their core.” 

“Thus those two cops?” 
“They’ve been hounding me for days.” 
What about recent arrivals like you and me?” 
“Oh, there are many, but they’re all worthless. Some 

think they can rule the world. Some think the old war was 
never lost, and they s t i l l  search for Lucifer. I met one of the 
Neberu who thinks we can actually make peace with The 
One and humankind.” He snorted in disgust. 

“Absurd.” 
“So speaks a man with blessed bullets?” 
The black man chuckled. ‘Well, that was kind of a bluff. ” 
‘What?” 
“In fact, that was the first time I fired a gun, but I 

Joriel just stared for a moment. ‘Would such bullets 

“No idea.” 
“It’s a strange new world in which we find ourselves.” 
“Backtothetopicathand: thisother ‘newcomer’ youmet.” 
“She’s a fool, eager to scuttle back into the holy host. 

She would bare her neck for the blade and never admit 
it was falling.” 

think I’m getting the hang of it.” 

really resist their powers?” 

“She’s surely not long for this world.” 
“Maybe next time around she’ll be wiser.” 
“Indeed.” Noah ran a finger along his chin. “Some- 

body that foolish will surely become someone’s weapon, 
or victim, sooner or later.” 



“She was nearly myvictim.” 
“And could be my weapon.” 
The other demon gave him a suspicious glance. 
“Come now,” Noah said. “You yourself said she was 

stupid.” 
Joriel’s lip curled. “Tricking others into fighting 

your battles may be necessary for the weak, but I see no 
reason to side with her.” 

“A fair fight is ideal, of course, but if you look around 
you might notice t h i s  is no longer an  ideal world.” 

Regarding the dirt and decay, Joriel the Rabisu could 
not disagree. He tried another tack. 

WhyshouldItrustyo+Dwil, Namaru, honey- tongue?” 
“After I saved your life?” 
“Oh, I appreciate that, but ...” The Darkness of the 

Deeps frowned, realization crossing his mortal visage. 
‘3ust how did you appear when I was most needful?” 

“I sensed the energies your conflict roused,” Gaviel 
said. “Fearing that one of my fellows was in peril, I sped 
to the scene.” He neglected, once more, to mentionwhat 
had really led him. 

“And now that the peril is over, you wish to aid me 
further?” 

“Certainly! Your domain was the beasts of the sea, 
and mine was the lights of the sky, but even during the war 
I heard of the Darkness of the Deeps. It pains me to see 
you in such straits, but I would be honored to fight by 
your side-if you’ll have me.” 

“I don’t even know a name to conjure you with.” 
“Gaviel.” Seeing the other’s look of suspicion, he 

sighed. “I know my house is known for deceit-wrongly, 
I say-but what can I do to demonstrate my goodwill?” 

The other demonsaid nothlng, just shrugged. ‘You have 
shown courage,” he admitted, “That’s some-, but.. .” 

Gaviel uttered a short, sharp sound unheard on Earth 
since the dawn of time. 

The Darkness’s eyes widened. 
“There. The first syllable of my true name. Is that s&- 

cient? Orwould youhave allofit, enough tobindme down?” 



“I ...” The Rabisu was obviously confused. “I guess 

He did not offer part of his own true name in return, 
I’ve wronged you. I apologize.” 

nor did Gaviel expect it. * * *  
When Detective Carrie Grice was an awkward four- 

teen-year-old Fresnogirl, embarrassed by her developing 
breasts, she got harassed in broad daylight by a pair of 
grimy men who were, inexplicably, drunk at a strip mall 
at noon. Young Carrie was terrified until a police officer 
came along, rousted the drunks, and took her home. 

Ten years later, she was a rookie policing the streets 
of Huntington Park in LA. Her very first day on the job, 
she was first on the scene when a sixty-five-year-old 
grandmother got her teeth knocked out. Someone-a 
tall, heavyset man-broke into her house and hit her in 
the mouth with a candlestick until all her teeth were 
shattered. He didn’t take anything or ask her anything or  
say anything to her. 

He was never caught. 
Grice couldn’t figure it. Stuff like bank heists and drug 

murders and even rape-it made sense. It was wrong, but 
reasonable. But random acts of wickedness ... she just 
couldn’t wrap her brain around them, and it bugged her. 

She got into the LAPD’s bustling Narcotics Division 
and gradually became a n  expert on a pair of high-moving 
smugglersnamed Luis and Raoul Orgullo. The Orgullos 
were badnews, but theywere rational, and that distracted 
her from the other kind of cases.. . for a while. But her 
mind always came back to that shocked, toothless woman. 
Or back to the smart-mouthed drunks from her adoles- 
cence. Or  to all of the other pointless, meaningless, 
joyless villainies she could remember from her years on 
the force. 

A more stereotypical cop would have become an 
alcoholic, or a cynic, or a burnt-out PI doing back- 
ground checks for software companies. Instead, Carrie 
looked for answers. 

She found a demon. 



The demon explained that theworldwas broken, that 
God had forsaken mankind, and that the best anyone 
could hope for was to negotiate from strength. Carrie 
didn’t want to believe it, at first, but it made more sense 
than anything else. * * *  

Eventually, Gaviel and Joriel left the bus bench to get 

“So. ..” Gaviel started. “That vassal cop who got away. 

“Her name is Carrie Grice. She is pledged to some 

“That’s what you know?” 
Yt’s enough to kill her.” 
“You’d think so, but she’s not dead. Rather than 

charge in headlong, why not get a little tactical intelli- 
gence on her?” 

Joriellooked down at his hands. “She did surprise me 
before,” he grudgingly admitted. 

“Great. While you do that, I’m going to go find this 
other demon you were talking about. The Neberu.” 

‘What possible good can that do?” 
‘Whatever else you think of them, they are good at 

“The Sower of Falling Stars.” 
“Mm ... don’t remember her.” 
“If you want to conjure her, I have her celestial name.” 
Gaviel smiled. “Excellent. How do you know her?” 
“She saved my life in the war against Heaven.” 

The house sat crazy on the hill. During the earth- 
quake, it had slid off its foundation and drifted ten feet 
downwards. The second storywas completelycollapsed- 
the once-beautiful first floor mashed beneath it on the 
downhill side. As Gaviel stepped inside, he felt the ghost 
of a reaction from Noah Wallace’s stolen memories. It 
was unnatural-the slope of the floor, the way his feet slid 
down to come to a rest at the angle of a wall. 

frittatas and plan. 

Do you know who she is?” 

powerful regional demon.” 

preventing surprises. Do you remember her title?” 

* * *  
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“Hello?” he called. He cleared his throat and spoke again, 
this time in the first language, that spoken in Eden itself. 

A bullet slammed through the back of his spine. He 
plunged forward, barely managing to fling his arms up 
before his face could fit in the v between the carpet and 
the paneling. He frowned and concentrated, fitting his 
bones together, making blood, mending flesh.. . . As he 
did so, a hand seized his shoulder and spun him around. 

A small woman, blonde, all muscle and sinew. She 
had a compact pistol leveled at his face. 

“Edasul, I presume?” he said. 
‘Who told you that name?” 
“Arather large and stupid fellowwith tentacles on his 

head.” 
‘The Darkness of the Deeps. I should have known.” 

She drew the gun’s hammer back. 
“If you’re going to shoot me again, could you do the 

face? These clothes are soiled enough.” 
“You’re a pretty pathetic killer.” 
He considered this statement, thennodded. “That’sa fair 

assessment. Good dung I didn’t come here to kill you.” 
“The Darkness wouldn’t send you for any other 

reason. 
“He has bigger problems than you. I have bigger 

problems than you. And you have bigger problems than 
either of us. And yet, here we are, spinning our wheels, 
bickering and sniping and putting holes in each others’ 
shirts. ” 

Edasul took a step back, but the pistol never wavered. 
‘*You’re talking about the Earthbound.” 

(‘1s that what you call them? Big, potent, crazy de- 
mons with police officer thralls?” 

She shrugged. “I’ve steered clear of them so far.” 
“Mm, yes, I can see how the Darkness’s distracting 

rampages would make that fairly scmple. Not to mention 
Lucifer’s display. But the Morningstar is gone, and you 
and I both know the Rabisu’s brute nihilism and arro- 
gance toward humanity gives him a fairly limited shelf 
life. Unless.. . ” 



“Unless what?” 
“Unless someone smarter could redirect his admirable 

“Someone like you.” 
“Mm, you could do it if he still trusted you. But you 

“I don’t trust you, either.” 
“DO you at least trust me to be selfish? Because I think 

three can survive longer than two. Especially if two of 
those three are willing to let the third be suicidally 
stupid-when the time is right. ” 

“Once more, a Devil calls us to arms, just like the 
Morningstar at the dawn of the war. Is leadership really 
that addictive to you?” 

“It is what my house was made for, but this isn’t about 
that. It’s about survival. It’s about.. . maybe making some 
peace with the world, with our situation.” He hung his 
head. “This body ... this man. .. Noah ... he never made 
peace with his father. Or with his faith. I just wish.. .” He 
shrugged. 

reserves of energy in a more constructive direction.” 

wasted that chance.” 

She squinted at him, skeptically. “Faith,” she said. 
“That’s what it’s all about, right?” 
“And you’re asking me to have faith in you.” 
‘Yes. And to demonstrate my good faith to you. ..” 
For the second time that day, he spoke part of his true 

name. For the second time, he gave away part of the key 
to his destiny, his enslavement or his utter destruction. 

For the second time that day, it bought him an ally. * * *  
The three demons met in neutral territory-a play- 

ground that had been in rough shape even before the 
earthquake andriots. Nowitwasmuchworse. Thejungle 
gym was dented and distorted where people had been 
tied to it and beaten with planks from the seesaws, and its 
paint was chipped from missed blows with swing set 
chains. The park had been circled with police tape, but 
everyone ignored it. The cops had bigger problems. 

“George,” Gaviel said pleasantly. “Can you fdl us in 
on Ms. Grice’s situation?” 



Joriel’s lumpy human form gave Edasul’s compact 
mortal shape a suspicious glare. “I talked to a few cops. 
They’re pretty sure she’s dirty.” 

“How’d you get that out of them?” Edasul asked. 
“Persuasion.” He smirked, and for a moment his 

“Dirty in what fashion?” Gaviel asked. 
“Not sure. But there was some businesswith Blandings 

and missing evidence from a drug bust.” 
“That’s the best you could do?” Edasul demanded, 

rolling her eyes. “Did you get something I can use? A 
piece of her clothes or some hair or something?” 

‘Would this do?” Gavielproduced a smallleadlump. 
“It’s a bullet she fired in anger.” 

‘Where’d you get it?” 
“It was lodged in my thighbone.” He glanced atJoriel. 

‘Why don’t you let her see Blandings’ gun, too?” 
The Darkness of the Deeps made a point of removing 

the clip and clearing the chamber before he handed over 
the huge weapon. 

“Okay then,” Edasul said, rolling the spent slug in 
one hand like a gambler’s die. “Hm.. .” Her tiny fingers 
slid up and down Blandings’ pistol, almost caressing it. 

After a moment, she gave a short laugh and her eyes 
popped open. 

“Pathetic,” she said. 
‘What?’’ 
“These two sold their souls for-get this-a coke deal. 

They got some ancillary benefits, like rapid healing and 
immunity to age, but the biggest reward they could imag- 
ine was winding up as wealthy LA drug barons.” 

“It’s come to pass,” Joriel said. “Humanity is so 
degraded they can no longer even sin greatly.” 

‘What kind of coke deal?” Gaviel asked. The Sower of 
Falling Stars gave him a suspicious glare. 

‘Why should we care?” 
“Surely you jest. A demon’s thrall who just happens 

to be a police detective? Who’s putting herself in a 
position where we can get’mortals to strip her of her 

teeth looked black and sharp. 



authority and imprison her, without exposing our- 
selves? Tactical opportunities like that don’t pop up 
every day.” 

“Then you’ll be pleased to know the buy is tonight.” 
Joriel smiled. “So shewill be distracted,” he saidwith 

“And a lot of money will change hands,” Gaviel said, 

“The money isn’t that important,” she said. 
“Then perhaps you’d like to do a good deed,” the 

Darkness replied. “Keeping all the dirty nose goodies 
away from the monkeys.” 

The Neberu and the Rabisu exchanged heatedwords, 
and Gaviel let them fight. As long as they were arguing 
about”why they should go, neither would reconsider 
staying away. 

Besides, the squabble distracted them from a figure in 
a dark raincoat heading for a gray subcompact. Each of 
them saw her. But only Gaviel thought she might matter. 

“Can I get an“‘Amen?” asked Reverend Matthew 

“AMEN! ” 
The minister wasn’t present in the flesh, but his 

image towered above the congregation on a fifteen-foot 
projection screen. 

relish. 

glancing obliquely at Edasul. 

* * +  
Wallace. 

“Son? Are you there?” 
“I’m here father,” Noah-or Gaviel-said. A camera 

w a s  pointed at him, but he was looking up and to his left. 
They’d arranged it so that, on the broadcast, his image 
would be in a box at the lower right, with Matthew’s face 
taking up most of the screen, looking down toward him. 

“And what have you seen in Los Angeles?” 
“I’ve seen suffering!” 
There was a noise of agreement from the crowd. 
“And I’ve seen loss! ” 
More agreement. 
“And I’ve seen pain and anger!” 
The crowd was really behind him. 
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“But greater than all those, I’ve seen love!” 
“Hallelujah!” “Amen!” “Praise the Lord!” The cam- 

eras switched to a single screen format. It panned across 
the crowd and, by a trick of fate, happened upon May. 
Tears shone on her cheeks as she looked worshipfully 
upwards. Then it switched back to Noah, filling the 
screen with his face. 

“I saw love in the eyes of the people back home as they 
opened their hearts to this mission of mercy. I saw an  old 
widow, so bent beneath the weight of years that she had to 
come to church in a wheelchair, and that old widow 
brought a blanket, this blanket,” Noah shookit in the air, 
“that she made with her old, arthritic hands. I’ve seen it in 
the eyes of the poor people of Missouri, people with little 
enough for themselves, but when we asked they gave what 
they could, even if it was just a can of corn or a few measly 
quarters, but it’matters because they were giving love!“ 

“Amen! ” 
“I’ve seen love in the eyes of the suffering here-good 

people, people of faith, people who did no wrong but 
were smitten by toil and misery-I’ve seen their love and 
gratitude when we brought them simple comfort. But 
clearest of all, I’ve seen the love shining from the faces of 
our parishioners here, who have traveled far, brought 
much and worked hard on behalf of this sorrowing city. 
I’ll tell you this, America. I’ll tell you. You may think that 
we’ve brought alot to Los Angeles. We’ve brought money, 
and clothing, and food, and we’ve brought comfort and 
kindness and the Good News, but what I’m taking back 
home with me is more than I brought. I’m taking home 
love, brothers and sisters. I can feel it. Can you feel it?” 

“Amen!” “Testify, brother!” 
“Can you feel it?” 
“I feel it!” “Glory! Hallelujah!” 
“I feel it too! Our love, and their love, and it’s all part of 

the OneLove, people. It’sallpartofChrist’slove. Justwhen 
you think you’ve got all of it, that you know all there is to it, 
thatyouhave te, have to drive toLosAngelesjustto shareit- 
you find out there’s more of it!” 



“Praise the Lord! ” 
“So when tht? people out here thank me-when they 

say ‘Thank you Noah, thank you for coming out here, 
thank you for the food, for the money, for just being 
here’-All I can say in return is ‘No. Thank you. Thank 
you for the love.”’ 

The applause was thunderous. 
Afterwards, he changed his shirt yet again and was 

“You’re sure you have all the footage you need?” 
“Pretty sure, yeah ... .” 
“If we need to reshoot, we can do it tomorrow?” 
“Are you going somewhere?” May asked. 
He gave her a bright smile. “I’m afraid I have to.” 
“But.. . tonight’s the banquet. From the local churches.” 
“I wish I could go, but I have some pressing business.” 
‘What sort of business?” 
He tookboth her hands inhis andgave her asomber look. 
“May, if it was only my business, I’d tell you. But it’s 

not my story to tell. I made a promise to someone. I have 
to keep it. Do you understand?” 

checking with the videographer as May approached him. 

Hesitantly, she nodded. 
“Believe me, I’d rather be banqueting with you. But 

Reluctantly, she released his hands. As he turned, she 
I have to do this.” 

wondered if that”‘you’ was plural or singular. + + *  
By 8:30 that night, lots of people were dead or 

injured at Grossman Storage. 
The coke smugglers Luis and Raoul Orgullo were 

suspicious about their newbusiness partner, so they took 
the precaution of showing up plenty early and placing a 
few associates in and around the warehouse. 

Of course, the police-who believed that Grice had 
set up a straightforward buy-and-bust-were also infil- 
trating the neighborhood. 

Everyone involved tookpains to keep everything looking 
normal, but there was still an intangible tension in the air 
as eight o’clock approached. It was unnaturally quiet-the 
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rats and mice and seagulls hadvacated the area as soon as the 
demons had approached-and the silence made Grice bite 
her lips as she walked into the warehouse. 

Ten minutes later, the police charged in and the 
gunfire started. Watching from a nearby coffee shop, 
Gaviel finished his hot tea with Iemon and delicately 
patted his lips. 

“Shall we go?” 
Inside the warehouse, the reek of cordite was already 

heavy. There were SWAT cops taking point with heavy 
weapons and body armor. But the Orgullos’ friends had 
trained at the School of the Americas and were using 
weapons from South American military aid packages. 
The training and weapons of each side were remarkably 
similar. But the Orgullos also had a compact and pow- 
erful radio jammer to keep the cops from coordinating, 
which made things much less certain. 

Gaviel followed Edasul into the warehouse. They’d 
seen Grice go in with an alligator briefcase and come out 
with two small brushed-steel suitcases. They were going 
after the briefcase while Joriel was killing Grice. 

”Just follow me close,” Edasulsaid. Gavielobeyed. In 
times of trouble, there were worse places to stand than 
behind someone who sees the future. 

For no apparent reason, she grabbed him and pulled 
him behind a stack of pallets. Seconds later, three po- 
licemenin riot gearboltedpast, muttering “Go, go,go!” 

Edasul shut her eyes for a moment, then said “Okay, 
we have to go left up here.” Gaviel nodded, wondering 
how Joriel was doing against Grice. 

They crept along and stopped again, leaning against an  
interior wall that was plasterboard to about waist-height, 
and then became Plexiglas. She squeezed her eyes shut. “All 
right, they’re on the other side of t h i s  wall. One of them is 
badlyhurt; hecan’tshoot. There’saguardwiththem, hehas 
a machinegun too and he’s about.. . five paces that way. But 
he’s deafened from the gunfire, so ...” 

“I understand.” Gaviel said, standing up and point- 
ing his pistol. 

- 



“No, don’t!” Edasul shouted, but it was too late. 
Gaviel fired through the Plexiglas and missed both men. 
They turned and opened fire just as he did a flat dive out 
of the way. Bullets slammed into Edasul, hard enough to 
drive her back into a pile of boxes. 

With an unearthly scream, she arose changed. Wings of 
starless midnight unfolded, and she lunged forward with 
eyes, clawsandteethburninglikedistantsuns. Shemafigure 
of glory and terror, and if the two men hadn’t already been 
shooting, theg’dhave dropped to their knees inmindless awe. 
Buttheywerefmng, andinpanickysituations, humanbeings 
are more likely to stay in their rut than try anything new. They 
kept attaclang as she swooped inslashing andhowling. Edasul 
had the strength to heal some of the wounds, and she had 
prophetic powers to avoid some of the others. 

But her focus on them meant she wasn’t watching 
Gaviel. He took calm aim, but waited. He saw no point 
in betraying her before she killed the smugglers for him. 
When she could no longer support her angelic form, he 
opened fire. The remainingcrookkept hystericallyshoot- 
ingather even after she dropped, so it was easy for Gaviel 
to get behind him and fire from point-blank range. 

Edasulwasn’t dead, and he hadn’t expected her to be. 
She was trying to scrabble toward the still-hot machine 
pistol in a dead man’s limp hand. Gaviel easily beat her 
to it, treading on her fingers in the process. 

“Traitor, ” she snarled, eyes of night and stars glaring 
from a mortal face. 

“Now, now,” he said, kneeling next to her. “You 
don’t want some petty, impotent recrimination as the 
final act of the Sower of Fallen Stars, do you?Why not be 
classy and forgive me? After all, that’s what you expect 
of God, isn’t it?” 

“I’ll be back, and I’ll hunt you.. . ?’ 
‘Wrong, and wrong again. No forgiveness, huh? 

Pity. Might have made devouring you easier.” 
Her eyeswidened and turned humanwith fear. In the 

war, demons had cannibalized defeated angels, but com- 
mitting such an act on one another.. . 



‘You didn‘t think I was just in this for the money, did 
you?” Gaviel asked, as claws of flame sprangfrom his fhgers. 

He made hiswaybackto the front doorwithaquickand 
competent stealth that would have surprised Edasul a great 
deal. He got shot several times, but nobody tried to take his 
briefcase away, and after a few moments ofplaying dead he 
was always able to close the wounds and continue. 

Gaviel wondered how he’d get to the car unnoticed, 
but he needn’t have worried. The Darkness of the Deeps 
was, as he’d hoped, making quite a spectacle of himself. 
He’d severed one of Detective Grice’s legs somehow and 
was holding her thrashingbody above his head so that the 
spurtingblood fell down his throat. With his other hand, 
he had a patrolman by the neck and was shaking him the 
way a terrier shakes a rat. 

The cops and the remaining smugglers were all reso- 
lutely firing in Joriel’s direction. The fact that they were 
hitting his two chew toys as well didn’t seem to register. 

Gaviel reached George Morrison’s car without inci- 
dent. Then he paused. Joriel’s resilience really was 
admirable. But he was starting to flag. Fresh injuries 
weren’t closing over immediately, and at the rate he was 
taking hits, he wouldn’t last long. 

As his ears picked up the sounds of a SWAT officer 
weeping “Oh-god-oh-god-oh-gawd ...” over and over, 
a smile cracked his face. 

Aninstantlater, theglitteringform ofGavie1,Angel of 
Light and Lord ofthe Summer Sun, appeared on the fray. 

“TOHELLRETURNETH, A B O ~ L E C R E A T U R E ! ”  heshouted 
andswept forward as the Darkness crashed to hisknees. The 
other demon was just returning to his human form when 
the cruel fire of Gaviel’s wings surrounded him. 

Afew of the watchers just kept shooting, but most fell 
down and gave thanks. 

Gaviel felt it but didn’t acknowledge it as he took to 
the sky, looking for ... there. 

The brushed steel suitcase, lying bloodstained where 
Gricehaddroppedit. Noonewaspayingattentionto itand, 
moments later, they were still looking up and wondering 



where the winged apparition had flown when a handsome 
black man discreetly picked up the case. 

Gaviel patted the gun in his pocket and wondered, 
momentarily, what had happened to the second case, but 
he was too tired to pursue it. He’d forced an awful lot 
onto reality, and reality hadn’t taken it lying down. All 
that on top of a great deal of physical effort and trauma. 
He might be a celestial being, but his instincts belonged 
to a sheltered intellectual, and the tension was catching 
up to him. 

As he walked towards his car, he passed a gray subcom- 
pact. He was so distracted-thinking about how Joriel’s 
spirit had managed to escape him at the last moment-that 
hedidn’tevennoticeit. Hedidn’tseethewomaninthedark 
raincoat, just as Edasul hadn’t seen Gaviel aiming at her. 
And like her, he was taken unaware. 

xf 
‘Who are you?” 
Gaviel blinkedand concentrated on the pain in the back 

ofhis head. But he decided not to heal it. There were limits 
to how much he could impose on the material world, and 
after his busy day, those limits were fast approachq. 

“I’m Noah Wallace.” He tried to turn onto his side but 
felt a strange weight on his chest, and at each wrist and 
ankle. He blinkedhiseyesclear andsawa bedroomceiling. 
Therewas astain, water damage. Helookedleft. Therewas 
a communion wafer sitting on his wrist. He also saw a 
bedside table, a teddy bear, a nondescript chest of drawers 
wi th  photos and candles and a weary-looking fern. 

He looked right and saw another wafer, and a stout 
woman holding his stolen machine pistol. Her face had 
a horrible blankness that drained any warmth or humor 
out of her sweatshirt (which read Someone in  
Menominee, W7 Loves Me!). 

She wasn’t wearing her raincoat, but he recognized 
her. Even before he saw her face, he felt the familiar, 
itching belief that seemed to follow her like a stench. 
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Mentally, he cursed himself for getting distracted by 
the Sower and the Darkness and the promise of ill- 
gotten wealth. But he let none of it show on his face. 

She poked him with the barrel of the weapon and 
asked, “What are your’ 

He glanced down at the Eucharist resting on his 
chest. 

“I think you know,” he replied. ‘Why else would you 
restrain me with the Body of Christ?” 

‘You’re a demon, then,” she said, standing up and 
pacing back and forth. “Ademon. But what’s a demon? 
What are you doing? Why here? Why now?” 

“You saw Lucifer, didn’t you?” 
She spun, her eyes wide. “How did you know?” 
“I’ve seen his effect on mortals.” 
“Everything‘s ruined now,” she muttered. 
“Yep, that’s the Morningstar all right.” 
“Shut up!” she shrieked. 
He said nothing. She took a deep breath. 
“I had a normal life,” she said. “I worked and I went 

bowling and saw movies, I went out and got drinks with 
friends and I was“norma1. And now.. . ” 

“Now you’ve seen him.” 
“Now I’ve seen him and I can’t get him out of my 

head! I can’t stand normal anymore! I can’t stand any- 
thing that isn’t him!” 

“That’s quite a problem. And yet, if you’re plagued 
by thoughts of demons, I question why you’d go to the 
trouble of canturinp one.” 

n,” she said. “I want to under- 
SI iat he did to me!” 

d it to yourself.” 

(3 

“I want you to explai 
tand. I want to know wk 

“Did to you? You di 
‘You’re lying! ” 
“An-* A- T --.-LLl-. L vv n a c  uv pmwuly liave to gain from lying to you?” 
She hesitated. “Demons always lie,” she said. 
“In that case, it’s awfully silly to ask me questions. 

Why not let me go?” He gave her a charming smile. 
“I’ll get the truth out of you. I’ll make you tell me,” 

she threatened. 



“Oh? And just how might you do that?” 
She bit her lip, uncertain. 
“Burn me with a hot light bulb?” he suggested. 
“Chinese water torture? I understand that prying up 

fingernails is particularly +. ” He shookhis head. “Good 
grief. You can’t even think up a torture, can you?” 

“I can think of plenty! ” 
“And they might work on a human being. But look, 

Miss.. . Do you have a name?” 
She shifted back, suspicious. He rolled his eyes. 
“Miss Doe. Miss Anonymous. Miss Lucifer-Ob- 

sessed, whatever. Do you honestly thinkthere is anything 
you can do to me to outstrip Hell itself? I’ve spent the last 
ten thousand years in a place designed by God the Most 
High as the ultimate agony. Do you really think there’s 
anything you can do that’s going to scare me? Torture 
away! Go ahead! Having a red hot curling iron up my ass 
is a picnic next to Hell. You could torment me until you 
die of old age. It won’t matter to me. It’ll just waste the 
only life you ’II ever have. ” 

‘<Or I could kill you.” 
“Also an option, though disposing of my body after 

your neighbors hear the gunshot is a challenge that I 
don’t think you’re up to, given how distracted you are. 
Besides, you don’t want to.” 

t t  1 I m starting to,” she sneered. 
“Honestly, you don’t. If you just wanted to kill me, 

you could have done that on the street. You brought me 
here for something. What is it?” 

She loolcedaway . Whenhespoke again, hisvoicewas gentle. 
“Do you wen know what you want?” 
“It’s not that my old life was so great,” she said, and 

Gaviel realized she was crying. “But it was all I had. And 
I don’t know how to go back!” 

He waited, timing it. When he judged her sobs to be 
ripe, he said “Are you sure you’d like to?” 

“I don’t know! ” shewailed. “Everything is so“horrible! 
All the riots, and the fires, the looting ... I mean, there 
are worse things. Things that didn’t get on the news. 



People went crazy! I saw these three women? They’d 
caught this cop and they skinned him alive. They did it 
right down there in the street! In broad daylight! They 
held him down on the hood of a Camaro.. . its car alarm 
started going off.. . and they peeled offhis skin! Everyone 
could see. People were yelling things. Encouragement! 
The policeman was just screaming until he, he couldn’t. 
No one helped him! If you look, you can still see the 
bloodstains on the asphalt.. . .” 

She trailed off. Eventually, Gaviel said, “That does 
make bowling and work sound appealing.” 

“But when I saw him he was so... so beautiful, but 
more than that. He was so real! It was like.. . like in ‘The 
Wizard of Oz,’ when suddenly everything’s color? He 
was like that. He was my colors! ” 

‘Wonder and horror are better friends than humans 
like to admit. Look, let’s try a n  experiment. Close your 
eyes.” She squinted at him and he sighed. 

“That ugly leer of suspicion is close, but try shutting 
themall theway. There. Now, Iwantyouto thinkbackon 
your old life. Your job. What do you do?” 

“I do medical exams for Met Life.” 
*‘Meet many interesting people?” 
Almost against her will, she seemed to relax into the 

comforting, mundane questions. “Some, now and then.” 
“You get up in the morning and you shower, you eat 

breakfist.. . what do you drinkinthe mornings, coffee?Tea?” 
“Orange juice, usually.” 
“Orange juice, and you put on your makeup and 

think about the day’s appointments, you think about 
doing laundry or going to the store or picking up your 
dry cleaning. It’s a normal day.” 

“I feed the cats. In the morning.” 
“Right. Nothing special. You’re going to watch some 

TV in the evening, or maybe grab a beer with the gals 
from the office. Right?” 

She nodded. 
“In this very orchary day you have a neurological event. ” 
“Awhat?” 



“Somedung happens to your brain. Maybe it’s a stroke. 
Maybe a small tumor has grown to the point that it’s pressing 
your frontal lobe. Maybe it’s a limbic chemical imbalance, 
maybesomejokerspikedyour OJwithLSD. Maybeyou took 
a blow to the head during the earthquake.’’ 

“But nothing like that.. . ” 
“Ever happened? How dQ you know? Because you 

don’t remember? Because you saw a corona of light and 
felt unearthly love and devotion? Because everything 
seemed flat and unreal afterwards? Brain damage could 
account for all of that.” 

‘What I saw.. . it wasn’t.. . ” 
‘You might forget a blow to the head because‘ of 

amnesia-either physical or psychological. Pressure on the 
optic nerve can result in flares of color. Aharsh fluctua- 
tion in your dopamine and neuropeptide levels can give 
an eerie rush of intense feeling, followed by a backwash of 
listlessness, depression and uncertainty. ” 

“It was on the TV though.. . ” 
“Ah. As if no one with neurological damage ever 

confabulated memories after seeing something sugges- 
tive on television! Look, everything you’ve experienced 
to date suggests that what you saw was not real. So either 
you’ve been wrong allyour life, or you’re mistaken now. 
Which is really more realistic? Demons and angels? Or 
insurance and orange juice?” 

“I ... I guess ...” 
Her forehead was contorted with confusion and her 

mouthwaswide open, but Gaviel didn’t need to hear her 
answer. He could sense it. He could feel her doubt as the 
tokens of faith that restrained him became mere unleav- 
ened bread again. 

As he sat up, the bedsprings creaked. Her eyes shot 
openandshepointedthegunathim. Heraisedhishands 
reassuringly. 

“And now we’ve established that you can go back-ifyou 
wish.Your oldlife offerscomfort and routine.. . but you’re 
worried that it’s meaningless and false. I can actually tell you 
that, yes, it is. Bowling andwork do not matter. In the larger 
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scheme of dungs, you were-and could once more be-as 
insignificant as an ant. O n  the other hand, you C’M been 
exposed to a new life that is bigger, and more important, 
and more real. But it’s full of danger, and uncertainty, and 
maddening horror alongside its glory and mapficence. It 
tempts you, but you have no idea how to live it. Right?” 

Mutely, she nodded. 
“I can free you from this dilemma, if you let me. But 

there are two doors out of it, and you have to pickwhich 
one. Do you want to go forward, or back?” 

Her mouth opened and closed. T a n  you make me 
forget him?” 

“I can’t promise that. But I can make the memory 
meaningless. I can release you from an impassioned long- 
ingthathasnoplaceintherationalworld. Icangiveyouback 
the same future that every normal person has.” 

“Or the other door?” 
“I can initiate you into the mysteries. I can make you 

my partner in all that I do, sharing my power and 
partaking in my fate. I can’t promise we’ll find the 
Morningstar. But if we do, you won’t face him as one 
puny human among the multitude.” 

“You’re talking about selling my soul, aren’t you?” 
“Oh, that. Yes. That’s the key to the cage, through 

“And if I don’t accept your help?” 
’You can stay stuck where you are, forever.” He 

leaned in and gently took the gun from her unresisting 
hands. “If you just want me to leave-fine, no harm, no 
foul. But before you make up your mind, look deep 
inside and ask yourself who really has your soul now.’’ 

He waited until he could see a decision on her face. 
“At least with me, you get somedung in trade,” he said. 
She bowed her head and whispered her choice. He 

Then he began draining life out of her. 
It was so painful, so swift, that she didn’t even cry out. 

She just crumpled into a ball and fell to the floor. The 
demon leaned intimately close. 

either door.” 

nodded. 



“Choosing to forget is pretty cowardly,” he said. “If 
you’d picked the larger life, I might have let you live it. 
Though I’m still pretty pissed about you hitting me.” 

Before his eyes, her hair turned gray, then white, 
the1 

powerful it is, do 
3me inkling now, YOU 

Just like everything else.” 
She croaked at him, but couldn’t really speak, couldn’t 

move except to curl tighter into a fetal position. Leaving the 
world in the same shape she’d entered it. 

“And here you get the future that awaits you humans all. 
On somber reflection, I think I’d have killed you whatever 
you chose. Otherwise, you might have let someone know 
you got the drop on me. Too embarrassing.” 

She didn’t answer. She was dead. 
He put the gun on the floor, pulled out a handker- 

chief and wiped his fingerprints off it. Then he stood 
and dusted off his hands. 

He was tired, but happy. The Darkness had part of his 
Name and was presumably insane with rage-but who 
knew when Joriel would get another chance to incar- 
nate? Edasul had been delicious. If no one had grabbed 
it, there was a lot of money in the trunk of Morrison’s 
car. And the mortal, the anonymous woman who be- 
lieved so sadly, so fully ... she made the whole trip 
worthwhile. 

“Now where’s my briefcase?” he wondered out loud. 
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Because I could not stop for Death- 

He kindly stopped for me- 

-Emily Dickinson 

“Havegourselfa merrylittle Chris tmas/Let  
your heart be light /From now on, our troubles will be 
out of sight ...” 

Linnea Pohl cupped her hands more tightly around her 
coffee cup. Her fingers had long since absorbed aU the heat 
in it. She considered asking the waitress for a warm-up but 
decideditwastoomuchtrouble todealwithanotherhuman 
being. Instead, she picked up the nearest quarter of her 
turkey and bacon club sandwich. The white mark in the top 
slice of toast where she’d taken a single bite out of it-how 
many ages ago?-contrasted sharplywith its golden-brown 
surface. She staredatthe sandwich, mesmerized, for several 
seconds before dropping it untasted back to the plate. Why 
had she thought food would be any damned help? 

The Christmas carol went on, syrupy and sickening. 
She’d never liked it. Or the movie it came from. The sound 



system in the all-night diner kept spillingit at her, clear and 
penetrating as Dolby stereo. That voice, that Judy Garland 
warble overflowingwith fake pathos. A show of sadness put 
on for the camera. AU because a fictional happy family had 
to pickup house and move in 1890-something. 

“Big fucking deal,” Linnea muttered to the cooling 
brown sludge in her cup. A stocky cop in his fifties at the 
booth across the way gave her a look. She ignored him, 
instead concentrating on a chip in the cup’s rim. What the 
hell did Judyknowabout real pain? Linnea knewwhat real 
pain was. She’d been drowning in it since ~ : O O  p.m. 

Since her little sister had asked to die. 
The cup clattered against the saucer as she pressed her 

hands to her forehead. Tiny blood vessels pulsed against 
the skin, throbbing like that damned voice over the 
ceiling speaker. She must be sitting right under it. If she 
had agun, like that cop, she’dshoot the thing out. Shoot 
out every speaker in the goddamned diner, and to hell 
with what the cop thought. Then maybe she’d turn it on 
herself for good measure. At least that way she’d go first. 

“Damn you, Julie,” she whispered past a lump in her 
throat that burned like a red-hot golf ball. Strep throat, 
possible symptom, the doctor in her noted automati- 
cally. “I can’t do this. You know I can’t do this.” 

‘You all right, ma’am?’’ 
Looking up was like lifting a twenty-pound weight. 

The cop was standing by her table. The expression on his 
face combined wariness and concern, as if he wanted to 
offer help but was too used to dealing with hardasses to 
have any idea how. He had a beer paunch and a bad 
comb-over hiding his bald spot. Like Dad, dead from 
liver damage six months before the LA quake. Before 
Julie went into the hospital and never came out. Not that 
Dad would’ve cared. Lucky bastard. 

She glanced downward, past the cop’s plump chin 
and neck to his dark blue shirt. His badge glittered 
against the fabric, harshly bright. 

“Po-lice officer,” she said, pointedly pronouncing 
each syllable. “And who are you policing at the moment?” 



“Ma’am?’’ 
‘Who’s your target? Your perp? Or do you call us 

civvies something else these days?” 
Hisjawjuttedoutashedrewhimselfup. Onehandwentto 

the butt of his gun. “I think you should leave now, ma’am. ” 
“Or what? You’ll haul me away?” Her sour laugh 

held no mirth. “Jesus Christ. A city still full of rioters 
and looters, and you’ve got nothing better to do?!” 

“Now you listen here-” 
“Fuck off.” 
The rational part of her brain, the one that normally 

handled her patient schedule and picking up the dry clean- 
ingandthe endlesschangesinJulie’s treatment over the past 
half-year, suggested that swearing at an  armed member of 
LA’sfinestwasnotthewisest move to make.Atthemoment, 
though, she didn’t care. Getting hauled downtown and 
tossed into a holding cell might be an improvement. At least 
then she’d have physical miseries to distract her from 
mental hell. She gave the cop her best attack-dog glare, an  
expression culled from memories of the adolescent punk 
she‘d once been. What she’d give to be nineteen again. No, 
not nineteen. That had been her last year in hell. neirlast 
year in hell, hers and Julie’s. She’dlove to be twenty, on her 
ownwithJulieinthe first crampedapartmentthey’dshared. 
Free of the stink ofvodka and whiskey and breath mints that 
never masked it when Mom or Dad spoke. Free of the 
constant shoutingand fist-through-the-wall fights. Free of 
the silencesthat followedwhile Dad slept it off and Mom got 
steadily more pickled in her favorite living-room chair. 
Workinghard at pre-medanda student-aidjob, but happy 
forthe first time since she could remember. She and Julie, 
together against the world. 

Her nose stung. She broke off the staring contest with 
the cop and slumped against the back of the booth. 
“Leave me alone.” 

She knew he was looking at her. She kept her eyes 
down so she wouldn’t see the pity on his tough-guy face. 
Afterwhat felt like endless seconds, she heard the muffled 
creak of his shoes as he walked away. 



She took a sip of coffee, just to have something to do. 
It tasted like cold-brewed tree bark. As bad as the hospital 
coffee, which was the color of mushroom dirt and the 
flavor ofpaperlunchbags. Julie hadjokedaboutit, when 
Linnea came to visit during her first stay. “Chateau de 
brown bag, Our Lady of Mercy’s own special house 
blend. Puts hair on your chest, but only if you drink 
three pots.” They’d both laughed harder than the joke 
deserved, mainly to remind each other that they still 
could. Julie always had been able to make her laugh. 

Linnea picked up a French fry and drewpatterns with 
it in the scattered salt on her plate. Circle, spiral, 
triangle. The motions kept the memories at bay for a 
while, but she knew they were there. They hovered at the 
edges of her mind, pressing, insistent. Determined to 
break free. After a minute she dropped the fry, rested 
her head in her hands, and let the memories come. 

Five and a half years old, watching the new baby squirm 
and burble in the corner of their old flowered couch. Mom 
was asleep, Dad out of the house. For a little while, she and 
the baby were safe. *‘Julie,” she’d said softly, and held out a 
finger to make the baby grab it. Tiny fingers hooked around 
her big-girl one. My baby, she’d thought then. Like thebest 
kind of new doll, because it could do things back. Not many 
things yet, but the baby would learn. She’d teach it every- 
thing How to play games, give hugs, eat ice cream. How to 
go down the slide backward and jump off the swings. 

How to be invisible when the big glass bottles of Bad 
Stuff came out. 

The music changed to the opening chords of The 
First Noel. Linnea sawherself andJulie, sitting at the top 
of the stairs on Christmas morning 6:oo a.m., waiting 
for seven. Seven o’clock was the magic hour, when they 
were allowed to go down and dump out their stockings as 
long as they didn’t make too much noise. Noise was the 
cardinal sin in the Pohl household. Especially early 
morning noise after a long night with the bottle. 

Most years, the Christmas pickings were slim. But the 
presents didn’tmatter. Inthathourbeforesunrise, theonly 



thing that mattered was Julie, huddled for warmth beside 
her under that striped blanket, the two of them talking low 
about anything and everything. Linnea’d been ten years old 
then, maybe eleven. Julie w a s  barely in kindergarten. 

“Linnie, where does God live?” 
“Everywhere. That’s what Father John says.” 
“No, I mean where’s His house. Does He have one?” 
“Father John would say it’s the church.” 
“Our church? St. Anne’s?” 
Shrug. “I guess so.” 
“So then how can He have a birthday?” 
“Father John?” 
“No, silly. God.” 
‘What do you mean?” 
“St. Anne’s doesn’t have a kitchen. If God doesn’t 

have a kitchen, how can He bake a birthday cake? If you 
don’t have a cake, it’s not a real birthday. So how can 
Christmas be His birthday if He lives at St. Anne’s?’’ 

She’dwanted to laugh, butJulie looked so serious. She 
couldn’t toss off a flip remark to that face. So she said the 
first thing that came into her head. “The angels make it for 
Him. In the rectorykitchen.” Atotal lie, but it would take 
away Julie’s troubled look. Afewyears in purgatorywere a 
smallpriceto payforthat. “Godcan’t makeHisowncake. 
I mean, He could, but that’d be cheating. So the angels 
make it with angel magic. Like Sister Frances says our 
guardian angels have, to help them keep us safe.” 

“Oh.” Julie snuggled closer. ‘Will I know everything 
about God and stuff when I’m as big as you?” 

“Yup.” She gave Julie’s thin shoulders a squeeze and 
blinked hard against suddenly hot eyes. Another lie. She 
was so scared most of the time, she just wanted to run a 
million miles away. ButJulie needed her. She had to be 
strong and brave. Nobody else would do it. Not the 
guardian angels Sister Frances always blabbed on about, 
and sure as hell not God. God wasn’t paying attention. 
Or maybe He just didn’t care. 

The smell of frying onion rings yanked her back to the 
diner. Their greasy odor made her stomach heave. She 



scrabbled in her coat pocket for the wad of bills she usually 
carriedthere, extractedaten-spot, tossedit onthe tableand 
lurchedoutofthebooth. Noonepaidhertheslightestheed 
as she stumbled toward the door. The night beckoned, a 
chilly fifty-ish, unusual for LA but clean and bracing 

Outside, she breathed deep, then sagged against the 
wall as fatigue struck. Cold from the whitewashed stone 
seeped into her back. Where in hell’s name was she 
supposed to go now? Back to the hospital? Home to her 
empty apartment? She pushed away from the building 
and stumbled down the street. One foot, then the other, 
shaky at first but gathering strength as the city blocks 
melted away beneath her feet. In this part of town, the 
sidewalks were still intact. She’d walked a long time after 
leaving Julie, long enough to think she might be hungry 
and hit the first diner she saw. She wondered how far she 
was now from the quake zone. 

The wind began to pick up, tossing her hair and 
toying with the hem of her raincoat. She shivered in a 
suddengust. Badweekto takeout thelining, she thought. 
Who knew it would get so cold in LA? But then, every- 
thing had been crazy in the weeks since the quake. 
Landmark buildings crumbled to dust, familiar streets 
ripped to rubble, friends and neighbors dead or miss- 
ing. These days it wasn’t only the half-crazy street 
preachers who walked around shouting about the end of 
the world being nigh. Especially after what the local 
networks had swiftly dubbed “the Visitation.” She re- 
membered seeing it on the news-trembling, staticky 
footage of something bright and vast, like a column of 
flames in the vague shape of angel wings. And a sound 
picked up by some intrepid newsman’s microphone-a 
deep-throated roar she’d felt through her feet even over 
the TVset, like the howlingwind of a tornado combined 
with the shrieks of the damned. 

Afterward, people had flocked to the churches that 
were still standing and mobbed the aid stations that had 
been set up in the worst-hit neighborhoods. She’d spent 
three solid days in one of those herself, doling out emer- 



gency first aid andwhat little comfort she could offer until 
she passed out from sheer exhaustion on the dispensary 
floor. They’d sent her home after that, but she couldn’t 
relax enough to get the sleep she so desperately needed. So 
she’d gone to Julie instead, to sit vigd beside her bed at 
Our Lady of Mercy. The hospital building had remained 
miraculously intact. At the time, she’d seen it as a good 
omen. The guardian angelswere real; God did care. He’d 
just been a little busy, was all. Then came Julie’s second 
stroke, the one that had deadened her whole left side. She 
ate mostly through a straw now, her slack mouth barely 
able to handle anything solid. The effort to regain half- 
intelligiblespeechhadcostherweeks ofexhaustingstruggle, 
and still only Linnea could consistently understand her. 
The doctors offered little hope of progress, not while the 
kidney disease ravaged the strength she would need to 
recover. No wonder she wanted to die. 

‘You bastard,” Linnea muttered to the night sky. 
Stars shone in it, courtesy of the thousands of missing 
streetlights downed by the quake. Sister Frances had told 
her once that the stars were the eyes of Our Lord, 
watching over the world His Holy Father had made. 
Bullshit. If God was looking down at all, His gaze w a s  as 
cold and distant as those white pinpoints millions of 
light-years away. ‘You can’t fucking be bothered, can 
you?Youmakeusbeborn, youputushere, andthenyou 
just up and fucking leave us to our own devices. To hell 
with that. I don’t believe in you anymore. And you know 
what? If that really was the Devil who showed up awhile 
back, I’d sell him my soul just to spite you. Because at 
least he’d make Julie get well. Payment for payment. Not 
like you, who takes all our love and trust and gives us 
nothing in return. So screw you, buddy. I’m done.” 

She stood on the street corner for a moment, glaring 
upward as if she expected the stars to answer her. Silence 
was the only response, accompanied by a fresh gust of cold 
wind that made her eyes tear. The temperature was head- 
ing lower and her thin raincoat wasn’t much of a barrier 
to the unseasonable chill. She huddled deeper inside it 



and struck out in a random direction. Godwas dead, Julie 
was dying, and the only thing that mattered now was the 
hollow clop of her boots on the cracked pavement. 

The crackssoongavewaytoholes, whichinturngaveway 
to jagged gaps and upthrust chunks of concrete. Most she 
could step over, but some she had to jump. She’d reached 
the edge of the quake zone. Time to turn around, she 
thought, but her feet kept bearing her forward. She yelped 
as she barked her shin against a hunk of sidewalk. She bent 
to rubthebmisedspot, thenstraightenedupandcaughtthe 
glow of neon amid a row of darkenedshop fronts. Unlike its 
dilapidated neighbors, this small building still had four 
walls and a roof. The cherry-red s i g n  read Mike’s Liquors, 
with OPENbelow it in acid green neon. 

Amirthless laugh escaped her. The only intact build- 
ing on the strip and it had to be a liquor store. 

“Speak of the devil,” she muttered. 

Suriel could feel the cold. 
Or rather, the body she presently inhabited could 

feel it. Couldn’t stop feeling it, in fact. She was running 
out of strength, her reserves depleted by the constant 
need to keep three steps ahead of the Earthbound. Those 
ancient demons had made the City of Angels their 
personal playground, and woe betide any newly freed 
fallen angel who chose to flout their power. 

But then, neither Suriel nor the woman-child whose 
catatonic shell she’d appropriated had ever been much 
for obeying Authority. 

She staggered down the rubble-strewn remnants of a 
sidewalk, then wavered into the side of a n  overturned 
car. They littered the streets of the quake zone, battered 
metal monsters crouched amid chunks of pavement and 
building stone. Bright moonlight showed her the shadow 
of her own reflection in a curving section of what had 
once been a fender. Pointed features, punked-out hair, 
multiple ear-piercings and a feral grin, conjured up 
despite her situation by the thought of her own daring. 
She’d lasted nearly seven weeks against the Earthbound, 

* * *  



an eternity in Hell before that. She’d find a way to keep 
going. The Most High who had imprisoned her, the 
Princes of Hellwho thought to use her as their tool, and 
most of all the Morningstar, who had inspired and then 
abandoned her ... none of these had destroyed her yet. 
She swore nothing would. Out of the Abyss, free to 
resume her sacred calling for the first time in millennia, 
Suriel had no intention of throwing away this unprec- 
edented opportunity. 

But she felt so weak. She leaned against the car, 
breathing deeply, as if pulling more oxygen into her 
host’s lungs would provide her with the sustenance she 
craved. A memory rose from her recently acquired 
human brain-a line ofwhite powder on a glass tabletop, 
fingers clutching a straw, whole body tremblingwith the 
same intense need. Then the deep inhalation, the fine 
spray of powder against the inside of her nose, followed 
by a rush of well-being as overwhelming as the desire it 
satisfied. Suriel rode the memory until it faded, then 
wrenched her attention back to the business at hand. She 
needed to find a believer. Soon, before she lost the 
power to keep hidden from the Earthbound. Despera- 
tion nibbled at her. Mortals were thinner on the ground 
these days-most of those not killed in the quake or the 
subsequent riots had fled soon afterward for the few 
greener pastures that still existed. What soul could she 
hope to find here of any lasting worth? 

A flare of anger marshaled her remaining strength. 
Fear had no place in the mind of a Slayer, a Demon of the 
Seventh House. I banish fear-or bring it, as the dying 
may deserve. Deep within her, a similar anger echoed in 
the remnants of her host’s psyche. Rafaella Li, Rafe for 
most of her seventeen years, had also hated being afraid. 
She had raged against her brief life, against her inability 
to escape, and most of all against herself, for feeling 
small and worthless. The paradox of such anger con- 
tainedwithin such a fragde soul had drawn Suriel to her. 

Enough time-wasting. Suriel cast her awareness as 
widely as she thought her host body could manage to walk. 



Any believer much farther away than that might as well be 
on the moon. With the streets torn to shreds by the quake 
and still more destruction wrought by the burning and 
looting that followed, no city bus or cab was likely to come 
anywhere near her tonight. It was hoof it or nothing. 

Firstshescentedthecity itself, adeadbrown-blacksmell 
like the odor of scorched bone. The stench brought a taste 
with it, brackish and bitter. A part of her marveled at the 
strangeness of near-infinite demon awareness filtered 
through the finite sensory organs of t h i s  damaged mortal 
girl. Scent and taste were her guides now-a single, physical 
reality to hold a consciousness that had once spanned 
multiple layers of being. The thought made her want to 
weep. Another bad sign. Her strength was t d y  flagging 
now, if she could be so easily distracted from the hunt. 

Where was it, the scent she sought? Over the dead reek 
of the concrete canyons and asphalt walkways lay another 
odor, musty and heavy and sickly yellow. The smell of 
despair, ofsorrowand fear andanger so dulledbyhopeless- 
ness that only the slightest spark of life remained. Hell 
would have smelled like this to Rafe. Now the smell be- 
longed to the folk of Los Angeles, bent under the dreadful 
weight of their own indifference. Here and there beneath 
the murk lay sharper tastes and scents: the peppery bite of 
raw anger, the rich cinnamon of mother love, the bright 
green tang of hope. Close to hand, however, there was little 
of any promise. Rafe’s nose crinkled at the chemical bite of 
whiskey- sodden drunk, three blocks away, dreaming of 
angel hosts in the voice of a long-dead mother. Swinglow, 
sweet chariot / Comingfor to c a r 7  me home.. . Show him 
arealangelandhe’dbeliwe, ifonlyfor amoment. Justlong 
enough to give her another few hoursv’ sustenance, before 
his pickled brain let the wonder fall out of it like a precious 
artifact out of a clumsy child’s hand. Then she’d be right 
backwhere she was, scroungingthe streets for the next scrap 
of watered-down human faith. 

She shivered, then shoved herself away from the car. 
There had to be a better alternative somewhere in this 
city. She was tired of snagging tidbits, tired of living off 



of just enough strength to hunt and go to ground. The 
drunkwould do for now. And then she’d find something 
better. Something befitting the power and glory of a n  
Angel of Death. 

+ ? e * *  
The neck of the bottle, securely wrapped in a brown 

paper bag, felt bizarrely comforting in Linnea’s hand. 
She still couldn’t believe she’d bought it. At least she’d 
had the sense to avoid the really cheap stuff. A fifth of 
Chivas should work every bit as well for her as it had for 
herparents, without the rotgut afterward. If therewas an 
afterward, which she didn’t care much about just now. 
Besides, there was a symmetry to drowning her sorrows 
in the same poison so beloved by dear old Mom and Dad. 

She stumbled over a gap in the concrete and caught 
herself against a hunk of unidentifiable rock. Apiece of 
building facade, she decided upon a closer look. It was 
off-white and nubbly, with whorls in it that suggested 
fleurs-de-lis. O r  maybe the ragged edges of angelwings. 
She laughed at that, the sound echoing crazily back at her 
from the shadows. “Are you my guardian angel, by any 
chance? Because I’vegot to tell you, you’reprettydamned 
late. In fact, you’re so fucking late, you’re fired.” 

God, she sounded drunk already and she hadn’t even 
opened the bottle. Hadn’t found the right place to drink 
it. She’d know when she saw it. Somewhere in the quake 
zone, for sure. The zone looked like she felt. Battered, 
shattered, raw and bleeding and burned. Like the bottle, 
the devastation was strangely comforting. The outside 
worldmirroredher inner one, andthatwas asit shouldbe. 

Her foot crunched on something. Aglassshardwinked 
up at her in the moonlight. She looked around. The 
sidewalks and streets, or what passed for them hereabouts, 
glittered with broken glass for as far as she could see. 
Kristallnacht must have looked like this, onlywithout the 
twisted steel frames of once-proud skyscrapers rearing up 
against the sky like some sort of alien jungle foliage. Far 
ahead, near the end of the block, a rippling darkness in 
midstreet warned of a major hole. Best watch her step 



from now on. No sense falling down a crevasse in the 
pavement before she’d had at least one drink. 

She picked her way across the field of glass, turning 
obliquely to avoid the giant crack whose edge she’d 
glimpsed. A relatively intact stretch of road beckoned 
eastward. Half-collapsed residential buildings lined her 
new route, mostly hacienda-style condos interspersed 
with the occasional single-family home. A ritzy neigh- 
borhood before all hell broke loose. Those walls still 
standing hinted at graceful lines and large expanses, and 
jagged hunks of masonry shared the street with shards of 
expensive terra-cotta roof tiles. She bent and picked one 
up. It cracked between her fingers. She pressed the 
fragments to her nose and inhaled the fragrance of the 
red-brown, sunbaked dust. A childhood memory sur- 
faced-herself at twelve, showing seven-year-old Julie 
how to pat down potting soil over a baby chiflara plant in 
a terra-cotta pot. By the time she’d left for college, 
promisingto come back forJulie i n a  month, the chiflara 
had towered over her head. 

The plant was dead when she came back, snapped in 
half by a swung chair during one of her father’s drunken 
rages. “Better the plant than me,” Julie had said later, 
trying to laugh about it, but Linnea could hear in her 
voice how much those flippant words had cost her. 

She lurched to her feet. The bottle bobbled danger- 
ously in the crook of her arm. She tightened her grip, 
suddenly terrified of losihg her sole source of oblivion. 
Nothing else would be available tonight. The quake and 
then the riots had driven away the corner coke dealers, at 
least temporarily, even if she’d had the money to score. 
The bottle was better, anyway. More appropriate. If she 
was going to jump off the wagon after damned near 
tr wenty years, she’dprefer to sta; 
lest and loathed most. She’d s 
dulthood fleeing alcohol, run1 . . .  - -  

t with the devil she knew 
b pent almost her entire 
a ling as fast as she could 
from the intimate demon that had made their home life 
a travesty and had once come close to killing her. To- 
night it was time to face the demon down. If she could 



manage that, maybe she could finally face what Julie had 
asked her to do. Or else she’d be so far gone that it 
wouldn’t matter anymore. 
All she neededwas the right place for the confrontation. 
The bent outlines of awrought-iron fence came into 

view halfway down the block. Beyond them, Linnea saw 
a line of small, irregular hills, interspersed with up- 
ended benches and overturned playground equipment. 
The local park. Perfect. 

She staggered toward it, the whiskey bottle held tight 
against her coat. * * *  

In the darkness of the narrow alley, Suriel rose and 
brushedgritfromherknees. The crumpledbodyoftheho 
layatherfeet. Fleetingandshallowthoughitwas, hismingled 
terror and wonder had given her sufficient sustenance to 
continue her night’s hunt. Another few like hik-scraps 
from thecity’s mortal smorgasbord-would sustain her for a 
few days, perhaps a week. Then she would face the same 
dilemma all over again. Faint nausea washed through her at 
thethought. She hadbeenimmortal once, existingincount- 
less dimensions of reality. How pathetic, that she should be 
reduced to this hand-to-mouth existence. 

She steadied herself with a hand against the cold 
metal side of an overflowing dumpster. No more, she 
vowed. This ends tonight. 

The odor of rotting garbage from the dumpster was 
overpowering. Shewalkedawayfromit towardthemouthof 
the alley. When she reached a spot where the air smelled 
clearer, she sat cross-legged on the rough pavement and 
breathed deeply. Each slow exhalationbroadened her aware - 
ness until she could scent the life-energies of the weeds that 
thrust upward between cracks in the sidewalks. A rush of 
sensation wept through her, dizzying and chaotic. Some- 
wherewithinthe maelstromwasthe meatierpreyshe sought. 

There-a flicker of complexscents, a hint of rich taste 
on the edge ofher tongue. Pepper and ammonia, burn- 
ing rage and bitter despair. And underlying them both, 
the grassy scent of hope that refused to die. This soul was 

’ 



suffering, had almost convinced itself that neither God 
nor the world cared for its pain. But not quite. 

Suriel rode the wind to her quarry, eagerly trading the 
cost in strength for speed. Within three heartbeats, she 
stood at the outskirts of a park. Convulsed earth and crazy- 
tilted swing sets shared space with tipped-over benches and 
chunks of concrete. On  the support column of a drinking 
fountain, snapped from its base by the fury of the quake, sat 
a slender mortal woman with a bottle glinting in her hand. + + + *  

The whiskey burned all the way down and left a flat, 
metallic tang at the back of her tongue. Just the way she 
remembered. Back when she was twelve years old, she 
couldn’t imagine everwanting to taste the stuff. By the time 
she was fifteen, she could hardly believe she’d existed 
without it. “Just like dear old Dad,” she muttered, then 
giggled. Vodka had been her mother’s choice, colorless and 
near-flavorless stuff she could pour into anydung or pass 
off aswater. Provided no one got his or her nose close to it, 
of course. Astealth drink for a gutless drinker. Linnea had 
followed in her father’s footsteps: Whiskey meant you had 
enough gumption to at least admit you were going to hell. 

“My name is Linnea Anne Pohl,” she said to the 
night. “Doctor L inneahne  Pohl, MD. I’ve beensober 
for twenty years and three days.” 

The nubbly stone of her perch felt cold beneath her 
thighs. She took another swig. Liquid heat carved a path 
down her innards. Suddenly she was eighteen again, 
driving too fast down quiet residential streets, windows 
open and radio cranked as she jiggled in the seat to the 
beat of Brown-Eyed Girl. One hand on the wheel, the 
other on the bottle, tossing back slug after slug between 
lines of song. Poor Julie, missing a ride in the magic 
chariot. Littleprissy-assed sister, too scared to go out to 
the movies just because Linnea’d had a few drinks. “I’m 
good, I can handle it. Come on.” Laughing at Julie’s 
distressed face, sure of jollying her along. 

“Iwon’t. Notwithyoulikethat.”Julie’scheekspinking 
on top, the way they always did when she was upset. 
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“Likewhat, little sis?” Teasing, one arm reaching out 
to tousle Julie’s hair. 

Julie had stepped away, big and deliberate. “Like Dad 
and Mom. You’re so fucking drunk, if I touched you, 
you’d fall down.” 

The obscenity on those twelve- year-old lips had shocked 
herintoimmobility.Thenhadcomeafurysosweepingand 
total, it took her by surprise. She’d picked up the nearest 
thing to hand-Julie’s glass turtle bank, a cherished me- 
mento of a long-ago trip to West Virginia-and hurled it 
against the wall. ‘You little bitch! Who died and made you 
God?! Fuckyoustaywith them if you want. I’m gone.” 

She’d driven for a solid hour, too furious to sit in a 
movie theatre and focus on the antics of the latest box- 
office draw. A stop at Binny’s Liquors calmed her 
somewhat, as she calculated the differing prices of poi- 
sons against the folded bills in her jeans pocket. Then a 
long walk down the bicycle path by the lagoon, punctu- 
ated by the rough bite of Canadian Mist. By the time she 
was ready to drive home and forgive all, more than half 
the new bottle wasgone. But she was no drunk like her 
godforsaken excuses for parents. She could handle her 
liquor. That was why she’d started drinking in the first 
place. To prove she could. 

And then the second car shattered the quiet night 
along with her passenger-side door. She remembered 
the strains of the radio mingling with the sounds of 
breaking glass and screaming brakes, then silence and 
darkness for a very long time. 

The first thing she saw on waking was Julie’s face, 
twisted with the effort not to bawl like a baby. “Please, 
Linnie, don’t die. Don’t leave me alone with them.” 

Julie would have died that night, she’d realized later 
when she finally saw the totaled car. The passenger space 
no longer existed. Linnea’s broken ribs and other inju- 
ries had come from being pinned against the driver-side 
door by the crumpled opposite half of the vehicle. 

She knew she was a drunk after that. She knew her 
sister’s life was a gift from Heaven, the one freebie you 



sometimes get when God decides He’s feeling patient 
enough to bother teaching you alesson. And now the Big 
Bastard was going to take it away. ‘What, I didn’t learn 
well enough? I haven’t been a good enough girl? Twenty 
years clean and sober, you asshole! Wasn’t that enough, 
that you have to punish me some more? All I ever asked 
you to do was make it so she wouldn’t suffer. Make her 
well, was what I meant. Not this.” Her voice cracked on 
the last word. “God, anything but this.” 

The bottle slid in her hands and thunked on the 
concrete column. She tightened her grip before it could 
fall all the way to the ground. 

“Nice catch,” said a stranger’s voice. Young, female, 
startlingly close. “I could use some, if you’re sharing” 

Silently, Linnea passed the bottle over. The hand that 
took it was s m a l l  and slender, the skin reddened and 
rough around bitten nails. A coiled serpent ring half- 
covered the pinkie. Linnea’s gaze followed the hand up 
the sweat-jacketedarmuntilshe couldtake inthe stranger 
as a whole. Sharp-edged haircut, glossy and dark, chin- 
length on one side and shaved above the ear on the other. 
Multiple ear-piercings traced a line from tip to lobe. A 
face all lines and angles. Narrow shoulders, sloping 
posture. Pants that looked painted on, with a sheen in 
the moonlight that suggested leather. Strap-on shoes 
with big block heels. They looked like weights at the ends 
of her thin legs. 

‘ U r h e n w a s t h e l a s t t a ~ ~ m ~ ~  Linneablurted. 
The girl shrugged. “Little while ago. I’m good, 

thanks.” She passed the bottle back. “Rafe.” 
“Linnea.” The response came automatically, even as 

a portion of her tired brain registered incredulity that 
she was exchanging social pleasantries in a ruined tot lot 
with a street waif. The bottle felt reassuringly solid in her 
fingers, a counterweight to the surreal situation. 

“Pleased to meet you.” 
“Likewise .” 
Several minutes passed in silence, broken only by the 

crackle of paper as the bottle went back and forth. 
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head toward a distant building, now only half standing. 
“Condo over there. Third floor. My sister’s place.” 

I ‘What happened?” 
“Annie died.” One thin shoulder moved upward in 

a shrug. “She was sleepingwhen the building collapsed.” 
I m sorry.” Linnea’s eyes brimmed. Poor girl, to 

lose home and family in one blow like that. It was so 
unfair. She swallowed hard against the impulse to bawl. 
Liquor and exhaustion were crumbling her defenses, 
eating away like acid at the armor around her heart. She 
stood up abruptly and rooted in her pockets for a 
Kleenex. If she gave way now, she would drown in grief 
and never surface again. 
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“So what’s your story?” Rafe said. 
It all came pouring out then, a flood of words punc- 

tuated by gulps and cracked sobs. Julie’s illness and pain. 
Their long, horrible childhood, made bearable only by 
each other. The good years after they’d left home. Her 
own messed-up adult life, with herworkand her sister as 
the only bright spots. Somewhere in the midst of the 
deluge, shelooked into her  companion"'^ eyes and felt as 
if she were falling down a hole in the middle of the world. 
Stranger still, the feeling seemed completely natural. 

“I’m an oncologist,” she said to those ageless depths. “A 
cancer doctor. I work with terminal patients all the time. I 
know people die. I know I can’t always save them. I should 
beabletohandlethis. ButIcan’t. Ican’twatchhersufferany 
more, and I can’t let her go. And I for damned sure can’t 
saveher.”Thetasteoffailurewaslikeashinhermouth. “She 
has kidney disease. Plus three strokes, courtesy of a con- 
genital blood condition she inherited from mommy dearest. 
Not my areas of expertise. ” She took another swig from the 
bottle, fast and hard and angry. “Do you have any idea how 
humiliating it is to be a high-powered specialist, medical 
knowledge coming out my ears, and not a scrap of it is any 
damneduse? I’macivilianinthisfight. I nagthenephrolo- 
gist, hunt down new treatments that I can’t force anybody to 
try, troll for miracle cures on the fucking Internet. I beg for 



information by the hour. Did she sleep, did she eat, how 
many cc’s of Demerol did she need today? Then I go in 
there, with her, and do the happy act for a couple of hours 
until we’re both so sick of it we can barely look each other in 
the face.” She tossed back another mouthful of whiskey. 
“She asked me to let her die tonight. How’s that for a 
Christmas present? What do you want for Christmas,’ I 
said. Like she gave a flying fuck, like everythingwas normal. 
So she told me.” 

“That’s rough.” Rafe’s voice was quiet, accepting. 
“Yeah. ” 
Silence fell again, so profound that Linnea could hear 

her own heartbeat. She felt hollow, as if after a long bout 
kneeling by the porcelain throne. The outriders of a 
major headache were nagging at her, but for the moment 
the discomfortwasbearable. Welcome, even. Anythingto 
distract her from the decision she had to make. 

“DO you believe in miracles?” Rafe again. Offhand, 
as if it hardly mattered. 

Linnea raised her head and looked Rafe in the face. 
“Show me one and I’ll tell you.” 

Rafe smiledand tooklinnea’s hand. Then she spoke- 
a word Linnea had never heard before, whose sound 
made her bones crawl. 

Vertigo s t r u c k ,  inamillionspinningcolors. Linneatried 
to stand, but the ground hadvanished. The only solid reality 
was Me’s fingers grippinghers. All elsewas madness. Night- 
mare shapes flew past, saw her, gathered round and grabbed 
at her with half-substantial fingers of sickly colored mist. 
Black-shot crimson for rage, grayed yellow for despair, a 
churning darkness she couldn’t ass ign  a shade to that tore 
through her brain in a blaze of hatred. Along with the 
emotions came voices. Thousands of them gibbered in her 
ears, a crazed symphony of screams, shouts and hissing 
wtuspers. She cried out in terror, then fell to her knees. 

They met solid floor. Off-white linoleum, as famil- 
iar as the sight of her own hands splayed against it. No 
more colors. No moreshriekingof the damned. Just the 
hard floor beneath her and a sense of blessed quiet. 
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Soft sounds invaded her consciousness, also famil- 
iar-the muted beep of a blood-pressure monitor and 
the muffled sucking of a respirator. She sagged back on 
her heels and looked around. They were in Julie’s room, 
herself kneeling near the half-raised bed and Rafe 
perched on the edge of the foam visitors’ chair. 

“Howdid-what.. . ”Shewas too disoriented to makewords. 
‘You wanted a miracle.” Rafe smiled, and the dim 

room seemed to brighten. 
“Not much of one, I’ll grant you. A n y  comic-book 

superhero could pull it off. Or something like it. But I 
thought it might do for starters.” 

“This is real.” The statement was half a question. 
“Yes.” 
“Are you ...” Linneahaltedinconfusion. Athousand 

questions whirled through her brain. Through the chaos 
came the long-ago voice of Sister Frances, prattling on 
about guardian angels. 

“Not exactly.” Rafe seemed to have read her mind. “But 
I am what you need right now.” ”he street girl rose and 
crossed the room in a single, fluid motion. Linnea found 
herself straining to hear the soft flutter of angel wings. 

Slight though she was, Rafe seemed to loom over the 
wasted shape in the bed. One finger traced a line from 
Julie’s cheek to the tip of her chin. Then she held her 
hand over Julie’s throat. 

Light from the monitor glinted off of the silver 
serpent ring. Rafe’s hand began to glow with the same 
silvery light. The luminescence spread until it covered 
Julie fromheadto foot. Linneawatchedasifhalf-asleep, 
her mind slowed to the consistency of molasses. She 
could see straight through her sister’s body, sinew and 
muscle and blood and bone. The outlines of each cell 
wallglowed inthe dim room, anunhealthyyellowmottled 
with brown and black. She recoiled from the colors, but 
then forced herself to keep watching. Rafe would change 
them. Her street waif guardian angel would heal Julie. 
She had the power. She had found Linnea on this night 
of all nights, for just that purpose. 
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The ambient light seemed to flicker as the silver glow 
intensified. Where it metJulie’s aura, it flaredwhite and 
then faded, from silver to dull gray to black. A black far 
beyond the mere color, so intensely absent that it drew 
the eye as a missing tooth draws the tongue. Linnea froze 
in horror. Asilent scream echoed through her head, but 
no sound passed her lips. 

The angel was killing Julie. Murdering her little sister. 
Only Linnea could stop her-but her muscles wouldn’t 
function, her vocal chords were ice, her mind suspended 
in time. There was no chance, no hope, no prayer. Only 
this terrible moment, stretched out for eternity. 

Rafe’s handdroppedawayfromJulie’s neck. ‘Watch,” 
she whispered. Beneath the soft word, Linnea heard the 
echo of a thousand voices. 

From the black hole that was Julie, a mist began to 
rise. Colors shifted through it as it coalesced, rose and 
green and gold and blue. The shimmering rainbow ball 
rose higher, then floated toward Linnea. Acting on 
instinct, she held out her hand. The light sphere rested 
briefly in her cupped palm. It felt like a handclasp, 
familiar, beloved. 

“Julie,” she murmured. Her voice caught on the 
name. “Holy God, Julie.” 

The ball rose and brushed her forehead. Sensations 
swept through her, too fast to process. The dizzy delight 
of a toddler being swung in circles at arm’s length, her 
own grinning seven-year-old face at the center of the 
spinning world. Warm weight against her back in the 
dark while her own voice read Grimmk Fairy Tales in 
hushed tones. The scents of chicken stir-fry. The shaky 
refuge of a n  embrace while parental shouts raged down- 
stairs. The window-garden they’d planted during the 
first spring of their independence. Love, courage, re- 
gret. And above all, an exquisite sense of release. The 
prison bars had vanished, the pain-wracked body no 
longer held what had so desperately wished to be free. 
Julie’s departing soul swept Linnea up in its joy, banish- 
ing the horror that had gripped her moments before. 



She understood now. Not a guardian angel. Adiffer- 
ent kind of being. The one she and Julie had both 
needed, only she’d been too stubborn to recognize it. 

She turned toward Rafe. The street girl was there, 
looking small and insubstantial. Behind and around her 
Linnea saw the towering shadows of wings, dark and 
shimmering, as if torn from the fabric of space. The same 
glittering blackness, dotted with whirling stars, shone 
fromRafe’seyes. ItbeckonedLinnealikethe glassysurface 
of an untouched pool at midnight. More than anything, 
shewanted to explore the depths beneath. She reached out 
to touch the darkly glowing shape of stars.. . 

. . . and then let her hand fall in confusion as the vision 
melted away. No shape of night, no wings, no hidden 
depths to plumb. Just skinny punked-out Rafe leaning 
against Julie’s hospital bed. 

She looked around for the rainbow sphere, but it had 
vanished too. There was only Julie, her sleeping face 
markedwith pain that even the Demerol couldn’t reach. 
The sucking hiss of the respirator and the subdued beep 
of the monitor sounded shockingly loud in the silence. 

“She’s still alive.” Linnea heard her own words as if 
from miles away. 

“Yes. ” 
“But she-but you-” Her blood was roaring in her 

ears. She stared at the herringbone pattern in the carpet, 
as if memorizing it would bring the world into focus. “It 
was real. What I saw. It was real.” 

“It can be.” Rafe tilted her head to one side and gave 
Linnea a measuring look. “But only if you truly desire 
the vision you saw. I cannot set her free unless you ask.” 

Slowly, Linnea lifted her head. “I’m asking.” 
“It must be done through you,” Rafe said. “Onlyyou 

‘What.. . what do I do?” 
“Hold her in your arms, with one hand here.” Rafe 

touched Linnea’s throat just over the larynx. With the 
contact came a sudden, sharp, not-quite-burning smell, 
like the scent of the air just before lightning strikes. She 

have the right. ” 



felt bereft when Rafe’s hand dropped away. Moving as if 
through waist-deep water, she walked to the bed, sat 
down on the edge and lifted Julie’s upper body to rest 
against her own. 

“Close your eyes,” Rafe murmured. Linnea felt sus- 
pended in space. Then there was no more thought, only 
sensation. Tingling skin gave way to white heat, a burn- 
ing so sudden and swift she had no time to cry out. Then 
the terrible heat was gone, displaced by blessedly cool 
mist. The scent of rain surrounded her-the smell of 
easing, relief, release. She opened her eyes andlookedin 
wonder at the silver light that poured from her hand. 
The light enveloped her sister’s body, enshrouded it, 
and then gave way to blackness as it gently severed the last 
connections between suffering flesh and spirit. Then the 
rainbow came, mist and sphere. The colors danced as 
they rose higher. The ceiling seemed to vanish, or 
perhaps it was angelic vision that allowed Linnea to watch 
until the rainbow disappeared amid the stars. 

“Goodbye, Julie,” she breathed. Tears ran in wet t r a i l s  
down her cheeks, but she made no move to wipe them away. 

The beeping of the blood-pressure monitor, sud- 
denly rapid and shrill, snapped her back to reality. She 
stared down at her sister’s face. Julie’s features were 
slack, empty. As empty as the hollow in her heart where 
her little sister had once been. 

She laid the body against the crumpled pillowcase, 
then slid to her knees and curled in on herself in a futile 
attempt to hold the void at bay. Grief too terrible to face 
lurked at the edges of the vast gray space where she’d once 
had a heart and a soul. She was a dead woman walking, a 
shell, a husk of a human being. 

No, came a whisper in her mind. A voice full of 
compassion, as deep and boundless as the ocean. I am 
here. I will always be here. 

She turned blindly toward the voice, arms out to 
clutchwhatever might be there. Darkwings made of stars 
enveloped her in a mother’s protecting embrace. * + +  



The scent of Linnea’s hair was intoxicating. Suriel 
reveled in it and other unfamiliar human sensations: the 
silky softness of the hair beneath her cheek, the warm 
weight of the woman’s heaving body in her arms. She held 
her newborn believer close, dizzied by the realization that 
she could assuage this grief. After eons in the Abyss, she 
could finally relieve suffering instead of merely being 
doomed to share it. Linnea’s raging emotions washed 
through her, buoyed her and sent her strength surging. 
Shefeltthehotburnofanguish, thesweat-stinkofterror, 
the cold bitter ash smell of being forever alone. And 
beneath all  that, the scent and taste that Suriel found most 
precious-the clear green freshness of faith and hope. 

She drank them all in like parched earth absorbs 
water. No gift could be too much recompense for the 
mortal woman who had given her this. She brushed her 
lips across Linnea’s head in blessing. 

I am here, she murmured. She knew Linnea could 
hear her, though she made no sound. I will always be 
here. You’re mine now. I’ll take care ofyou. Of  every- 
thing. Forever and ever and ever. 

I a m  Death, and I am eternal. 
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Therainetartedjust asmycabfromLAXdropped 

me off. The sun had gone down an hour ago, and the 
bright lights of the City ofAngels in the distance painted 
the smog and the clouds overhead with their sickly glow. 
Except for the earthquakes, I thought, this place wasn’t 
any different from Jersey or NewYork City. Sure, it was 
brighter and the people were richer, but it was no less a 
sinkhole for selfish, stuck-up bastards who wanted to 
make names for themselves and feel like they’re on top of 
the world. It was just the kind of place the Devil would go 
to sit back and laugh at the world he’d created. 

That  ain’t to say that this house the cab dropped me 
off at was any great shakes. It was a yellow split-level place 
in a suburb outlying LAproper. It had a tinylawn of tall, 
weedy grass, and it was crammed in between two other 
places just like it. I pulled down the brim of my hat,’ 



turned up myjacket’s collar and headed for the porch. I 
rang the doorbell. There was no awning or anything, so 
I just stood there getting drenched until the light finally 
came on. When it did, the door opened a few inches and 
half a face appeared in the gap. It was a woman, about 
forty or so years old with black hair and blue eyes. She 
looked up at me, chewing on her bottom lip. 

‘You Sylvia Sphener from New Jersey?” I asked her 
over the rain. It was really loud, coming right down on 
my hat like it was. “Formerly Sylvia Macellaio?” 

‘Yes,” Sylviasaid, narrowingher eyes. ‘Who are you?” 
“Harvey,” I said automatically, even though it was 

“Harvey who?” 
“That ain’t important. How”bout letting me in be- 

fore I catch pneumonia?” 
Granted, Idon’tlooklike much, even onthebest ofdays, 

so it didn’t surprise me that Sylvia hesitated. My bodyin’s 
about d u t y  pounds overweight, my shoulders slump, andthe 
suit under my jacket hadn’t been cleaned or pressed even 
before I’d boarded my cross-count7 fhght to Uearlier that 
day. Add in the fact that I was getting pissed and the weather 
was shitty, and you could say I was as+ a lot of her. 

only half true. 

‘What do you want?” she asked. 
“I want to talk to you about your daughter,” I said. 

‘Your brother Sal sent me.” 
“Sal? What does he-” 
“Letmein,” Igrowled, “andI’lltellyouallabout it.” 
The suspicion on her face turned entirely to confu- 

sion, but she finally got out of my way. I pushed the door 
open and followed her up the steps into her living room. 
I draped my sopping-wet coat over the banister rail and set 
down my bag but kept my hat and black plastic sunglasses 
on. Cold water rolled down the back of my collar, but 
better that than dealing with the look on Sylvia’s face if I 
took the hat and glasses off. She could already see some of 
thescar onmy forehead-the scar fromthenine-millime- 
ter bullet that’d punched a hole in my skull-but I didn’t 
want to give her the whole thing to gawk at. 
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“DO you want to sit down?” Sylvia said, backing 
halfway into her kitchen while I stood at the head of the 
stairs. ‘Want some tea or anything?” 

“Tea? Do I look like a faggot to you?” 
Sylvia flinched. “Coffee? I have that.” 
‘Yeah, coffee. That’s better.” 
I followed her into the kitchen. Itwas small and d q y ,  and 

dmty dishes cluttered the table. Crusty pots and pans crowded 
eachotheron the counter, andthesinkwaspackedcomer-to- 
corner with more of the same. T h e  floor looked like it hadn‘t 
beensweptinaboutamonth. Itmademesickjustloobgatit. 
Why can’t people take care of what they have? Fudang apes. 

“So you’re here about Sharon, you say?” Sylvia said as 
she pouredwater into the electric coffeemaker and pressed 
a button. ‘What do you know about my daughter?” 

“For starters, Iknowshe’s gone missing,” 1 said. “I know 
you’ve been to the police, but they think she ran away. Just 
lookingat you, I can tellyou’repretty desperate because you 
don’t think anybody’s going to help you. Yeah?” 

Sylvia’s eyeswent blank, and her mouth peeled open. 
“How do you know that?” 

There were two answers I could have given her right then. 

, 

One might have made her mine right there on the spot. It 
might have forged a bond between us that nobody could have 
broken. The other dungwas the truth, though, so I went with 
that. Like Iwas going to for& an unbreakable bond with this 
disgusting slob.. . . No thanks. I got standards. 

“Sal told me,” I said. “In Jersey.” 
Sylvia’s eyes went from confused to ice cold as the 

realization dawned on her. ‘You’re one of Sal’s goons.” 
“Iwouldn’t say that,” I said. I didn’t add iflwereyou. 
\‘‘So how does Sal know about Sharon?” Sylvia de- 

manded. “I haven’t talked to him since his son’s first 
communiontenyearsago. Hasthatratbeenspyingonme?” 

“Calm down,” I said. ‘Your brother’s got connections. 
He’sapowerfulrnanwithalotoffriends. Iknowyouknowthi~.” 

“Yeah,” Sylvia said. “Part ofwhy I moved out here was 
to get away from those ‘friends’ of his. But I guess I can’t. 
Just when I thought I was out, they pull me-” 



“Oh, just pour the fucking coffee,” I snapped. “Jesus 
Christ Almighty.” 

I felt a guilty little jolt for that, but the outburst did 
the trick. Sylvia shut her mouth, poured me a cup of 
coffee and sat back down. I tooka sip from my mug, and 
the steam fogged up my sunglasses. 

“So who has been spying on me for Sal?” Sylvia asked. 
‘You?’’ 
“Fuckno,” Isaid. “Saldidn’tevenknow Iwasalivetwo 

days ago.” . 

“So who?” 
“I didn’t ask, and I don’t care. All he told me was he’s 

got eyes on you, making sure you’re safe so far from 
home. He wants to know you’re staying out of trouble.” 

“That sanctimonious jerk,” Sylvia hissed. 
I shrugged. I’d met Sal-who was I to argue? 
“It don’t matter how he knows. He just does. And 

since you didn’t call to ask him for help, he wanted me to 
fly out here and look out for you.” 

Sylvia snorted and set her mug down hard on the 
table. Coffee slopped out over her fingers. “That prick 
calls“ thislookingout for me?” she said. ‘What’s heknow 
from staying out of trouble?” 

“That ain’t my department, lady.” I set my own mug 
of coffee down. It was awful. Too bitter. “I’m just telling 
you what Sal told me.” 

“And doing what he told you to do.” 
“No,” Isaid. “I toldyouIdon’tworkforhim. I’monly 

doing him a favor to square an old debt. I told him I’d do 
this thing for him to keep him off my back. That’s it.” 

“That’s it?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Just like that?” 
I was about to give this bitch Ebola, I swear. 
‘Yeah, lady, just like that.” I took a deep breath and 

“So you want some help or not?” 
Sylvia clenched herjaw, but I saw her hand trembling 

as she wiped her fingers on the tablecloth. I could tell 

unclenched my fists. 



how much it was hurting her not knowing where her 
daughter was. I could feel desperation and worry eating- 
away at her from the inside. If she didn’t have an ulcer the 
size of Shea Stadium dissolving her stomach lining, I was 
Jimmy Stewart. 

Sure enough, Sylvia’s shoulders slumped, and she let 
out a deep breath through gritted teeth. Her lip started 
shaking and her eyes misted. Her real feelings were start- 
ing to show through her bitchy faqade. It was about time. 

‘You’re right, I do need help,” she said, sniffling and 
trying to swallow down a sob. 

“I didn’t mean to snipe at you. Please, I just don’t 
know what else to do. My Sharon’s been gone so long, 
and nobody will help me find her.” 

Thewhine in hervoice reached out and tried to touch 
something buried deep inside me-a notion so deeply 
ingrained that people might call it instinct. It tried to tell 
me that people in pain deserve some kind of help, no 
matter who theywere. But I’d grown up a lot since the last 
time I agreed with that load of bullshit. People didn’t 
deserve a damned thing-they brought their pain on 
themselves. They always had. Hell, the scar on my fore- 
head and my fucked-up right eye was proof enough of 
that. But I had a job to do, so I kept after her. 

“Tell me about it then,” I said. ‘What do you need?” 
“I need my Sharon back,” Sylvia said, pulling herself 

together at last. “If that’s why you came, then please help 
me. I don’t care who sent you, really.” 

In spite of all this lady’s pain, I actually smiled then. 
If she knew anything about anything, she’d know better 
than to say that. But that was her problem, not mine. 

9 9 9  
AfterIhadeverythingIneededfromSylvia, I tookacab 

to downtown LA. Iwas bettingthat hotel roomswere cheap 
in the vicinity, and that people probably wouldn’t be 
lining up to get in any time soon. Three days of riots and 
a decent earthquake had set off awave of paranoid hysteria 
here that was only now dying down. To hear the newscast- 
ers tell it, people had just gone ape-shit-worse than 

. 



Rodney King and Watts put together. They’d been out of 
their minds looting, fighting and wrecking everything 
thev could pet their hands on. Sure. it was all ntrttv tamp 

ingnaa Pegun, people were seriously treaked out. Hardly 
it on the street, and the ones who 
like rats. Even the color-coded 
ike crows whenever they heard a 
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car coming, in case it was awagon full of cops looking to 
crack some more heads. 

In fact, the cops and the National Guard were the 
onlyones out in forcewithany confidence. They marched 

1 11 

around in armed packs like they were holy i 
They looked like they were patrolling a war : 
way they fidgeted and twitched at the shai 
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nfantrymen. 
zone, but the 
daws showed 

t u r y  w r r c  JUS’ as scareu as e v r r y ~ o a y  else. rhey weren’t 
out there to make the citizens feel safe, they just wanted 
to make sure everybody was too scared to try anything 
stupid. 

First the federal government pussies sniffing up 
everybody’s ass at the airport, and now this. I swear, this 
world was going to hell fast enough without people like 
me running around, thank you very much. 

Anyhow, the cab dropped me off at a hotel close to the 
site of the riots, and I got myself a room up on the top 
floor. The stairway smelled like vomit and my room 
smelled like old sex, but the buildingwasn’t in danger of 
collapse. Hell, the TV worked, the water worked, and I 
didn’t have a crackhead squatter curled up in the cor- 
ner-I counted myself lucky. I stripped off my suit and 
headed into the bathroom for a shower. While the water 
wasgettinghot, I tookagoodlonglookinthemirror. Of 
course, that ended up being a depressing mistake, and I- 
shook my head. I couldn’t believe how saggy, pasty and 
useless this body of mine was. It was a disgrace. 

‘You’re a flabby sackof shit, Haxvey,”I said as steamstarted 
to rise behind me. ‘You know that? Fuckmg pathetic.” 
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One of thelocals started inonme first dung next morning. 
No sooner had I stepped out the front door of my hotel 

than I found this tall, skinny blond guy in a shiny blackthree- 
piece suit standmg right in front of me. He was holdrng a 
lacquered cane next to his hip like a sword andwearinga long 
topcoat across his shoulders like a cape. We looked at each 
other, and I could tell he’d been in the war just like I had. 
Looked like he’d done a little better for himself coming back 
thanIhad, though. Ewnbetter, helookedlikehewasaboutto 
startpreachmgthevjrtues ofstartingawholenewlifebypiclang 
up where I’dleft off so long ago. Great, I thought. Here wego. 

“Greetings,” he said, wearingthis slicksmile Iwanted 
to put my foot through. He was smiling like I was his new 
best friend. ‘You aren’t from here originally, are you?” 

Oh,  and he was a fucking rocket scientist too. 
“Of course not,” he went on. “How long have you 

‘Who’s asking?“ 
“I amcalledDanielMardero, butmynameisBedalie1. 

I am an EIohim of the Second House, which Michael 
namedhharu. I am an emissary of Nazathor, Princess of 
Majestic Liberation. And you are.. .” 

“Busy,”I toldhim. “But youcancallme Harveyifyou 
got to keep talking, Mandrake.” 

I waIked around the guy to the curb and tried to hail 
a cab. Two seconds later, I heard him clear histhroat and 
walk back over to me. He got right beside me and took my 
elbow. I resisted the urge to do the obvious thing. 

“It’s Mardero,” he said. “And I already know exactly 
who you’re looking for. I know the place he revealed 
himself, as well as where he was last seen. I knowwhat they 
showed on the news andwhat was cut out. I’ve established 
many connections in this community, and I can help-” 

“You don’t know shit, pal,” I said, jerking my arm 
loose. “Not about me or who I’m looking for. It ain’t 
even who you think, so piss off.” 
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been back?” 

“Then you’re not trying to find the Morni-” 



“Nope,”Isaid,wavingdavnacabatlast. “ButevenifIwas, 
I wouldn’t want help. If1 did, I’d have brought it with me.” 

“Very well,’’ Mardero said, obviously pissed but too 
classy to say so. “Good luck to you on your own then.” 

“Yeah, whatever.” 
I turned my back on him as the cab finally pulled up 

to the curb and threw grimy water onto the sidewalk. It 
drenched my shoes and should have gotten Mardero’s 
too, but he was gone by the time the cab stopped. 

Good riddance, I thought. 
Spread the word that I don’t want to be bothered. I 

got work to do. + + +  
During the cab ride, I forgot about Mardero for a 

while and thought about what Sylvia’d told me the night 
before. Apparently, she and her husband had met in 
some acting school in New York, where they’d gotten 
married. They moved to LA to be movie stars after 
graduation, but the only roles theywere good enough for 
werejanitor andsecretary. About ayear later, they settled 
down, bought a tiny house together and had Sharon. 

Flash forward fifteen years and a day, now here we 
were. Sylviaand herhusband, Jimmy, were split up but not 
legally divorced. Sharon worked a part-time job at a local 
library for pocket money. She lived at the house with her 
mother for a while, then crashed at her pop’s apartment 
on his couch until the stench of his booze drove her out 
again. She repeated this pattern as necessary, pulling her 
dad out of the gutter and cleaning him off when he drank 
too much, then heading back to wade through Sylvia’s 
mess and soak up the old lady’s bitterness. 

Right after the so-called Devil’s Night Riots, though, 
Sylvia got scared because Sharon was with Jimmy who 
lives real close to all the action. She calls to check on the 
two of them, only to find out Sharon isn’t there. Hasn’t 
been for a while, either. Sylvia freaks out and calls the 
school and the library, but Sharon hasn’t been to either 
place since before the last time Jimmy saw her. The cops 
look around town and check the hospitals and the 



morgues, but Sharon never turns up. Since they got 
more important things to do, they generously write 
Sharon off as a runaway and promise to call in if Sharon 
ever happens to turn up. 

The kid’s probably under a hundred tons of concrete 
somewhere, but it’s possible she just ran off. She could 
definitely do a lot worse than ditching her pig mother and 
drunk father. She’d probably be better off on her own, 
provided she wasn’t just so much hamburger by now. If it 
were up to me, I wouldn’t even have been looking for her. 
Trouble was, of course, it wasn’t up to me. Once word had 
gotten to Sal back in Jersey that his baby sister’s kid had 
disappeared, he’dsuddenlyturnedinto heroicbigbrother. 
And considering the fact that I both made Sal uncomfort- 
able and owed him a favor, I was the perfect candidate for 
thislittle cross-countryjaunt. Hewanted me out ofhis face 
for a while so he could figure out what to do about me. 

Fine, whatever. I know how the game works. So here 
I was on the wrong side of the country looking for some 
runawaywho was probably dead-for some crooked 
gangster I don’t even like, out in the middle of this urban 
hell on earth. I bet the Devil would just be laughing his 
damned head off if he could see me. That prick. 

Anyhow, it was cheerful thoughts such as this that kept me 
company as I tooka cab throughlate-morningrushtrdTicto 
the apartment of one Jimmy SphenerSylvia’s estranged 
husband and Sharon’s father. He was the last person I knew 
who’d seen Sharon alive, so he was the only lead I had. 
Unfortunately, according to Sylvia, he was a wastrel, l a h g  
himselfas slow ashe knewhowwithbooze and cigarettes. Plus, 
he hadn’t even seemed to realize his own daughter had run 
awayandwasprobablylyingfacedownunder apile of rubble. 
I couldn’t help but think how this wasn’t likely to go well for 
Jimmy without some kind of miracle. 

+ + Q *  
MeetingJimmy face to face didn’t improve his chances 

much. The second I saw him, this uglyworm coiled in my 
guts and dug in barbed claws. I got this feeling like I was 
going to start spewing my guts up and not be able to stop 



until I passed out or choked on my own puke. God, 
hardcore drunks make me sick. 

Lucky for him, though, Jimmy didn’t give me a good 
reason to just snap his neck right there and put him out of 
our misery. I found him in this little third-floorwalk-up, 
trying to fight down a hangover with instant coffee, Advil 
and a half shot of the same hooch that’d done him in the 
night before. As it turned out, Sylvia had called him this 
morningandtoldhimtobeexpectingme, sohe’ddragged 
himself out of bed to make himself presentable. Have to 
give a guy credit for trying, I guess. 

He invited me in and mumbled something about the 
couch while he shuMed around trying to tidy the place up 
some. His eyes were bloodshot and I could smell stomach 
acid on his breath, but he’d showered and his hair was 
combed like a civilized person’s. He talked in that sort of 
heavy whisper a hangover victim gets after an all-nighter, 
but he wasn’t slurring, and he didn’t have that pleading 
whine a lot of drunks get the morning after. 

We talked for a long time, going over basically the 
same ground I’d been over with Sylvia the night before. 
He talked about how proud he was of his little girl, but I 
could see how sad he was too. He felt sorry for her for 
having to spend so much time with her slob mother but 
havingno one but him to retreat to. He said he could tell 
she pitied him, but she was too y.oung to know that her 
pity only made him drink more. I hadn’t asked him for 
his fucking life sob story, but I could sympathize with the 
bastard on one level. I knew about feeling sorry for a 
bright kid with a bright future because her pop was a 
worthless bum. That’d been my story, too, before one of 
Sal’s guys had shot me in the head. 

Once Jimmy got all that out of his system, he finally 
told me what I’d come looking for about when Sharon 
had disappeared. He told me Sharon had started coming 
home later and later from the library, that she wasn’t 
spending as much time doing homework before bed 
anymore and how her grades had slipped as a result. 
Jimmy hadn’t had the guts to punish her, but he’d had 



enough sense to go snooping around in her room one 
day while she was gone. 

“Sowhat’dyoufind? ” Iasked. “Diaryaboutsomeboy 
she was screwing?” 

“No,” Jimmy said. “Drugs. I found a bag of mari- 
juanaandafoilpacket ofLSD inashoeboxinhercloset.” 

“NO shit?” I said. ‘Where’d she get it from?” 
That’s what Iwanted to know. I put it here on the coffee 

table when she got home that afternoon and talked to her 
about it. I didn’t even drink that day. We just talked about 
where she got the drugs and howlongshe’d beenusingthem.” 

Father of the fucking year. “And?” 
“She met the kid she got it from at the library. He was 

some college guywho came in every once in awhile to talk 
to her and hang out. They started going out last year.” 

‘Wait, this was last year when Sharonwould have been 
fourteen?” I asked. 

“Yeah.” 
“And this guy would have been.. . what.. . nineteen?” 
Jimmy nodded. 
“Are you out of your mind letting a nineteen-year- 

old even look at your fourteen-year-old daughter?” 
“Hey, I didn’t know this was going on, remember?” 

Jimmy said. Now that whine was starting to come out. 
“Besides, it’s only like five years’ difference. If they were 
in their twenties or thirties, it wouldn’t even matter.” 

“Yeah? How about this: When this guy got his driver’s 
license, Sharon was eleven. When he went to his senior 
prom, she was twelve. Does it matter yet?” 
“Okay,” Jimmy said, wincing as I got louder. ‘You’re 

right. I didn’tdomybestthmkmgwhenSharonwasaround.” 
“No shit. So this college punk’s dating your high 

school daughter and giving her drugs, and you finally 
found out about it. What’d you say to her then?” 

“I didn’t have the right to say much of anything, did 
I?” Jimmy muttered. “I’ve been between jobs, and I’ve 
been drinking more thanusual. The weekend before this 
happened, Sharon’d had to haul me up off the bathroom 
floor and clean my own puke off me. All’she had was 



some acid and a dime bag of pot stashed in her closet. 
What could I really say?” 

“How about, ‘Quit taking drugs, drop your fuckhead 
dealer boyfriend and do your fucking homework‘ for 
starters? She’s only fifteen years old, for Christ’s sake.” 

There was that jolt again, but it was easier to ignore 
this time. 

“Iknow,”Jimmymoaned, lookingat the floor. “I tried 
to talk to her about it again after that, I really did. I worked 
my courage up for it right before the big earthquake. 
Before Sharon left for work the last night I saw her, I told 
herwehadtotalkwhenshegotback. Ididn’thearfromher 
again after that. I figured she’d just dodged back to her 
mothers ’til I let it drop.” 

‘You didn’t even call?” Jimmy hung his head. “Even 
after the earthquake and the three fucking days ofriots? 
What about when your wife called the cops? Did you 
bring up any of this stuff to them?” 

Jimmy shookhis head. “I told them she left here mad 
the last night I saw her. I didn’t tell them about the drugs 
or where she got them, or even who she got them from. 
I couldn’t tell the cops or Sylvia about any of it. I didn’t 
want them thinking about Sharon that way. Or me. 
Besides, they checked al l  the hospitals and morgues and 
she never turned up. She probably just ran off for a while 
to clear her head. Everything’ll be all right. She just 
needs time. ” 

‘What she neededwas somebody smacking some sense 
into her when she started acting like a JD,” I said. ‘You’re 
her fucking father, Jimmy. You were supposed to be 
takingcareofhersoshedidn’tenduprunningoffto ‘clear 
herhead inthe first place. Instead, your fucking brother- 
in-law’s got to send me all the way across the fucking 
country to find her because you can’t be bothered to 
worry. You didn’t even try to stop her, you bag of shit.” 

Red heat bloomed on Jimmy’s face for a second, but 
I could tell it was more shame than outrage. 

‘You’re right,” he said in this flat, hollowvoice. He 
slumped in his chair just like Sylvia had. “You’re right. 
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God, I should have done something.” 

you’re going to help me. We understand each other?” 
m Jimmy nodded. 
L 

“Good. Nowtellmewhat youknowabout this boyfriend 
ofSharon’s, andI’llgo seewhatheknowsaboutherrunning 
off. If you’re lucky, she just ran to him and she’s been too 
scared to leave since the quake and the riots. If you’re lucky, 
she ain’t just a smear on the sidewalk somewhere.” 

‘Yeah,” Jimmy said without much hope. 
“So what’s his name?” 
“It’s Ellis, she said. She didn’t give me his last name or 

tell me where he lives, though. That’s the most she ever 
talked about him. I was going to make her tell me more 
when she got home, but ... I swear, if she’d told me 
anything else about him, I’d have been out there myself, 
asking questions, trying to find him.” 

“That’s bullshit, Jimmy, and I ought to break your 
jaw for saying it. But, I won’t. Iknow a local guywith some 
connections, so I’m going to get his help tracking this 
‘Ellis’ down instead. That’s how lucky you are.” 

“You will?” Jimmy said. The light through the blinds 
caught his eyes, and I could see little tears swelling up. 
Each one was full of all the shame and guilt he felt for 
letting his daughter disappear, and his relief that the 
searchwasn’t over yet. “Really? Honest to God youwill? 
I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to thank you.” 

“Don’t bother, you fucking waste,” I said, standing 
and grabbing my coat. “I’m not bringing Sharon back 
here if I find her. You had your chance to take care of 
her, but you’re the reason she’s gone. I want you to 
remember that for as long as you’ve got left.” 

Jimmy’s mouth was really workmg now, and his eyes 
were red and puffy. One of his tears broke free and rolled 
down his cheek. 

“But she’s my daughter,” he sputtered. 
“You don’t deserve a daughter!” I roared, surprising 

myself with how angry I was. 



Jimmy didn’t answer that, but I didn’t really expect 
him to. He just put his head in his hands and started 
sobbing quietly to himself. He knew I was right, and I 
knewheknewbecause I’d beenin this positionmyselfless 
than a week ago. Before everything had changed. 

“Damn it, look at me, Jimmy!” I said, grabbing him 
by the hair and lifting him to his feet in front of me. His 
eyes and mouth sprung open, but before he could say 
anything, I took off my sunglasses and hat. Jimmy glared 
at me then jumped when he saw my scar and the red mess 
of my right eye. All the fight went out of him then, when 
our gazes locked. 

“Did you think I was just going to leave, you puke?” I 
growled, glaringat himwitheyesthat musthavelookedlike 
windows straight into Hell. “No way, you son of a bitch. 
You don’t get to just drink away your self-pity this time. 
Youwasted the grace Godgave you, and nowyour marker’s 
up. It’s time to pay, Jimmy, and I’m here to collect.” * * *  

I felt alittlebetterwhen1 leftJimmy’s place, but not much. 
Sure, I felt stronger and a lot more self-righteous thanwhen 
I’dshownup, butnowIwashungry. IgotinthefirstcabIsaw 
andhadit take me to this fast foodjoint I’d noticedontheway 
over. It mostly served foil-wrapped heart attacks, but it was 
advertising some kind of new gnlled-chicken salad, too. My 
stomachwas curlmgup onitselfdemandmgadouble cheese- 
burgerwithbacon (kindoflike akidthrowing atantrum), but 
Ihadtoquit eatingthosehngs. Itwasgarbagelikethatthat’d 
turned my body into the disgusting, greasy dough ball it was, 
and I decided to change a l l  that after getting shot in the head. 
So instead of what I wanted, I had a fag lunch and a big glass 
of water to wash it down. 

After that, I went back to my hotel to put out a call to my 
“localguywithsome connections. ”Itookadeepbreath, steeled 
myself for what I had to do next and headed for the roof. 

Theviewfromontopofmybuildingsucked. Iwasonly 
a few stories up, surrounded by other squat buildings that 
all looked like they were just hunkered down and ready to 
ride out another quake. The roof itself wasn’t all that 



spectacular either. It had an alcove leading back down to 
the steps, a couple big AC units, and about as much junk 
and broken glass as I figured the city let the place get away 
withleaving out. Atwo- or three-foot parapet ran around 
the edge, which really only kept the wind from blowing any 
of the trash off onto the street. Real classy. 

I walked over to the edge and put a foot up on it, looking 
out overthecitywiththewindinmyface. Itookadeepbreath, 
let the wind build for a second, and then started whqering. 

“Bedaliel,” I said. “I decided I need your help after 
all. Meet me on the roof of the hotel you met me at this 
morning. We need to talk.” 

I stopped there and let the words float away, not even 
giving Bedaliel a chance to respond. He’d h o w  who sent the 
messagebythesoundofmyvoice, andifIknewguyslikehim, 
he’dshowupjust to rubmy faceinthe factthat Ineededhelp. 
Sure enough, itwasn’tfifteenminuteslaterwhenIheardhim 
touch down behind me in the center of the roof. I turned 
around to greet him, hoping to catch a glimpse of the way he 
really looked, but hewas just Daniel Mardero bythe t ime I laid 
eyes on him. He strolled toward me with his cane tucked 
under his arm, his expensiveshoescrunchmgover the broken 
glass and grit. His topcoat was still draped over his shoulders 
like a damn cape, and he was srmlrng like an asshole again. 

‘What do you want?” I asked him, right when he 
opened his mouth. 

Mardero blinked, thrown entirely off stride. “I beg 
your pardon, ” he stammered. “It was you who initiated 
contact with me. You requested my assistance.” 

“I know,” I said. “I ain’t stupid. But I figure ifyou’re 
goingtohelpme, you’regoingtowant somethingin return. 
So what is it? I don’t like to chitchat. What’s your price?” 

“Oh, I hadn’t wen thought about that,” Mardero said. 
“Not wery act of cooperation necessarily needs to have a 
price atta-” 

“Bullshit,” I toldhim. “Ifthat’s true, Iwouldn’t evenbe 
here. And I’m pretty sure that since I told you to stick it in 
your ear this morning you’re not feeling generous. So just 
name your price and get it over with. I don’t have all day.” 



Mardero looked like he might protest again, but he 
decided to spare me. His eyes took on this appraising glare, 
then he just smiled. He took his cane out from under his 
ann and planted it next to his foot. “Your name,” he said. 
“That’s all I want for now.” 

Bastard. 
“Harvey,” I grumbled. “Just like I told you before. 

Harvey Ciullo.” 
“No, sir,” Mardero said, cocking an eyebrow. ‘You 

know better than that. I want your name. As much of it 
as I gave you of mine in good faith.” 

Ishookmyhead, butonlyinirritation. Ihatetdhgpeople 
myrealname, especiallypeoplefromthewar. Doingthat opens 
me up to them, makes them think I’m their Goddamned 
friend or somehng. Basically turns them into major pains in 
myass. Theonlyperson Iwdhglytoldit to ismylittle daughter 
back in Jersey, but even she knows better than to say it lightly. 
I made her swear on her dead mother not to. 

But then again, al l  things considered, it wasn’t the 
worst thing Mardero could have asked. It wasn’t like he 
wanted me to do something for him right then. Besides, 
this guy’s help would finish up this job a hell of a lot faster 
so I could get back to my little girl. I might as well. 

“Fine,” I said. “It’s Hasmed.” 
Judging by the way Mardero’s eyes widened and how 

he almost took a big step back, he’d apparently heard of 
me. Good. If he knav about half the stuff I did during the 
war, he knew I wasn’t somebody to fuck around with. He 
pulled himself together pretty quick, but it took him just 
long enough to do it that I was pretty sure we understood 
one another. 

“I see,” he said. “I’ll remember that. Now, what kind 
of help can I offer?” 

“I’m looking for somebody.” 
“Of course. The Morningstar. You aren’t the first, 

and none have yet been successful in their search, but an 
aggregate collection of evid-” 

“Uh-uh,” I said. “Not him. I’m looking for a kid 
named Ellis. I don’t know his last name.” 
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“Let me... that is ... ‘Ellis,’ yousaid?” Mardero stam- 
mered, apparently stunned that I stillwasn’t looking for 
Lucifer. “DO you happen to know the name he used 
during the war? That would be most-” 

“It ain’tlikethat,” I said. “Hewasn’t inthewar. He’sjust 
a kid. Nineteen years old. Pushes drugs around the local 
librarywhere he probably lives. ” I gave himJimmy Sphener’s 
address, figuring that would narrow it down some. 

“I don’t understand. What’s so special about him?” 
“None ofyour damn business,” I said. “But I can’t go 

back home to Jersey”ti1 after I find him, so the sooner 
you get on that, the better.” 

“And that’s all the assistance you require? Just enough 
to find this young man. This.. . human?” 

So help me.. . 
‘“Yeah, that’s it, pal. So find a guy who knows a guy 

and find out what I want to know. You said you were 
established around here, right?” 

“I am,” Mardero said. ‘(It’s just that ... You see, I 
don’t understand something.” 

I just looked at him, thinking of the best place to stuff 
that cane of his. 

‘Why aren’t you interested in finding Lucifer?” 
Mardero asked. “Everyone else I’ve spoken to is obsessed 
by the search, yet you aren’t. Why?” 

“Because what’s the fuckingpoint?” I said. “I could tell 
that bastardwasn’t anywhere near here the second I got off 
the plane. He already ran off and hid from the mess he 
started-just like he always does-so he can go fuck himself 
for all  I care. I’ve got responsibilities to take care of. So 
quit jerking me around and just help me like I asked.” 

‘Verywell,” Mardero said, droppinghis gaze. “I’ll ques- 
tionmy sources about the boy youwant and contact you later. ” 

“Good,” I said. “Thanks.” That wasn’t too muchlike 
pulling teeth. “You know how to reach me.” 

“I do now.” 
Mardero turned to leave then, but he hesitated. He 

looked windward into the sky then back at me out of the 
corners of his eyes. 
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“What?” I snapped. 
“Harvey,” he said. “No.. . Hasmed. Please believe that 

our search for the Morningstar isn’t pointless. Don’t 
you realize what it would mean ifwe found him? It would 
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At that, Ijustthrewmyheadbackandlaughed-Icouldn’t $ 
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help it. It was a deep, ugly sound from beneath all the fat and 
meat and bone I w a s  stuck in, retching up from inside the 

“No, it wouldn’t, you dipshit,” I said between barks. 
“The war is over, and probably nobody knows it better 
than your Morningstar. It endedalong time ago, andwe 
lost. Now these dirty, ignorant apes are all that’s left of 
what we were fighting for. The sooner you realize that 
and start looking for something useful to do, the better.” 

Mardero didn’t have anything to say to that, but I knew 
I hadn’t gotten through to him. You can’t get through to 
true believers like him, no matter how much sense you 
have on your side. But frankly, I didn’t care. I had what I 
wanted from him now. Iwas one step closer to getting back 
home to my little girl, and that was all that mattered. 

oldest part of me. 
c* 
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Mardero came through for me as the sun was going 
down that same day, just hours after he’d finally taken off 
from the roof to get back to chasing Lucifer’s shadow. 
The wind carried his voice from wherever the hell he was, 
telling me he’d tracked my Ellis down through a chain of 
dealers and suppliers. He gave me the address of where 
the kid lived, told me how to find it, and then wished me 
luck. I thanked him to get rid of him, then headed out to 
pay Ellis a visit. I left my hat on the bed and kept my 
glasses folded up in my shirt pocket. 

Mardero’s directions to Ellis’s neighborhoodwere pretty 
clear, andittookmenotimetofmdit. Infact, itwasn’teven 
ten blocks from Jimmy Sphener’s place, which made it a l l  
the more pathetic that that drunk didn‘t know where his 
daughter had gone. It was a rundown string of houses just 



out of Glock range of the projects. I guess it looked worse 
than it might have otherwise because of the quake and the 
riots, but it probably wasn’t all that different than usual. 
There was garbage and broken glass everywhere, and the 
pavement was a black-veined ruin. The beetle-husk of a 
burned-out car sat upside-down in front of one building, 
and all kinds of detritus lay in the gutters. And just like 
everywhere else I’d been in the city, nobodywas on the street 
now that the sun was going down. That was good. 

The house Ellis was supposedly in was right in the 
middle of the block. Every window of the place was 
broken out and covered with thick sheets of gray plastic, 
but I could see lights on inside and hear loud music 
throbbing. Maybe a party was going on. Lucky fucking 
me. I smashed the front door open, and a hardwind blew 
in all around me. A couple skinny, strung-out bums 
looked up at me through wide yellow eyes, but nobody 
said anything. I asked the one closest to me where Ellis 
was, and he pointed upstairs. They were waiting on him 
to finish with his girlfriend, the bum told me, so they 
could get their party on. Some shit like that. 

So I headed for the steps, and the wind went with me, 
knockingaside emptybaggies andfastfoodwrappers. Couple 
of condom wrappers, too. This place was a regular bachelor 
pad, right down to the obligatory filth. Behold the glory. 

There weren’t many rooms to choose from at the top of 
the stairs, so I headed for what looked like the master 
bedroom in the back. The music was coming from that 
direction, and now that I was up here, I could hear the 
thumping and creakmg symphony of Ellis “finishmgwith his 
girlfriend.’’ I strolled down the hall, took a deep breath, 
cracked my neck a couple times and pushed the door open. 

I was greeted by the unpleasant sight of a thick, 
muscled ass pumping up and down between two scrawny 
spread legs on a rickety bed in the middle of the room. 
The room was dank and noisome, and it was lit by a pair 
of black light bulbs in novelty lamps. The bedsprings 
were groaning and screeching, and the headboard was 
smacking the wall, but I could only barely hear that over 



the music. I closed the door behind me, walked over to 
the cheap-ass radio and turned the music off. The sound 
disappeared with a palpable force, and the creaking, 
thumping and grunting from the bed stopped just as 
quickly. I crossed my arms and waited for the inevitable. 

‘Who the fuck.. .?” the owner of the muscled ass de- 
manded as he sat on the bed and turned around. He 
probably thought it was one of the junkies from downstairs 
grown jmpatient . 

When he saw me, though, he disentangled himself from 
the girl underneath him and got between me and her. He 
was a tall, muscular son of a bitch with no hair on his head 
and a barbwire tattoo around his neck. His eyes and skin 
glowed faintly in the black light, as did his slimy condom. 

‘You’re Ellis, right?” I said. “I beenlooking for you.” 
‘Who the fuck are you?” he snarled at me, gnashing his 

teethlike hewasgoingtobiteme. “How’dyougetinhere?” 
“Thewindblewyourdooropen,”Isaid, stillperfectlycalm. 
“Get the fuck out,” he said, coming toward me. I 

couldn’t help but notice how his cock was ticking in time 
with his racing heart. He obviousiywasn’t scared of me yet. 

I wasn’t scared of him either. I planted my feet and 
looked over at his bed. The girl there lay limp like a half- 
empty blowup doll. Her underwear dangled from one 
ankle, and she still had her bra on. It had a little pink 
flower in the center that glowed in the black light. ((1s that 
Sharon Sphener, Ellis? I been looking for her, too. 
More than you, actually.” 

‘You leave her alone, crackhead,” the kid said, taking 
another step toward me and actually pointing a finger in my 
face. “Get your ass back downstairs and wait your turn.” 

Ellis will never know how close he came to total 
disaster by saying that. I took it entirely the wrong way at 
first, and it was only the instant I stood there in abject 
shock that gave me time to realize he w a s  talking about 
drugs, not Sharon. He still thought-or maybe just 
hoped-I was a customer. 

“Sorry,” I said, resistingthe urge to SMP the kids finger 
off with in my teeth anyway. “She’s coming with me, kid.” 



Ellis was fast, I’ll give him that. He drove a big, hard 
fist right into my paunch, blowing the wind out of me 
and knocking me back a n  inch. “The fuck she is, man. 
She’s my girl, and you ain’t touch-” 

The next thing Ellis knew, he was up against the wall. 
I’d grabbed his wrists, twisted one of them around the 
wrong way then hit him right under the throat with the 
heel of my hand. He staggered, and I slammed him 
backward and held him in place by the neckwith my right 
hand. From the angle we were at, the black light shone 
full on my face. The hole in my forehead glared like a 
blind third eye, and my bloody, ruined right eye bulged 
out farther than the left. As close as I was to him, I knew 
Ellis could see a little bit of who I’d been during the war 
and that he didn’t like it. He was lucky he only saw so 
little, especially after that “wait your turn” crack. 

“Let me go,” he choked, grabbing my forearm in 
weak desperation. His eyes were rolling like a panicked 
horse’s. “Sharon-” 

“How long has she been here, Ellis?” I asked. “Since 
the riots? Her mother’s been worried sick.” 

Ellis didnk’t answer me. He still thought he could get 
loose. He lashed out with a kick that buried his heel pretty 
deep in my right thigh, missing my crotch by about a n  
inch. I flinched, then stepped in that much closer, tight- 
ened my grip on his throat and grabbed his cock in my 
other hand. I squeezedit almost as hard as I could and bent 
it downward sharply. That took the rest of the fight out of 
Ellis for the moment. 

“I’llbreakthisthingoffandfeedittoyou+oudothatagain,” 
I said. I’d done worse to guys twice his size in the war without 
tMang twice about it. “Do we understand each another?” 

Ellis whimpered. I took that for consent. 
“Great. Now here’s what you’re going to do. You’re 

going to go down your steps and out your front door. 
You’re never going to come anywhere near this girl 
again, and ifyou know what’s good for you, you’re going 
to stop giving drugs to high school kids. I say again, do we 
understand each other?” 



When I got no answer, I squeezed harder with my 
right hand and twisted with my left. Ellis gasped and 
started crying, but he nodded, so I let him go. 

“Now get the fuck out of here,” I said. 
Coughing and holdmg his raw throat, Ellis did as he was 

told. I heardhisbigfeet poundmgdownthe hall and the steps, 
then I heard some surprised shouts downstairs. Apparently, 
he’d stirred up his patient customers on his way out. 

When he was gone, I turned off the black lights and 
flicked on the actual light switch. With the overhead on, I 
went and looked down at the little girl on the bed. She was 
paler andthinnerthanshe’dbeeninanyofthepictures I’d 
seen of her at Sylvia’s place, but she was clearly Sharon 
Sphener. Her black hair was greasy and lank, and purple 
circles hung beneath her eyes. The insides of her elbows 
were spotted with needle tracks, showing me she’d long 
since graduated past LSD and dime bags. The worst part, 
though, was the look on her face. Her eyes were onlyhalf 
open, and her expression was this empty mask. There was 
dried blood in one of her nostrils, and her lips were thin, 
bloodless lines. It didn’t look like she’d been beaten or 
raped-at least lately-but she was used up and broken in 
spirit just the same. I looked down at her, thinking about 
my own precious little girl back home, and it occurred to 
me just how lucky Ellis was that I hadn’t seen this first. 

“Sharon,” I said, quietly. “Can you hear me?” 
She opened her eyes a little wider and looked up at me. 
‘Who are you?” 
“I’m Harvey. I’ve been looking for you, Sharon.” 
‘Where’s Ellis? Wasn’t he here?” 
“He’s gone. You ain’t seeing him anymore.” 
‘Why?” she whined, still half out of it. ‘We’re going 

“Like hell,” I said. 
Sharontried to argueandlookupset, but it didn’tlast too 

long. She was s t i l l  pretty wiped out from the drugs and God 
only knew what else. I smoothed her hair with my fingers. 

‘What’s wrongwith your face?” she asked after a long 
silence. ‘Your eye looks weird. And your forehead.” 

to get married. He can’t just leave.” 
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“Bullet,” I said. “Somebody shot me in the head. 
Almost killed me.” 

“Migraine. ” 
“Okay,” she said as if that made perfect sense. “My 

“I know, sweetheart,” I said. “Do you rememberwhat 

“Ellis made me try some things,” she said in a tiny, 

“It’s okay, Sharon,” I said. “That’s a l l  overwith now.” 
“Am I dead? Did I OD?” 
“No.” 
“But you got shot.. . . We’re both dead, aren’t we?” 
“Youain’t dead,” I said. ‘You’re on yourway home.” 
“fire you a policeman?” 
“No, I’m an-” 
Idon’tknowwhy, butIalmosttoldherthetruththen.What 

was true a long time ago, anyway, back before the war. Luckily, 
though, Icaughtmyselfandjustshookmyhead. Therewasno 
point in t e h g  her. I’d just be wasting my breath. 

‘“why?” 

stomach hurts. I think I’m going to throw up.” 

happened?” 

hollow voice. “Lots of things. He said I’d like it.” 

,, 9 I m just here to take care of you.” 
Sharon’s eyes slipped shut again, and she reminded 

me so much of my own daughter right then. So helpless 
and trusting. It was sad in a way to think that I would do 
anything in the world to look after my little girl, but 
neither one of this girl’s parents could do the same. Itjust 
didn’t make any sense to me that people could create a life 
that depended on them so utterly yet not dedicate them- 
selves body, mind and soul to taking care of it. It was just 
one more reason the world was going to hell. 

When Sharon lay still, I brushed back her sweaty hair and 
fdtthe amber-coloredhazebehindhereyes. Itrepulsedmeyet 
tried to pull me doser and infect me with Sharon’s nascent 
addiction. Ilethergoandshookmyhead. She’druinedherself 
coming here. Everythq that had made her who she was and 
filled her with the spark of life was covered in a layer of slime so 
thick it was cholung her to death. That instinct buried deep 
inside me bubbled up again, and this time I couldn’t force it 
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backdownlikeIhadatJimmy’splace. Sharonlookedsopitiful 
and broka . .  how could I look at her and not do something? 
Besides, therewas Sal backhome to thinkabout. More impor- 
tantly, therewasTim. Iwouldn’tbeabletolookatmyprecious 
little Tina again if1 didn’t do somethq. 

SoIputawarmhandonSharon’sforehead, smoothed 
her hairbackandleaned overher. “Don’tworry, Sharon,” 
I whispered. “Everything’s going to be okay. You’re 
going home now.” 

When I felt Sharon nod weakly, still clinging to 
consciousness, I touched her hair one last time then did 
what I had to do. I held the back of her headwith my right 
hand and used my left to hold her nose and mouth shut. 
She smelled it coming-I hadn’t had chance to wash the 
slime off my palm-but she was too weak to fight me off. 
She squeezed my arm and reached up like she wanted to 
touchmyface, buttherewasn’tathingonearthshe could 
do. She jerked, then squirmed, and then trembled, then 
just lay stillwith me pressingher downinto thewrinkled, 
grimy sheets where I’d found her. 

By degrees, her muscles relaxed until a I l  that lay on the 
bed was an empty mud doll that nobody but me had known 
howto treatright. When Iwas finished, Isatbackon my heels 
then let go of Sharon’s mouth and nose. Her last breath- 
an echo of the first divine breath that had given her lif-lid 
out from deep insider her, and I watched it dissipate. I sat 
there for a long time waiting for someone to come and 
collect it, to take that breath backwhere it came from, but 
nobody did. No old enemies. No old friends. 

Idon’tknowwhyIwassurprised ... IguessIjustfwred 
that even a pathetic little girl like Sharon deserved better 
in death than she’d had in life. But that wasn’t up to me. 
Nothing1 did or saidwas going to change the fact that God 
doesn‘t care like He’s supposed to about these people He 
created. Nothing’s going to change the fact that these 
people don’t care about each other like they’re supposed 
to. Sofuckit.WhyshouldIcare?Because GodandLucifer 
both said I ought to? Fuck them, too. They could both go 
to Hell and take this ruin of a world with them. There’s 
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only one thing in all this wreckage I cared about, and she 
was all the way across the country wondering when her 
daddy was coming home. 

So it was time I got back there, I figured. I'd donejust 
about everything I was obligated to do out here to keep 
Sal happy. All I had left to do was take Sharon's body back 
to her mother's place and give Sylvia the bad news. Tell 
her that there wasn't anything I could do and make sure 
she knew that if she'd swallowed her pride and called her 
big brother for help sooner, her little girl would still be 
,alive right now. Not that it would teach Sylvia anything to 
hear that, but it would leave her in the proper state of 
mind. It was better than she deserved anyway, consider- 
ing she wasn't a good enough mother-or even a good 
enough person-to keep her own daughter safe at home 
where she belonged. 
All that was really beside the point. All that matteredwas 

thatIhadtogethome. Mylittlegirlwaswaitingforher daddy 
to come back to her, and no force in Heaven or Hell was 
going to stop me. 
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The smiling, red-jacketed valet opened 

Polizeikommissar Gerhard Liebner’s door, filling the 
air-conditioned car wi th  a swell of hot Las Vegas air. 
Liebner, grizzled like some gumshoe from a dime-store 
novel, grunted his way free of the driver’s seat. He was a 
long throw away from Templehof s Polizeipr%osidium in 
Berlin, and instead played unwilling tourist here, a face- 
less drime in a city catering to anonymity. 

Welcome to the Amazon, sir,” the valet said. 
“Ja, ja,” Liebner grunted, taking the parking stub. 
The valet smiIed in that typical condescending man- 

ner whenever anyone spoke English (or something that 
sounded like it) with any national inflection. A second 
valet grabbed Liebner’s worn suitcase from the back seat 
while the first drove off with his rental. 



“Staying long?” the second valet asked, heading for 
the lobby. The doors slid open, assaulting Liebner with 
the singsong bells and whistles of the slot machines that 
littered the darkgreen gambling halls. Resin and plastic 
trees spurted from the ground all around him while 
vines and a fake canopy of leaves drooped from the 
ceiling. All the trappings of the Amazon jungle, restored 
with the diligence of popular entertainment. 

“A couple of days,” Liebner replied. 
“Then back to Berlin.” 
“Berlin. huh? First time in Vegas?” ,, 9 I m not supposed to be here, ” Liebner said, “but the 

military appropriatedwhat was left of N a n d  all neigh- 
boring airfields.. . ” 

“YouwereinLA?”Thevalet asked. “Isitbad? Imean, 
I saw all  the quake footage, but.. . is it really that bad?” 

Liebner paused, locking his gray eyes on the valet. “It 
was like a snow globe filled with debris and corpses ... 
only, God’s still shaking it.” 

“Yeee ah...” the valet said, realizing he’d backed up 
into a strange conversation. “But what about that angel 
footage? I mean, that’s gotta be a joke, right?” 

Liebner shook his head. “That’s why I went.” 
“TO see the angel?” 
“Bastard owes me five Marks,” Liebner said. Asmile 

never escaped the corners of his momh. He gave the 
bewildered valet a couple of dollars and checked his 
watch. Twenty minutes to get his room and freshen up 
before his appointment at the “Jungle Bar.” A pity he 
couldn’t bring a gun with him. 

He still didn’t know ifhe was going to killThaolwhen 
he saw him. * * *  

The waiter deposited a tall glass of Coors with a smile 
and left Liebner to his new experience. Since he couldn’t 
get any Dortmunder Export or good English Bitters here, 
he opted for the local flavorsand immediately regretted 
his decision. Coors was diluted water, cooled piss. He set 
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the glass back down with an  unsatisfied grunt and watched 
the gambling tables around him. Poker, craps, roulette. 
All the games sangwith a collision of probabilities, a fluid 
symphony of odds melting eachsecond into a new chorus. 
Liebner’s head hurt from all the changing parameters 
affecting the games. The  shift of feet that altered the die 
roll, the momentary distractionblurringthe card counter’s 
judgment, the random slot elements juggling certainties 
like a politician handling promises. 

‘You’ll give yourself a headache, ” the black-haired 
waiter said, suddenly looming over Liebner. 

“Nothing to drink,” Liebner said, looking out across 
the tables. 

“I called you here, remember.. . Ahrimal?” 
Hearinghis celestialname sent afamiliar shiverthrough 

him. He may be wearing Gerhard Liebner’s body, but he 
was Ahrimal, The Sower of Fearsome Stars, a demon of 
the Fourth House. His gaze went back to the lanky waiter. 
He didn’t see Thaol behind the black eyes or slightly 
bemused grin. He suddenly felt naked without a gun. 

“Thaol ... I didn’t recognize you.” 
(‘It’s Darren now.” 
“What happened to the charming Turkish fellow I 

“The Sicilians didn’t like him shaving their profits, 

“Good forthem. So, youworkhere, now... Darren?” 
‘That’s how1 got you the hotelroom. Vegas is booked 

“I thought I smelled haunted desperation.” 
“No, that’s normal for Vegas. How’s LA?” 
“Flat. Skip the pretense,“Darren. Why am I here?” 
“I’m on lunch break right now, but they don’t like US 

socializing in uniform. I’ll go change.” 
Thaol left, leaving Ahrimal to his thoughts. He 

didn’t like this at all. When last he’d seen Thaol, he’d 
been camped out in the body of a Turkish smuggler 
pipelining Sicilian-cut opium through Berlin. They 
fought, and Liebner’s body nearly died, almost sending 

met last time?” 

so they strapped C-4 under his car seat.” 

solid with LA’S refugees coming here.” 



Ahrimal back into the Abyss. Not bad for someone 
Ahrimal once considered an  ally. Now, Thaol had con- 
tactedhrimal through the Polizeipr%osidium in Berlin. 
It was only blind luck “Liebner” happened to be “vaca- 
tioning” in LA, following up on Lucifer’s television 
debut. He should have flown out from San Francisco, 
but Thaol’s plea for help was too strange to ignore. 
Besides, Ahrimalwanted informationonaBerlinsmug- 
gling ring killing undercover policemen, and Thaol was 
Ahrimal’s only lead. 

Thaolreturned in plainblackslacks andawhite dressshirt 
loose at the neck. Ahrimal noticed he also carried himself 
differently. His shoulders drooped and two puffed crescents 
of fatigue Sagged under his eyes. He seemed.. . humbled. 

“First,” Thaol said, wringing his hands, “I’m truly 
sorry for what happened in Berlin. I was... a different 
person then.” 

‘Whyhere?”Ahrimasaid, intermptingtheapology. ‘You 
were hoping the gamblmg would distract me?” 

‘What? No,” Thaol said, pleading his innocence. 
Leibnerkept quiet. He didn’twant to admithowsuccess- 

ful Thaol’s gambit might be. Normally, he could read the 
flows of chance better than a Berlin streetwalker could spot a 
cop, but here, the barrage of shifting probabilities was too 
much white noise. 

“Look,” Thaol said, sighing. “I invited you here 
because I’m sorry. ..” 

“And,” Ahrimal said, ‘*to ask for my help.” 
‘Yes.. . but I’ve changed.” 
“Of course, ” Ahrimalsaid, shalanghis head. ‘You found an 

innocent host crushed by a crud world, and it miraculously 
changedyou.Youwanttomakeamen&.. . MenschundKindd” 

Thaol hissed under his breath, ‘‘It’s not like that. I’m 
not a fucking saint.. . I never said I was. But the old Thaol 
wouldn’t have put up with this pretense ... asking for 
help.. . bringing you out here to kill you?” 

“No,” Ahrimal admitted. 
“I always went straight for the throat. Why spoil my 

advantage by revealing my new host?” 
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“Fine,” Ahrimal said. “Say I believe you. Why should 
I help you?” 

“Because, I’ll give you whatever you want. A list of 
drug runners and safe houses in Berlin andhs terdam,  
my Sicilian contacts and all my ex-acquaintances in the 
Turkish mafia still operating out of Kreuzberg and 
Neuk-lln.” 

“Just like that, you’d give them up?” 
‘Well.. . they did blow me up. Besides, it’s not my life 

anymore. I.,. have better things in my life. I hope.” 
“Give me a name on good faith,” Ahrimal said, “one 

the Kripo can check immediately.. . and one worth my 
attention. ” 

Thaol nodded and pulled a paper from his pocket. “I 
thought you’d ask.” He slid Ahrimal the paper. Ahrimal 
nodded and rose. 

“Meet me tomorrow morning for breakfast, 7:oo 
a.m. If your information doesn’t check out by then,” 
Ahrimal said, “I leave.” 

* + a 9  
Thaol sat in the casino restaurant with its garden wall 

of creeping vines. He watched the trickle of humanity at 
the tables where a few hardcore gamblers sat, hard liquor 
fromlast night still in their gut and harder expressions still 
on their faces. None, however, lookedworse thanAhrimal 
with Liebner’s rumpled white dress shirt and grizzled 
bite-the-bullet grimace. 

“You look like shit.,” Thaol said with a smug smile. 
Ahrimal sat down with a “woof.” 
“So? Did my information check out?” 
“It did,” Ahrimal said, his lips curling from the 

admission. He waited for the bleach blond to pour him 
coffee before continuing. “Kripo raided the 
Obersch-neweide warehouse in Treptow and found a 
large cache of automatic weapons and drugs. They also 
caught three men, but.. . I want your dealer’s name, the 
one selling you Russian surplus.” 

“Only if you help me.” 



Ahrimal studied Thaol a moment, searching his black 
glassy eyes for a clue, any nugget of information as to what 
he was getting himself into. He’d tried reading Thaol’s 
fate yesterday when he was serving people, but it w a s  a 
puzzling, scattered quilt of pictures that made no sense. 

Ahrimal nodded. Thaol smiled, bleeding more re- 
lief through his grin than satisfaction. The waitress 
returned and took their orders, After she left, Darrin 
dropped his request like a guillotine blade on Bastille 
Day-ugly and quick. 

“I need to find out who I am.” 
“Excuse me?!” Ahrimal asked. 
‘*My host ... I need to figure out who he was.” 
*‘I thought you said your name was Darren?” 
”I picked that name myself. I bought illegal docu- 

ments and fake IDS.. . I created Darren because this host 
was completely brain-fried when I found him.” 

“But there’s always some lingeringmemories.. . some- 
thing left of the host.” 

“Not this time,” Thaol said. “He was a complete 
tabula rasa. I understood English and had some famil- 
iarity with American culture, but nothing more.’’ 

“How’d you get the illegal documents then?” 
“Myformerhost, theTurk, hewthings. Ipulledsomejobs 

forthelocalhoods, thenusedthosecontacts toget anewidentity. ” 
Ahrimal sat back, eying Thaol carefully. This was too 

strange. Most demons used their hosts’ memories to 
form templates ofproper conduct and familiarize them- 
selves with contemporary society. Most often, though, 
they remained rampaging demons, celestial carnivores 
ready to bite into the world’s ribcage. Only a few found 
strength of character in the echoes of the soul they’d 
displaced, just enough to still the razor-laden storm of 
bitter memories carried over from the Abyss. If this 
“Darren” had no mortal memories, no resolve born of 
hard experience, then Thaol should be a n  wen bigger 
butcher than he was as the Turk. 

“You don’t believe me?” 
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“You,” Ahrimal said, choosing his words carefully, 

“Yes.” 
“And that you gave up working for the local mafia.. . 

to work here.. . at a casino.. . as a simple waiter?” 
“I.. . find the anonymity comfortable,” Thaol said, his 

voice barely a whqer. “I don’t want to hurt or kill anymore. 
Idon’twantto fight mywaybackintoHeavenorhdLucifer. 
IjustwanttopretendI’m.. .human.. . forgetaboutthepain.. . 
the suffering.” 

“You’re joking!” Ahrimal said. A few bar patrons 
looked their way, but Ahrimal didn’t care. They were 
shadows in his presence. “You’re a demon,” Ahrimal 
said with a hiss. “You commanded the Seventh Phalanx 
against the Principalities and almost boiled an entire 
ocean to kill one angel. God entrusted you with drum- 
ming the hearts of predators before he cast you into a n  
Abyss for eons. How do you forget that?” 

‘7 didn’t think I could, Ahrimal, ” Thaol said with a 
curious smile, “but I found a hole ... .” 

“A hole?” 
“In the host. And once I started pushing bad memories 

into it, it was like a drain. I rid myself of all that hate and 
pain. I feel closer to peace than I’ve ever been since the 
rebellion started.” 

‘You’re mad. A hole!?” Ahrimal asked while the wait- 
ress set their drinks down and gave them both a raised 
eyebrow once-over. Ahrimal shooed her offwith a gesture. 

“expect me to believe you found a blank host.. ,” 

“That’s what it feels like,” Thaol said. 
“So there’s a little hole inside you?” 
“Yes. ” 
“And it’s conveniently taken your troubled memo- 

ries and anger, and put them.. . somewhere?” 
“Uh- huh. ” 
“Of course!” Ahrimal said, slapping his forehead. 

“You found the celestial plug that comes standard in all 
mortals. I forgot about those.” 

Thaol shrugged. “It’s true ... I can prove it.” 
“Please.” 



Thaol nodded to the clipped rose drooping in the table 
vase. Looking around quickly, he touched the flower. It 
blossomed, the petals flaring radiant and fresh. A fragrant 
perfume punctured the air like a flower shop had sprungup 
beneath the table. 

“It requires an inner solace to bring life to dead 
things, ” Thaol said, “I lost that during the rebellion-.” 

Ahrimal sat there quietly, desperately trying to pierce 
whatever chicanery Thaol had used against him. Thaol was 
right, though; the closer one came to the hem of salvation’s 
robe, to being unburdened from hell’s thorns, the more 
beneficial their powers proved. Ahrimal, however, wasn’t 
easily satisfiedwith happy endings and pat explanations. He 
closed his eyes, focusing on the flower’s fate, that spinning 
wheel hurtling headlong toward inevitability. He ignored 
the widely gyrating parameters around him from the gam- 
blers and tables, focusing solely on the path of this flower. 

The montage of cracked instamatic impressions 
stunned Ahrimal. 

Snap ... therestaurantkepttheroseforanothertwoday ... 
Snap ... thewaitress tooktherosehome becauseit was 

still beautiful.. . 

l a p  ... the flower was a hedg 
lets against a verdant green.. 
lap.. . the rose would forever bl .. . . . I  .. 

Snap.. . the wait 
they returned ever 

snap.. . the waitressplanted the rose in nergaraen.. . 
SI ’e of roses, like ruby 

drop. 
Sl oom, bringinga beau- 

tiM smife to the waitress’s face and those ofher daughters.. . 
Ahrimal and Thaol didn’t have that kind of power. 

Hadn’t since they’d once counted themselves as angels. 
Ahrimal opened his eyes and stared at Thaol, who 

appeared uncomfortable. 
“Say something,” Thaol asked, almost pleading. 
“How? ” 
“I told you ... the hole.” 
“Impossible.” 
‘Yet, here I am.” 



z 
m 
I 
a 
3 
Q 
rn 
z 
F 
V 
3 
d 

Ahrimal stared at Thaol until the waitress fmally arrived 
with eggs, bacon, toast and a bowl of fruit. Ahrimal ate 
quietly, as though any noise would shatter his thoughts like 
precious crystal and dispel his alreadyvague realities. Thaol 
watched him, uncomfortable yet unwilling to tip the crystal 
over. Ahrimal continued eating, eyeingThao1 like a mon- 
grel protecting his last scrap of food. He fmished. The 
waitress cleaned off the table. 

“If what you say is true ... if,” Ahrimal said finally, 
“you’ve truly found peace, why ask my help?” 

Thaol exhaled with forceful sorrow. 
T m  dreaming things. Memories, fantasies.. . I don’t 

“Things from your host?” 
“I’m slowly hearing his.. . thoughts.. . . They’re grow- 

ing stronger ....” 
“Like what?” 
“Bad thin gs... . Terrible things.” 
“Are you sure it isn’t your own anger. The pain 

catching up to you?” 
“I know my own memories, Ahrimal, ” Thaol said, hisvoice 

an octave south of miserable. “These aren’t them. I’ve never 
taken a blowtorch to s m a l l  animals and children’s genitals.“ 

know what .” 

“So? That’s not unusual for you.” 
“But it’s not me, dammit. Iwant no part ofthese memo- 

ries, ifthat’swhattheyare. That’swhy Ineedyourhelp. I need 
to find outwho I am. What I’ve gotten myselfinto.” 

“And, ifyougo to thepolice, they might arrestyou. ..” 
“Because of my host. Yes. You understand now.” 
“I’m not sure I do, but I’ll help.” 
“Thank you,” Thaol said, nearly tripping over his 

own words in gratitude. 
“Don’t thank me yet. I’m doing this to make sure 

your host wasn’t a monster. If I think you’ll harm any- 
one, Thaol, I’ll send you on your way.” 

“Trust me, Ahrimal. I don’t want to hurt people.” 
Ahrimal pushed himself away from the table. “Then 

Yhat’re we doing?” Thaol asked. 
breakfast was on you. Hurry up, we have work.” 



“Taking your picture and fingerprints, ” Ahrimal 
said, “so I can see if I’m going to kill you or not.” 

33 
Ahrimal spent the morning with Thaol before the born- 

again ange.l left for work. It was enough time to secupe his 
fhgerprintsusingamalce-upblushkit theybought inastore, and 
takehispicturefromaphotoboothinachintyshoppingplaza. 

Ahrimal’sinvestigativeoptionsinthiscasewerelimited, 
both bywhat he brought to the table and bywhat Thaol could 
offer. A German cop had no authority to investigate in the 
States, not that Thaol gave him much information in the 
first place. No name, no address, no Social Security num- 
ber, no whxper of self identity. All he had to his name was 
a set of fingerprints, which, it turned out, were badly 
scarred. Whoever “Darren” was, he’d partially filed off the 
surfaceskinonhis fingers. Still, enoughridgessurvivedthat 
Ahrimalgotpartialprints.After liftinga fragmentarywhorl 
off the right thumb, two arches, a loop and several unique 
scar patterns, Ahrimal went to a photocopy store and 
enlarged the prints for easy identification over the fax. He 
then sent several faxes to his friend, Polizeioberkommissar 
Rudolph Boch, in Berlin. Boch had some contacts with 
Interpol and wouldn’t ask too many questions. Ahrimal 
hoped Boch could convince his associates to access the FBI’s 
Automated Fingerprint Identification System. After that, 
he was pretty sure the FBI’s AFIS system was hooked into 
regional police departments and their own AFIS networks. 
It was a backdoor raid screaming of complications, but 
Ahrimal hadfewoptions. Allthis trouble, just to determine 
if Darren had a record. Ahrimal, however, was fairly sure 
thatanyonewho’dtakenthe time to file downhisownprints 
was on someone’s list. 

That 1eftAhrimalwith two options: either sit around 
and wait for information that may or may not help or go 
fish and ask some discreet questions. Ahrimal wasn’t 
much for waiting. + + *  
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The IronbrookFacilitywastheuglybstard childofthe 
industrial era, with its rust-tinged brownstone facade, flat 
walls and dagger-thin windows covered by thick metal 
grates. Hooded cameras perched along the sides and 
exterior parking lot quietly surveyed the premises like 
one-eyed vultures waiting for someone to die. Ahrimal 
took an instant disliking to the asylum. It was where rich 
families disposed of their embarrassments. 

Ahrimal drove past the lot a couple more times before 
parking his car on an adjoining street. Looking in the 
mirror, hewhispered a fewwords once the privilege of God 
alone. His features shifted. It was a subtle job. Not enough 
to look completely different, but enough to prevent wit- 
nesses from identifyung him through key points like his 
hawkish nose, broad chin or the scar on his cheek. He 
removed ten years from hislooks, stretchingout thewrinkles, 
darkening his hair from brown to black and covering the 
gray streaks. Looking as nondescript as possible, Ahrimal 
walked across the open parking lot to the security gate. 

The bored and stocky security guard, more beef than 
muscle, eyeballedAhrimal on approach. Ahrimal nodded and 
flashed a badge, c r a f t q a n  illusion to fabricate a faded golden 
detective’s shield, like the ones on television, over his German 
wallet card. Evidently, the guard had watched the same shows 
and didn’t bother stoppingAhrimalwhen he went straight for 
the sign-in sheet and played at being bored with the routine. 

“Who’re you here to see?” the guard asked. 
‘What’s her name in  records,” Ahrimal said, drop- 

“Ms. Collings?” 

The guard called the records office. “Yeah,” the 

“Boch,” Ahrimal said. 
“Detective Bach here to see you ... all right.” The 

guard buzzed the gate open. ‘You can go in.” 
Ironbrook’s interior was equally as depressing as its 

exterior, if not more so. Metal mesh and opaque glass 
covered office doors, age yellowed the white walls like 

ping his voice to hide his accent. 

T u p .  ” 

guard said over the phone, “there’s a Detective ...” 



. urine stains and the halogens cast an  evenly anemic pallor 
over everything. Thelobbychairswerelinked together like 
bus terminal seats, and were probably just as comfortable. 

Ahrimal casuallywalked up to an orderlywith arms like 
tree trunks and a chin that could breakwalnuts. He flashed 
Darren’s picture in one hand and his illusionary badge in 
the other. Before the orderlycould react to either, Ahrimal 
pocketed the badge and kept the picture handy. 

“Remember him?” Ahrimal asked, playing his best 
John Wayne. 

‘Yeah.. . Hammil,” the orderly said cautiously. ‘You 
guys catch him?” 

“Not yet. Justwondering howthose two orderlies are. 
The ones he threw around.” 

“They’re fine, ” the orderly replied, relief creeping 
back into his face. ‘Just bruised egos ... you know.” 

“Good. Thanks,” Ahrimal said, going back into the 
lobby. He had a name now, at least part of one. This was a 
risky gambit, but Ahrimal felt useful. Thaol found Darren 
in the medical ward of this asylum, hooked into an N drip 
and life support. Thaol didn’t intend on inhabiting this 
body, notwithout some examination, but somettLlng about 
thehostjust drewThaolin.Actually, hesaiditfeltlike he fell 
intoDarren’sbody, like arollingrockseekingoutthelowest 
point ofthe slope. Darren’s bodywas a fewweeks atrophied 
but otherwise healthy. The only hgering mystery, how- 
ever, was the complete absence of memory; the host had no 
identity. Thaol, however, didn’t have time to figure out 
why. The machine monitoring brain activity shot off like 
fireworks when he fell into the body. Thaol snapped the 
straps holding him down, threwtwo orderlies around hard 
before pulling the grate off one window and squeezing 
through. That was four months ago. 

Ahrimal waited a few moments before Ms. Co*, forty 
yearsoldwithabackasstraightasaplank, arrivedwithadispleased 
look creasing her pinched face. Ahrimal instantly noticed the 
tiny gold mss nestled against her white button-up blouse. 

“Detective Boch,” she said with all the charm of tree 
bark. ‘Your timing is highly inconvenient. ” 
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“I understand,” Ahrimal said. “And I do appreciate 
you taking the time to help me.” 

“I haven’t got all day,” she said, practically tapping 
her foot in impatience. She was trying to dismiss him. 

Ahrimalpulledthephotographfromhispocket. “Iwas 
hoping we could discuss Mr. Hammil’s case. Privately.” 

‘ T e r y  well,” Ms. Collings said in obvious displea- 
sure. She spun on her heels andwalked down the hallway, 
not even waiting for Ahrimal to follow suit. 

Ahrimal could tell she used her short temper to 
bully people around and keep them off balance. That 
way, she could control the situation. He didn’t like her 
games. He’d had enough of petty tyrants to last him 
several eternities. 
Ms. Collings’ office was as austere as her demeanor. 

Her desk, computer, printer, filing cabinet and two 
chairs were the extent of her clutter. Even the picture on 
the wall, the only frivolous touch to the entire room, 
seemed sobering, despite its smiling but manufactured 
stare. Christ in a gold-leaf nimbus blessed the room 
vapidly. Anameplate on the desk offered a simple cour- 
tesy that she never did: June Collings. 

‘Well?” Ms. Collings said, sitting down. 
“This“is rather embarrassing for the department, ” 

Ahrimal said, sitting down as well. “The detective inves- 
tigating Hammil’s case misplaced some files. Sloppy 
work, really.” 
Ms. Collings continued staring, unmoved by any 

pretense he spun. Ahrimalwasn’t sure if she saw through 
his charade or was still playing her games. 

“I need to confirm some information from Mr. 
Hammil’s admission records.” 

“That’s it?” she said with an impertinent snap. ‘You 
came all this way for that?” 

Ahrimal shrugged. “The chief thought it best I make 
the request in person.” 

‘Why? I’ve never seen you before.” 
“I’m handhgthe investigation now. It’s taIang too long.” 



Ms. Collings studied Ahrimal a moment before an- 
nouncing: “Give me your supervisor’s number. I want to 
confirm this with him.” She picked up the phone. 

Ahrimal sighed. This wasn’t getting him anywhere, 
and shewasn’t going to drop the matter either. He stared 
at her, weaving through time‘s strands as he’d done with 
the rose. Time dilated around him and the universe 
unfolded at his feet like a ripped gazetteer made of light. 
Everything glowed a warm blue, covered with a network 
of lines and courses, potentials and eventualities leading 
from here to a thousand onwards. All he had to do was 
pull on one ethereal strand to unravel its likeliest desti- 
nation. This was a celestial map darting the movement 
of creation itself: it was a cartoaaDher’s omnibus. Ev- 

Heaven s engrneer no longer steered me great iocomo- 
tives, and everything lay derailed. It tooka keen mind to 
plot it out, if only to follow the fragmented fuses of 
possibilities leading elsewhere. 

Ahrimal stared at Ms. Collings, his divinity staining 
the air like the scent of honeysuckles. She dropped the 
phone, her eyes wide with revelation. Ahrimal didn’t 
bother hiding his nature. He wanted her to see’him, to 
feel the cross weighing heavily on her neck. Ms. Collings’ 
fortune unraveled before him, a long worn string pierc- 
ing tomorrow with an unwavering, straight certainty. 
She was a creature of habit, one whose lot would change 
only when the fates brushed against her. Otherwise, she 
wouldn’t alter her course. Her pathwas set and hard, like 
concrete. The bitter images flocked to him, as though 
hungry for an audience: 

Snap ... Ms. Collings lived an empty, untrusting 
existence behind a triple-bolted apartment door. She 
was as much imprisoned by it asprotected ... 

Snap.. . Ms. Collings visiting someone’s grave every 
Sunday. The tombstone read Marcus.. . 
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Snap ... She loved Marcus dearly. She spent hours 
looking through oldphoto albums of them as children., . 
Marcus was her brother. She smiled only for him. 

Snap.. . Snap.. . Snap 
Ahrimal hated the sight sometimes. He felt sympathy 

when he didn’t want to. He hoped to be free, to act holy 
in his retribution, to believe Ms. Collings embittered 
and cruel.. . . 

But she wasn’t. 
She was lonely and afraid, and her only real friend 

was six feet too far away. 
Ahrimal stood up, meridians and parallels of light 

dancing across his skin, revealing the patterns of a 
Heaven he once remembered. His wings unfolded; he 
looked like a diagram, a blueprint of divine inspiration. 
Ms. Collings fell to her knees behind the desk. 
Ahrimal smiled kindly. “Marcus is worried about 

you,” he said, his voice soft like the dusk surf, his words 
sparkled with Chaldean and Enochian inflection. 

“Marcus?yMs. Collqswhqered, lookmgup. “Ishe.. .” 
‘With God... and happy” Ahrimal said, spinning 

white lies even though he didn’t want to give God such 
credit. “Marcus worries about you, though. You shelter 
yourself in fear and wrap yourself in memories like a 
comfortable blanket. You may follow God’s word, June, 
but that’s not enough. You merely exist. You don’t 
celebrate His gift or Marcus’s love for you.” 

“How can I?” Her voice cracked with pain. “Is there 
anything left for me here?” 

“Ifyoulook,”Ahrimalsaid. “But youmust 1ook.You 
must share the smile you once reserved for Marcus alone. 
You must give of yourself, first.’’ 

“But.. . where do I start?” 
“Away from here. This place is cold and heartless.” 
“Ironbrook.” 
“Las Vegas . ” 
Ahrimal offered his hand. He saw no happiness for 

Ms. Collings here. 



Ms. Collings accepted his hand, cautiously, before 
rising. As she did, Ahrimal’s countenance fell away, 
leaving behind Liebner with his crafted looks. 

“Los Angeles is in bad shape,” he said. “They could 
use help healing their wounds.” 

‘Who are you?” Ms. Collings asked, wonder blazing 
in her imperial green eyes. 

Ahrimal bit his tongue. Anger and hatred toward 
God welled in his throat and he wanted to spit those 
memories out. He wanted Ms. Collings to know the 
truth. He wanted to throw the curtain back, but that 
would solve nothing. He hated God, but not enough to 
shatter this poor woman’s life. Who was he to destroy 
someone’s faith if he wasn’t ready to replace it? That 
would make him as bad as God. “A messenger, June.” 
Ahrimal said. “A messenger who needs your help.” 

She paused, confused. “Hammil?” she finally asked. 
“Hammil is far more dangerous than he appears. I 

must see his records.” 
“Of course,” Ms. Collings offered, rushing to the 

computer and setting her fingers into a dancing frenzy 
across the keyboard. A moment later, Hammil’s records 
appeared. Ahrimal studied them quickly, looking for any 
pertinent information. The first fact that struck him was 
Hammil’s first name: Darren. The second thing he no- 
ticedwere Darren’s in tact fingerprints. The third tidbit of 
information, however, almost floored Ahrimal. It was 
another name, one he hadn’t expected. * * + #  

Ahrimal slipped into his car, his disguise falling away and 
reveahg a perplexed man. Darren Hammil was brought to 
Ironbrookabout sixmonths ago after severely beatinghis lover, 
another man named Dan Barclay. The laver didn’t press 
c h w s ,  butDarrenwas stillcommittedonthejudgt’sauthor- 
ity. Ahrimal didn’tknowmedical Englishwellenough to figwe 
out the specifics of the report, but he did catch “multiple 
personality disorder” and “a propensity for violent outbursts.” 
Ahrimal also noticed one other t roublq annotation: “No 
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REM registered during sleep.” The doctors administered a 
cocktail of drugs to keep him sedated, and they kept him 
straig-ht-jacketed. Fu-~ally, Darren’s condition deteriorated, 
and he slipped into a coma. The perfect receptacle for Elohim 
set loose from the-, souls in need ofbodies to possess. 

Still, this wasn’t the most troublmg affair in Hammil’s 
records. Ahrimal needed to speakwith Thaol first before ques- 
tioningDarTen’slover, whowashedinthe Me for emergencies. 
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Ahrimal found Thaol sitting at a table, looking hag- 

‘You seemupset,”Ahrimal said, sitting down aswell. 
“My supervisor. .. fucking cunt,” he said, seething 

and flushed with blood, “doesn’t like me spending my 
breaks on the floor. I told her to go fuck herself.” 

Ahrimal didn’t like the way Thaol was acting. He was 
burning, almost brutal, like the Thaol Ahrimal remembered. 

“Darren, ” Ahrimal said, carefully modulatinghis tone. 
‘What’s your last name, the one you chose for yourself.” 

“What’s that matter?” Thaol said, his body a flurry of 
nervous energy. “Did you find anything out or not?” 

“Your last name?” Ahrimal said again. 
“Hamel. ” 
“H-A-M-M-I-L?” Ahrimal asked. 
“No. One-M-E-L.” 
“And you said your host had no memories?” 
“No, Goddammit! What’swiththe fuckingquestions?” 
“Because,” Ahrimal said, sitting back, “your host’s 

“Bullshit!” 
“No, and I bet that name seemed very right wh&n you 

“It did,” Thaol, said, his eyes darting. 
‘Why are you so upset?” Ahrimal asked. 
“I told you.. . that bitch.. .” 
“I don’t think that’s it. There’s something you aren’t 

gard and agitated. He bristled with bad energy. 

original name is Darren Hammil.” 

picked it.” 

telling me, Thaol.” 



Thaol looked out across the hall. He chewed on the tip 
of his thumb before turning back to Ahrimal. “Remember 
I said I’ve been dreaming about.. . hurting people.” 

‘ y a  . ” 
‘Well.. . they were dreams, until two weeks ago. That’s 

“Did you hurt anyone?” 
“No, ” Thaol said, horrified with the possibility. 

“Not yet, at least. But about two weeks ago, the dreams 
began appearingwhen I was awake.” 

when I tried finding you.” 

“Like hallucinations?” 
“NO, like being transplanted. I’d be elsewhere.. . .” 
“I know this is difficult, ” Ahrimal said, slipping into 

the familiar role of police confidante, “but I need to 
know what you saw.” 

“I.. . ” Thaol began. “Sometimes.. . I was back in the 
Abyss, terribly alone and isolated from everyone, or I was 
devouring mortals who summoned me. Sometimes. .. I 
was Letbeg, the Turk, torturing people.” 

‘Wait,” Ahrimal said, confused. “The dreams were 
of you.. . what you did as Thaol?” 

“Sometimes. Sometimes the dreams belonged to my 
host ... I think. I’mstandingover a table ... there’susually 
achildorwomantiedandgagged, I’mtorturingthem ...” 

‘With a blowtorch.” 
Thaol nodded, his shoulders sagging. “The scary part 

is.. . it’s not the tortures or murders that scare me.. . it’s 
the moments I’m back in the Abyss, in its iron cold 
nothingness.” 

“I think your host has memories,” Ahrimal said, 
“things you’re remembering slowly. That’s why Darren 
Hamel seemed like a good name. It was familiar. Only.. . 
you inadvertently altered the spelling, so your name was 
never flagged when you applied for work here.” 

‘What else did you find?” Thaol asked, his tone numb. 
“That you were in Ironbrook after severely beating,” 

he paused, “your boyfriend.” 
“My what?!” Thaol said, his voice rising several oc- 

taves and hitting Ahrimal like a spike through the skull. 
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‘You mean you haven’t felt any.. . desire,” Ahrimal 

“I’m not a fag! ” 
“No ... I’msureyou’re not. But yourhostwasgay ....” 
“I’mnota fag!!’Thaolroared. He shot to his feet, grabbing 

the edge of the table with both hands and flipping it hlgh into 
the air, sending a shower of spilt cocktails and peanuts on 
Ahrimal. The table crashed a moment later into Ahrimal’s 
chair, but he’d already moved. Everyone was looktng. The pit 
boss was already scrambhng security there fast. 

“I’m not a fag! I’ve fuckedplenty ofcunt in mylife. 
Plenty! And I had them screaming for more. ” 

“Thaol,” Ahrimal said through his teeth. “Calm 
yourself. Before I put you down.” 

“I know al l  about your kind,” Thaol said, hissing back. 
‘You’re letting your host’s memories affect you.” 

Ahrimal said, eyeing the approaching security. 
‘What are you tallang about, detective?” Thaol saidwith 

an ugly grin. His voice changed inflection slightly. “I ... 
never.. . left.” 

Security arrived in the form of four apes, crammedinto 
suits. They quickly flankedAhrimal andThaol, but respect- 
fully kept their distance. They were trained not to make a 
scene. Ahrimal, however, wasn’t worried about them so 
much as he w a s  about Thaol. Thaol’s expression went from 
arrogant and cocky to wide-eyed and frightened. 

“Gentlemen, willyoucomewithus,”thelargest apesaid. 
‘What just happened?” Thaol asked Ahrimal, panic 

“You tell me,” Ahrimal said. 
“Gentlemen, we don’t want to make a scene, but ...” 

“Liebner.. . ” Thaol said. 
“...ifyou don’t come withus quietly ...” 

‘I.. .we will drag you out of here.” 
“There’s someone herewith me,” Thaol said, his eyes 

asked, stumbling for the words. 
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mounting in his voice. 

the ape said. 

et f I m not alone.. . ” Thaol said. 

wide and frightened. * * *  



Ahrimal fell into the hotel bed with a great sigh. He’d just 
spent the last two hours talkingwith the hotel manager and his 
well-dressed apes. Thaol accepted blame for the confronta- 
tion, eventhoughhedidn’trememberhalftheargument. The 
hotel, however, firedThaolafter agreeingnottopressclmqw. 
Pressing chargeswasn’tgoodpress forVep casinos, espeually 
when it was against employees. 

This was all leading toward an inevitable conclusion 
Ahrimal didn’t like. Still, he had two last avenues to 
check before making his final decision. He grabbed the 
telephone and dialed a long string of numbers. 

“Detective Boch,” a voice announced in German. 
“Boch, you ugly mutt, how are you?” Ahrimal said, 

smiling. It felt good to speak German again, like a long, 
lazy stretch after a grueling day of work. 

“Gerhard? You cantankerous old bastard.. . I’d like 
to see you, just so I can spit in both your eyes.” 

‘What is it now?” Ahrimal asked. This was ritual for 
the two men. In these moments, Ahrimal almost forgot 
he wasn’t really Liebner ... almost. 

“Those printsyousent me.” Bochsaid, ‘Where’dyou 
get them?” 

“I’m helping a friend with a problem.” 
“Some problem, Gerhard.” 
‘What’s happening?” Ahrimal asked. 
“The FBI is asking how we got these prints. I sent 

them through Interpol as you asked, and they sent them 
through AFIS. A match came up almost immediately 
through VICAP.” 

‘VIW?” 
“It’s a division of the FBI and something called the 

National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crimes. 
They have a network program called the Violent Crimi- 
nal Apprehension Program, which collects and collates 
information on unsolved violent crimes.” 

“And the prints I sent appeared there?” 
‘Yes, in six murders. Four women and two children were 

raped, torturedwith-getthk-ablowtorchand dismembered.’’ 
‘When?” 
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“Over the course of four years, but the last one was 

“And no leads?” Ahrimal asked. 
“None, except for two partial, scarred prints and 

some semen samples. You just provided them with their 
most complete set of prints.” 

‘Wait. Theyrecognizedthescarredprints.. . the partials? 
“Yes, why?” 
Ahrimal hadn’t expected this. He thought, perhaps, 

Thaol had scarred Darren’s fingers ripping open the 
window mesh to escape. His prints were normal when they 
registered him at Ironbrook, after all. If his prints were 
scarred when Darren murdered those people, then why 
did they heal before the hospital and scar again the exact 
same way afterward? Ahrimal’s mind was swimming with 
possibilities, but only one made any real sense. 

“Did you tell the FBI where you got the prints from?” 
Ahrimal asked. 

“Itoldthemithadtodowithasmug$ngoperationhere.. .” 
Which was partially true, Ahrimal thought. 
“...but theywant toknowhow. What am1 supposed to 

“I’m sorry,” Ahrimal said. He hadn’t expected it to 

“Can you give me anything?” Boch asked. 
Ahrimalsighed. “Tellthe FBI itwasananonymous tip, an 

informant protecting his identity. Tell them to check the 
Ironbrook Mental Hospital in LasVegas for a recent escaped 
mental patient. His prints match, except for the scars.” 

Bochchuckledonthe otherline. ‘Youknow Gerhard, 
you really know how to pick your friends.” 

Ahrimal hung up grumbling. This was messy. When 
Darren beat his boyfriend, his prints were missing the 
scars, which meant the AFIS computers would overlook 
the match completely. The Vegas police and Ironwood 
never realized they had a killer on their hands. Regardless, 
once the FBI checked Ironwood and assumed jurisdic- 
tion, they’d be far more thorough in their investigation, 
including checking variations on Darren’s name. 

three years ago. All around the Great Lakes.” 

do? You put me in a terrible situation.” 

degrade like this. 



They were going to find him, but Ahrimal doubted the 
FBI could handle Thaol, especially given his display today. 
No, Ahrimalwas going to have to do this himself, but only 
after he verified one last concern, a suspicion about the 
fingerprints. He dialed a second phone number. + + +  

Eroswas the hottest gay bar inVegas. With monthly 
eventslike dragshows, foam parties andblackout nights, 
it attracted its fair share of fit, young gay men, fag hags, 
curious straight couples and old queens looking to 
recapture yesterday’s glory. Liebner, however, felt out 
of his element. The mortal Gerhard wasn’t homopho- 
bic, but certainly homo-squeamish, as his friend Dak 
once called him. Ahrimal could have cared less about 
gender preference, or gender for that matter, but he 
sometimes found Gerhard’s sensibilities manifesting 
themselves through his body language. He tensed up 
when a shirtless and perfectly toned boy toy brushed 
past him with a lascivious smile. He spun around when 
someone playfully cupped his ass. The returnedAhrima1 
wasn’t homophobic ... but he would have preferred 
being elsewhere. 

Ahrimal had called Dan Barclay, Darren’s ex-lover, 
using the records from Ironbrook. His roommate said 
he was working Eros tonight. When Ahrimal asked what 
Dan looked like, he received an earful of harsh and 
cracklylaughter over the phone. “Everybody knows Dan,” 
the roommate said, before hanging up. 

Now, at Eros, covered in a pulsing beat that shivered his 
bones, Ahrimal saw what the roommate meant. Scattered 
around the lit dance floor were elevated, circular podiums 
speared by brass poles. Gyrating on these mini-stages were 
go-go boys, the thong-clad Dan Barclay included. He was 
perfectly proportioned, with muscles cut to sculpted per- 
fection, dark chocolate skin glistening with sweat, and a 
smooth, bald head framing a handsome, imperial face one 
would expect from African royalty. He was Leonard0 
DaVinci’s perfect specimen draped in skin as tight and dark 
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as black vinyl. Gathered at his feet was a large crowd of 
admirers, and he played them like a skilled juggler. 

Barclay eventually stepped down with a bow, kissing 
admirers on the cheek as he passed them by. Ahrimal 
pushed his way through the crowd, ignoring the com- 
plaints. He leaned in to speak to Barclay, who lookedvery 
bemused with the situation. 

“I’m Detective Liebner.. . .” he said, but Barclay in- 
terrupted him. 

“Great!” he said. 
“I thinkmore policemenshould come out ofthe closet. ” 
“I’m here about Darren Hammil. Where canwe talk?” 
That  shut Barclay up fast. He turned from the crowd 

with barely a glance and moved to a secluded lounge at the 
back of the club. A couple of admirers tried following, 
but Ahrimal stiff-armed them back. Afew challenged his 
glare, but none followed. 

Barclay sat down on a plush red sofa in the quiet 
lounge. Therewere some people here, but not enough to 
disturb them. 

‘‘So, you finally catch him?” Barclay asked. 
“Not exactly,” Ahrimal said. 
‘What’s ‘not exactly?”’ Barclay asked, his attitude 

getting the better of his manners. 
“Not exactly means the police wouldn’t knowwhat to 

do with him.. . would they?” 
Barclay shrugged. 
‘What I find odd,” Ahrimal said, “is your number at 

Ironbrook Hospital.” 
“In case of emergencies.. . So?” 
“He beat you.” 
“I have bad taste in men.” 
“Or, you’re afraid of him.” 
‘Wouldn’tyoube?” Barclay said, challengingAhrimal’s 

stare. “First he says he loves me-and he’s great in bed- 
then he flips out and screams he isn’t queer.” 

“That’s when he hurt you?” 
‘We’re together for two months, and everything’s 

divine. I mean we even talked about flying out to Den- 



mark to get married. Then one night we’re in bed, and 
he turns real ugly. Pulls a Harding and beats the crap out 
of me. The police arrest him, and he’s completely crazy. 
I don’t want to press charges, but because he hurt some 
cops, the court sentences him to Ironbrook.” 

Ahrimal nodded, but there was one question that 
needed answering. 

“Did he ever tell you his real name?” Ahrimal said. 
“His angelic name.” 

Barclay’s eyes widened and his skin blanched, the 
blood draining from his face in rapid beats. 

‘Was it Corbaiyus?” 
Barclay was trembling. ‘You’re one of them?” he 

said with a mixture of fear and awe. 
Ahrimal nodded solemnly and locked eyes with 

Barclay. “Listen carefully,” he said, “I’m only here to 
find out what happened.” 

Barclay nodded, his throat dry and cracked. 
“The medical records say Darren was suffering from 

multiple personality disorder, ”Ahrimal said. “One per- 
sonality called itself Corbaiyus, a former ally of mine. 
What happened to him?” 

It took a few moments before Barclay could finally 
speak again. Ahrimal had to buy him a beer to settle his 
nerves and wet his throat. Finally.. . 

“Corbi was an angel ... my angel,” Barclay said, his 
voice touched with a vulnerable tenderness Ahrimal 
hadn’t expected. “He told me about your kind, what you 
went through ... God, it was so awful.” 

“Did he tell you about the host, Darren?” 
“He found Darren in a hospital in Denver, in a 

coma,” Barclay said. “Corbi said he sort of fell into the 
body, like gravity pulling him down. That’s how he 
described it. When he woke up, the guy’s memories were 
a blank, but his ID said Darren Hammil.” 

“Let me guess,” Ahrimal said. “He found a hole in 
Darren, one where he could shove all his anger and hatred?” 

Barclay nodded. 
“Did he say why he left Denver, why he moved here?” 
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10 ‘Veckonablos?” 
X “That’s it!” Barclay said. 
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“He said other angels kept mistaking him for some- 
body else. Someone bad.” 

“Somebody named.. . Vekabo? Vekanable?” 
1 
Q 

“GO on,”Ahrimalsaid, maskingthe cold flush numb- 

‘Well, Corbi came here, andwe met and fell in love.” 
“Did you enter a pact with him?” Ahrimal asked, his 

Barclay sat silent, forcing Ahrimal to ask again. 
“Okay, yes, I entered apact with him. But I stillloved 

‘What did he offer you?” 
Barclay lapsed into silence again untilAhrima1 jabbed 

“Hey! Okay ... hegavemethisbody, thisphysique, and.. .” 
“And?” 
“And ... this color. I’m ... not actually black. My 

Ahrimal couldn’t stifle his laughter. He turned away 

“It’s not funny!” 
“It’s not, you’re right,” Ahrimal finally said, turning 

back again, his composure intact. “But that would ex- 
plain why Darren’s fingerprints changed. If he could 
transform you, then the fingerprints were no trouble.” 

“Corbi told me... He was afraid Darren had done 
something bad as a mortal. He removed the scarring 
when they took his prints, so they wouldn’t find him.” 

U ing the pit of his stomach. 

customary bluntness in true, shining form. 

C orbi . ” 

him with his finger. 

parents are Chinese and Filipino.” 

from the indignant young man. 

‘Why didn’t he change them completely?” 
Barclay took a deep breath. “He was losing control of 

his.. . powers, I guess. They were vanishing. He said it was 
like the hole inside him was eating him slowly. And the 
more he lost, the nastier he got.” 

“Do y o u k n d y  he slippedinto acoma?” Ahrimalasked. 
Barcky shrugged. ‘The last the doctors told me, he wasn’t 

dreammg anymore and the doctors said he couldn’t survive 



without it. They druggedhimup, saying itwould help him sleep, 
but I think he scared them. He was stronp than he looked.” 

Ahrimal nodded. “Thankyou, Mr. Barclay,” he said. 
Theyoungmannodded. “Ishecomingafterme?” heasked. 
Ahrimal shook his head. “No, Mr. Barclay. I don’t 

think he’s Corbaiyus any more.” 
Barclay nodded, his head dropping from the weight 

of his memories. 
“But consider yourself honored, ” Ahrimal said. “It’s 

not trust we offer lightly. Few people have the honor of 
loving the angel, and not the mortal.” 

w 
Four hours till dawn, andvegas had no intention offdlmg 

asleep just yet. Ahrimal ignored the people arowd him and 
simplydked, aloneinhisthoughts. The fallenpossessedthose 
rare mortals who had lost their souls, usuaUy due to trauma or 
despair. Gerhard Leibner had been worn away by dady grind 
oftryingto holdbadrthe tideofshit OnBerlin‘sstreets. But not 
D a r r e n H d .  Hehadarabbitholeinhissoul. Isthatwhere 
he hid to entice demons into his body, or was he a victim 
somehow, only emerging once possessed? Did his memories 
remain with him wherever he fled or was this a survival 
mechanism to maintain autonomy from the invader?Ahrimal 
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C Iidn’t know, andwas rarely given to idle conjecture or pasing 
’any. He relied on facts, and the facts were that Darren 
3ammil was a serial killer, with six confirmed murders, and 
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some reason, heattracteddemonslikeaVenusflytrap, allowing 
themto settle inbefore absorbingthem. Alreadythreedemons 
had fallen for his lure: Veckonablos. Corbaivus. and now 

I - - ’  --- - -  , - -  

Thaol. Those were the ones he knew about. There were 
probably more, but again.. . conjecture. 

Still, that didn’t stop the questions and assumptions 
F . .  h 3 3 3  . *  from arising: uarren was probatJiy repressing nomo- 
sexual tendencies, which manifested in Corbaiyus and 
theothers thesameway his namecrept into theirthoughts. 
Darren’s sexuality, however, didn’t really matter. Re- 



gardless, Ahrimal had no intention of psychoanalyzing 
Darren. That would be left to better minds than his. 

Instead, Ahrimallookedup and foundhimselfstanding 
in front of the gun store he’d seen advertised in the Yellow 
Pages. He peeredinside.’Mat ’satstakehere, he thought to 
himself, is that Darren wasstalking, torturingandmurder- 
inga differentkind ofvictim, demons. He was a newtype of 
serial killer, one hunting the ultimate prey in their own 
thoughts. That must be a,powerful intoxicant. 

Ahrimal ducked into the alley adjoining the gun store 
and rattled some doors before finding a back door to a 24- 
hour diner. He stepped through; two separate points in 
reality pinched together for a brief second, linking the 
diner door with the gun store’s bathroom door. His arm 
hairs bristled and his eyes blurred slightly at the shift in light 
waves. A few moments later, he reappeared, tucking a 
loaded 44. magnum into his waistband. 

Darren couldn’t live. ‘ *  Q + 
Ahrimal drifted back into the Amazon near 4:00 a.m. 

Some people were still gambling, and this suited Ahrimal. 
He needed alibis ifhewas going to kill Darren. The security 
cameras in the gambling halls and elevators would record 
his presence in the hotel. All he had to do was order 
breakfast from the 24-hour kitchen, and “pinch” himself 
to -01’s home through the hotel’s bathroom door. No- 
body would see him leave. He would have his alibi when the 
police questioned Thaol’s coworkers and the hotel told 
them about the incident. Only.. . 
Ahrimal didn’t know if he could kill someone in cold 

blood. Once, before he found Gerhard bleedmg in an 
alleyway, he could have murdered easily and happily. This 
execution, however, bothered him. It wasnf)’t part of him 
anymore. It felt like a pile of filthy clothmg he’d once 
discardedbutwas now forced towear again. Gerhard Liebner, 
themortal, hadagreatmanycompunctionsaboutthiscourse 
ofaction, butAhrimaldidn’thave tobe Gerhardifhedidn’t 
wantto. .. hejustlikedbeingGerhard.Herespectedhim, and 
as silly as it sounded, he felt like he was about to betray him. 



Unfortunately, Darren settled the question for him. 
Ahrimal opened the door to find a gun pointing straight 
at his face. Darren motioned him in with a cold smirk, 
and backed into the room after Ahrimal closed the door. 

‘(Thaol?” Ahrimal asked. 
“Darren,” he said, motioningAhrima1 to sit down. 
“You know they’ll come looking for you,” Ahrimal 

said, dropping into a chair. “If they find me dead, the 
hotelwill mention our fight, and they’ll come after you.” 

‘You see, detective,” Darren said with a broad smile. 
His face dissolved, like meltingwaxwith personal initiative. 
He turned into awomaninher forties, withblackfrizzyhair 
andahardcuttoherwrinkles. “Iwasneveractuallyhere. But 
my cunt of a supervisor was. Say hello.” Darren waved. 

“Corbaiyus?” 
“No, Corbi’s a goner, but he taught me some things 

before I ate him up. 
“How?” 
‘Wish I could say. I just get them once you viruses stop 

‘What happened.. . at Ironbrook?” Ahrimal asked. 
“FuclnngCorbayus,”Darrensaid, sh&mghisfeaturesback. 

“Corbaiyus fought me long enough for the doctors to keep me 
doped up. I couldn’t do anythmg, and slipped back in.” 

fighting the digestion process.” 

“Into the hole?” 
‘‘Into that fucking hole, ” Darren said, almost spitting 

hot saliva. “That hole kept eatingmy dreams. Doctors said 
I was suffering from a degenerative encephalopathic con- 
dition, but they didn’t know what it was. They couldn’t 
figure out why I wasn’t dreaming anymore, but I knew. It 
was that fucking hole.” 

“That puts you in the coma.. .” 
“Slowly. Doctorssaymybraincan’t copewithout REM, so 

it eventuallyshutsdown. Itriedsacrificingothervictimstothe 
hole, to dream again, but it wouldn‘t let me. I would have 
died, avegetableinsome ColumbusHospital, butthat’swhen 
you guys came along.” 

“I don’t get it,” Ahrimal said, encouraging Darren to 
talk and drop his guard. Darren just kept rambling, the 
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gunsight drilled intoAhrimal’s foreheadwithunwavering 
intent. “How do we fit in?” 

“I don’t know, but you heal my brain and feed the 
hole until it’s no longer hungry. Then it lets me crawl out 
again, and dream your memories.” 

“But, eventually,” Ahrimal said. “It eats your dreams 
again.. . ” 

“I fall back into the hole. But see... that doesn’t 
bother me anymore because it’s gotten a taste for you 
viruses,’’ Darren said. “It’ll keep snaring you bastards 
and eventually, I’ll crawl back out again. I couldn’t do 
shit before, but  now... Lobbata, Corbaiyus, 
Veckonablos, Thaol ... you have no idea what those 
fuckers taught me.” 

“They taught you all their gifts?” Ahrimal said, hor- 
rified. Darren’svictims all belonged to different houses, 
allgiftedby Godindifferentwaysat thedawnofcreation. 
All were highly capable. 

“And memories. I love your species, detective. It’s like 
watching a fucking movie with all  six senses. Do you know 
what it’s like,” Darren said, almost shaking with excite- 
ment, “to watch yourself fight other angels.. . to knock 
stars andplanetsofftheirorbits, toboilafuckingocean?!” 

“J.,” Ahrimal said, “I was there, remember?” 
“I want to see more, detective. I want to see the battle- 

fields through the eyes of Lucifer or Beelzebub. I want 
Typhon’s dragon savagery or Abaddon’s wasting gaze.” 

“This isn’t a game,” Ahrimal said, his voice sharp as 
a slap. These memories were painful, and more trau- 
matic than any human experience could fathom, but 
Darren treated them like a bauble, like so much of Las 
Vegas’s distractions.. . big, bright, fast and empty. “You’re 
touching primordial powers beyond your reckoning, 
child, ” Ahrimal said, his voice losing Leibner’s human 
tones. Within it lay the cold depths of space, the void of 
the universe. The cartographer’s meridians flowed across 
his skin and creation unraveled in the depths of his 
shadows. He spoke and the room trembled in fear. He 
stood, and wings flowed from his back. 



Darren shook his head, tears streaming down his 
face, but his gun still leveled at Ahrimal’s head. “And I 
want to do“that,” he said. “I want to looklike you ... .” 

* 4 + *  
Darren pulled the trigger. 

Ahrimalwas already movingwhenDarrensqueezed off 
ashot, narrowlymissinghis headwithahot metal hiss. The 
bullet punched high into the wall behind him. A second 
shot, muffled by Ahrimal’s right arm when he slammed 
into Darren, shuddered deep into his biceps, spraying 
blood as it exited the triceps. Ahrimal’s countenance fell 
away like mist on a strongwind; Cerhard Leibner’s form 
grunted in pain and fell back, towards the bathroom, 
pushing Darren off- balance. Darren, however, had the 
advantage and drew a bead on Ahrimal again. 

Ahrimal leapt for the bathroom door and vanished 
through the portal, two points in space pinched together 
again. 

The wounded detective reappeared through the men’s 
bathroom door in the Amazon’s shopping plaza, now 
closed for the night. He’d established this emergency 
escape route after first meeting Darren. 

Fake trees and jungle-hut facades ran the length of the 
highway-wide lanes, while a river wound a lazy course 
through the mall. Ahrimal headed for the atrium space, 
where fake South American ruins and a temple archway 
sprouted from a nest of plastic brush amid a sea of tables. 
Darren suddenly appeared from the bathroom as well, 
gun drawn and ready. He spotted Ahrimal running be- 
tween the table aisles and opened fire, gougingthumb-size 
holes in the Formica tabletops. Ahrimal jumped through 
the archway, another gate to escape Darren. He stumbled 
through the rend framed by the tilted door of another 
temple ruin, and nearly fell into an artificial Amazon 
canal. Somewhere behind him, in the collapsing pocket 
where air gasped at his sudden vacancy, a bullet tore 
through the empty space. A second later, Ahrimal heard 
the gunshot ricochet through the empty mall’s fauxgreen 
streets and tinsel-town facades. 
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Ahrimal looked around quickly, catching Polaroid 
impressions of his surroundin gs... the tribal-hut fa- 
cades, the wooden bridge over a shallow river filled with 
colorfully etched fish, the painted sky arching languidly 
over the street. It all seemed sinister now, after hours, 
without the press of humanity or the chatter of footsteps 

Darren was trackingAhrima1 through Thaol’s innate 
senses, the ones that pinpointed infernal breaks in 
reality’s logic. It would take Darren a moment to deter- 
mine his rough position. Ahrimal drew his gun and 
dropped into a cluster of trees near the river. He waited 
for Darren to appear. Instead, however, the solitary 
click-clack of Darren’s shoes echoed through the halls. 
A minute passed before Ahrimal saw him casually walk- 
ing down the lane. Darren lifted his arm and made a 
swirling motion. BehindAhrimal, a set of trees exploded 
into flame. The overhead vines acted like fuses across 
which the fire crawled to adjoining trees. The sprinkler 
systemkickedon, sendingasprayofrainacrossthelanes. 

“Great,” Ahrimal muttered to himself. 
Darren laughed. “You knowwhat’s really funny?” he 

yelled out over the patter hitting the floor. “Eventually, 
the hole will claim one of your big fish.. . and then, I’ll be 
on a first-name basis with everyone.” 

Ahrimal groaned to himself. He hadn’t considered 
that before, but if Darren discovered their true names, 
there was no tellingwhat he could do. Darren had to die. 

Darrencontinuedfod, guninonehand, theotherhand 
readytowieldaffo~oftheuniverse.Ahrimallmew 
it was a gamble, but it was one Darren wouldn’t be exp&ing. 
Hopefuy, he hadn‘t learned the patterned instinas of bemg a 
card-carrying member of divinity, the ones that turned these- 
powers from trinkets into extensions of one’s nature. 

Darren wasn’t expecting Ahrimal to openly charge 
him, screaming like a lunatic, but there he was, two 
seconds away from barreling into him. Instinctively, 
Darren raisedhisgun first, firing once, thentwice through 
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the illusion. That’s all Ahrimal needed to know. His 
adversary’s instincts were still human.. . not demonic. 

And Darren was off-balance. 
The illusion flew through Darren, who spun around, 

startled by the effect. It was the break Ahrimal needed. 
He rushed through the curtain ofwater, toward Darren, 
who was turning around. Ahrimal tackled him hard, into 
a store window. They were about to break the glass, but 
Ahrimal had other plans. He called on the darkest 
reflection of the portals, opening a doorway into the 
Abyss’s daughter, the blighted shadowlands between ev- 
eryday reality and Dante’s fevered deliriums. The 
storefront window shattered into jagged teeth that 
guarded the twisted storm’s hungry maw. Shadow-crea- 
tures, howling, distended and stretched on the racks of 
gales, scrabbled at the gateway’s edge to escape. 

Darren screamed as they both fell through, into the 
black storm. “The Hole! No!” 

The rupture closed, reality cauterizing the seams of 
the tear. Winds tore through the two men like hurri- 
cane-propelled razors, and the shadows clambered over 
them for purchase. The storm whipped them around, 
threatening to snap their necks. Ahrimal was tired, 
exhausted from the effort, but he had one last partinggift 
for the monster. Hiswings erupted, linedwithirongears 
and sharp cogs, while the meridian patterns played 
themselves out across his form, a scrolling map of cre- 
ation. Ahrimal grasped a screaming Darren by the 
shoulders and shouted, ‘JReap your fate, and that ofyour 
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and mouth, reinviprating Ahrimal for that last push back. 
Ahrimal pushed Darren away, spinning off into the 

storm and screaming. The demon opened the vortex 
through his bathroom door. 

The gateway shut closed, but the scream lingered in 
Ahrimal’s ears. 

4 + 4 + +  
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Ahrimallay against a d ,  oblivious to the fire alannsblanng 
in the hahay, the one that masked the howl of the closing gate. 
Whenhotelsecurity f knockedonhisdmr acouple ofhours 
later(afterten~tothemessdownstairs),Ahrimaledthe 
gunshot his neighbor heard was from his television. A simple 
illusioncoveredthebloodonthecarpetandtheholeinthed; 
Ahrimal had already healed his wound and changed dodung. 

Hotel security watched Ahrimal carefully the next day 
until he checked out, not that they had any evidence of 
wrongdoing. None of the cameras saw Ahrimal leave his 
room after he came back last night, so they had no proof of 
his involvement in anything. Ahrimal suspected theyprob- 
ably didn’t get a good look at his face, or they didn’t believe 
anything of what they saw. The water spray must have 
obscured much of the relevant details anyway. Regardless, 
thenewssaidnothingoftheincident, whichmeantthe hotel 
probably paid good money to hush up the matter. 

Meanwhile, Ahrimal spent a few hours cleaning the 
blood from the carpet after pilfering industrial strength 
cleaner from the maid’s cart and stripping a small section 
ofwallpaper from behind the television cabinet. He used 
that to cover the bullet hole in thewall, lining up the patch 
with the floral patterns and covering it up using glue he’d 
purchased downstairs. It was crude, but effective. * * *  

The bellhop arrived at Ahrimal’s door to take his bag. He 
smiled, but Ahrimal couldn’t muster the energy to care. 
Throwing Darren into the shadowlands was cruel justice, 
execution through dissolution. Darren died-his will broken, 
his body shredded-ne epidermal layer at a time. It wasn’t a 
kind fate, and Ahrimalwould pay for that cruelty. Already, he 
felt the call of the Abyss and the razor-edged short temper 
return. Hefeltangrier, cagier. Heknewhe’dslidbackshghtly, 
destroying months of altruism and charity. All in a moment. 

“Did you enjoy your stay, sir,” the bellhop asked on 
the elevator ride down. 

“Not really,” Ahrimal said. He thought of Darren 
screaming. “I preferred Los Angeles.” 
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JMcfarland 

Brenda %at done in her dressingroom. She 
wouldnot be going onstage tonight. Her manager pounded 
on the door, demanding to be let in. Her manager was a 
Christian, and alongwith the throng outside the concert 
hall, he wanted some answers about the pictures that had 
been printed in the local paper. The pictures showed 
Brenda Gary, teen idol, rising pop star and born-again 
Christian, locking lips with another woman. The other 
woman’s face wasn’t clear in the photo, and the press had 
yet to identify her. Brenda knew her as Jan, and Jan had 
shown her many things. 

Jan had shown her how to kiss. Brenda had kissed 
boys, but it had always left her unsatisfied and from that 
she concludedkissingwas sinful. The fact that kissing Jan 
left her very satisfied indeed confused her terribly, 
because she knew kissing another woman was sinful. 
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Jan hadshown herhowto dance. Although Brenda Gary 
was graceful and her body perfectly proportioned, she had 
never had a good sense of rhythm until Jan came along. She 
helped Brenda relax into the beat and then move with it, 
until it became instinctual.. . much like kissing 

Janhadshownhersex. Brendahadneverhadsex, not even 
petting before. She wore her virginity like a badge, and the 
most commonly used photo of her in every magazine article 
in the world was the one of her wearing a white T-shirt that 
said Chased But Still Chaste. She had spoken against pre- 
marital sex  in countless high schools all over the country and 
preached abstinence through her songs (Waitingwas cur- 
rently number eight ontheTop Forty butwouldassuredly fall 
beforelong). ButwithJanitwas different. Jandidn’t rushher 
and didn’t shove or prod her, the way she’d ahvays imagined 
amanwould. Jan’shandsweresoftandhermouthindescrib- 
ably hot. Sex with a woman couldn’t be a sin because it left 
Brendafeelmgsoclean, eventhoughshehewthatitwasasin 
because the Bible said so. 

Jan had shown Brenda a lot about herself. When Jan 
called earlier in the evening and said she couldn’t make 
it to the show, Brenda was disappointed but consoled 
herself with the memories of the night before. And then 
those memories were on the front page of the local 
paper, and people were outside the concert hall with 
s i g n s ,  some bedecked with rainbows and encourage- 
ment, others with pictures of fire and accusations of sin. 
But the worst of all was a plain white sign carried by a girl 
of about sixteen, wearing a gold cross and a white T- 
shirt. The sign read Brenda, You Lied to Us. 

Brenda was locked in her dressing room, and she 
wasn’t going to perform ever again. She figured this was 
what Hell felt like. 

Outside, the girl with the white s i g n  set it down and 
walked off. Once out of sight, her hair lengthened and 
darkened, her breasts swelled and her clothes became less 
crisp and more comfortable. She looked nothing like the 
photo on the front page ofthe local paper, and notlung like 
the sixteen-year-oldthatshe’dbeenamomentbefore, even 
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though she was both women. She looked back at the crowd 
and wondered if Brenda would “come out,” apologize to 
her fans, give in, die or fade away. 

She rather hoped Brenda would disappear from the 
public eye, known forever as the “born-again dyke.” She 
realized, on some level, that these thoughts were cruel and 
that she would miss Brenda’s bubbhng idealism and pure, if 
confused, faith. But Sabrielknewaboutcrueltyandlove, and 
mostofallsheknewabout Hell. Thelittlegirlwearingcotton 
panties that still smelled of the night before and the morning 
after didn’t know a damned dung. 

Sabrielwalked awayandhailedacab. She didn’tthinkof 
Brenda again until weeks later, when Nolan dripped wax 
from a votive candle on her skin with Bach playing softly in 
the background. Even then, she laughed at the memory, 
and that was probably what made Nolan suspicious. * * *  

“Someone who hates you,” said the man on the 
screen, “can hurt you, even kill you. Someone who hates 
you can fuck you up in nearly all ways imaginable.” His 
eyes shifted right and the camera followed his gaze to a 
woman sitting in a chair, loosely, as though propped up. 
“But only someone who loves you can make you cry. ” 

Sabriel had been watching the film intently. She had 
come to enjoy films about sex and murder, because the two 
were such polar opposites and yet seemed so intrinsically 
linked in people’s minds. She cocked her head and tested 
that notion-that only someonewholovedyoucouldmake 
you cry-against her own experience and Christina’s. She 
wasn’t really interested in the end of the film (she had 
guessed already that the woman in the chair was dead and 
had been since the first scene), but the idea that only 
someone who loved her could make her cry.. . 

She had loved everyone, once. All people, because she 
knew that they held music and poetry in their hearts that 
could make her beautifid, that could make her true. At the 
time, she wasn’t quite capable of crying-angels could cry, 
but it meant something rather different than the purging 



of water through tear ducts. She tried to explain it to 
herself with Christina’s experiences and got as far as 
“collapsing on the floor, three teeth loose, jaw bleeding 
and clutching stomach” before giving up. Christina, the 
woman whose body Sabriel had usurped upon escaping, 
had known pain, but not the pain of angel’s tears. 

And yet, she had loved the man who had reduced her 
to that state. Clearly someone who loved you couldmake 
you cry, but did that mean that such power was reserved 
only for such people? Sabriel understood, of course, 
that the screenwriter hadn’t meant the statement liter- 
ally, but she thought it was a reasonable approximation 
of an idea that would have taken a downpour, a week of 
song, a birth, a death and perhaps a moment of rage for 
color to express properly. 

The credits rolled, and her attentionwandered from the 
meen to the people around her. She could hear any conver- 
sation in the room, hushed or not. The movie’s score was 
constant and made for the backdrop she needed to hear the 
rest of the room. Agamst the quiet roar of the ocean, a bird 
can be heard for miles, simply because the pitch is so M e r -  
ent. Sabriel listened to the lilts and rumbles of the language 
around her, planning her next move. 

Most of the viewers were talking about the film or 
about the recent earthquake in Los Angeles, neither of 
which interested Sabriel very much, but some of the 
conversation was more interesting. Two men were dis- 
cussing where they might be able to buy some cocaine; 
neither of them were from Chicago and didn’t know the 
city. Two other menwere making a bet onwhether either 
of them could “bang” Sabriel that night, though they 
referred to her as “the chick with the white dress.” 
Christina might have blushed, even become aroused at 
that kind of crudity. Sabriel simply felt annoyed. She was 
wondering how far she could push the rivalry between 
them-probably not to murder, but at least to a fistfight, 
which might be enough-when another strain of conver- 
sation caught her attention. 



‘What really sparked the idea was the notion that only 
someone who loves you can make you cry. It’s-a Spanish 
proverb, actually-‘Quien te quiere. . . I  ah, shit, I forget.” 
Laughter. “Butit’sakindofstrangethought, isn’t it?That 
we give that power only to the people who love us, not the 
other way around. Or maybe the Spaniards got it back- 
wards, I don’t know.” More laughter. Sabriel turned her 
head ever so slightly and saw a young man talking with a 
small knot of people. One of them she recognized as a 
reporter, one was an  actor from the film. The man 
speaking was the screenwriter and director, she decided. 

Christina knew about love at first sight, although she 
couldneverhaveexplainedit. Sabrielknewthat eveninthe 
world’s current state, some things still resonated. Some 
people still, to use a quaint expression, clicked. That 
humans had to take things to extremeethis clicking, 
which meant only a connection and could easily denote 
friendship or even enmity, was often imagined to be love- 
but that was one of the things Sabriel loved about them. 

Hadloved. When she loved them, which she no longer 
did. Acell phone rang, and the conversation quieted some. 
She reminded herself how much she hated cell phone- 
theywereanannoyanceandanintermptionnomatterwhat 
one was trying to dowhen she sensed another demon. 

She looked about nervously. Shewas afraid someone had 
followed her, although she’d not met many others like 
herself. Worse, she feared that her superior had gotten free. 
The sensationwas strong, disturbingly so. The air thickened 
and Sabriel actually thought she smelled brimstone. And 
then it was gone, and she glanced over to thewriter/director. 

The click was still there. Six billion people on the 
planet, and so precious few of them had any kind of real 
talent. Sabriel was an angel of the Boundless Deeps, and 
understood one exception in a literal sea of homogeneity. 
She stood up and made her way to join the conversation. 
On  the way, she asked Christiha’s memory if this manwas 
attractive. Christina, she decided, would have found him 
“cute.” He wasn’t older than twenty-five or so. His hair 



hadn’t receded, and he kept it short and combed back. He 
wore glasses, but they were thin and stylish, and he didn’t 
wear one single article of black clothing (which made him 
markedly different than most of the other people here). 
Christina would have liked his smile and his polite man- 
ner. She’d have considered him safe. 

Sabriel had learned by now that any man that Christina 
sawas safewasanydungbut. Christinahadlousyte inmen. 

The credits ended and the lights came up. The knot 
around the director had swollen into a crowd. Sabriel 
wasn’t going to get close enough to him to talk, not now, 
so she slipped by him and lurked near the doorway. What 
does he want?she thought. And looking, she knew. 

He wanted a virgin. He wanted innocence. He wanted a 
womanwho had fantasies, but would never admit to them. He 
wantedawomanwhowouldstopwhilegivinghead and-er, 
“Is this right?” 

Sabriel was mildly surprised by this. He didn’t look 
the type. He looked like a manwith more... varied tastes 
than that. Plus, he was so young; most men who fanta- 
sized about schoolgirls were either older men or  true 
perverts (or Japanese). She didn’t spend too much time 
wondering, however. She could seewhat someone needed 
in aloverbut notwhy, after all. Possiblyhewas older than 
he looked, or maybe he’d just started at a young enough 
age that he’d gotten his more exotic fantasies out of the 
way already. It didn’t really matter much to Sabriel. She 
was just glad she’d chosen to wear white. She didn’t have 
to change clothes in order to meet him. 

The crowd didn’t subside, so Sabriel withdrew. Pity he 
didn’t like aggressive women-she could just push her way 
through and introduce herself. But she had to be demure, 
and that meant meeting him in a more casual venue. Or by 
chance. That would be wen better. She needed someone to 
introduce her to him, possibly at a party, someone who 
could then just disappear. 

The two men who had been making bets on her struggled 
past the crowd and began w a h n g  over to her. She glanced at 



them and knew their fantasies, and stitled a yawn. Typid 
American men. They had no fantasies of their own. They’d 
been masturbatmg to PenthouseLettersandVividVideo since 
their hqh school days, and any o”gmal fantasies they might 
have had were replaced by impossible scenarios: The girl 
hitchhiker in the miniskirt, the redhead coworker, a buddy’s 
younger sister. Girls who swallow, girls who like anal, girls who 
would validate their rather tepid perversities by sharing them. 

Sabriel knew what it was to want someone to share a 
dream. She could sympathize with the men. But she was 
still going to hurt them. 

4 + + *  
Sabriel scanned the room but didn’t see the director. 

He was probably fashionably late, she decided. Hope- 
fully, he wasn’t going to skip the party. She had outdone 
herself in the last few hours and she would hate to have 
the punch line, as it were, left out. 

Her escort was limping a bit from where his friend had 
kicked him in the knee, but he was smiling. Sabriel hung on 
his arm and tried to remain as wide-eyed and innocent as 
she could, but she was fighting the urge to laugh. The other 
man-Dave--was inhishotel room afewfloorsup, probably 
still dabbing at his bloodied eye with a tissue. Sabriel’s 
escort-Gavin-hadn’ttakenoffhisringbefore they’dfought. 
Sabriel felt smug. She had made men fight over her before, 
but never in under an hour, and never while maintaining 
a facade of such innocence. 

Gavin had already introduced her to some of the actors 
from the film. The actress who’d played the deadwoman in the 
chair had also starred in the director’s first film, which was a 
probable OscarnomineeforBest Originalscreenplay. Sabriel 
had not heard of it but feigned open-mouthed awe. It was a 
subtle dance. Overreact, but slightly, and don’t gush. Whenthe 
actress winla and li& her lips, smile but do so cautiously, as 
though co&ed. Sabriel decided that if the director didn’t 
show up, she was going to let the actrw almost seduce her 
instead. Maybe she’d even reveal herselfto the actress and gain 
her 1 4 9 .  Maybe she’d promise the actress roles in upcoming 
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blockbusters. Maybe she’d tell the actress that by suckmg a 

‘What are you smiling about?” Gavin asked. Sabriel 
shook her head and glanced up at him. She had only made 
one change to her body since the screening: She had 
become a few inches shorter. She needed to be able to look 
up at men like a child. 

“Nohng, I’m just excited.” Mysterious wouldn’t work. 
Innocent girlswere not mysterious. They nqht  tryfor mysteri- 
ous, butthenitcameoutclumsy. Sabrieljustshotfortmmpanmtly 
stamruck. “Is his movie really going to win an Oscar?” 

Gavin scoffed. “It might get“nominated. Might. But he’s 
already blown his chance at Best Director because he skipped 
a dinner party with one of the guys on the board a few weeks 
ago. Speak of the devil,” Gavin muttered, and nodded to his 
left. She glanced over and saw the director stroll into the 
room. He had no date, which mildly surprised Sabriel, but 
that meant less work for her. She let Gavin lead her over. 

“Hey,” said Gavin. “Caught the screening this after- 
noon. You’re gonna win this thing again, you know.” 
Sabrielwatched the director’s eyes and saw that hewanted to 
win, wen if he pretended otherwise. She smiled, careful to 
make the smile appear polite and nervous rather than smug. 
“Like you to meet someone,” Gavin continued, indicating 
Sabriel. “This is Kirsten.” 

The director smiled, and Gavin motioned toward 
him. “Kirsten, this is Nolan.” Sabriel cast her eyes 
downward for a few seconds, then looked up and ex- 
tended her hand. She caught anote of surprise in his face 
as he shook her hand and mentally scolded herself- 
should have Jet him initiate contact. But he didn’t seem 
put off. She’d taken care to make sure her hands were 
cold and slightly sweaty, and that helped. 

She said, ‘Ws really an honor to meet you.” Behind 
her, she felt Gavin roll his eyes. Nolan shook her hand and 
nodded, and asked if it was her first time in Chicago. She 
said it was, making sure that she’d turned her back on 
Gavin. She wanted him to go away but couldn’t convey that 
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particular man’s cock, she could get such roles. b B  
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too directly, or Nolanwouldknowshe’d beenusing Gavin 
to get to him. She might have been giving Nolan too much 
credit, of course-men were usually poor judges of moti- 
vation-but Nolan seemed pretty smart and probably had 
a writer’s eye for nuance. 

Gavin, fortunately, helped things along. He dropped 
his hand to Sabriel’s ass, giving her an excuse to squirm 
and look shocked. Nolan looked up at Gavin and cocked 
an eyebrow, and Gavin turned beat red. He walked off, 
muttering something about getting a drink. He was still 
limping, and had no key to the hotel room he and Dave 
had been sharing. Sabriel watched him go and shook her 
head, and turned back to Nolan and whispered, “Can 
you believe him?” 

Nolan shook his head. “Some people. You’ve got to be 
carefulattheset.hmgs.Abouthalfthepeop1einthisroomaren’t 
even here for the films. They’re just l o o h  to get laid.” 

Temhgmewithlanguage, thought Sabriel. Nexthe’llsay 
“hck”andsee ifIget  offended. She giggled nervously. “Get 
laid wasn’t enough to challenge anyone’s sensibilities. 

“See the guy over there at the bar?” Sabriel followed 
Nolan’s gaze and saw a man of about fortywhite hair, 
black suit, expensive watch, fantasies about limousines 
and women with garters. “He shows up at a lot of these 
kinds of parties. He’s nobody, just a second-string 
millionaire with no taste whatsoever, but he’ll pretend 
he’sJoel Silverjust to fucksome aspiring actress.” Sabriel 
gave a nervous laugh and gave Nolan an “I can’t believe 
you said that” sort of look. His smile told her what she 
needed to know: He bought it. She was in. 

Something odd, though. Behind his eyes was an odd 
kind of hunger, not desperation or even desire, but 
deliberation. He was enjoying the hunt, the seduction, as 
much as she was. She wondered if he saw through her act, 
but no, his fantasyvirgins nowhad her face. Itwasworking 

She stuck by his side while he worked the party. The 
secondhestoppedpayingattention to her, she slippedoffand 
took a seat, nursed her drink and pouted. It took exactly five 
and a half minutes for him to find her again, and after that he 
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kept her in each conversation, sometimes with obviously 
pained effort. She made up Kirsten as she went: Theater 
major at Bowhg Green on break, considering t a k q  film 
classes, supposed to meet a friend here in Chicago but the 
friend had bailed. Only twenty years old. Lives in an apart- 
ment. Achmgly obvious virgin. Sabriel watched fantasies 
change all night, from policewoman to teacher to student to 
her. Dominants hung over her everyword. Once she caught 
herself acting too comfortable around a woman with close- 
croppedblackhair and had to feignsurprisewhenNolan told 
her quietly that the woman was a lesbian. 

Nolan invited her up to his room, and she wasn’t sure 
how to proceed. If she refused, she’d reveal that shewasn’t 
so nalve. If she went along, she have to turn him down (no 
waywas Kirsten going to let him into her panties on the 
first date!) and then she might lose him. She told him she 
had to go to her hotel and check to see if her “friend” had 
left any messages. She planned to call him from a pay 
phone and tell him her friend was stuck at the airport and 
needed a ride, but could she see him tomorrow? That, 
Sabriel thought, was perfect. Lust delayed, but it’s no 
one’s fault. She could sound petulant on the phone and 
he’d figure it’s because she wanted to see him. She could 
act somewhat tipsy and then apologize in the morning. 

She walked out the hotel and down the street, won- 
dering if she should change forms and try to seduce her 
way into someone’s room for the night. She was thinking 
back to the actress she’d met when Gavin grabbed her 
shoulder and pulled her into an alley. 

Gavinwas badly dmnk. Sabriel could see traces ofvomit 
in his goatee and on his pants. His shirt was half-unbut- 
toned and he sported a fresh bruise on his cheek. “Fuckin‘ 
bitch,” he slurred, and shoved her against the wall. 

Sabriel hatedlookingat the fantasies of drunkmen. She 
sawonlystormyseasandsickly, filth-coveredthings. She saw 
Hell in their minds, and yet she looked, because it re- 
minded her to hate. 

Gavin drew back a hand and smacked her across the face. 
Christina rushed to the fore and Sabriel dropped over and 



curlea up, sna~ng, before sne mewwnat snewas aomg. i nat 
gave Gavin some pause, and he crouched dawn next to her. 

“Dave fuckin’ punched me when I walked in the room, 
you know that? I don’t know how I’m gonna get home.” 
Gavin fell over on one knee and grabbed Sabriel’s hair. She 
decided to give him thirty seconds to walk away. “And then 
you’re all over Nolan’s dick in three seconds. Whore!” He 
jerked on her hair for emphasis. Sabriel didn’t even bother 
crying out. Twenty seconds. 

Gavin hooked his hands under her arms and dragged 
her deeper into the alley. Sabriel wondered if he planned 
to rape her. His fantasies were starting to gain more color. 
Rather than a blackmorass of hate she saw swirling colors- 
humiliation, lust, rage, rejection. Fifteen seconds. 

Shetriedtostandup, justtoseewhathe’ddo. Hegrabbed 
her by the face, his palm sweaty and s m e h g  of vodka, and 
pushedher to herknees. ‘ Youwannaplaylike youdon’tknow 
how to suck cock? You fuckmg know how, don’t you?” His 
voice wavered a bit. He was probably expecting her to beg, or 
scream, or say somedung. Instead she looked straight ahead. 
She was getting angry. Five seconds. 

“You can’t+ ignore me like that. You can’t just reject-” 
That did it. Sabriel’s head snapped upward, and in 

one instant of eye contact, she saw that Gavin knew he’d 
made a mistake. He staggered back, but was too drunk to 
run. Sabriel didn’t bother climbing to her feet, she just 
flowedupwards. Her body grew long, slender and fluid. 
Her features disappeared and she stood before him as a 
nightmare, a beautiful and terrifying siren, the Angel of 
the Boundless Deeps. 

“Rejectyou?” Sheknewthathervoice hurthim. Itwas 
every woman’s sharp tongue, every ex-lover’s mocking 
dismissal. “Ignore you?” He scrambled backward against 
the wall and she felt his belief, even drunk, grow. She 
took it in and caressed it, and then reached out and 
pulled him to his feet. She was still more than a head 
taller than him. “For years, you looked out at me and saw 
onlywater. You didn’t see beauty or song until Ishowed 
you how. And I rejected you?” 
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bating to a beer commercial. He was a man confronted by his 

“I know.” Her voice grew sharper, harsh enough to 
make him bleed, had she so desired. “It wasn’t you. But it 
was your kind. It w a s  all of you.” Sabriel grew larger, her 
arms encircled him. A passerby would have smelled salt 
water and ozone from the alley. “Ask me to forgive you.” 

Gavin didn’t miss a beat. “Please forgive me?” 
The edges ofSabriel’slimbs, translucent andglimmering 

“No,” she said, and forcedthewateryhands over his face. 
Sabrielwalked away, leaving Gavin’swaterlogged body 

next to some garbage cans. She’d leave it to the police to 
decide how he’d managed to drown on seawater in a 
Chicago alley. At the moment she had bigger fish to fry. * + *  

The next night, Sabriel wore a cream-colored outfit. It 
was important that she not wear white again; she wanted 
Nolan to recognize, even subconsciously, that he’d had an 
impact on her innocence. But she couldn’t go straight to 
pink or red, and blue was an old lady’s color. She sat at the 
restaurant with him and watched him lookuncomfortable. 

Nolan was strange. At social gatherings, he was su- 
premely confidant. But here at  the restaurant, secluded 
but not alone, he seemed unsteady. Sabriel thought he 
looked like he was expecting something, but she didn’t 
thinkithadtodowithher. Forherpart, shewasn’thappy 
with her surroundings. She wanted him alone but wasn’t 
sure how to get him there without destroying her image. 
She considered getting drunk and letting him take ad- 
vantage, but he bought them both a glass of wine (not a 
bottle) and didn’t offer another. He clearly wanted to 
seduce her on his own, which made her position all the 
more precarious. 

Nolan ate quietly, and they fell to talking about 
movies. Nolan referenced several that Sabriel hadn’t 
seen, though the titles were familiar. Christina had seen 
very few American films and was little help when he 

wife and his mistress. “I.. . don’t know.. . what you-” 

the faint light, moved closer to his mouth. She paused. 



started comparing them, but that did make it easier to 
play the part of the confused student. In fact, she was so 
deeply in the role that when Nolan asked if she’d like to 
come upstairs and watch a movie with him, she agreed 
without considering his intentions. 

O n  the elevator up, he kissed her. She let him, tenta- 
tively, using her lips but not her tongue, and then relaxed. 
He ran his fingers through her hair-brown, shoulder 
length, because too long would be exotic and too short 
would be butch-and she reminded herself about Gavin 
and him pulling her hair. 

He stepped back. ‘You okay?” 
Sabriel was genuinely confused. Of course she hadn’t 

really been enjoying the kiss, but there was no way he 
could have sensed that. “Yeah, why?” 

“You stiffened up a bit. Moving too fast?” 
Sabriel shook her head. Even “Kirsten” wouldn’t 

think a kiss in an elevator was too fast. 
“I’m a lousy kisser, then?” Nolan smiled. He obviously 

knewhewas agreat kisser. Sabrielrelentedandsmiledshyly. 
Nolan kissed her again, this time with his arms over 

his head, on the elevator wall, leaning in over her. She 
knew his body language was deliberate-he wasvulnerable 
should she decided to knee him and she wasn’t at all 
boxed in. 

Smart, Nolan, she thought. She opened her mouth to 
accept his tongue and allowed Christina to come out a bit. 

Christina would have melted completely for him. 
Nolan’s kiss was gentle but expert. He wasn’t kissing to 
seduce, he was kissing to make her feel more comfort- 
able. He was making her feel special. Sabriel pressed her 
palms against the elevator and shifted her hips a bit. He 
was making her feel adult, confidant. She reached out 
and touched his hips, expecting him to thrust them 
forward, but he only moved close enough that his chest 
brushed against hers. He was making her wet. 

The doors opened and he led her to his room. 
Clothes on the floor, but in a pile, not strewn about. An 
open bottle of whiskey from the minibar, but still half 
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full. Two white votive candles on the nightstand next to 

Sabriel glanced at his fantasy and saw impatience 
thereNolan obviously wanted her. But the impatience 
was strange. She thought perhaps that he wanted her 
slowly, maybe oral sex tonight, maybe just a dry-fuck 
through her panties. He seemed impatient for some- 
thing, but she didn’t think it was conquest. 

She did, however, feel that Nolan was deeper than 
she’d originally assessed. 

Nolan lowered the lights, but did not, Sabriel no- 
ticed, light the candles. He tookoffhis shoes and climbed 
onto the bed, leaned on the headboard and reached for 
the remote control. He nodded to a stack of videotapes 
on the dresser. “Pick one.” 

Sabriel started looking through them. They were all 
similar, she guessed, to his films-psychosexual thrillers, 
Basic Instinct, Never Talk to Strangers, Disclosure.. . . 

the bed, alongwith a book of matches. 

“You always travel with this many movies?” 
“Helps me relax. I usuallywatch movies to wind down 

at night.” He shrugged. “I usually grab eight or ten 
whenever I travel, just to have some variety. 

Sabriel picked S d e  W t e  Female. She hadn’t seen it but 
hadheardsomeone mentiona “blowjobscene” the mghtbefore. 
She started the tape and then climbed into bed next to Nolan. 

She checked his fantasies a few times during the first 
hour, but they didn’t change. He was still thinking of her 
and very obviously anticipating something in the movie. 
Sabriel pretended to be uncomfortable-but slightly 
aroused-during the sex scenes, laughed quietly when 
one of the female characters was caught masturbating. 
When the filmwas at a lowpoint, she asked if Nolan knew 
any of the actors. 

“Met Tony Goldwyn last year.” He chuckled quietly. 
“Sat near Bridget Fonda at a restaurant in U. That’s 
about it.” 

When the blowjob scene came around, Sabrielfelt his 
heart rate quicken. She decided to play into his fantasy a 
bit. She sat up and watched during the scene, and then 

. 



asked, Yid ne come in ner mourn r in wnaz s ~ i e  riupcu 

was a believably incredulous tone. 
‘Yeah,” he laughed. He didn’t press the issue, but 

Sabriel knew he was thinking about it. 
When the movie ended, they talked about it a bit. He 

said he kept meaning to read the book it was based on. 
She said the bookwas always better. They bantered alittle 
about the acting, and since “Kirsten” was a theater 
student, Sabriel let herselfbecome a bit more animated. 

Nolan politely let her finish her thoughts and then 
kissed her. Again, he didn’t grab her shoulders or her 
hair, but did place one hand on her hip. The kiss was 
different this time, though. Now he was kissing to seduce. 

Sabriel kissed back and let herself moan a little when 
he kissed her neck. She marveled over the deliberation 
he put into his kisses-so few men paid any attention to 
what they were doing, seeing only the ultimate goal 
rather than the technique of sex. Nolan pulled her back 
onto the bed but did not mount her or attempt to 
undress her. They lay side by side, kissing, and then he 
whispered, “May I ask you a personal question?” 

“Sure.” 
“It’s about sex.” 
“Okay.” Sabriel made sure to blush a little. 
“Have you ever given a man oral sex?” 
Smart, she thought. Doesn’t use obscenity or any lan- 

guage that would make me uncomfortable. Doesn’t ask for 
a blowjob outright-makes it my decision. “No,” she said. 
Now h e y  just smile, and make me make the next move. 

Nolansmiledandldssedheragah. Sabrielalmostlaughe& 
she loved being right. She decided to do sometlung risky. She 
unbuttoned his shirt and kissed down his chest. His skin was 
smoothandvirtually hairless. Christina’s boyfnend, likemost 
Greeks, hadbeenextremelyhairy, but Christinahadn’tknown 
the difference. Sabriel, given the choice, liked menlike Nolan 
better. Not that she liked any men at all, of course. 

She reached his belt b u d e  and undid it, hands shalong 
convincingly. She unzipped his fly without l o o w  at him, 
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face rosy, breathing through her mouth. He was wearing 
blackcotton boxerswith one button on the fly. She scrabbled 
at it for a moment before giving up and simply moved the 
elastic waistband down a bit. 

He was very clean, and didn’t have the strong musk 
that Christina’s boyfriend did. Sabriel didn’t look up, 
didn’t check to see if she w a s  moving too fast for his 
fantasies. She opened her mouth and let the head of his 
cock slide over the roof her mouth. She was kind enough 
to curve her lips so that her teeth didn’t brush over him, 
even though she wasn’t sure Kirsten would know to do 
that. She slid her mouth down and closed her lips over 
him, taking him as far as she could, but keeping her 
throat closed-she didn’t want to come off as too prac- 
ticed, after all. She listened for the sigh as she started 
backup and heard it, and flicked her tongue against him. 

His hips shifted a bit. She had him. She ducked her head 
again and this time opened her throat enough to take all of 
him. She continued, right hand on his stomach, left hand 
on his thigh. Her eyes closed, concentrating on the feel of 
his cock against her tongue. Perfect. This was demeaning, 
she remembered. Degrading to women. She hated it, she 
reminded herself. 

She felt him growing harder and let him slip out of 
her mouth long enough to whisper, “Is this right?” 

“Oh, God, yes,” he whispered back. She ducked her 
head again and sped up slightly. She was slightly con- 
flicted on the notion of swallowing-on the one hand, 
she knew he would love it and it would only make him 
more infatuated. O n  the other, it might put lie to her 
original claim that she’d never done this before. She 
decided to wing it. 

She flicked her tongue again and felt him swell. He 
didn’t say anything, though, so she decided to let him 
come in her mouth. Amoment later, he did. Rather than 
making a mess of the sheets, she swallowed, but when she 
came up afterwards, she made sure to leave a t iny  bit on 
her lip. He wiped it away carefully before kissing her. 

- 



“That was amazing,” he said. “You’ve never done that 
before?” 

“Nope.” She smiled and laid her head on his chest. 
She reached down and tucked his cock back in his 
underwear. “Never.” She looked at his fantasies and 
immediately knew something was wrong. 

After orgasm, Sabriel had noticed, a man’s fantasies re- 
cede. Sometimes they were replaced by hate and 
indupation-very common among men raised to believe that 
sexwas sinful. Sometimes, the fantasieswere replacedby akind 
of calm, and Sabriel hated those men most of all, because the 
calmwas the ocean at sunset, and no man shouldhave any right 
tothosefeehp. Manymenjustwent tosleep, andwhileitwas 
insensitive, Sabriel didn’t care. 

But Nolan didn’t have any of that. He didn’t have sex 
on the brain, but the fantasies ofinnocence andvirginity 
were still there. She had fulfilled an immediate need for 
him, but something deeper remained. She should have 
beenworried, or possibly alittle hurt. She was beginning 
to feel intrigued. 

She rubbed his stomach and concentrated, reaching 
out with lust, with the energy and life of the seas. She 
didn’t want to make him uncontrollably aroused, not 
yet. She just wanted to turn him on a little, to put that 
immediate needback. Shewas curious as to what he’d do. 

At first, he did nothing. She could tell he was think- 
ing of a way to broach the subject of sexwithout seeming 
like a total jerk. She was expecting him to offer to go 
down on her-that would be reasonable, “returning the 
favor” and all-but he didn’t. Instead, he askedif Kirsten 
had ever been spanked. 

This surprised Sabriel enough that she didn’t need to 
feign shock. “No.” She sat up to look him in the eye. 
“Not since I was a kid,” she added. 

Her surprise pleased him. She saw something change 
behind his eyes and knew that he felt he was approaching 
some goal. What, she couldn’t imagine-unless, of course, 
he was looking to take her cherry. But that didn’t seem 
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likely for some reason; his need seemed more complex 2 
than that. ba 

Nolan idly reached over and undid the back of her dress. 
“Not crazy about spanlung, myself,” he said. (‘It’s loud and 
kindofuncouth, Ithink. ButI’rnnotatallopposedtopain.” 
He had a kind, almost gentle smile on his face as he said that. 
Sabriel started to feel uncomfortable because she was having 
trouble guessing his motives. “Lay down,” he continued. 
Sabriel did so, but contented herselfwith the fact that if he 
tried an- remotely out of ordinary, she could kill him 
and disappear like an ocean wave. 

He ran a hand down her skin, starting at the base of her 
neck, andsighed. She felt the gust ofbreath on her flesh and 
reminded herselfagain howmuchshe hatedthissort ofthing. 
She had done t h i s  a million times before. He might move his 
hand down her dress and fondle her ass. He might kiss her. 
She didn’t much care. The only reason she was still here, she 
thought, tensing her muscles involuntarily as his fingers slid 
through her hair, was because she was interested in what he 
wanted from her. She thought about “Kirsten’s” young life 
and how it might have different from Christina’s. When did 
Kirsten have her first kiss? Maybe thirteen or fourteen? 
Under bleachers oratsummer camp? Sabrielheardascratch- 
ing sound behind her but ignored it. She moved her hips, 
enjoying the feel of the warm bed under them. She smiled 
into the pillow for a moment and forgot to stop. 

When the first drop of hot wax met her skin, she was 
unprepared. She actually gasped, not because she liked 
the momentary burn and then the cool pleasure, but 
because she was surprised. 

lhtsurprkfaded, andsheclenchedherteethtokeepfkom 
gasping as the next few drops fell on her back. She glanced up at 
himandsawhimgazingatthespotwherethewaxfell, asmallsmirk 
onhis face, thelookofamaninchafconquest. Shelooked 
at the votive candle and remembered that Brenda had always 
insisted on candlehght for sex, a h v y  made some attempt to + it as love. Poor Brenda, she thought, and &ed at the 
thought of Brenda with hot wax dripping on her skin. 
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“Are you all right?” 
Sabriel rolled over and looked up at Nolan. He’d 

blown out the candle and was looking at her strangely. He 
was growing suspicious. Sabriel could see it in his eyes. 
She should not have laughed. Her laugh was jaded and 
pained unless she bothered to call on Christina’s memo- 
ries first. He knew she wasn’t so innocent now. 

Therewas akind of menace to him, now that he knew. 
They sat on the bed, facing each other, his shirt open, 
pants still undone, her dress falling, one breast showing, 
her hair mussed, the unlit candle in his hand. They 
stared at each other trying to decide what to do next. 

His cell phone rang and jarred them both out of the 
reverie. He stood up and buttoned his pants, shot her an 
apologeticlookand dug the phone out ofhis coat. “Hello?” 

Nolan moved to the other end of the room to talk, but 
Sabrielwasn’t listening. The feehg she’d felt before was back, 
an odd sense that another demonwas near and yet unaware of 
her presence. She stood up and fastened her dress and then 
openedthe door to the hallway. The feelmgfaded; perhaps the 
demonwasinthenextroom?Nearthewalls, maybe, orhidmg 
somewhere? Or maybe.. . Nolan? 

She turned. The sensation did seem to emanate from 
Nolan, but not from his person-from the very air 
around him. Nolan grabbed the remote from atop the 
television and switched the news on. 

The scene showed devastation. Police in riot gear, 
screaming citizens, fire and destruction. Sabrielwatched, 
desperately trying to feel indifferent to the suffering. 
Christina’s memories didn’t help. She had never seen 
destruction on such a scale; Sabriel remembered wars 
that put the earthquake and riot scene she was watching 
to shame. On  a television screen, it seemed almost 
trivial, not real. It was almost possible to convince herself 
that these were actors. 

Until Lucifer appeared. 
It was only a split second, but she knew what she saw. 

Nolan did not see. His back was to the screen for that 
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endless moment. Sabriel remembered the war then. Not 
just the atrocity as she called up the seas against the 
heavenly host, not just the horror and blackness of the 
Abyss, but the reasons the whole thing began. She re- 
membered, and that memory touched off a million 
others-what it was to be flesh and water and spirit and 
idea, what it meant to experience another being in 
totality, not just in the transfer of fluids that humans had 
come to call “makinglove.” That  moment all butwashed 
away the pain she’d felt for unending years in Hell. 

But that moment faded. The Lightbringer disap- 
peared. The network cut to a commercial. 

Sabriel was vaguely aware of Nolan saying, “Right, 
I’m on the next flight back.” He began gathering his 
clothes and his videos, throwing them haphazardly into 
a bag “You have to go,” he said. “I mean, I do. To LA. 
Emergency. ” 

Sabriel turned to him, slowly, numbly. The moment 
had faded. The moment had loved her, used her, fucked 
her and was gone. After the orgasm only time remained. 
She nodded, and then stoodandwalked towards the door. 
“DO you need a ride someplace?” 
She stopped to consider. She hadn’t thought much 

beyond figuring Nolan out, so she didn’t have a plan. She 
didn’t need one, really, but if Nolan could tell her where to 
find the actress ... the notion was an  empty one. Sabriel 
didn‘t much care. 

She turned to him and idly noticed that she could no 
longer sense the other demon. She listened against the 
hum of the lights and tried to figure out where the 
sensation had come from, but couldn’t. She felt only a 
lingering sense of the infernal coming from somewhere 
around Nolan. She shookher head. ‘What’s your game?” 

Nolan shook his head. ‘What?” 
Sabriel sighed. She felt tired. She had no more time 

for this man. The tide was low, the seas calm and unpleas- 
ant. “Nolan, what’s going on? What do you really want?” 

- 
.B 

“Look, Kirsten-” 



“Don’t call me that.” The seas began to change. 
Storm clouds rolled in. “If you don’t tell me I’m just 
going to look.” 

Nolan tried to protest again, but Sabriel didn’t give 
him thechance. Shesteppedforwardandplacedahandon 
his chest and knewhim. One of the few ideas the modern 
Bible had right, she’d often thought, w a s  the translation of 
sex as knowing someone. She had already had him sexu- 
ally, at least in a way. Now she needed the rest. 

She saw his fantasies, from the very beginning. Saw his 
desires to write and tell stories, to see them played out on 
the screen by beautiful people. Saw the people who had 
made him cry. She saw the first girl he’d deflowered and 
the power it gave him, her crying gently against his chest as 
her virginal blood dried on his cock. Saw him at college, 
saw him in LA, saw him making a promise to a demon. 

The pitcher of water near Nolan began to shake. 
Sabriel was growing angry. 

Enshagkushanna was the demon’s name. Sabriel vaguely 
remembered it. She remembered being cast into Hell along 
with him. She remembered the clamor when he had van- 
ished, word of mouth passed along by a thousand thousand 
of Lucifer’s f a i W  soldiers, that Enshagkushanna had es- 
caped.. . or been freed. 

The pitcher of water overflowed. The smell of salt 
water filled the air. 

Tears streamed down Nolan’s face as he relived his 
life, his damnation, in a matter of seconds. Sabriel had 
almost forgotten him. She was thinking about Lucifer 
again. Had he truly freed Enshagkushanna? Could he 
have freed her? 

Did he leave her in Hell for a billion blacketernities? 
The pitcher of water exploded. Nolan cried out in 

pain as the glass lodged in his leg. Sabriel’s flowing, 
oceanic locks touched the ceiling, leaving tiny wet spots. 
“Do you realize who you serve?” She needn’t have asked. 
Few servants knew. Nolan shook his head but couldn’t 
form words. “How many girls, Nolan? How many low- 
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rent porn actresses were virgins like Kirsten until you 
met them?” She lifted him off the floor. The roar of the 
ocean drowned out his scream as she threw him through 
the window. Sabriel took flight after him and flowed like 
an ocean breeze into an empty room one floor up. 

Sabriel sat in the hotel room for along time. She called 
a cab company and then an airline, and booked a ticket to 
Los Angeles-or San Diego, since the local airport was 
closed. Then she waited. She sat and thought, listening to 
the commotion downstairs as a backdrop, as a gentle 
ocean, trying to sort out her thoughts. Sabriel wasn’t 
thinking about Nolan or his master, even as dangerous as 
Enshagkushanna might be. She was thinking about Luci- 
fer. She was thinking about what she might say to him. She 
was wondering if he would remember her. 

If he would still love her. If he still loved the humans. 
Not that she cared about’them. she reminded herself. 



TO be fair, it wasn’t the way Magdiel of the House of 
the Final Night expected to see him again. Lucifer, the 
leader of a third of the host of heaven, the first rebel and the 
greatest Elohim of the House of the Morningstar, was on 
television. As the petite Asian woman-with long dark hair, 
strikingfeatureswhich hinted at Pakistani or Indian ances- 
try, and the soul of a demon-sat in shock, she couldn’t help 
but contrast the sight with her last, hay  memory of him. It 
was a glimpse of his righteous fury in the last battle of the 
thousand-year war, when he seemed all-powerful even as 
defeatbecameinevitable. ThatwastheimageofhimMagdiel 
had clung to in the untold ages she spent in the Abyss. Now 
he was in Los Angeles, being filmed and broadcast around 
theworld, while she sat drmkqcoffee inasmall, grimycaf6 
in the East End of London. 



Magdielwasvaguelyaware that Steve’s Cafgwasadump. 
The food was greasy, the hygiene perfunctory at best and 
the caf6 owner himself was at once lecherous and utterly 
disinterested in customer service. The tables were wiped 
over very occasionally, but the seats seemed to be main- 
taining a living record of all the people who had ever sat on 
them. The battered old television in the corner looked as 
if it had been there for decades. It was rarely ever watched 
unless there was a sports match showing. 

So why did Magdiel keep coming here? She knew the 
answer to that perfectly well. She was following old habits 
from her body’s former life. It was one ofhila’s favorite 
haunts, a place to escape the pressures ofherjob as a social 
worker for an hour or so. There was nowhere else near 
their office in Hackney that was open in the daytime, so all 
the social services staff tended to drop in there from time 
to time. If Magdiel was to continue posing as h i l a ,  she 
had to keep to the same habits. 

Besides that, she enjoyed it. Therewas so much to see 
and always something to distract her. It reflected the 
multiethnic East End at its best and, occasionally, its 
worst. Today, she really needed something to distract 
her. She’d argued with her, no, with h i l a ’ s  husband 
again last night. She understood that Tony was lashing 
out verbally because he was confused. He could sense 
something was wrongwith her and he didn’t like it. But 
what could she say? “I’m sorry, darling, you’re right. 
There is something wrong. I’m not actually your wife at 
all, but a demon from Hell, living in her body and 
pretending to be her.” 

At best, Tony’d be insulted that she’d tried such a 
blatant lie. At worst he’d have her institutionalized. 
Magdiel sighed to herself. She relished exploring the 
relationship h i l a  had had with her husband. She en- 
joyed the love he showed her, the same adoration she’d 
always wanted from humanity. Was it really worth the 
problems, though? Could she go on pretending to be 
this woman for much longer? 
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For now, she avoided the problem by staring at the 
patterns the raindrops made on the grimy glass of the 
cafe window while she waited for her coffee to cool. She 
would follow each rivulet of water with rapt attention as 
it joined others and created random but deeply beautiful 
patterns on the glass. She lost a good ten minutes to that, 
peeling back the layers of reality to see the underlying 
structure of the rivulets’ passage, seeking to understand 
why it appealed to her so. In the end, she stopped only 
because she realized her coffee was getting cold. 

Despite her workmates’ branding of the coffee as 
“that filthy muck that Steve serves,’’ Magdiel found it 
an endless source of pleasure. After each sip she would 
pause a while and savor the rich, bitter flavor burning 
its way into her taste buds and the buzz the caffeine 
created in her borrowed body. Perhaps it was their 
rather shallow perception of the world that prevented 
them from really enjoying it, she mused. To Magdiel, 
it was the purest pleasure, tainted only by the lack of 
a word in h i l a ’ s  vocabulary to really describe the 
taste. Still, after the interminable imprisonment in 
the empty void of the Abyss, each and every sensation 
in this worldwas to be captured, relished and enjoyed. 
Magdiel tried her best to do just that. That meant, as 
she had decided weeks ago, spending at least an hour 
in Steve’s caf6 each day. 

So it was that, on that rainy day, she sat-alternately 
staring at the cafe window in rapt attention and savoring 
her coffee-as the Devil made himself known to the 
world. The gasps of amazement from her fellow patrons 
broke her reverie. The other customers were a surly, 
uncommunicative lot. This degree of expression was 
obviously unusual, even to Magdiel’s rather rusty human 
social barometer. 

Magdiel turned round to see what all the fuss was 
about and realized that everyone was staring at the tele- 
vision, meals left to congeal in their own grease. The 
picture on the screenwas blurred and indistinct, and she 



could hear screams and the urgent tone of a reporter 
trying to describe what was happening. She caught a few 
words: “Los Angeles, ” “riots, ” “creature, ” “wings. ”And 
then, she saw him. Lucifer. The Morningstar. 

inside her. She moved closer to the television, straining 
to see better. Could it really be him, after all this time? 
The picture was patchy and broken, true, but what. it 
showed was unmistakable: that terrible, beautifulvisage; 
the piercing purity of his voice, resonant and cutting 
even through the TV’s tinny speakers; Lucifer. She 
couldn’t quite make out what was going on around him. 
There seemed to be fighting in the streets, buildings 
burning and other signs of urban chaos. All of it seemed 
insignificant against the sight of him rising into the air, 
his full glory revealed to the world. 

Magdiel could feel the fear in the people around her. 
Everything they took for granted was being stripped away 
from them as they watched that screen. None of them 
doubted for a second that they were witnessing some- 
thing beyond anything they’d seen before. The sight of 
something beyond nature was undermining their world 
of rationality, consumer goods and credit card debt. Her 
short time out of the Abyss had taught her that precious 
few people had any real faith left. Religion was consigned 
to history by many people, treated as some primitive 
superstition to be risen above. 

Now, however, these people were being presented with 
evidence of the reality of the supernatural, and they were 
afraid. Theassumptionsthat they’dbasedtheir lives onwere 
gone, andtheyhadnoduehowtoact. Magdieldidn’tcare. 
Theywere only people, squanderingtheir lives in dead-end 
jobs in the arse end of London. All that mattered was that 
Lucifer, the angel that had led the rebels in open defiance 
of God himself, was free and here on Earth. The answer to 
all the questions she had about her imprisonment and 
escapewerewithin her reach. All she had to dowasget to this 
Los Angeles place and track Lucifer down. 

Magdiel felt a surge ofhope and fear twisting together . 
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Suddenly she heard somebody laughing and laughing 
1oudly.Afteramoment’s thought, sherealizeditwasher. 
With joy truly in her heart for the first time since her 
return to this world, Magdiel made her way back to the 
office. She had to find a way of getting to Los Angeles as 
quickly as she could. * * *  

Magdiel was close to punching the laptop in her 
frustration. She’d been on the bloody device for hours 
now, both in the office and now at home, trying to 
arrange a flight to Los Angeles, and she was getting 
nowhere. While h i l a  had been reasonably familiar with 
the computer and this Internet thing, Magdiel struggled 
to get a grip on it. The Elohim had worked bloody hard 
to create this world. What were the humans doing trying 
to create another one inside these stupid little boxes? 

Tony, a little bemused by the strength of her desire to 
get there, gently extracted the laptop from her clenched 
hands andwent to work. As Magdiel seethed, this human 
succeeded where she had failed. All the airports around 
the city, and in something called the “Bay Area” were 
closed until further notice. 

“Andareyouinthe slightest bitsurprised?”askedTony. 
‘Why should I be?” askedMagdie1, genuinely puzzled. 
‘Well, isn’t it obvious, ’Nila? First of all, how many 

airlines want to fly into a citywith that sort of chaos going 
on? Riots and earthquakes aren’t good for business, you 
know. And more to the point, they’ll have every religious 
loony on the planet trying to get there after the show 
earlier.” 

Magdiel looked at him for a moment, trying to 
fathom what he was getting at. Then it struck her. “You 
think I’m one of them? A loony?” 

‘Well, it does seem kinda odd that you’ve being doing 
nothing since you got home apart from trying to arrange 
flights there. I thought you Hindus didn’t believe in 
angels,” said Tony, as he sat down next to his wife and 
drew her to him. 



“I’m not Hindu,” said Magdiel automatically, 
parrotinghila’s accustomed response to her husband’s 
teasing as she eased into his arms. The warmth of him 
around her felt so good. ‘What did you make ofwhat you 
saw this afternoon?’ 

Tony looked down for a moment, his eyes full oflove and 
confusion. Then his long hair flopped briefly over them in 
thatwayshe foundsoappealing. Heseemedtobeconsidering 
his response carefully and Magdiel briefly hoped that this 
moment of quiet intimacy would last forever. 

“I’ve never been religious, as you know. Sure, Mum 
and Dad sent me to Sunday school and all that shit, but 
I never really believed in it. I mean, nobody does these 
days, do they? 

“You’re avoiding the question, my love. What did 
you think of what we saw on the television?” 

She knew the answer before he spoke. She could feel 
it stirring inside him, the newly born faith in something. 

“I dunno. I’d love to believe that it was something. It 
felt like something, but.. . ” 

The silence hung between them for a few minutes. 
Magdiel had no intention of breaking it. She wanted to 
hear what he had to say. He held her close for a little 
while, as if uncertain and seeking reassurance. Magdiel 
hesitated and then reached up and kissed him. He pulled 
back and flashed an enormous smile at her. 

(‘It’s been too long since you kissed me like that. 
“The angel ...” prompted Magdiel, playing with the 

side of his neck. 
“Oh, yeah. That. Well, I just wish it had happened in 

front of me. When I first saw it on the TV, it seemed so 
real, so immediate. Now, I look at the images on the 
Internet and the news and Iwonder if I’m fooling myself. 
I guess I want to believe it’s real, but I can’t help feeling 
people will laugh at me if I say it,” 

Magdiel laughed. She just couldn’t help herself. 
“See 

abruptl;Y’I’m going to get dinner.” 
ou’re laughing at me,” saidTony, pullingaway 



“No, wait,” she gasped, getting control of herself and 
pullinghim closer. “I onlylaughedbecause, well, I’m the 
last person who should be mocking you for holding 
beliefs like that. Really.” 

‘What do you mean?” he asked, curious. 
Magdiel was suddenly aware that she was on slippery 

ground. “Let’s just say that I’ve had a pretty profound 
spiritual experience of my own recently.” 

“Care to share?” 
h4agddtookalonglookatTony. Hewasyoung, cocky, but 

still l o o h  for somethmg to define his life. He’d spent so long 
m a k q  the relationship with Anila work against the opposition 
of both their parents that he was lost without somedung to 
struggle against now that theywere married. Shewas tempted to 
lead him toward what she really was. Lucifer’s appearance had 
opened his mind, at least for a while. In his current h e  of 
mind, hecouldbeseducedintobelievinginhervqswry~. 

But no, thatwasn’t fair. She lovedTony. No, thatwasn’t 
right. Shevalued hislove and adoration, freely given. Their 
moments of passion and intimacy, growing more frequent 
asshe got better a tbeingma,  were so far removed fromthe 
torments of Hell and so close to theveryworship that they’d 
rebelled to win that she just couldn’t give it up. Somehow it 
was the freedom that made that worship possible, so she 
didn’t want to take that freedom from him. 

“Please don’tbe insulted, but it’s notsomethmg I’mready 
to share with you right now,” she said, carefully, strokmg his 
hair and staring straight into his eyes. “Some other time.” - 

“Yeah,” he said, uncertainly. 
“Let’s talk about something else,” she said, drawing 

Tony to her and relishing every sweet sensation of the 
long, lingering kiss she gave him. 

“Mmm,” sighed Tony, as he pulled away for a mo- 
ment. “My favorite kind of conversation.” * * *  

The next morning Magdid decided to make an early start 
for the office, leaving Tony sound asleep, exhausted yet 
happy. Withthe distractions oflastnight’spleasurespne, she 



was desperate to see if there were any fhghts available to Los 
Angeles. The underground journey seemed to be t&ng 
forever, and her eyes roved around the train seekmgdistrac- 
tion. The headline of the paper the guy opposite her was 
rea* caughther attention. 7 k e e  Deadin SatanicKiUings 
itscreamed. Beforeshe realizedshewas doingit, M+elwas 
on her feet, grabbing the paper out of the guy’s hands. 

Ignoring his protests, as was everyone else on the train, 
she quickly scannedherwaythroughthe story. Three people 
had been killed last night in separate incidents, two blacks 
and one Asian. All three had been found with the words 
“Praise Lucifer” daubed in their own blood above them. 
Magdiel felt a chi l l  run down her spine. How did they know 
it was Lucifer on the myesterday? It could be alucky guess. 
More likely, though, it was the involvement of one of her 
kind, another demon. She’d encountered one so old and 
powerful in this city that she was not sure she even under- 
stand what it was anymore. The prospect of- 

“I said, give me my paper back, you bitch.” Magdiel 
looked up at the red-faced, chubby businessman glaring 
at her. For a brief moment, she contemplated showing 
him exactly what he was dealing with, and then just 
shoved the paper back at him instead. Glaring at  her, he 
sat down once more and resumed reading. 

Magdiel looked up and down the carriage. These 
people were all continuing as if nothing had happened. 
She could see pictures of Lucifer on the front pages of all 
the papers being read along the carriage, but as a minor 
story, alongside the killings and certainly not as impor- 
tant as stories about the larger chaos in Los Angeles. 

Magdiel slid back into her seat. These people had seen 
Lucifer himself yesterday, but they continued with their 
lives as if nothing had happened. They should have been 
profoundly affected by what they saw, just as Tony was. 
Instead they just seemed indifferent. Had humanity d y  
fallen this far? Were they utterly incapable of believing 
an- anymore? She glanced at the headline about the 
kdhgsagain. No, obviouslysomepeoplewrevery affected 
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by what happened yesterday. Why, though? What made 
them different? And why did they kill in Lucifer’s name? 

The more she thought about it, the more a quiet fury 
stole into her soul. She had spent most of her existence 
defending the name of Lucifer against those demons who 
claimed he had betrayed them. Even in the empty void of 
the Abyss, when all hope of escape seemed to have faded, 
she stillarguedagainst thosewhowouldcall the Morningstar 
traitor. She would not tolerate mortals besmirching his 
name now. He, like all the fallen, had given up everything 
for humanity. When God had left the humans ignorant 
and afraid, the fallen had reached out with comfort and 
reassurance, and paid the price. If humanity, God’s little 
favorites, hadn’t the grace to be grateful, she’d make them 
sorry. After all, she had millennia of practice at making 
human souls suffer. She doubted the last fewweeks would 
have dulled her edge that much. 

When the train pulled into her stop, she was the first 
through the doors, pushing her way impatiently through 
the throngs of commuters waiting to board. 

9 9 9  
As Magdiel read through the various reports in the 

papers and on the Internet, she built up a clearer picture 
ofwhat happened. Whoever the killerwas, he’d started in 
Mile End early in the evening, killing a black teenager in 
an alley not far from the tube station. Within a n  hour, 
he’d killed a youngAsian guy in the subway near Bromley 
by Bow station. Two hours later, he’d trapped a black 
woman, a mother, in her home and killed her. Luckily 
her kids had been out with their father. A few of the 
accounts hinted at sexual assault, but there was no con- 
firmation of that. 

There w a s  no obvious pattern in the killings that 
Magdiel could see at first glance. If it reallywas one of her 
kind behind it, there should be something in the choice 
of victims, but she just couldn’t see it. 

Her colleague Kenton had arrived half an hour ago 
and had been busy chattingwith someone in the door of 



their office for all that time. He was always slow to get 
going in the morning. Eventually he wound up his 
conversation and wandered over to Magdiel. 

“Morning, h i l a , ”  he said as he tried to peer over her 
shoulder at what she was doing. “Busy?” 

She merelygruntedinresponse, hopinghe’dloseinterest. 
Kenton shook his head, grabbed one of her newspa- 

persandheadedoffto the toilet. Oncehe’dgone, Magdiel 
looked up again. Kenton’s morning read and bowel 
movement normally gave her a clear half hour. She des- 
peratelywanted to call her husband and talkthings through 
with him again. She needed to hear him say he still believed 
inwhat he’d seen. It would help her calm down a little and 
makeiteasierforher to fight the risinghatewithinherself. 
Maybe then she could figure out what to do next. 

Tony picked up the phone on the fifth ring. 
“Morning, darling,” said Magdiel, doing her best to 

sound sultry but suspecting that she was failing badly. 
“How’s life in a world with angels?” 

“Oh, that.” He sounded embarrassed. ‘Well, I was 
just talking about it with some of the lads here in the 
office and we reckon it was all staged.” 

‘What? Staged?” 
‘Yeah, you know how disasters always bring out hoaxers 

looking to make some cash or just play a stupid game. I 
mean, LA is full of people who work in the movies. If they 
couldn’t stage something like this, I don’ knowwho could.” 

Magdiel snorted in  disbelief. “So, you’ve just dis- 
missed everything we talked about out of hand? You’ve 
just forgotten about it?” 

‘Well, I was pretty shaken up yesterday,” Tony said 
defensively. “It’s not every day you see a city descend into 
chaos like that.” 

“But you can’t believe what you sawyesterdaywas real?” 
“Aw, c’mon ’Nila. Like I said, we were all shaken up, 

Magdiel slammed the phone down in disgust. 
“Hubby problems?” said Kenton from behind her. 

She hadn’t heard him return. “That hoax is a pretty 

but an angel?” 
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stupid thing for the two of you to argue over after 
everything you’ve been through.” 

Magdiel waved at the copy of The Times he was still 
holding. “Somebody obviously thought it was real.” 

“Firstly, they’re killing for the Devil, not an angel. 
Secondly, all the victims were from ethnic minorities,” 
said Kenton. “That sounds more like racism than 
Satanism to me. ” 

Magdiel paused. That hadn’t occurred to her. This 
obsession with skin color was still alien to her, despite 
h i l a ’ s  experiences of racism. Sure, she remembered 
what racial abuse was like, but that didn’t mean she truly 
understood it. Anyway, she’d been so focused on the 
Lucifer aspect of the killings, it had never occurred to 
her to look for other motives. 

“I hadn’t thought about it,” she said, honestly. 
Kenton looked surprised. “That’s not like you. Any- 

way, I’m sure one of these lads was one of our cases 
eighteen months ago. He got into a few fights, and we 
were asked to monitor the family for a while.” 

Magdiel nodded curtly. “I pulled the file before you 
got here and got an address for his parents.” 

‘Why?” 
Because I want to find his ghost, i fheb left one, and 

ask him some questions, thought Magdiel. Of course, 
she couldn’t tell Kenton that. “The police called, asking 
if we had anything useful. I told them as much as I could 
without breaching client confidentiality. I suspect we’ll 
be called in to give some support to the family.” 

“Mmmm. You might be right.” Kenton sighed heavily. 
”Justwhatwe bloodyneed.&, well, I’mgonnagrab acoffee 
from Steve’s and warn the boss. Want anything?” 

Magdiel shook her head. 

Her first visit was a waste of time. Neither the murder 
site of the Asian man nor the home of the grieving 
parents betrayed any sign of a lingering spirit. She went 
through the routine of offering the parents help and 

+ + +  



counseling as best she could, dredging each step out of 
Anila’s memories. As she left the flat, she sincerely 
hoped that she wouldn’t have to go through that again. 
The suffering those people were going through re- 
minded her too much of the torment she’d inflicted on 
the souls of the dead while she was still in Hell. 

Based on the map she had brought with her, Magdiel 
reckoned that a nearby small park was almost exactly 
halfway between the alley where Ahmadu, the black kid, 

had died and his home, the two most likely places to 
find his spirit. Perhaps thatwouldbe a better place to try. 
If nothing else, she could put off confronting any griev- 
ing relatives for a little longer. 

Thesmallparkprovedtobesomethqofashambles. She 
lookedaround, despairing ofthe damage done to the Elohim‘s 
creation. She was surrounded by some old and unkempt 
grass, hundredsofpigeonsandtheremainsof atramp’sbed. 
This would have to do. Magdd sat down on one of the park 
benches, checked that she had the victim’s name right and 
then closed her eyes. She concentrated and let her focus on 
Anila’s senses d& away. Slowly, she allowed her perceptions 
as one of the Elohim to return, seeingthe levels of reality and 
the patternsthatunderlay them oncemore. Thensheuttered 
a string of syllables that any human nearby would have been 
hard pressed to hear, let alone understand. 

She felt reality responding to her touch as she applied 
the right pressure at the right point. It was lucky that 
humans made no attempt to conceal their laughably 
simple names. It made this process much easier.’lThere. 
She could feel him lingering in the alley ‘where his body 
had been found. She uttered another stream of syllables 
and felt his soul pulled toward her. Confident that all was 
working properly, she opened her eyes and stood up. 

Looking around her to make sure that no one was 
9 watching, Magdduttercdanotherincomprehensiblephrase 

and stepped into the spirit realm. The second she stepped 
through, she found herselfbuffeted by awind so strongthat 
she struggled to keep her balance. Bracing herself against 
the storm, she looked around the gray, dreary landscape. 

* 
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While thewindwas strong, there were no signs of the storms 
of blood, bone and souls that sometimes swept through 
here. She was safe for a little while. 

Theviewwas agrim one. Therewere no leaves onthe trees 
and the groundwas bereft of grass. The park bench she had 
been sitting on looked half-rotted as if it were about to 

Q collapseatanysecond. Despitethat, ateenageblackboysaton 
it, a look of utter desolation on his face. There was no doubt 
it was the right boy. The face was the same as the one in the 
photosthat morning. Thegapingwounds inhisghostlybody 
corresponded exactly to those reported in the paper. 

“Help me, lady,” he said, loolang up at her with wide, 
desperateeyes. “I’vebeenhurtbad. Ineedtogotoahospital.” 

Magdiel went and sat next to him. “I’m afraid it’s not 
that simple,” she said. 

He turned to look at her. “why the hell not?” 
“Look at yourself, Ahmadu. Look at yourself carefully.” 
Tearswelledup in the boy’s eyes. “No. I don’twant to.” 
“Look,” commanded Magdiel, calling on the power 

with which she’d summoned him. 
He stared down at his chest and started sobbing gently 

to himself, as his hands gingerly explored his exposed 
chest cavity. “Aw, fuck, man. Aw, fuck. They cut me.” 

“You’re dead. You died last night. Stop denying it to 
yourself. You’re no use to me if you deny it.” 

He looked up at her, eyes misted with spectral tears. 
a n m a t  do you want?” he asked. 

“I want to know who killed you.” 
Ahmadu looked up at her again, anger briefly flash- 

ing in his eyes. “Oh. I know the bastard all right. His 
name’s Gareth. Gareth Brown. I screwed a girl he liked 
a few months back, and he’s had it in for m e  ever since. 
Didn’t like a brother screwing that cute white bitch. Said 
that I didn’t know my place.” The last phrase was full of 
a short lifetime’s accumulated hate. “He and two of his 
mates found me in  town last night. ..” 

Magdiel let him talk, drinkingin all the information she 
could about the killers. From what the boy was saying, they 
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sounded like normal mortals, not that that meant much. 
No one knew that she was anything other than human. She 
hadn’t left anyone who’d seen her true form alive. 

When she was satisfied she’d got everything she could 
from the boy, she told him he was free to go. 

‘What do I do now?” he asked. 
“Honestly? I have no idea,” she said. “I wish I had a 

better answer for you, but I don’t. I can free you from 
what binds you to this place, if you wish, but I have no 
idea what happens to you then.” 

“Idunno.Whatifthere’snothingafter?” hesaid, fearfuuy. 
For a moment, she wanted to reach out and comfort 

the boy, like she remembered Tony doing to h i l a  after 
those terrible arguments with her father over marrying a 
white man. Somehow, she couldn’t bring herselfto do it. 
She was an angel of death and yet she had no answers for 
the boy, nothing to really comfort him with. She turned 
away frotn him, guiltily. 

“I don’t know.” 

Brownwasn’t hard to find. He was hard at work in the 
garage under the railway arches in Stratford, as Ahmadu 
had predicted. Magdiel opened the door to the work- 
shop without knocking and closed it behind her. No 
point in making this obvious. 

* * *  

“Hello?” she called. 
“’Ello, darlin’ ,” said Gareth, emerging from under- 

neath a car bonnet. ‘What can I do you for?” 
He was in his midtwenties, stocky with the start of a 

potbelly. One of his ears was pierced and his hair was 
clipped short. He looked like the sort of guy who’d leer 
at her and then overcharge her by around 200% if she 
was stupid enough to bring a car here. 

“I’d like to talk to you about Ahmadu,” she said, 
walking slowly toward him. “I think you know something 
about his death.” 

‘You police?” he asked, full of bravado. 
“No,”shesaid. “I’m somethingfarworse thanthem.” 
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E.4 Asshewalked, shelethertrue, demonicselfstart towarp 
0 her body. With each step she took, her legs grewlonger and 

thinner and her form more androgynous. Razor sharp 

& wings sprouted from her back as her face became smooth 
but for two intense burning eyes and a slit of a mouth. Her 

E m fingers elongated and came to razor-sharp points. She 
reached out, grasped the front of Gareth’s overalls and 
lifted the terrified man up in the air. 

“I am an angel of death,” she whispered into his ear, her 
sharp tongue flickingin and out of her mouth. “And Iwant 
to know why you would kill in my Lord Lucifer’s name.” 

For amoment, she thought she’d overdone it. Gareth 
was incoherent with fear. “Answer me,” she whispered, 
“or you’ll find out how it really feels to die for Lucifer.” 

She could feel him shudder at the thought. Then the 
words spilled out of him, tripping over themselves in 
their rush to escape him. 

“I dunno, I dunno, itjust seemed to be the right thing 
to do. Me and the lads, we just wanted to put some of those 
blackbastardsintheirplace. It’s our country, that’sall. We 
wanted it back. So we killed them, cleaned the country for 
his arrival. Dave said it was the right thing to do.” 

‘Why Lucifer?” she hissed again, casually slashing 
deep into his leg with her other hand. 

Gareth cried out in pain. “Oh, God, oh, God.” 
“Isee,”shesaid. “LastqhtyoudedouttotheDevil, and 

he has sent me. Now, you call to God, but it’s too late. You’re 
not G o d ’ s  creature anymore, you’re mine. Now, answer my 
qwstion.”Shewaitedabeat. “No? Can’tspeak?” Shedropped 
him and tooka few stepsback. “Then I’lljust have to kill youand 
tear the answers out ofyour soul. Death is no eacape for you.” 

Gareth tried to pull himself up to his knees, but 
slipped on his own blood and fell back to the floor. 
“Leave me alone, just leave me alone,” he gasped out. 

“No,” she replied, driving herwing into his shoulder 
andliftinghim into the air. He dangled there helplessly. 

“Please,” he begged. “Please, I just wanted to serve 
him. We were in the pub. We were drinking, when we saw 



him on the telly. We knew it was him, it was Lucifer. Dave 
said he was coming, and we wanted to serve him. We just 
wanted to make the earth clean of black scum for him.” 

‘Who else was with you?” 
“Dave ... Dave and Bazza.” 
She lowered him back to the floor. “Good. Lucifer 

will be pleased with you. Now, tell me their addresses.” 
It took him nearly ten minutes to give her the address, 

and she had to stop him passing out more than once. 
Once he was finished, she let herself return to her 

mortal form. His eyes went wide. 
‘You’re.. . you’re a Pak.. .” 
‘Yes, that’s right, I’ma Pakistani, or at least my father 

was. Ironic, isn’t it?You actually do manage to summon 
up a demon and she turns out to be colored. Bad luck. 
Still, things won’t get any worse, now will they?” 

“N ... n... no.. .?” he stuttered. 
“No, because you’re about to die. For blaspheming 

the name of Lucifer, I take your life.” 
With that, she stepped forward and brought her hand 

down over his chest and stomach in a rapid slicing motion. 
Gareth screamed and instinctively reached for his belly. 
His hands were met by the moist wetness of his guts as they 
pitched out of the gaping wound in his torso. He stared at 
them for a few moments, his eyes wide with disbelief, and 
then he pitched forward onto his face and lay still. 

Magdiel didn’t wait to see what happened to his soul. 
Frankly, she didn’t care. Now he could suffer the same 
fear and confusion that poor boy went through. * * +  

Bazza turned out to be a fat guy with a stained T-shirt 
and an interesting selection of tattoos. He swore profusely 
asheflickedrepeatedlyat hislightswitchbythe front door. 
The lights in the flat stubbornly refused to go on. 

Still swearing up a storm, he made his way into the living 
room, groping around for the telephone. It was onlywhen 
his hand fastened on something smooth, bitterly cold and 
arm-shaped that he noticed the eyes of fire star ing at him. 

* 
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under his weight. As he put his hands to push himself 
upright, he realized that the material was mildewed and the 
wood rotten. Panic overcame him, then, and he tried to 
flee. He felt the lightest touch on his leg. Then it snapped 
under him and he fell to the ground, sobbing in pain. 

“Is this what you wanted when you called to Lucifer 
last night?” whispered an unearthly voice in his ear. 

“No.. . no. .. no.. .” he sobbed. “Shit, shit.” 
“Lucifer’s rather busy but he sent me to see you 

instead. Do you know who I am?” 
“Devil. .. you’re the Devil.” 
“No, I’m an angel of death, and I’ve come for you.” 
His only response was a wracking sob. 
“Ifyou tell me what I want to know, your death will be 

swift and painless. If you deny me that, I’ll torture your 
soul until the end of the world. Are we clear?” 

Magdiel took the inarticulate sob as a yes. * * +  
Dave was rather more interesting. For a start, he lived 

in a n  area of Bethnal Green‘ that clearly attracted a 
wealthy crowd. The block of flats commanded a n  excel- 
lent view across Roman Road and Victoria Park. 

She decided to approach him as h i l a  initially. The 
problems she’d had getting useful information out of 
Bazza before she killed him suggested that this might be 
a more profitable approach. Abject terror made talking 
to humans so hard. When he opened the door to her, he 
turned out to be a tall, well-built man in his thirties. He 
was wearing a smart shirt and had a neatly clipped beard. 

“Can1 help you?” he asked, lookingslightlysurprised. 
“I want to talkto you aboutwhat happenedlast night.” 
‘What do you mean?” he asked, sounding defensive. 
“I’ve already spoken to Gareth and Bazza.” 
“Ah, well then. I think you’d better come in.” 
Heusheredherthroughinto asizable room, furnishedin 

a distinctly minimalist style. He had a three-piece black 



leather suit arranged in the center of the room, a flat-screen 
television against one wall, and a bookcase groaning under 
theweight of dozens of elderly hardback books and little else. 

‘Welcome to my humble abode,” he said. “Now, 
you’re not going to disappoint me by saying you’re a 
journalist or policewoman or something, are you?” 

“No, I’m not,” replied Magdiel, a touch of amuse- 
ment in her voice. 

“I see. Who are you then?” 
‘You called. I came.” 
He looked out of thewindow for a moment. Magdiel, 

relishing his evident discomfort, took a seat and waited. 
She had plenty of time, and he had no chance of escap- 
ing. Even suicide couldn’t save him from her. 

“Do you think it says something about the world that 
I was able to motivate people to kill so easily?” 

Magdiel just laughed. 
“They were so eager to find any excuse for their 

beliefs, you know. They were unhappy with their lot in 
life and needed someone to blame. Someone who wasn’t 
one of them. A different skin color is enough, but I’m 
sure you know that. Some people use religion as an 
excuse to kill, and some people use skin color. Mix the 
two together, and you have a powerful combination.” 

He turned to face her, the fear in his eyes betraying the 
confidant stance of his body. “Did I do well, my lady?” 

Magdiel waved her hand in a noncommittal manner. 
“Tell me David, what’s in this for you? T h i s  is a nice 
apartment. You’re clearly a wealthy man. Why dirty your 
hands with this?” 

Dave looked at her, puzzled. “For your greater glory, 
of course. ” 

“Nonsense. Don’t lie to me. No mortal docs any- 
thing just for the greater glory of one of us.” 

As she spoke, Magdiellet her demonic form steal over 
her once more. Dave initially recoiled in horror at the 
transformationand then his expressionchanged to some- 
thing like rapture. A strange, strangled sound escaped 
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from his throat and slowly became laughter. Tears were 
streaming down his face as he slumped to his knees. 

Magdiel stood and looked down at him. This was not 
the response shewas expecting. “I toldyou to speak, little 
man. Tell me why you killed last night. Tell me what you 
hoped to gain.” 

Dave was gazing up at her with a mix of terror and 
adoration. The power of his belief tore through her and 
made every part of her spirit come alive, much as making 
love with h i l a ’ s  husband last night had made her bor- 
rowed body feel more vital. She felt herself expand as the 
power of his belief allowed her true self to grow, until the 
full might of her demonic self towered over him. 

Dave abased himself further and started speaking. 
“I ... I did it for the power at first. I had money but I 
needed something else. Something that made me feel 
powerful and strong, something that showed me that I 
had the power of life and death over others. 

“I needed people to workwith. I didn’t take me long 
to realize that people justwanted an excuse to act on their 
hatred. You see it every night on the news: religious 
violence. The problem was, Christianity wasn’t any use 
anymore. All it motivates people to do is become happy, 
dappy idiots. Then I hit on it. Find the bigoted and 
insecure and persuade them that they could get power 
through killing.” 

Magdiel wonderedwhy he’d stopped, and then realized 
withastartthat hewaswaitingforsome formofaffirmation 
from her. “A dwer thought. Go on, please, David.” 

‘We did a few beatings, killed a guy, but it still wasn’t 
working for me. I still had this hole inside I was trying to 
fd. And then I saw him, yesterday, on the telly. I suddenly 
realized, deep inmy soul, that Iwas right. I hadchosenthe 
winning side. And now.. . you. Oh, my lady, I look at you 
in your  glory and know that my life is fidfded.” 

The part of Magdiel that played at being Anila wanted to 
laugh. The man was pathetic, desperately looking for some- 
dung to give his empty life meaning. He’d killed for pleasure 



and to make himself feel better, yet he didn’t even have the 
sense to be terrifiedwhenademonstood beforehim. But she 
hadn’tbeenworshipedlikethissincebeforetheFall, andshe 
could feel the power of his belief surging through her. Her 
every sense throbbed as if electricitywas runningthrough her 
body, turning every move and every gesture into a small piece 
of ecstasy. She burned with the power of belief for the first 
time in millennia and she never wanted it to stop. 

“Are you ready to serve me David?” 
He nodded, his eagerness almost overwhelming. 
“Then fetch me a knife, and some candles.” 
He did as he was told, fetching a sharp knife from the 

kitchen and a couple of church candles from the bedroom. 
“Good,” she said, taking the knife. “Now light the 

candles, strip off your shirt and kneel between them.” 
Once more he complied, a slight shiver betraying the 

mixed fear and excitement hewas feeling. Once he was in 
position, Magdiel moved behind him. 

*‘DO you fear death, David?” 
“No,” he said. 
She laughed. It was a dry, chilling sound and it made 

“Put your arms into the flames, David.” 
“Lord?” 
“Lady! And do as I say.” 
Reluctantly, he stretched his arms out and let them 

hover above the candle flames. The smell ofburninghair 
filled the room, followed by a hint of cooking flesh. 
David gritted his teeth and tears slowly trickled from eyes 
that were firmly squeezed shut. 

Magdiel stayed silent, and after a few minutes David 
suddenly yelled out in pain and pulled his arms out of the 
candle flame. She thrust the knife against his throat so 
fast that he barely had time to register what had hap- 
pened. He gasped and then held his breath to stop his 
neck pressing against the edge of the knife. Then he felt 
the pressure of her razor-sharp talons against his back. 

David shiver. 

“Do you fear death now?” she whispered. 



‘Yes, yes, I do,” he replied, moving as little as he 
possibly could. 

“DO you understand that death is not to be given 
lightly, only when it is needed? That it is a sacred task, 
not a petty pleasure?” 

“Yes.” 
“Then,” she said, while removing the knife and 

stepping away. “You may serve me. Turn to face me.” 
As he turned, Magdiel surged forward and grasped 

his face between her hands. He felt his body fill with 
something greater than himself, something that made 
him feel small and insignificant for a moment. Then, as 
itwithdrew, it left him feeling stronger, more confident, 
more in control than he ever had before. 

‘What have you done?” 
“Given you the control over other people that you 

“I see.”Hestruggledforwordsforamoment. “Thankyou.” 
The ritual completed, both sat quietly, relishing the 

bond that Magdiel had forged between them. Suddenly, 
Magdiel’s eyes snapped open. “Oh no,” she whispered. 

David sprang to his feet. “My lady, what’s wrong? 
Have I offended you?” 

She shookher head. “No. Somebody spoke myname, 
called to me. They said I have proved myself ready, and 
I should go to them.” 

desire.” 

“My lady?” 
“I have to go. Await my return.” 
Magdiel felt the high from Dave’s worship die away as 

she walked out of the flat. It didn’t have the lingering 
strength of Tony’s love, it was just a fm that passed too 
quickly. Suddenly, she was afraid. She might never see 
Tony again. She’d faced the other demon in London (or 
itsthralls, at least) only once before, andshe’djust barely 
escaped then. She might not be so lucky this time. * * *  

Magdiel stood in a deserted part of Victoria Park, 
waiting. She knew it was aware ofwhere she was. If it wanted 



her, it couldcome to her. Evenso, shewasvaguelysurprised 
when three people arrived, a l l  coming from different 
directions. She couldfeelits presence insidethem. Still, she 
stood and waited. There was no point in running. It had 
found her twice now. She was sure it could do it again. 

Instead, M@el took a careful look at the a p p r o a m  
trio. Each of them had the distinctive air of distraction that 
she’dseeninthe demon’s puppets in the past. Onewas asmall 
boy, probablynot even inhis teens yet. Straight aheadofher 
was awoman in her thirties, dressed in a smart suit, heels and 
jacketwith the kind oftaught, stretchedbody and features that 
spoke of too much time in the gym and not enough exercise 
in the rest of her life. To her right was a gangly young man, 
slightly acne scarred, with sandy blond hair, dressed in a 
brown jumper and jeans. She wasn’t quite surrounded, but 
they were close enough to make an immediate exit difficult. 

As one, the three of them spoke. “Magdiel.” 
‘What do youwant from me this time?” she asked. “It 

is you, isn’t it?” 
‘Yes, it is. I want you to serve me. I can protect you 

from those things in Hell that still demand your service,” 
said the woman. ‘You know that. I thought you might be 
a little more amenable to my offer, now you’ve seen what 
Lucifer’s little ploy caused.” 

“I thought cultswere more p u r  style thanLucifer’s,” 
she replied, watching the three warily. 

“Oh, that had nothing to do with me, much as I wish 
it had,” said the boy, shakinghis head. “Humanare quite 
capable of killing each other without my intervention. 
Lucifer just  gave^ them an excuse.” 

“How the hell did they know it was him?” 
“Oh, well, Imighthave giventhemalittlepushinthat 

direction,” said the gangly youth, looking up at her for 
the first time since he had arrived. “They would have 
done it anyway, once they saw the angel, but I wanted to 
make sure that it got your attention. Consider it a free 
lesson in the needs of humanity.” 

“Their needs?” 
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“Don’t play games with me, Magdiel of the House of 
the Final Night. I knowwhat you’ve seen and done today. 
You’ve seen that they have a need inside them for belief, 

“So you say. Yet, this morning, less than a day after 

“Yes, a hoax. An hallucination ... .” 
“A special effect. ” 
The three fell silent for a moment. Then the child 

spoke. “Yes. A special effect. They’re well trained to 
disregard anything that hints at a world beyond this one. ” 

As one, the three sat down. The woman gestured for 
Magdiel to do the same. Magdiel ignored her. 

“Trainedbywhom?Who has that power? God?” Atouch 
of anger crept into M+el’s voice. “He created them to 
worship him, and he kept that little privilege to himself. What 
reason would he have to do deny himself that?” 

Lucifer showed himself, they’re dismissing it.” 

“He didn’t,’’ said the gangly youth. “Lucifer did.” 
Magdiel laughed uneasily. ‘You’re lying. Lucifer 

gave up everything so we could all be worshipped by 
humanity. Why would he destroy that hope?” 

The three stood again and moved into a line. 
“Look at them,” said the woman. “I’m not forcing 

them to do anything. They came to me. They gave 
themselves to me because I gave them something to 
believe in, a purpose to life. People to worship, people 
to hate.You’ve seenit.Yousawpeoplewantingto believe 
in Lucifer when they saw him. You saw that man when 
you revealed yourself to him, how happy he became.” 

Magdiel thought of the rapture on David’s face as she 
showed her true form to him. She thought of the plea- 
sure that consumed her as she finally receivedthe worship 
for which she had turned against God to obtain. She 
looked at the three puppets in front ofher. Was that look 
in their eyes ecstasy? Were they reallywilling participants 
in this? Is this what David would become? 

“Lucifer’s gone mad, Magdiel. He was banished from 
God’s presence, shunned by the angels and barred from 



us. Humanity learned that he was evil at God’s feet, He’s 
known by a thousand names across the world and every 
one of them means suffering, hate and pain.” 

The images from Los Angeles flashed through 
Magdiel’s mind: the earthquake, the suffering, the riots 
and the dying. Lucifer’s work? 

‘Yes, Magdiel, it was his work. Why else do you think 
he appeared there? His existence is devoted to revenge: 
on God for rejecting him, on humanity for hating him 
and on us for failing him. He’s spent millennia doing 
everything he can to turn humanity from us, while 
making their lives miserable. Because of him, God has 
abandoned the world, just as the world has abandoned 
him. We’re all that’s left. Join me, Magdiel. Help me give 
humanity the belief they need once more. Help me make 
humanity worship us. Wasn’t that what we fought and 
suffered for?” 

Magddturnedherbackonthe chorusofrapturethethree 
puppets hadbecome. She coddn’tthinkdearly. It seemedlike 
everydungshewanted, andanswertoaneternityoflonging.Yet 
somethmg seemedwrong. David’s worship had felt nght, but 
ithadpassedsoquickly. Itdidn’tmakeherfeeldylovedand 
adored, the way Tony did. It was selfish, not selfless. 

‘What if I refuse?” she asked, trying to buy herself 
time to think. 

“You know the answer to that already.” 
Magdiel felt a sudden chill. She turned round to find 

that the three had moved closer to her. “Yes, I know,” she 
snapped. “You’ll destroy this body and send me back to 
Hell. You’ll destroy me like you did the others.” 

“No. I won’t,’’ said the woman. “I don’t need to do 
that. The rest of themwere a threat to me. You?You’re 
just a Slayer, a member of the last and least of the houses. 
You know that’s true, and you’re afraid of it. You’re 
afraid of me, of what Lucifer’s return might mean and 
most ofall, ofwhatyou really are. Lookat you, still trying 
to hide behind the life ofthat girl. It’s a pathetic charade, 
and you know that deep inside.” 



Magdiel stepped backward, as if trying to escape the 
words. Yt’s not true,” she whispered, almost inaudibly. 
“I like living this life. I love my husband.” 

“Youdon’t love that insignificant animal. He doesn’t 
really love you. He loves the woman whose pathetic soul 
you beat down and whose body you usurped. It would be 
better to allow him to mourn his wife now that you’ve in 
effect killed her. Of course, you don’t understand that, 
do you? You can bring death to people, but you have no 
real understanding of it. You can’t even comfort a ghost 
and give it final rest.” 

Thevoice switched, now coming from the small kid to 
her left. “It’s our most powerful tool, Magdiel. People 
are so afraid of death that they will believe anything if it 
frees them from that fear. You free them from that fear, 
and you give them power. You end the pain that’s 
haunted them since God revoked their immortality.” 

The woman continued the tirade. “Give it up, 
Magdiel. Give up that life. Give up this charade of 
humanity. Remember who and what you truly are. You 
are a demon, the child of Hell. You were made to rule 
and to kill. You’ve started down that path. Now it’s time 
to become my angel of death. Together we’ll give them 
the hope Lucifer took from them.” 

“Enough! Stop blaspheming his name! ” screamed 
Magdiel, and let her anger loose. That part of her that 
was h i l a  was swept aside, happy to see the voices that 
mocked her husband silenced, and Magdiel the Slayer 
screamed her fury and pain at the world. Her eyes blazed 
fire, her claws shot out and herwings unfurled. She rose 
into the air, howling. 

The three hosts for the demon took a n  involuntary 
step backward, their sudden fear overcoming the control 
of the ancient creature. The boy turned to run, but he 
wasn’t fast enough. Magdiel swept down on him, tearing 
his head from his body in one clean motion. The head- 
less corpse toppled to the ground, blood leaking from 
the shattered remains of the neck. 



Magdiel, lost in hatred and pain, turned on the other 
man, fire trailing from her eyes. He stood there, un- 
moving as she tore into him with her claws, three rapid 
blows reducing his body to bloody chunks. 

The woman watched, still and calm as her compan- 
ions were killed. When Magdiel turned on her, she 
started walking toward the Slayer, arms open. “Bring me 
death, Slayer,” she whispered. “I give my life so you may 
know what you truly are.” 

Magdiel started toward her and then stopped. She 
looked at thewoman in front ofher, now on her knees and 
holding her arms toward Magdiel in an imploring gesture. 

“Why?” asked Magdiel. “Why do you want to die?” 
The woman looked momentarily confused and then 

took on the glazed expression of control. “Because he 
wills it. He will look after my soul.” 

Magdiel looked down at her sadly. Whoever or what- 
ever this demon was, it didn’t understand what death 
meant to the demons of the House of the Final Night. “I 
rebelled to save people like you from the pain of death, 
to explain to youwhy things had to perish. I neverwanted 
this. Ineverwantedpeople to beg for my touch.”The fire 
in her eyes took on a bluish, mournful hue. 

“I decline your offer of service,” Magdiel continued. 
“There are people I care about in this world and I don’t 
want them to become pathetic addicts like this woman. 
Maybe we do need to bring belief back to humanity, but 
not like this. This isn’t the true love of humanity that we 
sought, this is just the love of the power we can bring 
them. Destroy me if you wish. I won’t be party to this.” 

Then Magdiel stroked the side of the woman’s head, 
as tenderly as she touched her husband. “I’m sorry, but 
you really are better off dead.” 

A single blow was all it took. 

Magdiel, as h i l a  once more, knocked on the door 
and waited. After a few moments, it opened and Dave 
looked at her with joy. “My lady! Come in, come in.” 

+ + * *  
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She let herselfbe ushered backinto the flat, shrugging 
off his expressions of concern, and wandered over to the 
big window ~ t h  its view over Roman Road below. She 
watched the people scurrying below and thought about 
how small theywere, about how easilytheir personal needs 
and desires lead them to do self-destructive things. She 
thought about how easy it was to take advantage of that. 

“Come to me, David. Come and kneel, here.” 
“Of course,” he said, and rushed to obey. 
“You want to serve me so badly, don’t you?” she 

asked, unable to keep the sadness from her voice. 
He looked up at her, puzzled. “Of course. You fill 

that void within me that’s always been there.” 
Magdiel sighed. “Of course I do.” She knelt down, 

too, so her face was level with his. “David, you’ve done 
some terrible things. I can’t approve of them, but I’m 
hardly in  aposition to criticize. I’ve done things that you 
couldn’t conceive of, even in your darkest dreams. How- 
ever, I’ve done something to you that’s dangerous for 
me. I can’t allow that to continue. I might enjoy it too 
much. I’m sorry David, but this is goodbye.” 

She reached out and gently caressed his face, then 
leaned forward to kiss him briefly. Even as she pulled 
away, she was chanting softly under her breath. David 
looked at her in puzzlement and then in panic as he felt 
his body begin to change. 

Ma$el watched sadly as his hair turned gray. A network 
of fine lines flew across his skin, which slowly lost flexibility as 
thelinesbecame creases, thenwrinkles.After afewmoments, 
his now wizened body lost the strength to stay kneehg and 
pitched forwards. As it fell, his head, now little more than a 
skull, came away in her hands. She watched it crumble, until 
the dusty remains tricked away between her fingers. 

Magdiel stood up, brushed herself down and headed 
for the door. As she passed the table in the hall, she 
paused for amoment andpickedup his keys. She couldn’t 
afford to take a thrall, but there was no sense in wasting 
a potentially useful residence. 

+ & * *  



She stood outside the terraced house in Leytonstone for 
a good five minutes before she decided to go in. The lights 
were on. Tony was at home. The need for human accep- 
tance, no, adoration burnedwithin her as strongly as ever. 
Could she really accept it on terms beyond her control? 
Would human love be enough, or would she always seek 
their worship as well? How long could she hide her true 
nature from this man she liked to believe was her husband? 

She shook the questions away. She had time enough 
to worry about those later. Giving up David had been 
hard enough. Hiding inh i l a ' s  life a little while, curled 
up in her husband's loving arms, might ease the need for 
the time being. She wanted to feel his love again, to lose 
herself in the sensations of sex, in the hope that she could 
forget the rush of David's belief. 

After that? Well, she had a long time to work that out. 
She was Elohim after all. She would be here when the 
world ended. The future could take care of itself for a 
while. Her questions for Lucifer could wait. 

Now, she needed to rest. Taking a deep breath, she 
put the key in the lock and opened the door . 
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