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“Refusing her grand hests, she did confine thee, 
By help of her more potent ministers 
And in her most unmitigable rage, 
Into a cloven pine; within which rift 
Imprison’d thou didst painfully remain.” 

-Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act I, Scene 2 
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The brunette didn’thave agun, but thatwas okay. She’d 
never been much of a shot. She was nearsighted, and her 
prescription hadn’t been updated until just a month ago. 
Now she wore smart, delicate wire-rim spectacles on  a n  
unremarkable button nose. Before, it had been mercy 
glasses collected by the Lions Club, with lenses that weren’t 
exactly right, but close enough to let her drive and read the 
newspaper. And they’d sat on a blunt, prominent beakthat 
had been (before the plastic surgery) her second most 
noteworthy feature. 

Her most noteworthy one was still her piercing eyes. 
Even squinted, even behind battered and homely frames, 
there was-and had always been-some quality about this 
woman’s eyes that made people (and some animals) shy away 
from her and find business elsewhere. 

She didn’t have a gun, but that was okay. 
Getting into the house was simple. She had a key. She’d 

taken it from the man of the house, who didn’t live there 
anymore. He wasn’t in any condition to notice it missing. 
She loved him, the brunette did, with more than simple 
passion. She loved him with religious devotion, which was 
why she’d driven hundreds of miles to see his wife. 

The brunette got into town early, but she spent a few 
days just watching. Watching the blonde, who lived in the 
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house, who was married to the man. She bit her lip and 
squinted, even though her new glasses were perfect. 

One night she saw the wife drive away with the son and 
return alone, and the brunette thought, Ah. She waited 
until the lights went off, then she let herself in. 

The blonde wasn’t asleep. 
The blonde hadn’t been sleeping much since she’d left 

her husband camping out in the desert miles awaywith crazy 
people all around him and craziness behind his eyes. She 
was confused and angry, and she felt incredibly guilty. 
Could she have been more supportive? Listened better? 
Cared more? But she’d listened and cared and supported 
for close to twenty years. How much more could she do? 
How much more could she have done? 

She lay in bed and wondered these things, and when she 
heard a noise downstairs, it was almost a relief to have the 
distraction. Almost, but not quite. 

Her eyes popped open, but she didn’t get up. She was 
weary. She’d been looking forward to a night without her 
son’s silent, reproachful glares. Still, she opened her eyes, 
and then she heard something else. 

She heard little chirps coming from a phone somewhere 
in the house. 

The brunette had thought about it and decided to 
disable the phone when she entered the house, so that the 
blonde couldn’t call 911. The brunette was no electronics 
expert, but she’d realized during the long drive that all she 
needed to do was pick up an extension, dial a couple of 
numbers, and then set it aside. The line would be occupied, 
and the wife wouldn’t be able to hang up and make her call 
to the policewithout getting to that extension. Simple. The 
brunette let herself into the house, found the kitchen 
phone, and did just that. Then she looked for a knife since 
she didn’t have a gun. 

The blonde picked up the bedside phone, tried dialing, 
tried hanging up and started to get scared. She slipped out 
of bed and put on her shoes-the pair of sensible black flats 
she’d worn to work. 
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GREG SPOLZE* 
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X 
tfl The brunette was wearing moccasins. She’d once been 

told that American Indians moved silently by stepping 
down with the outside edge of their feet, then transferring 4 
their weight inward-a step more stealthy than the white ‘w 

tfl 
man’s “tip toes.” So she was stepping, slowly, like that. n 

The wife crept down the back steps. Two stairways led x 
up, one from the living room and one from the back hall. a * 
Like many women, the blonde had thought about what tfl 

0 she’d do if an intruder came into her home and she 
couldn’t telephone out. Her plan had always been to sneak 

-u down the back stairs and go out the kitchen door. 
Unfortunately, that plan was based on the idea that any a 

prowler would be in the living room with the TV and ;L1 
computer and ‘stereo equipment. Thus it was that the * 

@ blonde crept into the kitchen just i n  time to hear the ,+ 
brunette rummaging through her junk drawer. She might m havebeenable to sneakup thestairs, down the otherwayand 
out the front door if she hadn’t involuntarily shrieked. 

The brunette flinched and spun toward the sound. 
The blonde turned on  the lights. Both women briefly 

shielded their eyes. 
“Get the hell out ofhere!” the blonde shouted, her fear 

turning into bluster. 
The brunette’s eyes adapted to the light, and she saw a 

pile of knives on the counter, waiting to get washed. She 
seized the longest one-a five-imh slicer-and the blonde’s 
outrage turned right backinto fear. The blonde turned and 
bolted up the staircase. 

The blonde was a good fifty pounds heavier than the 
brunette, and wen panicked, she was slower. But she had a 
head start and a definite home-field advantage, so she passed 
the top ofthe stairs before the brunette could close to striking 
distance. She yanked the first door open, lunged in and 
almost got it shut before the brunette reached it and slammed 
her shoulder into it. The two women shoved at the door, and 
it shimmied back and forth between them. The brunette got 
her foot in the opening, but that didn’t accomplish much 
except to get that foot crushedwhenthe blonde put herweight 
on the door again. The brunette howled and shoved once 
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more, and this time there was no resistance. The door flew 
open and she stumbled into the son’s room. 
l The floor was covered with discarded jeans and under- 
pants, so the brunette didn’t recover her balance before the 
blonde hit her in the face with a baseball bat. 

It wasn’t a full-sized baseball bat. The blonde’s son had 
used it a few years back in Dad’s Club softball and kept it as 
a souvenirwhen his team made the semifinals. It was shorter 
than a normal bat, but it was cast aluminum and more than 
tnough to take the brunette off her feet and slam her onto 
her back. 

For a moment, the blonde just stood there, breathing 
heavily. Then she switched on the lights. 

The brunette was a mess. The blonde dropped the bat, 
picked up the phone, bit her lip and realized that the 
kitchen extension was off the hook. She started to tremble 
as she stepped over her attacker and made for the stairs. 

She was halfway down when she heard footsteps behind 
her. She didn’t make the horror movie mistake of turning 
to look, she just ran. Herweight pulled her down the steps- 
clump, clump, clump-but the lighter, faster woman had a 
running start. The knife jabbed the blonde in the ribs, and 
the ball bat slammed down on her shoulder. 
1 The two women tumbled out into the kitchen. 

The blonde had her hands up, trying to shield herself, 
land she spun to face her attacker. She realized that she’d 
been stabbed, that she was bleeding, that her shoulder was 
sore, and then she saw the brunette’s face. 

The woman’s face had changed. 
Not only had the instant swelling and bleeding and split 

skin of a blunt-force bash disappeared, the face had healed 
into its original configuration-into the shape it’d had 
before the brunette got all her expensive plastic surgery. It 
was a face the blonde knew, one of the nut-jobs from the 
desert. Some southern-fried bitch who’d always looked at 
lthe blonde’s husband with ill-concealed desire. Joellen 
‘something. ’ ‘You?” the blonde sputtered. ?“Yu still chasing after 
~Teddy?” 
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X 
m “Oh, I’ve got your husband,” Joellen replied. “I’ve 

come to get your son.” 
Birdie Mason-that was the blonde’s name-once again e 

made the switch from afraid to angry. She’d been terribly 
frightened by Joellen-who looked even crazier holding a n 
bloody knife in her right hand and a bloody bat in her left- X 
but the threat to her son blew that fright over the top, into * 

4 rage and right through it into something so dizzying, so 

Q intense, so pure that Birdie couldn’t have named it. Later, 
she might have called it “insane” or “berserk,” but neither 

1 
word was reallyadequate for a place beyond reason, beyond 
pain or fear, beyond anything but the urge to act. Only it * 
wasn’t even an urge, because no  barrier stood between 7S 
thought’and action in that wordless place. Mind perfectly * 

W 
She seized a handle, yanked out the drawer and threw it m at Joellen’s face. It was a heavy drawer, well made and full of 

silverware. A jangling cloud erupted in front of the in- 
truder for a second and Joellen ducked, the drawer bouncing 
off her arm with bone-bruising force. Then she staggered 
offbalance as Birdie seized the end of the ball bat andjerked 
it effortlessly out ofJoellen’s grip. 

Joellen let out a whiny, loud shriek as she lunged in to 
stab Birdie again, but the bigger woman had reach, and she 
slammed the bat down on Joellen’s arm. The knife (which 
Birdie had used to cut up .tomatoes just that afternoon) 
clattered to the ground as Joellen’s arm broke. 

Joellen scuttled backward and started groping on the 
counter for another knife, and if it had simply been a case 
of two women, one man, jealousy and violence, that would 
have been the end of it. Unable to make her fingers clasp, 
Joellen would have scrabbled fruitlessly for a weapon while 
Birdie self-righteously beat her brains in  like a cavewoman. 

But this wasn’t a simple case of domestic envy. 
There was a demon involved, and that demon hadgiven 

Joellen the gift of healing. She had other gifts too, but in 
this instance, healing was the most important. So Joellen’s 
arm healed and straightened itself, and she picked up a 
three-inch paring knife that still had some apple peel on it. 

empty, Birdie attacked. * 
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$he saw the madness in Birdie’s eyes and recognized it. At 
some level, she welcomed it-matched it. She leaped for- 
ward, taking another bruising club blow on her left 
arm-What of it? Itwas only pain, painwas nothing, Joellen 
had a goddess on her side-and she stabbed Birdie in the 
gut. Then the twowere entangled, belly to belly, each trying 
to knock the other down for stomping, but the kitchen was 
harrow and cramped. Birdie had always wanted a bigger 
bne. They bounced back and forth between the counters, 
Birdie slamming the base of the bat into Joellen’s skull, 
Joellen stabbing and stabbing into Birdie’s broad back. But 
the knife was better for this. Better for close work. Even 
trazy, Birdie was slowing down from simple blood loss. She 
felt herselfweakening, falling. She tried to shove the other 
womanbackbut couldonlymakealittlegap. ShegotJoellen 
back enough that she could see her face, and on it Birdie saw 
lvicious triumph. She saw the triumph of the underdog 
kho’s always longed for the upper hand, who’s always 
kanted to be a far worse tyrant than her oppressor. 

In that moment, Birdie saw herself-blonde, prosperous, 
well fed-in Joellen’s eyes, and she understood Joellen’s hate. 

The space between their bodies was wide enough that 
Joellencouldfinallyget the knifebetweenand dash it across 
Birdie’s throat-a good, deep artery cut. 

Birdie wasn’t angry anymore as she brought the bat up 
again; she was too tired to strike. The best she could do was 
wedge it under Joellen’s neck. She reached her right hand 
behind Joellen’s back and she felt sad, felt sorry for the 
other woman, as if all this had been a terrible misunder- 
standing, a tragedy. But she could not let this woman take 
her son. No. 

Dying, Birdie lurched forward, clutched Joellen, and 
fell into her hard. Joellen overbalanced, fell backward, and 
as Birdie had hoped, the back of Joellen’s skull hit the 
kitchen table. Her head rocked forward, the metal bat 
blocked her chin, and her neck snapped. 

Joellen could heal any injury, but this one killed her 
straight out. She was actually dead before she hit the floor. 
Birdie died two minutes later, without ever moving. 
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A recorded voice came on the phone, saying, “If you’d 
like to make a call, please hang up and dial again.” It repeated 
this until Lance, Birdie’s son, found them the next day. + * *  

“Humanity’s defenders have returned.” 
Mitch Berger blinked and tried to folldw along. The 

woman speaking had introduced herself as Mukikel and, 
except for having the alert demeanor of a Navy SEAL deep 
in enemy territory, she looked like your typical Laura 
Ashley-clad Southern California hausfrau. Ten minutes 
ago, she’d been a glorious apparition with radiant wings, 
claws like daggers and eyes that smolderedwith the secrets of 
blackest space. Right now, she was driving. 

Mitch and his old coworker Chuckwere in the backseat, 
and sitting between them was a little girl. Ten years old? 
Fifteenand skinny?Mitch didn’t knowfrom littlegirls, and 
until they were bed legal he wasn’t much interested. When 
they’d gotten in the car, he’d reminded her to buckle up 
and she’d said, “Aren’t you sweet?” (She hadn’t put on her 
seat belt, though.) She was called Shadrannat, and she was 
muttering to herself in some language Mitch had never 
heard as they drove along. Like Mukikel, she had previously 
transformed before Mitch’s bewilderedeyes, growingwings 
and glowing with grandeur and terror. 

Mitch and Chuckwere men. The other twowere demons. 
They were all in a Chevy Tahoe, rumbling along the 

streets of Los Angeles toward the Pacific Ocean. 
Chuck was trying to reassure Mitch that he needn’t 

worry about any of his possessions, all that stuff would get 
taken care of. Possessions were fleeting anyhow, right? 

“I guess I don’t ... Why do we have to leave?” Mitch 
asked. 

“LosAngeles is occupied territory, ” Mukikel said crisply, 
making an illegal right amida cacophony ofhonkinghorns. 
“Traitors to the cause are entrenched here, andwe’ve got to 
get you out.” 

“Buniel’s engaged,” Shadrannat said tersely. Seeing the 
red light up ahead, Mukikel turned offthe road andrumbled 
over a well-manicured lawn, making her left-hand turn 
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I 
sdant inches in front of oncoming traffic. Mitch felt her 
gun the engine. 

“Buniel! Cut out,” Mukikel said. She frowned then 
said, “That’s an order! You’ve done all the good you’re 
going to.. . ’I 

i 
~ “Us,” Shadrannat said. 
1 

“What did she mean by ‘humanity’s defenders’?’’ 

“The Elohim,” Chuck said. “The angels who built the 
\hiorld.” 

“And who were the only ones to take humanity’s side 
akainst a tyrannical master,” Mukikel added. The engine 
was laboring, and Mitch tried to crane his neck to see just 
how fast theywere going. Prenty fast. He could tell from the 
way the sport-Ute rocked and dipped on its heavy-duty 
shocks when Mukikel wove in and out of traffic. 

“Then what I sawwas ...” Mitch was baffled-his atten- 
tion split between the road, the muttering girl beside him 
and the driver’s proclamations. 

1 ‘You saw the Morningstar,” Mukikel said. “Our gen- 
oral, and the greatest of our number.” Her eyes flicked to 
fihe rearview mirror. A moment later, Mitch heard sirens 
and saw flashing lights. ‘We seek to restore him to his 
rightful place.” She reached back and put her hand on 
Shadrannat’s knee. “Pinpoint on three.. .” 
l ‘You may want to close your eyes,” the young girl told 
Mitch, but he didn’t listen because he was wonderingwhat 
II  “pinpoint” was. She put a hand on his shoulder, and on 
Chuck‘s, as if to comfort them. 

As Mukikel said “two,” she swerved hard, up onto the 
bidewalk and straight toward a palm tree. Mitch drew in his 
breath to scream.. . 

1 “...three.” 
And then the car was still. 

1 It didn’t come to a stop. It didn’t rock forward. There 
was no sudden jarring sensation in Mitch’s inner ear. One 
lmoment it was going at least fifty, probably more, and then 
‘it was at rest-without ever going through the process of 
Islowing down. 

l 

l 
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Mitch’s sense of motion couldn’t jibe with what he 
was seeing. 

“I thinkI’mgonna.. . ” But he didn’t finish that sentence 
either. As the pursuing patrol car shot past, he lurched 
forward and puked all over his shoes and pants. He heard 
the screech of tires, but he didn’t see what happened to the 
cops. Mukikel switched gears, backed out, reentered traffic 
and was soon speeding along again in a different direction. 

“Buniel, report,” Shadrannat said. Then again, “Re- 
port!” 

“Sorry about that,” Mitch said. 
Mukikel barked out one short laugh. “I hope that’s the 

worst thing that happens today!” 
“Buniel, no, we’ve got-” Shadrannat stopped mid- 

sentence, and the roar of an explosion, perhaps a mile away 
on the waterfront, wafted over the car a beat later. 

(Los Angeles had suffered a terrible earthquake the 
previous year, and many fuel storage depots or other vola- 
tile locations had exploded under the strain. But it hadn’t 
happened for months. Things were supposed to be getting 
back to normal.) 

“Shit,” the little girl said. “He’s deincarnated.” 
“I told him to withdraw,” Mukikel said, pulling into a 

small marina and parking at the end of the dock. “Stupid 
Victory asshole.” 

“Still, it feels like he bought us some time.” 
MukikeL opened her door while Shadrannat jumped 

nimbly over the backseat and started opening the rear cargo 
hatch. 

“Come on,” Chuck said, unbuckling his seat belt and 
opening his door. ‘We have to hurry.” 

‘Why?” Mitch asked, his voice plaintive. 
“You’ve been watched,” Chuck replied. “The traitors 

knew Lucifer’s Army would come for you sooner or later. 
You’re their bait, and we’ve finally taken it. Now they’re 
closing in.” 

“Luci fe r ’shy?  Wait, Chuck, you’re not.. . You haven’t 
become some kind of Satanist, have you?” 

* * 
X m * 
a3 m 
n x 

Q * 
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I “Hurry up!” Shadrannat said, pulling Mitch by his 
dbow out to a nondescript power boat. In  her other hand, 
she was dragging a large box that seemed too heavy for such 
a slight young girl. 

Mukikel was in the boat, warming up the engine and 
uhtying it from the dock. “Get in,” she said, “and get under 
those.” She was pointing at a small mound of peculiar 

, “What are they?” 
l “They’re ballistic cloth, so you don’t get shot,” she 

rkplied. “Lie flat.” 
Mukikel cast off as soon as Mitch hobbled into the boat 

(he had a bad leg and needed a cane even on level ground). 
The boat roared out in the harbor seconds later. 

“Lucifer’s gotten a bad rap,” Chuck said, pulling the 
ljulletproof sheet over his head like a hood. “It sounds like 
he was the only one who was on humanity’s side tliroughout 
the whole thing.” 

~ 

“The whole thing being.. .” 

“They’re coming,” Shadrannat said, peering out over 

“I feel them too,” Mukikel replied. 
Mitch peeked u p h e  couldn’t stop himself, and be- 

sides, the smell of his puke on his pants was cloying under 
the blanket-and saw that their small boat was rocketing 
along like a racer, bow toward the sky and heading toward 
dpen ocean. 

He heard a sound like fireworks, and Shadrannat hissed, 
Get down!” She’d opened her box and he was shocked to t1 

dee her slinging a pair of sheathed machetes on belts over 
her neck and shoulders. They looked bizarre over her Kim 
Possible T-shirt, but no less so than the sub-machinegun 
she pulled out next. 

I He ducked his head as he saw her point the gun behind 
dhem and open fire. 

1 When she stopped, he cautiously peeked out again. She 
was reloading. 

~ “The War on Heaven.” 
~ 

~ 

1 

the water. 
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He looked backward and saw a fast, sleek racer zipping 
through the water after them. Mitch knew a little about 
boats-it wasn’t much, but he knew that a cigarette boat like 
that should have easily outpaced their pleasure craft. None- 
theless, it was barely keeping pace. He saw twinkling lights 
through the chaser’s spray, even by daylight, and realized 
that someone was shooting at them. 

Then Shadrannat jumped out of the boat and started 
running across the water. 

Mitch knew, at some level, that he should put his head 
down. And he knew that seeing a little girl racing across the 
waves in a serpentine fashion while shooting a machinegun 
was simply not possible. But he’d seen other impossible 
things, so what the fuck? 

He also noticed that as soon as Shadrannat left the boat, 
it slowed down considerably-even though the engine was 
still roaring as fiercely as ever. 

She ran  back and forth, mostly making for the cigarette 
boat, and he saw her stumble as she got hit, actually saw 
chunksofmeatflyout ofherbackwhile apinkmist ofblood 
mixed with the ocean spray, but she didn’t even slow down. 
When her gunwas empty, she dropped it, drew a machete in 
each hand and dove under the waves. 

What the fuck?Mitch though. As if she’d been running 
on stepping stones and had just jumped off.. . 

Regardless, the boat was getting closer fast, he could 
hear Mukikel shouting something behind him, but he w a s  
stunned by what he’d seen and partially deafened by the 
gunshots, so he couldn’t hear her. 

He felt the boat slow more, and then a hand shoved his 
head down hard and pulled the blanket over it. Three 
seconds of confusing burrowing movements later, Mukikel 
was lying beside him under the cover. The boat seemed to 
be adrift, and she hissed in his ear, “Your brains contain 
important information, so I’ll thank you not to catch a 
bullet with them.” 

The three of them lay there for what felt like ages, 
smelling Mitch’s puke and feeling the waves of the ocean. 
Then Mukikel stood up and pushed the blankets aside. 

z 
m 
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~ “All clear,” she said. 
~ “Huh?” 

“It’s all right, for now. You can sit up.” 
~ Cautiously, he did. He looked around. 
l The other boat still had its nose pointed to the sky, but 

it wasn’t moving forward. It was sinking, with thick billows 
of smoke coming from the engine. It was only about fifty 
feet away, and as he watched, the little girl climbed nimbly 
to the tip of the prow and jumped toward them. 

1 She landed lightly in the middle of their deck. T h e  boat 
bhrely dipped. Her face, arms and chest were splashed and 
splattered with blood, her twin machetes were slathered 
with it, but from the way she moved, Mitch was pretty sure 
that none of it was hers. 

“Let’s go!” she said brightly. 
There was blood on her teeth, too. ’ 

I , * * *  
I Lynn Culver’s murderer was back in Oswego. He was in 

de hospital there, visiting a woman named Glenda Field- 
iag. She was old and had taken ill very suddenly, and the 
doctors were extra-comforting to her because they were 
extra-confused. 

l The killer (whose name was Usiel but who went by Clive 
geene) was also extra-confused. He loved Glenda more 
than he loved anything in the world, except maybe God. 
Maybe not. God was far away and not talking to him, while 
Glenda was fragde and grateful and immediately present. 

He came into her room, and her face lit up. He felt her 
ldve, her trust, her faith. 

He’d nearly killed her. 
1 Usielwas ... what? He himselfwasn’t sure. Once he he’d 

bken the Throne of the Sundered. Now he was called the 
Reaper of Souls. 

He was no  longer an angel, he had to admit that. He’d 
bken condemned by Michael-Word-of-God and cast into 
Hellwith the rest, butwas he a demon? He’d never rebelled. 
Never willfully disobeyed. Even when ordered into con- 
finementwith those he’dfought, hewentwithout a struggle. 

, 
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h3 
Now, like the truly fallen, he was free once more. Like X 

them, he could draw on the faith of mortals instead ofbeing 
sustained by the radiance of the One Above. Like them, he 
could kill his believers if he needed too much from them. 

Usiel had been fighting a demon named Gaviel, and he 
should have easily won. In  any sort of fair fight, the Reaper 
would triumph. But being, quite literally, a sneaky devil, 
Gaviel’s fight was anything but fair. By throwing mortal 
after mortal, lie after lie, hard choice after hard choice at 
his attacker, Gaviel had driven him off. 

Usiel had failed, and he had drawn on Glenda’s strength 
in his failure, and as he was drawing out her very life, she’d 
called on him for help and salvation. 

Ironic, but the Reaper of Souls had no taste for irony. 
“You’ve come! ” Glenda said. Instinctively, she tried to 

sit up, but she was too weak. Instead she hit a button and 
raised the bed to a sitting position. 

* 
He’d almost killed Glenda when he was in need. n 
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“Yes.” Usiel didn’t know what else to say. 
“Oh thank God,” Glenda replied. “I knewyou’d come. 

Hewent to her side and brushed back her white hair with 

“What happened to me? Do you know? Was it.. . Was it 

“It wasn’t. It was me.” 
Glenda’s forehead clouded. “I don’t understand.” 
Usiel had struggled over whether to tell her, but he knew 

“I was fighting another ... fighting a demon. I was hurt. 

Glenda was quiet a moment. 
“So that wasn’t ... not some evil spirit? You did that to 

Mutely, he nodded. 
She frownedalittle, thensaid, “Ifyou hadto, Iguessyou 

“No, Glenda ...” 

I knew you wouldn’t abandon me.” 

his black hand. “No,” he said. 

that ghost again?” 

there was only one right choice. 

I could draw on you to heal myself, so I did. I’m sorry.” 

me?” 

had to.” 
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“If I can help you fight ... demons ... then I should. 
Shouldn’t I?” 

Usiel closed his eyes, wincing. Glenda still thought he 
was an angel, thought he was still fighting for God against 
the legions of Hell. 

(And aren’t you? he asked himself.) 
She didn’t know of his sin, his corruption. She didn’t 

know he’d been condemned like them and imprisoned like 
them. She didn’t know he was adrift in a world with no true 
angels left. Like them. 

(Don’t forget the cannibalism, either, he thought. 
You’vestolen thestrength ofoneofyour own kind, justlike 
them. And you loved i t ,  just like them.) 

Introspection wasn’t common for Usiel, but since his 
return to the human world, a situation that once seemed 
straightforward-fight demons, serve God-had become 
cloudy and confusing. He’d felt pure, heavenly power 
wielded by the servant of a fiend most foul. He’d been asked 
why he thought he could repent after Hell, but that the rebel 
demons could not. He’d been exorcised. He’d murdered 
men and liked it. 

He’d met Lucifer, who had begged his aid in fighting the 
other demons. When Usiel refused, the Morningstar could 
have compelled him but did not. 

He’d met a demon who reminded him of his lost love, 
Haniel. He still wasn’t sure if he would kill her. 

“Glenda, it’s not my place to decide who should live or 
die.” 

(But you decided for Gordy Hines, didn’t you? You 
decided for him, and those clods in Florida, and ... ) 

‘Well, the Bible says, ‘There is no greater love you can 
have, than to lay down your life for a friend,’ right?” 

Now Glenda was offering her life for his crusade. This 
hurt and baffled him most of all. 

“Don’t be so sure I’m your friend,” he replied. 

The scent of Mitch’s puke had stungless out in the open 
air, but now they were enclosed again, and it was dense. 
Mukikel and Shadrannat had gone off, giving only vague 

* * *  
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explanations about “makingtheir report” to someone called 
the “Princess.” ‘ 

The oceanwas a flat disc to the horizon all around them, 
and their small boat was tied alongside a huge cargo ship. 
Mitch and Chuck had been helped up a rope ladder- 
Shadrannat had helped them while clinging to the side of 
the boat like a pubescent spider-girl, smiling encourage- 
ment all the while. Her teeth no longer showed blood. She 
must have licked them clean. 

O n  the deck, the two mortal men had been introduced 
to Becky and Lawrence, a mismatched pair who’d hustled 
them belowdecks, out of the wind. 

hwrencewas sullen and sallow-faced, dressed insimple 
and sensible clothes. He’d greeted them with a grunt and 
offered them a hand as they came down the steps. He’d 
pausedwhen Mitch reached the bottom to look appraisingly 
in Mitch’s eyes. He’d given a short little puff of air from his 
nose, but said nothing. 

(It took Mitch a few minutes to realize that his mild 
seasickness had calmed completely. He did not connect it to 
Lawrence until later.) 

While Lawrence said little, Becky spoke enough for two 
people (or possibly more). As they came below she said, 
“Oh! Poor darlings! Lawrence, see to them, I’ll get them 
some fresh things. Coffee? Yes, coffee too, and perhaps 
some cookies for you?” she said, nodding at Chuck. Shewas 
a black woman, pudgy, maybe fifty, with white hair and a 
vividly colored dress. Her expression was open and mater- 
nal, but her face showed lines and creases more used to 
suspicion and bitterness. Itwas off-putting, but only slightly 

“That would be great,” Chuck said, smiling, but she was 
already hustling off through one of two doors in the room. 

There was a sofa and two bolted-down chairs. With a 
nod indicating that they could sit, Lawrence flopped down 
and picked up a copy of Reader’s Digest. 

“This must be the Longstar,” Chuck said, looking 
around at the ordinary cabin as if he were in the middle of 
the Taj Mahal. 

so. 
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“Thewhat?” Mitch asked, taking four cane-steps over to 
the sofa and perching on its arm. He didn’t want to get his 
vomit on it. 

“The floating fortress of Lucifer’s Army,” Chuck said. 
He gave an inquiring look to Lawrence, who raised his eyes 
briefly and nodded. Chuck beamed at this confirmation. 

“Yeah,” Mitch said, “About this ‘Lucifer’s Army’ busi- 
ness... 

“You take a fortywaist, right?” Becky said, bustling back 
into the room with a pair of khaki slacks slung over one 
forearm. The other arm held up a tray with waitress-like 
confidence, and on that were two steaming mugs of coffee 
and a small plate of Lorna Doone shortbread cookies. 

“Is there somewhere I can...?” Mitch gestured at the 
pants. Becky tittered and said, “I’ll turn my back.” 

While he put on fresh clothes, Chuck dunked a cookie. 
After a short hesitation, Mitch sipped the coffee. 

“This is good,” he said. ‘‘Just how I like it.” 
“Two sugars, no cream,” Becky said, turning back 

“Have we.. . Did we ever meet before?” 
“Oh no. I just know what people want.” 
‘Yeah? Can you guess what else I want?” 
“Answers.” 
‘You are good.” 
O n  the couch, Lawrence gave a snort. 
“Start asking questions, ” Becky asked, stickingher tongue 

out at Lawrence briefly. 
Mitch opened his mouth, then shut it. It wasn’t that he 

lacked questions. There were so many that they were form- 
ing a logjam. 

around. 

“Let’s start with.. . Mukikel. And Shadrannat.” 
“Ooh, you’re on a celestial name basis. You should be 

“HA?” 
‘You don’t know about the name game?” 
“Let’s.. . let’s set that aside. How did they do that stuff?” 
“Stuff? You’ll have to be more specific.” 

pleased.” 
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“How did they change? How did they stop that Tahoe on 
a dime and, and climb up walls and make those huge fucking 
Morpheus jumps?” 

“They’re Elohim.” Seeing his blank look, Becky added, 
“Demons, if you prefer.” 

“So, what, the laws of physics don’t apply to them?” 
“The so-called laws of physics are really just an  agreed- 

upon set of conventions. If you speak the right language, 
you can temporarily appeal them.” 

He just stared. “You’re serious.” 
She giggled and nodded. “It’s been a long time and 

we’ve all forgotten ever so much, but we remember a few 
little tricks and shortcuts.” 

“Why is this so hard to believe?” Chuck asked. “You saw 
Lucifer perform acts a thousand times less possible.” 

“I saw that stuff when I was out ofmygourd.” 
“You saw the Morningstar?” They were the first words 

Lawrence hadspoken. Hisvoicewas raspy, as iffrom disuse. 
“That’s why we’re here,” Chuck said. 
“Well, that explains why the knight and the overlord 

“who?” 
“The two who got you. You know.” 
“Mukikel and Shadrannat?” 
With a secret smile, Becky nodded. “You may not want 

to toss those names around. Every time you invoke them, 
they can hear you.” 

here were assigned to extract you,” Becky said. 

“Huh?” 
“Do you speak pig Latin? Ig-pay atin-lay?’’ 
“Es-yay,” Chuck replied. Mitch shook his head. 
“You take the first sound of a word, stick it on the end, 

add ‘ay.’ Chuck becomes Uck-chay. Mitch is Itch-may.’’ 
“I’m lost.” 
“Ifyou saidukikel-may’s name properly-or Addrannat- 

shay’s-they would be able to listen to your words and even 
speakbackto you. So speakinga demon’s celestialname is.. . 
unwise. If you don’t know what you’re doing.” 

“Is this the name game thing you were talking about?” 
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“Mm-hm. You remember the oldsong? ‘Let’sdoJerry!/ 
Jerryjerrybo-berryhanana-fanafo ferry/memimo merry/ 
Jerry! ’ Remember?” 

A vague memory surfaced in Mitch’s mind. “I kinda 
remember that fromgrade school. The teacherwouldnever 
do it with my name.” 

Lawrence gave a dry chuckle. “I bet she wouldn’t do 
Chuck, either.” 

3ust  go easy with any names you learn,” Becky said. 
“Titles are safer.” 

“Like this Princess I heard about?” 
“Mm, the Princess of Majestic Liberation.” 
‘You’re kidding. ” 
“Wait’tilyoumeether. SeeifI’mkiddingthen. Thetwo 

who brought you in are the Knight of Venom and the 
Autumn Overlord. The knight is the little girl.” 

W h y  all these titles?” 
“Why do officers have ranks in an army?” Chuck asked. 

“Same reason. Lucifer is ‘The Morningstar, ’ right?” 
“Or the King of this World.” Becky‘s smile got a little 

brittle. “Morningstar gets more use, for reasons you can 
easily imagine.” 

“Don’t forget host names, either,” Lawrence said. 
“Oh yes. We use them most often with mortals,” Becky 

said brightly, “but it’s still easy to forget. Still, I’m getting 
very used to being called ‘Becky‘ after all. I believe the 
Knight ofvenom is Tabitha, and the Autumn Overlord is 
Sally. ” 

“Sally,” Mitch said, running his tongue over his teeth 
and knitting his brows in confusion. “Can they hear it ifyou 
use those names? Or their titles?” 

“Nope. You can gossip in perfect safety.” 
There was a pause. 
“So what’s Lucifer’s Army?” Mitch asked at last. 
‘We are. I’ll assume you knownothingabout the War on  

“That’s a safe assumption.” 
“Well, we lost and history got written by the winners. 

They claimed we fell because of pride orjealousy or lust for 

Heaven?” 
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the daughters of Adam, if you can believe that! Our real 
reasons were concealed.” 

“And those were?” 
“Love,” Becky said. 
Another pause. 
“No, really,” he said. 
“Really. Come on, Mitch, you’ve seen us work miracles 

with a tiny fraction of our old power. I know fallen who can 
turn sand into silver or inspire adoration in a crowd with 
nothing but a hummed tune. They can do that now. Back 
then, we shook the stars in their orbits-or could, if we 
hadn’t hung them there in the first place. What could we 
envy in humankind-weak, sad, ignorant, bald apes with so 
muchpoten tial, and all of it unfulfilled? It wasn’t envy. We 
had everything; you had nothing. Greed? Don’t make me 
laugh. Anger? We didn’t know the meaning of anger, only 
sorrow and pity because we loved you. We couldn’t stand to 
see you abandoned by your Maker, left to your own measly 
devices, feeling cold and alone and never knowing a multi- 
tude of angels adored you!” 

“You’re blathering, ” Lawrence muttered, without look- 
ing up from his magazine. Becky glared, then composed 
herself. 

“There was war, and we lost. And we were imprisoned, 
but not destroyed. That would have been too quick,” she 
said, and for the first time, bitterness entered her voice, 
and spite crossed her features. It was like watching some 
exquisitely specialized tool being fitted to its task, it was 
miraculous how even a little meanness matched that face so 
well. 

“But now we’re out. We’re out, the Holy Host is gone, 
and Lucifer is missing as well.” 

Mitch sat for a moment, just thinking. 
“The Holy Host-you mean, God’s angels, right?-are 

gone? So, like no one’s minding the store? Why don’t you 
just take over?” 

‘Well, not every rebel stayed true to rebellion,” Becky 
said. “Most of the escapees are on our side, but there are a 
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few who just couldn’t handle their confinement. Mad 
demons. Mad gods.” 

‘We saw Lucifer kill two of them during the earth- 
quake,” Chuck said. 

Mitch just put his head in his hands. 
The door opened. 
“The Princess Nazathor will see you now.” The speaker 

was the Autumn Overlord, Mukikel. Also known as Sally. 

Usiel, the Reaper of Souls, sat alone in  Glenda’s house. 
She was still in the hospital, and she’d insisted he take the 
key. “I’d feel better knowing you were there,” she said. 
“Safer.” 

Likealot ofthings shesaid, ithurthim. Eventhoughshe 
didn’t mean it to. Even though he didn’t know why. 

Before he realized what he was doing, Usiel stretched 
out with his senses-with one of the senses humans lacked. 
It was something like smell, and something like hearing, 
and it let him detect other damaged angels. 

+ & * *  

Nothing. 
He was the only Elohim around. 
Idly he poked through Glenda’s refrigerator. He heated 

up some leftover green beans that weren’t getting any 
younger, but that wasn’t a concern. He ate food because he 
had to; different flavors didn’t interest him much. 

Backintheguestroomwasasmallduffelbagstuffedwith 
tens, twenties and fifties. When he’d left Italy, he’d simply 
dropped his sack of l ira in a bus station. Money wasn’t a 
problem. 

He finished his beans and a glass ofwater. He twisted the 
ring on his finger and thought of all the demons he’d 
fought. All the demons he should be fighting? He didn’t 
know. 

Gaviel. 
Just thinking the name brought a half-snarl to Usiel’s 

lips. Gaviel. Tha t  rat bastard. Cold and bright and shiny as 
a mirror, and like a mirror, he always showed you just what 
you expected. But when you reached out-in trust, in anger 
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or for whatever reason-you found your hand stopped short 
and bruised by your own image. 

That fuckerskates through lifelike it’s onelongMentos 
commercial. Mentos commercialswere from Clive’sworld, 
not Usiel’s, but the Reaper didn’t even notice howhis host’s 
ideas had condensed, softly, in his mind. 

Part of him wanted to go back and finish the job, but he 
was tired, too tired and confused and maybe, just alittle bit, 
afraid. Gaviel had gotten the best ofhim twice. Who’s to say 
what the third time would bring, now that the demon had 
his measure? 

Usiel relaxed for a moment and let the whisper of 
invocations rustle through his mind. 

Usielyou fuck, you shit, you cunt, I’mgettingout and 
I’ll fuck you, I’ll shit on you, I’ll lay my eggs in your eye 
sockets and watch mymaggotshatch ... 

Usiel the ReaperofSoulsis unboundfrom thedbyss ... 
Usiel, I can return you to God.. . 
Usiel, I will return you to Hell ... 
Usiel, angel o f  night, sweep these phantoms away with 

your dreadful wings.. . 

The usual shit. Usiel got invoked a lot-mostly demons 
still in Hell promising to make him pay for putting them 
there. Sometimes demonswho were trying to trick him into 
helping them, or trap him so that they could destroy him. 

He changed his mental frequency. 

... ReaperofSoulsis trappedin thesoul-Storm, end- 
lessly battling tormented shades.. . 

... Reaper ofSouls has the third of the Halaku releasing 
tools. If only we could seize it-but who can use it more 
deadly than he? 

... Reaper of Souls will rise up to destroy what remains 
of Stygia, he will polish his bones with our ashes! 

He’d been attuned to his title, notjust his name, so that 
he could listen as others spoke of him, even when they 
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thought him unaware. But there was little of interest or 
value there, either. Just gossip or slander or speculation. 

He thought about doing a n  invocation of his own. 
Sa briel. 
Thinking about her made him feel as bad as thinking 

about Gaviel did, just in a different way. Before her, things 
had been simple. He’d been right, they’d been wrong, he 
took the pointy stick to them and flensed their damned 
spirits from their stolen bodies. Maybe it wasn’t exactly easy, 
but it wasn’t complicated. Good. Evil. Do the math. 

But she’d pointed out how much he was like them. 
She’d brought him doubt. 
She’d made him remember a time before it was Us and 

Them. Remember it and miss it and maybe hope he could 
have it again. 

She’d baffled him and made him feel good, then he’d 
found out that she was just jerking him around. 

Maybe. 
Could he be sure? Someone was playing tricks. Some- 

one was tricking him. Something he’d believed had to be a 
lie, but what? And that meant that something he believed . 
now could be a lie, too. How would he know? 

He opened his mouth to say her name, but then screwed 
up his face and shut it. No. Too painful. Too humiliating. 
And maybe he’d been kicked into Hell for eight thousand 
years, but he still had enough pride that he wouldn’t choose 
lies. He wouldn’t be a party to his own deception. 

“Lucifer,” he said. 
Usiel ? 
“I want answers.” 
“Give me your questions.” 
Usiel spun. The Morningstar was right behind him, 

coming through the door to Glenda’s root cellar. Usiel 
sensed out and there was the Devil, his stink of soot and 
chime of glory unmistakable. 

“Mind if I sit?” Lucifer asked. 
“Suit yourself. Coffee?” 
“Hot tea, ifyou’ve got it.” 
“Sure. ” 
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Usiel, Reaper of Souls, made tea. Then he said, ‘You X 
think I should kill them.” 

“The other demons? Yes. I think we should kill them.” 
“How can you be so sure?” 
“How can you be so puzzled? You saw what Vassago did 

to his servants, right? To the people who were loyal to him, 
who loved him. I’m not even going into what Bow and 
Coaler and the rest have done to innocent people on 
Vassago’s orders. Ask your friend Sabriel about Nate 
Kowalski or Brenda Gary. Or if you think humans are 
beneath your notice.. .” 

The Reaper winced, but the Morningstar continued, 
“...you could look at how Gaviel treated his allie-his 
comrades in arms like Edasul and Joriel.” 
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“I won’t deny that the demons are doing evil.” . l + l  

Lucifer laughed. 
“But-listen! Men do evil, too. But not every man. Is 

every demon irretrievably fallen? Of allyour thirty million 
followers, must every single one be corrupt?” 

Lucifer sighed and looked down into his tea. 
“I don’t know,” he said. 
“And if you don’t know, how can you say we must fight 

them all?” 
“Because I can’t take the chance.” Lucifer looked up 

again. “They call me, Usiel. They speak my name, all the 
time. Nazriel ...” TheDwilbithislipashespoke that name. 
“Nazathor, now. Each twilight, for an hour, she invokes 
me, beggingforme toreturntoher. Shedoesitevery night. 
She has done it every night since the Fall, even when she was 
in the Abyss. But what can I tell her? That I’m ready to start 
the fight again? I’m not. That there’s a place for her at my 
side? There’s not. That there’s a place for her in the world? 
I’ve spent the ages since the Fall making sure there isn’t.’’ 

He took a sip and looked away out the window. “Re- 
member Malakh? Loyal to a fault. In Los Angeles, I saw 
him. Rescued him, maybe. Of all of them, I felt I owed 
him ... but no more. He’s as bad as the rest, Usiel. He’s no 
angel anymore, just an animal hungry for meat. He’s 
chosen the side of the humans-maybe out of force of 
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habit-but when I saw him, he was a beast, a creature that 
would chew off its own leg to get at its prey.” He sighed. 
“Grifiel too. I saw him escape, and he’s a horror. He was 
once my best friend, and now he’s a murderer, a torturer, 
an abomination ravening in myname. That’s the sickjoke, 
that so many of them still think the fight is on, they kill and 
destroy and rape and claim they’re doing it all for me.” 

‘Why don’t you reveal yourself? Tell them your true 
will? Become the leader they want? Surely if you pointed 
your loyal followers at other demons, they would obey.” 

“Are you so certain? They rebelled against the Ancient 
of Days when they were perfected beings. Now damaged and 
damned, what would stop them from turning on me if they 
didn’t like what I told them?” 

“What would that be?” 
Lucifer was silent for along time, then said, “What if the 

Rebellion was part of the plan? What if being in this world 
isn’t supposed to be easy or fun or beautiful? What if we 
were tested, allofus, andweallfailed? Oh, maybeheland 
his tribe passed the test, and maybe your old lover, Haniel, 
passed the test, and maybe Lailah and the otherswho stayed 
loyal to God passed the test. But they’re all gone now. Maybe 
the universe is over, maybe it’s all Hell and the demons are 
now just loosed from the lowest part so that they can 
complete the job of dragging down everything else. How 
about that? You think they’ll like that? You think that will 
play well in Los Angeles?” 

“Is that how it is?” 
“I can’t say. And that’s the one crime my believerswould 

never forgive-ignorance. If I give them no  answers, or give 
them answers they don’t want, ‘Lucifer’s Army’ falls apart 
and we get a second War ofwrath.” 

They were silent for a moment. 
“Isn’t that what we’re headed toward now?” 

Mitch swallowed hard as he was ushered into the Princess’s 
chamber. Hewasn’t surewhat to expect. Sumptuous orien- 
tal rugs and pillows, with plank-chested men dancinglewdly 
before a hookah-smoking degenerate? Skulls and penta- 

+ + *  
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grams and an altar with a screaming naked virgin on it, and 
this “Princess” in her horned and bat-winged glory about 
to perform the sacrifice? Or maybe something that was 
alien like the movie Alienswith dripping slime and insectile 
protrusions and here and there a not-quite-dead victim 
webbed to the wall? 

Inside, it was a n  office. 
Swank, but an office nonetheless. The desk was huge, 

made of some old dark wood that made you think of fat 
white bankers, cigars and insider-trading. The bookshelves 
were glass-fronted, carefully restored antiques, but they 
were just bookshelves. There were filing cabinets, too, 
bolted to the floor in case of choppyweather. It was reassur- 
ingly normal until the woman behind the (tastefully 
decorated, slightly cluttered) deskspunthe (classy, leather- 
bound) chair to face them. 

She looked normal. 
She looked absolutely stunning. 
It was averyweird thing, for Mitch. He’d been ready for 

anything, except for a tastefully coifed woman with light- 
brown skin, bead jewelry and slender, graceful hands. She 
looked like a bust of Nefertiti-the kind of classy black dame 
that insults just roll off of, puddling embarrassingly around 
the insulter’s feet. 

But at  the same time, he was shaken to the core by awe 
and wonder. It was hard to put a finger on it, on the exact 
source of his feelings. It was kind of like when he was a little 
kid and he saw Star Wars. Or there had been a couple of rock 
concerts-one R.E.M. show in particularwhen he’d had 
that sort of soul-stirring moment of true exhilaration. 
Maybe when he’d lost his virginity, too. 

It was as if he was looking at a masterful painting of an 
ordinary scene. Michelangelo or Van Gogh could paint 
something normal in a way that the painting looked lumi- 
nous, magical, evenwhen the scene it depicted did not. And 
Nazathor’s presence had that same effect. Everything around 
her was special, was seen as if for the first time, simply 
because it had the good fortune to be around her. 
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“Mitchell Berger and Charles Rodriguez,” she said, 
smiling. Her voice was ordinary. Her voice was more mov- 
ing than any human music. 

“Yes ma’am,’’ Chuck said. Mitch nodded. 
“Two witnesses to the Morningstar.” 
Chuck nodded. Mitch shrugged. 
“Did you have trouble leaving LA?” 
Mitch gave an uneasy chuckle before realizing she’d 

been talking to Mukikel and Shadrannat. 
“Nothing worth mentioning,” the little-girl demon 

replied. She had a small bag of sunflower seeds in her 
hands, and periodically she’d put a few in her mouth. 
“Buniel lost his host, though.” She tipped her head. “He 
wants out,” she added. 

The Princess noticed Mitch’s confused look before he 
even had time to reassess his confusion and try to figure out 
what Shadrannat-the Knight of Venom? Tabitha?-had 
meant. “She means he wants out of Hell,” she said, her tone 
helpful. 

“Oh,” Mitch replied. What else was there to say? 
“It’s not easy.” 

“If it was, everyone would do it.” 
“I told him to pull out,” Mukikel said. “He disobeyed 

my order.” 
“Mm, and now he’s certainly paying,” the Princess 

replied. “Still, one can’t fault his courage.” 
“Only his intelligence.” 
“Now, now. We’ll discuss him later.” 
“The Victory legion won’t be happy. They’ll blame us 

for losing one of their soldiers.” 
“Leave the Victory legion to me. Right now, I need you 

to talk to Defiance.” 
Mukikel grimaced. Whoever “Defiance” was, Mitch 

decided, Mukikelwasn’t eager to talkto him. Or her. Or it. 
“What do you need?” 
“A blank for our fallen comrade, of course.” 

“Okay.” 
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Mukikel’s eyebrows rose. “You think he’s worth one?” 
she asked bluntly, while Mitch wondered what the fuck a 
“blank” was. 

“It would certainly square thingswith his overlord, now 
wouldn’t it?” 

“Yeah, ifhis overlord calls him back. Do you really think 
the Defiance legion is just going to hand us a blank, just like 
that?” 

“They’llprovide one for me,” the Princesssaid. Mukikel 
shrugged. 

“Ifyou want to just give it away ...” 
The Princess leaned back and stroked her lips with her 

right hand’s fingertips. “Mm,” she said. “I do have a 
problem with profligacy, don’t I? Though I hear there’s a 
lot of good blanks coming on the market lately. A reliable 
supplier.” 

“I didn’t hear that,” Mukikel said. 
The Princess smiled. “No reason you would.” She 

seemed to have made a decision as she stood and said, “I 
suspect the best solution is to have Buniel transferred to our 
command.” 

“Especially if you do it now,” Shadrannat said, “while 
he’s just one more useless spirit in the Pit.” Afew more soft 
crunching sounds came from her mouth. 

“My thoughts exactly. Shadrannat, his overlord is.. . 
mm, one of the six Proud Walkers, I remember that much.” 

“I’ll find out,” Shadrannat said, and her tone of deter- 
mination sounded odd, coming from little girl lungs. 

“Find out, negotiate, drive a hard bargain, but get him 
reassigned. Mukikel should have a blank ready to go by the 
time you get that straightened out, right?” 

‘Yes,” Mukikel said. 
The threewomen exchangedglances again, then-word- 

“Send in the Star Thorn, please,” the Princess said as 

T h e n  it was just her and the two men. She smiled. 
“I envy you,” she said. 

lessly-the two subordinate demons turned to leave. 

they retreated. 
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“Yeah?” Mitch said weakly, looking over his shoulder. 
The Princess stood and walked around her desk to get a 

“For a million years I have longed to see, once more, the 

Chuck nodded. The Princess flicked her eyes from him 

‘You seem strangely unaffected,” she said. 
Mitch fiddled with his cane, turning it between his 

‘Well, I...” he said. “You see I... I was not at my best 

She raised an inquisitive eyebrow. 
“His leg was badly broken,” Chuck said. ‘We’d drugged 

“How terrible!” she said. ‘Which leg?” 
Mitch pointed. To his surprise-astonishment, nearly, 

she knelt before him and put her hands on it. 
“Lawrence should have seen to this,” she said, and 

then.. . 
Awave ofwarmth, soothing sweet warmth, washed over 

him, flowed through him, his entire body, and it was like 
being a child in winter, coming in from sledding and 
getting a cup of cocoa from Mom, just right, beingwarmed 
and comforted and safe.. . 

face you two beheld.” 

hands. 

when that whole thing went down.” 

him up to dull the pain.” 

And suddenly his leg was straight again. 
“How did you do that?” he whispered. 
“It’swhatIdo,”shesaid. Shestood. “It’swhatIam.” For 

a moment, those warm, brown eyes held his, and theywere 
sad. “It’s what I was,” she said. 

“Asharu,” Chuck said, his tone reverent. “Angel of 
breath. Angel of healing.” 

She turned to him. “Someone’s taught you well.” 
“Mukikel,” he replied. “She taught me the houses of the 

Sebettu, so that I’d have some ideawhat Iwas up against if.. . 
if anything happened.” 

“And things did happen, didn’t they?” 
Chuck nodded. 
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“You had the chance to be her thrall, didn’t you?” the 
Princess asked. “And Shadrannat’s, too.” 

“Yes. ” * 
‘ W h y  didn’t you?” * % 

0 “My worship is for Lucifer alone,” Chuck said, and his 
tone wasn’t defiant or grandiose or even crazy. 

(Mitch knew crazy. He and Chuck had met working as 
orderlies in a madhouse. So Mitch knew that crazy people 
often sounded perfectly sane and stable and simple and 
true, just like Charles sounded now. Mitch wasn’t sure just 
what to think. Oh &it seemed like the best candidate.) 

The door opened, and in walked a rail-thin scarecrow 
of a man. This guy did look crazy. 

“Sorry I took so long,” he said. “I was examining the 
strands.” 

Instinctively, Mitch turned to face this guy, and his 
hands came up ready, because he soundedcrazy too. Hewas 
dressed in oil-stained jeans and a rumpled Anaheim Angels 
sweatshirt. His head was shaved clean-a recent job, appar- 
ently, because the skin on top was badly sunburned, while 
his face was tanned and weathered. You could see a clean 
line of demarcation where his hair had once offered pro- 
tection. 

As he mentally filed away “the strands” with “host,” 
“Defiance” and “blank” in his rapidly growing list ofwords 
to get explained, he realized why the newcomer’s eyes 
lookedso lemur-big andblank. The sunburned curves over 
each eye socket showed that he’d shaved off his eyebrows, 

“Mr. Berger, Mr. Rodriguez, this is the Star Thorn.” 
“You can call me Dennis,” the guy muttered. 
“These are the men who saw our leader when he mani- 

fested in Los Angeles.” 
Before, Mitch would have said Dennis the Star Thorn’s 

eyes were lit, but he would have been speaking metaphori- 
cally. Now they brightened literally, twin white beams 
changing the shadows on his face as he fixed his gaze-now 
terribly blank in its brightness-on both of them. 

too. 
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“These are them? These are the witnesses?” His voice 
was not just crazy, it was crazy eager, and when he started 
forward, Mitch’s asylum-orderly instincts propelled him 
to his feet, hands up. 

“Hold on,” he said. 
“Perhaps Mr. Rodriguez would be more comfortable 

with this,” the Princess said. 
“Okay,” Charles said, also standing-but in his case 

impatiently, not warily. 
“Chuck, man,” Mitch said, trying to warn his friend.. . 

but of what, he didn’t know. 
“Mitch. This is okay. This is what I want.” He gestured 

at the unreallysplendid Princess and the obviously mad Star 
Thorn Dennis. “I trust them.” 

With that, Dennis linked hands with the Princess and 
reached for Chuck. When they were linked, they closed 
their eyes. 

“Think back,” Dennis said, then immediately, ‘Whoa, 
whoa!“ 

“It came easy,” the Princess said, her voice tight. 
“It’s all I ever think about,” Chuck said, quiet. 
“Hold it,” the Princess said. 
For a moment, the trio was silent. Then, very quietly, 

the Princess’s reserve broke and she started to sob quietly. 
“Lucifer,” she whispered. “My love.” Then she started 

muttering something else, in some other language. Mitch 
thought itwas Spanish or somethingat first, but then he felt 
it on top of hearing it. He felt the light change (though it 
looked no different), and he felt the sea’s swells become 
melancholy under the deck (though theywere neither faster 
nor slower nor higher nor lower). A shudder of sorrow 
passed through him, and he wept too, though he didn’t 
know why. 

“My Lady?” Dennis said, the question in his voice only 
a hint. 

‘We go on,” she said. 
They were silent for a few more moments, and then she 

said, “May I see what went before?” 
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* 
More silence. The three were unchanged, except for the 2 

furrows that momentarily appeared in Dennis’s brow. The 
Princess composed herself, and though her eyes did not 
open, her expression calmed. “ABeast from the earth,” she 
said. Whose, do you suppose? The Overlord of Hidden n 
Smoke?” a; 

Q2 
Q “Maybe,” Dennis said. “I don’t know.” 

Silence. m 
0 “...and a second,” she said. “From an Oceanite?” 

“Or one of the Wild.” 

-tr 
“Deep Charger, perhaps. Or the Rainbow Hunter.” 
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“The Bright Singing One?” Q2 
“Mm, maybe ... Too soon to tell, I guess.” 
“And here’s where we came in.” 
“Stop,”shesaid, andhervoicewas, perhaps, abit sharp. 
As one, the three of them opened their eyes. Like Mitch, 

Chuck‘s were wet, but he smiled, and Mitch had the uneasy 
feeling that they were tears of joy. 

“It’s beautiful,” Chuck said. “Mitch, you have to re- 
memberwith them. It’s wonderful. It’ll.. . you’ll understand 
everything. ” 

“Are you ... Do you, urn, want to go on?” Dennis said, 
looking at the Princess. 

Mitch was not generally a highly intuitive or empathetic 
man, but at that moment he realized that the Star Thornwas 
desperately, hopelessly in love with the Princess-some- 
thingwhich probably made himvery dangerous to everyone 
but her. Why he picked up on it, or how, he couldn’t say. 
Perhaps it was just the backlash of the Princess’s own 
plaintive cry. Maybe that woke him up to the broken hearts 
of others, if just for a moment. 

He also saw that she didn’t know, and that made him feel 
just a little bit less intimidated for some reason. 

“We’ll continue, ” she said, and Mitch sighed. 
I should’ve known I had no choice, he thought. 

“I w a s  clean and sober for over four hundred years, you 
know,” Lucifer said. “Four hundred and twenty-nine, to 

* * +  
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be exact.” He took a sip of tea. “Two more months, and it 
would be four-thirty. But I needed it.” 

“Human faith,” Usiel said. 
The Adversary nodded. “Not just human, either. Do 

you know.. . Before I fell off the wagon, Iwas used to it? For 
four hundred years, I did not exercise my power, for four 
hundred years I used no lore. I dealt with men as a man, 
usingreasoned argument. Ibuiltwhat I neededwithmy own 
hands or traded for it with the labors of my mind. I was 
inconvenienced by wind and rain. I started my fires with 
tinder or matches. There’s a purity to it, Usiel. And I never 
forgot that I was Elohim, I never thought I was one of them, 
but being powerless is the only way I’ve found to ease the 
burden of power.” 

“But now.. . ” 
Lucifer smiled, and it was a little sly. “Well, power has its 

attractions as well. As does pure belief, even aside from its 
usefulness as fuel. I imagine you have had time to learn that, 
with Widow Fielding, yes?” 

Usiel looked away. “You set me up with her.” 
‘You know, ‘set me up’ has two meanings. A criminal 

who’s been entrapped might accuse the rat-fink stoolie of 
setting him up. Or a lonesome man who has a friend 
arrange a date could say his pal did him the favor of setting 
him up. Which meaning are you using?” 

“I’m not even sure,” Usiel said. He cleared his throat. 
“So now you ... what? You have churches set up in your 
name?You sit on a throne and call yourself God to adoring 
mortals, and they believe you when you show them a flicker 
of your glory?” 

“Ugh, I suppose I’ll need to do that sooner or later.” 
The Devil’s face was, today, that of a stocky and stolid 
Midwestern man-a farmer or trucker or factoryworker. As 
he spoke of establishing blasphemous worship, he wore the 
expression of a husband or dad who knows he’s going to 
have to re-paint the bathroom sometime soon. 

“How does that make you better than the fallen?” 
“Does having the decency to feel bad about it count?” 
“Do you suppose it counts to your victims? Or theirs?” 
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“Maybe Iwon’tsetup achurch,” Lucifersaid. “Actually, 
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“Meaning? ” n 
“Steal from the rich. Like you with old Vassago.” 
Usiel realized he was actually blushing, that he was too 

“C’mon,” the Morningstar said, “there’s no shame in 
it. You were on the right path with him. He stole all that 
mojo from generations of poor duped suckers, he chewed 
them up like gum and spat them out when the flavor was 
gone. The only use he’d make of that power was to victimize 
others, so what’s the harm in taking it from him?” 

embarrassed to meet the other’s eyes. 

“You’re trying to tempt me.” H4 

“I’m trying to get you back in the game! Look, tell me 
you didn’t like it. Tell me,you didn’t love biting off that 
sweet, juicy chunk ofvassago’s soul.” 

Usiel wouldn’t meet his eyes. Lucifer leaned back. 
“You won’t deny it because you can’t. It was fun. Of 

course it’s fun! Punishing evildoers is fun. Why do you 
think God does it so much? And so thoroughly.” 

“You sound bitter.” 
“Mm, I suppose I do.” Lucifer’s eyes glittered. “You 

want to know how I recovered so much power so fast? I’ll 
show you. I’ll share it with you.” 

“No thanks.” 
“Still cautious? This is the answer to your question, 

Usiel. I can show you how I’m different from them, how 
we’re different. I’ll do it right now!” 

“No.. . ” 
But Lucifer was already rummaging in a cabinet, then 

shaking a canister of salt. “Anyone in particular you’d like 
to see?” he asked, and Usiel almost said Sabriel. But he held 
his tongue. 

“How about Durniidin? One of your own, one of the 
Halaku? He invokes me a lot, you know. He tells me how 
he’s doingmywork.”As he spoke, the Adversarypushed the 
table back and spread a thick ring of salt on the floor. Then 
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he drew signs and figures within it. And if his voice had 
sounded bitter when he spoke of God, it was doubly bitter 
as he spoke of his own loyal servant. 

“Durntidin! Lucifer, your master, calls!” The Devil 
paused a moment, and a grin crossed his face. Then he 
opened his mouth and words came out. The words were 
Durnldin’s True Name, his true nature and place in the 
universe. But the toneswere discordant, thephrasesgnashed 
at one another and fought. 

ttYour True Name has changed since we rebelled side by 
side,” Lucifer said, with a wink to Usiel. ‘What is it now?” 
He gave Usiel a significant look and tugged his earlobe to 
show that the Reaper should listen. 

Then he spoke again, and this time the True Name 
sounded brooding and low, and just speaking it aloud 
seemed to suck the light from the room, making the shad- 
ows solid and the air chill. 

Lucifer spoke more in the Old Tongue, words of dis- 
tance and motion and difference, and then Durntidin the 
Halaku stood before them, inside the ring of salt. 

“It’s just that easy,” Lucifer whispered to Usiel. 
“Master!” Durnldin was a sorry sight. Called forth in 

his true form, his raven wings, once shiny sleek, were 
mattedand stankof decay. In the place ofhands he hadbone 
hooks, broadly curved but thin, with needle points, lined 
inside and out with barbs to rend. His skin was mottled, 
mold white and corpse gray. He was thin, famine thin, with 
the distended belly common to starvation victims, the only 
round part of his bone and joint body. Staring at them, he 
had the face of a dead eight-year-old. That deathly pale 
visage had a look of hope, awe and reverence. It turned 
Usiel’s stomach. 

“I never lost faith!” Durniidin said, tears crossing his 
cheeks. “I never gave up your battle!” 

“I know,” Lucifer said, hisvoice a soothing balm, warm, 
caring, compassionate. “I have listened to your pleas, even 
when I did not respond. But tell me again how you have 
served my will.” 
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“I sacrifice, in your name,” Durnidin said eagerly. “As 
often as I can-I try to make it everyweek. I tell them that you 
are coming, that you will reign anew, I tell them that your 
power is real, and then I make them believe.” 

“How do you do that?” Usiel asked, quietly, dreading 
the answer. 

“At first I just killed them,” DurnAdin said, “but it was 
too quick. They were too fragile, too easy. They didn’t 
understand,” and his voice had a whining tone as he said it. 
“They died before it got through to them. But I didn’t give 
up! I learned, and I studied, and I got better. Drowning,” 
he said. “That’s the key.” 

“Drowning. ” 
“Yes, it’s much slower, so you can draw it out almost as 

long as you like,” DurnAdin said, the bright glow of love 
never fading in his eyes. “I dunk them hard, and let them 
up, and push them under again, and let them up again ... 
They try and fight, but pretty soon they get tired, and I have 
to hold them up so they can get just a little breath, just a 
little, before they go under again and feel thewater pressing 
their sides, their face, their lun gs... Over and over, until 
they see. One man, I had to do it twelve times, but he 
believed in the end. In the end, it got through. He got it, 
and he believed only in you master!” 

“And then the last time.” 
“Yes,” Durnidin whispered, his voice like a sweaty 

caress. T h e  thirteenth time. He said your name with his 
dying breath. ” 

“I felt it,” Lucifer said, his voice thick. He turned to 
Usiel. “You see? Without demons to conduct the services, 
‘Satanism’ is as hollow as most otherworship. People just go 
through the motions. But with a stalwart follower like 
Durnidin, the mortals can be pushed to true belief.” 

“All for you, master.” 
“All for me. And I couldn’t reject it if I tried.” Sud- 

denly, Lucifer was no longer Durnldin’s compassionate 
commander. Suddenly, he let his contempt show on his 
face. And suddenly, a burning spear appeared in his hand. 

X * 

71.142.14.190



“You believe, too,” Lucifer said, and slammed the 
spear’s tip into Durnsdin’s chest. The demon in the circle 
could have cried out but didn’t. The heartbreak on his face, 
the sense of miserable betrayal, was too strong for words. 

‘yoin me!” Lucifer said, looking at Usiel, his eyes lit. 
“Strike him! Share the kill with me!” 

“I don’t...’’ 
“Quick! Before it’s too late! Strike him and speak his 

True Name, devour himwith me and know his true essence! 
Onlybytakinghispast, hisknowledge, hisveryself, can you 
see why I have no trust in Sabriel, in Nazathor, in Grifiel 
and the others who take my name in vain. Raise your scythe 
and strike!” 

And Usiel did. 
As he called his deadly releasing tool to hand, he con- 

ceded that Durnldin was going to die in any event, and. that 
was a good thing from any perspective. 

As he swung, the temptation to understand the new- 
come fallen-and with them himself-and most especially to 
understand Sabriel and learn if he’d been tricked-that 
temptation added some force to his blow, certainly. 

When the blade struckhome and he chanted Durnldin’s 
True Name, the name the demon had so willingly given to 
his lord, the thought that stealing this strength was wise, 
would protect Glenda-that thought was balm on the act. 

But perhaps what moved him most of all was the urge to 
feel that sweet rush of power once more. To consume and 
devour. To  unbind and steal an energy that had existed 
since time’s dawn, and to make that energy part of himself. 

When he took part ofVassago, Usiel had concentrated 
only on the sheerest strength, but this time, at Lucifer’s 
urging, he took part of Durnldin’s memories as well. He 
remembered. 

Remembered the sweet relief as the fallen angels de- 
scended upon humanity, showing themselves at last, free at 
last, loved and known at last. 

Remembered the fear duringthe war, but also the joy  of 
courage, the joy of saving a friend, hard joys that Usiel had 
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known in the Holy Host, noble pleasures he’d never as- 
cribed to the rebels. 

Remembered the bleakness of defeat, the madness of 
Hell and the soothing savagery of revenge. 

Usiel lived that again as Durnadin tormented his vic- 
tims, thinking, This must be how God feels when hegives a 
child cancer. He felt Durnadin unbound to torture and 
pervert with no one to stop him. 

(There was one ghost, one flicker of conscience: 
Durnldin turning aside from a n  aged woman who looked 
like Gram Tanenbaum, and that was his host’s grand- 
mother who’d spoiled him every Christmas and slipped 
him candy bars when he was grounded. Durnadin had 
dismissed that victim-she’d die soon enough anyway-but 
grumpy mercy was still mercy.) 

And then the last betrayal as Lucifer raised the spear. 
Somehow, at that moment, Durnldin felt more sorrow 
than when Michael pronounced the punishment of the 
Final House. Somehow, the last betrayal was the worst. 

For a moment, the Reaper and the Devil stood silent in 
Glenda Fielding’s kitchen. 

‘You see what they’re like?” Lucifer said. 
“I see,” Usiel said, “that he could have changed.” 
“But he didn’t.” 
“But he could have!” 
“But he didn’t,’’ Lucifer repeated. “He didn’t, he 

wouldn’t, and none of themkill. They fought God, Usiel! 
What’s going to hold them back now that the angels have 
retreated and God has hidden His face?” 

“They could choose.” 
“Oh, you’re counting on self-control? I don’t know if 

you noticed, but that‘s not a common characteristic in 
those who go to war with thehc ien t  of Days!” He shook his 
head. “I don’t believe that you’re afraid of them. I don’t 
believe you’re a fool. During the war, you were willing and 
eager to strike down any rebel who got within the reach of 
your scythe. What changed?” 

“I was cast into Hell for striking blindly,” Usiel said. 
“Maybe now, just now, I’m seeing why.” 

X 
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+ + + *  
“What’s going to happen?” Mitch asked. 
‘We’re going to help you remember,” the Princess said. 
“Yeah, Chuck said that, but why? I mean, what’s the 

point?” 
“Don’t you want to see Lucifer’s face again?” Chuck 

asked, as if the answer was obvious. 
“Well, Ijustmean ... youguyssaw, like, Chuck‘smemo- 

ries, right? And, y’know, he was a lot more clearheaded 
than me. I mean, if you think I’d notice something he 
didn’t ...” 

“It’s not like that,” the Princess said. “Everyone experi- 
ences Lucifer differently. The human mind isn’t built to 
perceive all the iterations of his glory. Your experience was 
completely different from Charles’s, and completely dif- 
ferent from the girl who was with you.” 

“Huh. So what good is it, then?” 
She blinked, and that clear, majestic forehead douded. 
‘What good is it?” 
“Sure. I mean-no disrespect-but if everyone has a 

different opinion, what’s the point?” 
“The point,” she said gently, “is that by gathering more 

and more pieces-more and more perspectives-our pic- 
ture of the Morningstar becomes increasingly clear.” 

Mitch almost asked what good that was, but he felt that 
would be a bad idea. 

Then the Star Thorn took one hand, and the Princess 
took another, and he was back in the middle of it. * + + *  

The worst day of Mitch Berger’s life started out with 
seeing a terrifying and mysterious apparition a few hours 
after midnight. Then a dangerous, murderous lunatic 
escaped on his watch. He got put on suspension (alongwith 
Chuck, who’d been with him). Then a big-ass earthquake 
hit and his leg got broken. There was other unpleasant- 
ness-a guy waved a gun around, and he got jounced around 
a lot with his leg bone sticking out, and there was yelling and 
something blew up-but everything was a blur after his leg 
broke and, frankly, Mitch was perfectly okay with that. He 
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“Stop. ” n 

remembering them was what he preferred. 
When the Star Thorn touched him, he remembered. 

That was the Princess’s voice, though she wasn’t any- at 
where around. Up above him he could see a figure, but the * s 
pain in his leg was so agonizing that only his heavy load of @ 

synthetic morphine kept him from going mad. 
He was back in the middle of it, and when the Princess 

said “stop,” everything froze. Now it was like TheMatrixor 
those Gap khaki commercials, a n  increasingly cheap digital 
trick, only this was hislife, his experience being frozen and 
manipulated. 

“Hrn,” she said. “Let’s get rid of that pain, first off.” 
And bingo. The searing pain of having his tibia sticking 

through his skin just vanished-abracadabra, poofl-like he 
wasaTVandshe’dpickeduptheremote to turnoffthe Pain 
Channel. He couldstillsee thebone stickingout, ofcourse, 
it was still his memory. But now it was a painless memory. 

“And the drug fog. T h a t  has to go.” 
And away it went, In away, it was even more disorienting 

than the loss of pain, because nothing visibly or sensibly 
changed. Hejust felt hisattitude adjust, that dreamy Dilaudid 
listlessness evaporated, and suddenly he could pay attention 
to things in his memory again, could careabout them again. 

In his memory, his blurred eyes (and they’d get no 
clearer, the Star Thorn’s power didn’t seem to encompass 
that feat) were pointed down at his splinted leg. He was in 
the back of his Jeep, with the girl in the flag T-shirt on his 
left, shielding her eyes. On his right, he could see Charles, 
but not clearly. And up above him.. . 

“Yes,” whispered the Princess. “In his glory.. .” 
The figure he beheld didn’t make sense, even in  his 

partial vision. Lucifer was fire, a pillar ofwhite flame. But 
at the same time, he was sound. A song. A glorious sym- 
phony, at once as crooning and warm as the smoothest 
make-out jazz, as loud and triumphant and strong as a rock 
guitar solo can only be in front of a live audience, angry as 
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hardcore, sad as a ballad. Lucifer was, to Mitch, music 
visible, and the concept made his mind twist. 

“Roll it back,” the Princess said, and Mitchwas along for 
the ride, helpless, as his mind rewound. It was blurry and 
incoherent, even with Dennis’s tweaking, but he was aware 
as Lucifer fought two.. . what? Two songs, one stately and 
grim and atonal, one whisper-quick and full of dissonant 
venom? Or two elements, a vast but crumbling pillar of 
stone and a shuddering rainstorm? 

Mitch had never taken LSD, but he’d heard people 
talking about how they could “see” music under its influ- 
ence. He wondered if this was what they meant. He didn’t 
think so: If it was, he couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to 
do it again. Except ... 

Except that Lucifer was glorious. 
Even without unnatural clarity, that was clear. Even 

drugged and drunk and destroyed by pain, he had sensed 
that pull, and he had wanted it. He’d wanted to look. It was 
the kind of tug you feel on the roof of a building, that 
perverse urge to jump. It was the desire a moth has for a 
flame, or a junkie for a needle. Mitch (somehow) knew this, 
and even though he wanted Lucifer more than anything, he 
looked away. He felt (or heard, or experienced) the 
Morningstar’s destruction of the two opponents, and he 
wanted to see Lucifer in triumph, even knowing it would 
mark him forever, scald his sanity, reinvent his life.. . 

But somehow he pulled his head away. 
“Ah,” said Dennis. 
And then the fugue was over, and the Princess looked at 

The message from Dennis’s fac;was clearer: contempt 
him with pitying eyes. “That was very helpful,” she said. 

for Mitch’s cowardice. 
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Gabriel McKenzie suddenly had a lot more work. 
If Gabehadbeena smallbusinessman, thatwouldprobably 

have been a good thing. Or ifhe’dbeenatypicalwage slavewho 
got paidjust as muchwhenthingswere slow, itwouldhavebeen 
a bad thing But Gabe McKenzie was an FBI agent, and he was 
interested in a lot more than the bottom line. 

This month, Gabe was interested in May Carter. 
May was in her twenties, a dental hygienist, black, active 

in her church, 5’6”, 140 pounds, no criminalhistory, lived 
alone, no known criminal confederates, no arrests. And no 
sign of how or why she’d disappeared from the face of the 
Earth. 

No rawom demand. No suicide note. No sign ofastruggle. 
Gabe had started by scouring her apartment (finding 

nothing immediately important), her car (abandoned in 
Maryland Heightswith the key in the ignition, no meaning- 
ful prints) and  her  workplace (a forensic 
nightmare-hundreds of people through it in the course of 
a week, so finding anything significant would be total 
needle in a haystack). 

Primarily, he was focused on the boyfnend, Noah Wallace. 
Good-looking guy, Noah. Straight-arrow type. Knew 

May in high school, rekindled their acquaintance on a bus 
trip to help earthquake victims in Los Angeles. 
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Gabe had copies of the video tapes of that trip. It had 
been recorded and broadcast in cable syndication, because 
May and Noah‘s ministerwas Matthewwallace, a televangelist 
and host of The Hour ofJesus’ Power. 

Matthew was also Noah’s father. 
O n  the surface, Noah seemedA-okay. Obviouslysmart, 

also well educated (the two not always being synonymous), 
poised, confident and charming. He reminded Gabe of a 
joke, that Will Smith was “the black man everyone at work 
can agree on.” Noah was the same. And Noah was clearly 
devastated by the thought that anything might have hap- 
pened to May. Especially upset by the thought that it might, 
somehow, be due to him. 

Because strange things had been happening to Noah 
ever since he moved back to St. Louis and returned to his 
father’s fold. He’d been on the scene when a Catholic 
church in nearby Mulesboro caught fire-in fact, he’d run 
in and rescued a woman who worked there. 

A man named George Lasalle had confessed to the 
arson, turned himself in and the church priest spoke on his 
behalf. A local judge, affected perhaps by Lasalle’s age and 
admission, had suspended his sentence, and apparently 
Lasalle had become a regular churchgoer. 

It was a tenuous connection, but as his other leads dried 
up, Gabe started thinking about Lasalle. Especially when a 
few other facts about Noah popped up. Most prominently, 
the fact that two men had broken into Noah’s home and 
thrown him out a window. 

In addition to being handsome and intelligent, Noah 
also seemed to be lucky. Gabe knew of people who’d done 
twenty-foot drops onto concrete and died. Noah didn’t 
even seriously break any bones, just got a few cracked ribs 
and some bad bruises. 

And then, scant days after Noah was attacked, the Rev- 
erend Matthew Wallace broadcast May’s picture on his TV 
show with a plea for information. 

Suddenly, hundreds of people had (apparently) seen 
her.TheFBIofficewasfloodedwithcal1s. She’dbeenspotted 
in Dogown with two burly white men. She’d been seen in 
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East St. Louis, runningthrough avacant lot. She’dbeenseen $ 
at the Anheuser Busch plant, taking the factory tour. 

Gabe had requested more secretarial staff to help deal * 
with the influx of calls. He’d reminded his superiors that 
time was of the essence, that finding her alive would be a n 
tremendous coup. But money was tight, there was all the X 
new Homeland Security red tape, he really ought to go a Q 

m 
0 The next day, there was some sort of commotion at 

Matthew Wallace’s church. It left a window shattered, pews 

-B 
burned andwalls bullet-holed. It prompted an editorial in 
the Post Dispatch. Once the print media mentioned the a 

%I 
!a 
W 
* 
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through the local police forces.. . 

case, Gabe had all the support he needed. 
But at a price. 
Where, before, Gabehadbeenthe soleAgent in Charge 

for the Carter kidnapping, he was now folded into the 
larger Hate Crimes Task Force. The AIC for that was 
Charles Davidson, who was okay as long as you didn’t call 
him “Charlie.” The HCTF was looking into the connec- 
tions between the Jesus Power church, the Mulesboro 
burning, the attack on Noah Wallace and (now) the disap- 
pearance of a Jesus Power parishioner. It was confusing, 
and having eight agents trying to straighten it out some- 
times didn’t help much. 

The morning he got the report on Cal Jordan, Gabe was 
already tired and cranky. He had a baby at home teething, 
this was his first case since paternity leave, and it had turned 
into a huge thing. 

“Morning, Gabe. ” 
“Morning, Juanita. Coffee fresh?” 
“Fresh as a diaper rash.” Juanita was the task force data 

analyst, and she had two kids of her own. She was always 
ready with a sympathetic ear, and her perpetual gratitude 
that she no longer had to do field work was sometimes 
comforting to those who did it. She had a knack for 
listening to complaintswith good grace and making people 
feel that they were justified and not whining (even when 
they were). Plus, she was detail-oriented and made good 
coffee. All in all, a tremendous asset to any police effort. 
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“Remember Lynn Culver?” 
‘Wait, wait ...” Gabegotcoffeeand, togive himselftime 

to think, looked for milk in the bureau’s small fridge. They 
were out. He sighed and used nondairy creamer. “She’s the 
woman Noah pulled out of the burning church, right?” 

“Was. She’s dead.” 
‘What?” 
“Died exactly twelve days ago. Keeled over in the parking 

lot on her way home from work. Coroner called it a heart 
attack and said there was no evidence of foul play, but 
Davidson wants to exhume the body.” 

“Didn’t she move to Illinois?” 
“Oswego, yeah. So now it’s a turf battle.” 
“Ay caramba.” He pronounced it badly on purpose. 

Juanitagave him a sour little smile. “Any new May sightings?” 
“Only about a dozen.” 
When people called the hotline, a secretary took the call 

and got down the principal information. Each call was 
recorded and transcribed by computer. Then the secretary 
typed up a summary and, based on his or her personal 
judgment, rated the call for apparent usefulness on a scale 
of one to ten. Most calls were fives. Obvious cranks and 
nutcases were ranked one. Sober calls with a lot of hard data 
would get a ten, if such a call ever came in. 

CalJordan’scallwasaf. ThesummarysatonGabe’sdesk 
with ten other summaries. Gabe sipped coffee, read through 
them and made a few notes. For a few calls, he pulled up the 
transcripts on his PC, grimacing at homonym spelling errors 
committed by the computer and missed by the secretariee 
they were supposed to read over the transcripts and catch such 
things. For a few of those, he picked up his phone a couple of 
times, poked buttons until he was in the St. Louis FBI’s vast 
phone mail message bank, and listened to the recorded phone 
calls. He did that for Cal Jordan. 

There was something about Jordan’s call that intrigued 
him. He frowned at the transcription, followed along on it 
while listening to the phone, then smiled. 

It was the phrase “old guy, white hair, but big. Like a 
bodybuilder.” 
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More key taps and mouse clicks, and he had Noah 
Wallace’s description of one of his attackers: “Older, blond 
hair turning white, about six feet tall and quite muscular.” 

He switched from computer to phone and called Cal 
Jordan for an interview. * * *  

The demoness Sabriel was worried, and she took it out 
on her one surviving worshipper. She often did this when 
she was worried. But sometimes, for whatever bizarre rea- 
son, she felt bad for mistreating poor Thomas Ramone 
(that was the worshipper’s name), so she would reward him 
immediately after (or perhaps just before) abusing and 
tormenting him. She really couldn’t explain it. There was 
just something about him. 

She was worried because she hadn’t heard from Usiel in 
weeks. He‘d intended to kill her, and she’d talked him out 
of it by playing on their shared history with Haniel (Usiel’s 
lover and Sabriel’s close friend, back in the Oldest Days). 
She’d figured he was under control. She’d counted on him 
being under control. But he wasn’t responding to her 
invocations, and that didn’t sound muchlike control at all. 

She’d lambasted Thomas and threatened to kill him and 
threatened to have him thrown injail and threatened to kill 
his entire family or drive them insane. She’d made him cry. 
Then she’d told him he could make it up to her if he did a 
simple thing-if he got her some more money. But to help 
him steal it, she’d taught him how to turn into a cloud. 

Now Thomas was off, presumably robbing a home in 
Ladue. She’d picked it out for him, the woman who lived 
there had a lot of expensive jewelry, historical stuff that they 
could easily ransom back at a fraction of its value and still 
come out way ahead. Shit, the old snob would probably get 
her money’s worth in the long run by boasting about how 
her collection was notorious enough to get burgled by a 
professional. . 

Thomas was not, of course, a professional. But a man 
who can turn into vapor by giggling doesn’t really need to 
be a professional. 

71.142.14.190



Sabriel had planned the whole thing out and now, 
sitting in a loft with a glass of wine waiting for a local rock 
drummer to come back, shewished she’dgone and done the 
damn thing herself. But then Thomas wouldn’t have done 
it, and it was important to keep the little monkey busy; 
important to remind him of his station. 

Sabriel worried that Thomas might forget to be afraid of 
her. Thatwouldbe bad forher, butverymuchworseforhim. 

So now she was seducing a musician again. Ho hum, she’d 
break his heart and break his will and maybe make him her 
thrall or maybe make him self-destruct somehow, but she was 
distracted and irritated the whole time he made his predict- 
able “moves.” She cooed and gasped with feigned delight, 
while inside she was bored and antsy and most of all worried. 

She was worried about the demon Gaviel. What was he 

She was worried about the demon Avitu. Had she really 

Most ofall, shewasworriedabout Usiel. Hadhechanged 

Was he in trouble? 
Had she hurt him? 

up to? 

been put in check? 

his mind? 

* + 4 #  
It all came down to TiVo and good luck. 
CalJordanworked at a BP gas station during the day and 

was going to night school to become anx-ray technician. He 
shared an apartment with four students and one of them 
had TiVo-a sort of digital VCR. 

“Yeah, we all kind of portioned out the  time on the hard 
drive,” Cal told Gabe McKenzie, who nodded and pre- 
tended to makeanote on his pad. “Stewiegot the sixteen-hour 
one and he called half the hard drive, but I didn’t much care, 
I don’t watch a lot of TV, but I do watch The Hour ofJesus’ 
Power because my sister’s in the choir there.” 

“Mm hm.” 
“And anyhow, I didn’t see the show live-I mean, at its 

normal time-this week because I was sleeping in an’ all, so 
I didn’t watch it until after I saw her.” 

And that was how TiVo fit in. 
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“You say you saw her on the fifteenth?” That was the day x: 

May Carter had vanished. 
“Yeah, I was working the night shift, and they came in 

‘round seven thirty or eight.” 
‘You sure of the time?” May had left her apartment 

before six-thirty. Her last outgoing callwas at three o’clock. 
“Mm ...” Cal shrugged, looked embarrassed. “Not that 

sure. It was dark.” 
“What caught your attention?” 
‘Well, she looked a lot like my cousin Emmaline. I 

mean, a lot like her. I thought it was her for a second, but 
she’s in Pennsylvania plus pregnant, y’know?” 
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And that was the good luck. 
“Gotcha. ” 
“And the guy who was gassing up the car, he was. ..” Cal 

shrugged. “Imean, youdon’tseealotofguyswiththatbuild 
and white hair, know what I’m saying?” 

‘Yeah.” Gabe opened the catch on his briefcase. “Seen 
one of these?” 

“Uh uh.” 
Gabe had an irritated thought that the local cops had 

dropped the ball with this guy, then realized that this was 
probably the first interview. He called us, not them, after 
all. He made a note on his pad to call the police and share. 

It was a composite sketch of the white-haired man who 
attacked Noah Wallace. Cal eyed it with interest. 

“Your bodybuilder look much like that?” 
“A lot like, yeah.” 
Bingo. 
“So when you saw the notice on  TV.. .” 
Cal gave a small, shy smile. “I thought, ‘Dang, that girl 

“Remember what the big guy was driving?” 
Cal shrugged and looked helpless. “A lot of cars come 

through here.” 
“That’s okay.” Gabe took a deep breath and relaxed into 

his chair. He watched Cal do the same. 
Soothing blue ocean, Gabe thought at Cal, working to 

keep his own excitement off his face. Soothing blue ocean. 

looks like Emmaline too.”’ 
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Relax. Let the memory come. Don’t worry that you may be 
the key to her living or dying. 

“What was the big guy wearing?” 
“Just.. . clothes. Y’know.” 
“So no ball gown or tuxedo?” 
Cal smiled. “Jeans, I guess. No coat. I thought that was 

“An old giant with no coat in the snow. Yeah, that is 

“Maybe he left it in the car and had the heater on.” 
‘Irerypossible,” Gabe said. ‘What did the guylooklike, 

standing next to the car?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean, did the car seem the right size for him? Low 

“Hey, you know, it was up to his head.” 
‘Yeah?” 
“So itwas a sport-Ute!’’ Cal grinned again. “I remember 

now, a big one. Like a Bronco or a Tahoe or something.” 
‘What does Emmaline drive?” 
“She drives a 4Runner, I think.” 
‘What color?” 
“Hers is a sort of purple blue, which is another way I 

knew this wasn’t her.” 
‘What color was it?” 
Cal opened his mouth, then closed it again, shaking his 

head. 
‘Try this,” Gabe said. “Imagine you’re not seeing it 

from here.” The two of them were in the cashier’s area, 
looking out at the gas pump. “Imagine that you’re.. . mm, 
over there by the vacuum thing, looking at it sideways.” 

weird.” 

weird. ” 

down? Really big?” 

“All right.” Cal closed his eyes. 
“It’s not blue,” Gabe said. 
“No.” 
“Green?” 
“Nuh uh.” 
“The woman, she’s in the passenger seat?” 
‘Yeah.” 
‘What’s she wearing?” 
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X m “A cloth coat. Dark, like navy blue or black or some- 

“Is the car black?” % a m “No.” 
“White? ’’ n 
“No ...” x 

8, 
Q “It’s not red, you’d remember that.” 

“Not red.” Gabe saw Cal screw up his face, concentrat- 

Q 
ing, and he bit his lip. 

w 
“Dirty, I think.” -u 

Q2 ‘You think?” 
“Hard to tell.” a 

8, 
tY ‘Was the car brown?” 

“It was gold.” Cal’s eyes popped open. “It was, like, a 
m 
m “Cal, you are a genius.” 

“And there was a sticker on the back. A red sticker, a 

Gabe’s heart gave a hard thump. 
I t  can’t be this easy. He flipped to a new page in his 

“Like this?” 
“Uh huh.” 
Idon’t believe it. The bodybuilder must be senile. He 

thing. ’’ 

“Was the car dirty or clean?” 

dark gold color, so it was hard to see dirt on it.” 

little red shape.” 

notebook and drew a tiny sketch. 

did his crime in a rental car. + * *  
Later that day, Special Agent Gabe McKenzie tapped his 

pen on his pad and wondered what the hell was up with 
George Lasalle. 

The old man seemed beat down, and that was all right. 
Not like Gabe wanted him to be depressed because George 
was a wicked old racist. Gabe waswell past the point of feeling 
gleefulaboutunhappyscumbags. Itwasallright becauseit fit. 
Crookgets nabbed, gets depressed: check and double-check. 
Even if his sentence gets suspended and he winds up with 
practically a second family at the church he torched. 

“I’m lucky,” Lasalle said, voice leaden. “I’m a lucky 
man. I’malucky, luckyman.Y’al1 happy now? They forgave 
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me, I got Christ’sforgiveness an’ everything and I’mblessed 
an’, an’ lucky. Why do we need to go over this again?” 

For a luckyguy, you sure whine a lot, Gabe thought. 
Maybe that was it. 
“So you only met Noah Wallace once?” 
“That’s right.” 
“Came to talk to you about the error of your sinful 

ways. 
“He made me see that being a racist waswrong, that I was 

hurting myself as much as anyone else.” Lasalle said the 
words like they were blocks of stone he was dragging uphill. 
“Letting go of my hatred opened me up to a new life in Jesus 
Christ.” 

Right. I’m not buying that line, and you’re not even 
selling it very hard. 

O n  a hunch, Gabe decided to go back to the fire. 
“Tell me about the arson.” 
‘What’s to tell? I set the church on fire and.. . and they 

came and put it out before it could spread too far. Thank 
the Lord. And lucky no one was hurt.” 

“Did you use an accelerant? Like, gas or kerosene or 
something?” 

“Yeah. Uh, gasoline.” 
“Leaded or unleaded?” 
George looked helpless. “Unleaded, I g-. . . Unleaded.” 
“Uh huh, and did you use some kind of timer mecha- 

Lasalle was silent. 
“Mr. Lasalle?” 
“I just lit it.” 
He lookspissed, Gabe thought with wonder. 
“And where’d you light this fire?” 
‘*In the church kitchen. By that back door there.” 
“Uh huh. Just a second here,” Gabe popped open his 

briefcase and got out the file with the fire report. He paged 
through it. “I just want to check something,” he said. The 
other man looked impatient. “So, okay, yeah. The fire 
started in the back and spread up the wall to the roof. You 
splashed gasway up high, right? And over to the east, toward 

nism or did you just light it?” 
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the choir practice area? I guess that would be to your right 
as you were facing the back of the building, right?” 

‘Yeah.” * 
‘You entered through the kitchen door and left the $ 

same way. ” n 
“Yes.” X 

€9 
0 “You’re sure about that?” 

Lasalle shrugged. Gabe opened his mouth and then shut 

Q it. 
Because the accelerant wasn’t splashed up on the ceil- 

* ing, and the kitchen door was dead-bolted, and the choir 
€9 room is to the south, to the left, 

Gabe kept his face carefully neutral, but it wasn’t easy. % 
He couldn’t believe no one had grilled Lasalle before. His v story matched up on the surface, but it hadn’t taken Gabe *.( 

Yl 
tn much prodding to poke a hole in  it. 

Is it really that implausible? he thought, and he hated 
himself, hated being cynical, but it made sense. Hate crime 
gets committed, there’s loads ofpressure to find the arson- 
ist, and this guy comes forth of his own volition to confess 
and beg forgiveness. Loner, white male, Klan history, why 
dig into it? It’s perfect. 

It’s too perfect. 
‘Who are you protecting?” 
“No one!” 
He answered that way too quick, too angry. He was 

“It’s Wallace, isn’t it?” 

‘Why are you covering up for him? Why’d he do it? Was 
it all so he could rescue that woman?” 7hat’s crazy. No one 
startsafirejust tolooklikea hero, thereare too many things 
to go wrong. 

“Ididit! Can’tyou ... Look, Ididit,  meandnooneelse, 
and that’s my story! That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it!” 
Lasalle’s lower lip quivered, and regardless of how big a 
bastard he’d been as a young thug, Gabe felt sorry for him. 

“Get the hell outta my house!” Lasalle said, and Gabe 
realized he’d let his pity show on his face. 

expecting it. 

... no.. . 
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Poor oldguy, no friends, no family, just a church that 

“I’ll come back some other time,” Gabriel said, rising. 
“I got rights, y’know!” Lasalle soundedlike he was about 

Out in his car, Gabe paused to call in. 
“Hey Tish? Gabe. You might want to tell Charles that 

Lasalle didn’t torch that church. Yeah. Really.” He lis- 
tened, and when he spoke again he let a little exasperation 
into his voice. “Really. I talked to him and he didn’t know 
enough about how the fire started. He was not on the scene, 
I’m sure of it. I think he’s covering up for someone, and I 
think it’s Noah Wallace. No, no idea why, but can you call 
him and set up another interview?” His eyes widened. 
“What? Wow. You have it on tape? Yeah, I’ll be right in.” 

The Reverend Matthew Wallace stood before his con- 

There were a few little murmurs. 
“Everyone agrees with that? I’m not surprised. We are 

a troubled people. America, the American people are 
troubled. We have troubles at home and abroad, we have 
economic problems and education inequalities and tax 
debates and political scandals. So any American would 
agree that, yes, we’re a troubled people. 

“But I didn’t mean Americans.” 
He frowned. 
“Some ofyou here, and some ofyou watching at home, 

may think I mean blacks. American blacks, blacks world- 
wide. And we’re a troubled people too. We’ve got a 
disproportionate number of our young men in jail, avastly 
unfair number of them on death row, we have crises of faith 
and conflicts within our conflicts. Blacks are a troubled 
people, but I’m not talking about blacks, either. 

thinks he set ’em on fire, and he didn’t even do it. 

to cry. 

* * *  
gregation and said, ‘We are a troubled people.” 

“Christians?” 
“Amen!” called a parishioner. 
“You’re right Christians are troubled. It’s hard to live 

a Godly life in America, in a culture where your choice of 
Coke or Pepsi gets more attention than your choice of 
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* 
Godly or Godless. We’ve got church vs. state, and we’ve got % 
declining church membership and, we’ve got some scandals 
and some people who call themselves Christian but seem * 
more concerned about pointing fingers, at other Chris- ill c2 
tians, and saying, ‘You ain’t being Christian right!”’ . 0 

“But I’m not talking about Christian troubles either.” g;z 
4 
m 
Q “I could talk about our congregation right here. Lord 

knows we’re troubled. One member of the church kid- 

“Tell it, preacher!” X 

He paused to let his listeners calm down. 

napped, stolen right out from under our noses. Our 
building, here, burned, shot up.” He gestured at the bullet 
holes, visibly scattered around the altar. 

He tooka deep breath and sighed, and he looked pained. 
“But when I say we’re troubled, I mean my family.” 
This provoked some muttering. 
“You, you listening to me preach, you’re like a family to 

me. I’ve told you everything about my son leaving, my son 
coming back.. . That’s what you think, anyhow.” 

In the front row, Noah Wallace sat up straighter. There 
was no expression on his face at all, just a posture of 
alertness. 

“But I haven’t told you everything. I’ve done you a.. . a 
great, grievous wrong, and I’m here to beg your forgive- 
ness. 

The muttering through the crowd was louder. 
“I have ...” The Reverend looked straight down at his 

feet, his mouth was pointed away from the microphone and 
his voice was quiet, but they could still hear his confession. 

“I have been unfaithful to my wife.” 
Thereafter followed about thirty seconds of shocked 

gasps and horrified babbling. 
“I’m ... I’m not going to say who with,” the reverend 

continued, but his words were lost in the sounds of the 
crowd’s dismay. He raised his head and raised his voice. “I’m 
not goingto saywhowith,” he repeated, “but Ifeelcompelled 
to saythis. I’m. .. I havetogetthisout, I have to showmy sin ...” 

“For shame!” 
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The crywas so loud, so shrill that it cut throughMatthew’s 
words like a knife. 

“For shame, stepping out on a fine kind woman like 
your wife! Shame on you!” 

“I deserve that,” Matthew said. “I’m a shame to my 
family and a shame to my congregation. My throat has been 
an open sepulcher. I’ve been a hypocrite, I’ve lied to you 
and deceived you.. . but I’m up here, confessing, giving it 
up, because I need to be free of this! I need to get free ofthis 
sin! ” 

“Boo!” cried some in the audience, as if he’d fumbled a 
touchdown pass, but others stood and shouted for understand- 
ing, sayingthecongregationshouldhearhimout. But ashiswife 
shot to her feet, it was her words that silenced the room. 

“How dare you condemn him?” she asked. 
ZolaWallace didn’t have her husband’svoice. When she 

spoke, it was high and a little breathy, but this time she had 
the force of anger behind her. 

“For years he’s listened to your sins and forgiven you, 
and nowyou condemn him? If you’re blameless, why don’t 
youget on upandstartpreaching?Whydon’tyouletpeople 
call you, all hours of the night, hearing, ‘Oh Rev’ren’, my 
son’s injail,’ ‘Oh Rev’ren’, mywife’s stepping out on me,’ 
‘Oh Rev’ren’, I don’ know what to do!”’ She turned to the 
pulpit. “I am so mad I could spit right now, and if anyone’s 
gonna condemn this man it’s me. But if y’all can’t forgive 
him the way he’s always been forgiving you, you’re as bad as 
he is.” 

Then she turned her back and stalked down the aisle 
toward the doors. 

For a moment, Matthew looked after her and leaned, 
just a little, forward, as if to follow. 

“Go after her.” Noah urged, aqd there was no micro- 
phone on him, just the low power of his voice. People 
watching at home, glued to the set, turned to spouses and 
asked, ‘What’d he say?” But Matthew’swords were loud and 
clear. 

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 

71.142.14.190



Noah said nothing, but his eyes were hard, his face set 
like flint. 

“You’d like me to back down from you again, wouldn’t 
you?” Matthew asked. 

Noah said something-maybe “Don’t do this thing”?- 
but the microphone was off him, only Matthew’s voice 

“You would like me to leave this congregation in your 
hands. You’d like it if I was too weak to refuse you, again. 
You’d like it if I backed off, backed down, walked away and 
stayed asleep, wouldn’t you? But I confessed for a reason. 
I confessed to make myself clean. Maybe I’m ruining my TV 
show, maybe I’mlosingmy congregation, but it’s worth it!” 

Noah stood, and his stony expression was changing, 
glacially, into one of absolute fury. 

“I’m taking the board from my eye,” Matthew said, “so 
that I can remove a speck, and you’re that speck. You’re the 
unclean influence here. You’re the pollution in the middle 
of God’s church, and I cast you out!” 

The gasps from the congregation were almost as loud, 
almost as shocked, as when he admitted adultery. 

The camera switched briefly to Noah, who stood there 
with fists clenched, teeth grinding, but when Matthew 
spoke, it turned back to him and his face was just as angry. 

“By the power of our Lord Jesus Christ, get out! By the 
power of the Holy Spirit, begone! By the power of God 
Almighty I cast you forth!” 

“I’ll destroy you for this!” Even without a microphone, 
Noah’s cry was audible. Then the cameras turned to him as 
he sprinted up the aisle, out of the church. 

They were still pointed at his retreating back as Matthew 
responded. 

“Bring it on.” 

Special agent Gabe McKenzie watched the end of the 
tape with his eyes wide and his jaw slightly open. Then he 
rewound it and watched the whole thing again. 

“Holyfrijoles,” he muttered. Hetappedhispenonhispad, 
buthecouldn’tthinkexactlywhattonotedown.Afterthesecond 

. could be heard. 

* * *  
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viewing he drew a line across the page and started capturing 
thoughts. The top half was labeled “MATTHEW’ and it read: 

Nutjob? Puts a n  exorcism on his own son? Burns 
churches himself to.. . what? Raise ratings? Get attention 
for his show? Kidnaps May for ... ? Is she his mistress? 
Maybe she’s his mistress, he’s uninvolved with kidnapping 
but thinks he’llget outed duringinvestigation, so beats i t  
to thepunch. ButwhykickNoah out?Matthewwaspresent 
when the Mulesboro church burned. He was on site, 
phoned in the 9x1 call before anyone. May trusted him 
(even ifshe wasn’t his mistress), he could easilyhave lured 
her away without a struggle. Did he shoot up his own 
church? Where was he when that happened?Alibi? 

Below the line, he scrawled “NOAH” and wrote: 
On site with Mulesboro. Lasalle maybe covering for 

him. Rescued Culver who later died. Knew May who later 
disappeared. Wha t ’ sh  story for the night the church got 
shot up?Maybe Noah’s crazy, burned the church, threat- 
ened Culver into silence, threatened Lasalle into the cover 
up, kidnapped May? His dad knows ?Matthew covers it up, 
then can’t go through with i t ?  But if that’s so, why does 
Matthew confess to adultery? Or maybe Matthew’s the 
madman, Noah’s covering up, trying to minimize the 
damage-saves Culver, gets Lasalle to admit to Matthew’s 
arson, but draws the line when Maygetsgrabbed? Noah’s 
goingtogo to thecops, Matthewdisownshimin anattempt 
to discredit his accusations? But he hasn’t made them. 
And who threw him out the window? 

For almost a minute, Gabe just stared at his notes, 
tapping his pen against his teeth. Then he opened the 
conference room door and leaned out. 

‘IJuanita? Is there any coffee left?” 
It was time to call Noah Wallace again. * * *  

71.142.14.190



‘Yeah, I ran the engine and sprayed it with some water, 
like from a plant mister? And I could see sparks arcing all 
over the place,” the mechanic said. He was also trying to 
casually look down Sabriel’s top, but the angle wasn’t good. 
He couldn’t do it without being obvious. Almost instinc- 
tively, she shifted to make it easier for him. 

“Canyoufixit?”sheasked, andofcourse hecould. He 
quoted a price and she sighed but, hell, you need a car to 
get around. 

Sabriel the Defiler had shitty luck with cars. She won- 
dered-really, it was more Christina, the woman whose 
body Sabriel used, she wondered-if this guy was cheating 
her. She thought he probably was, and it made her angry, 
furious really. Christina hoped Sabrielwouldkill the guy or 
at least fuck him up so that he spent the rest of his life in 
deranged, sexually impotent misery. 

But Sabriel didn’t really care if the guy was dishonest. 
She figured he was, but she almostpreferredit. Fraudulent 
humans didn’t bother her. She expected it. What really 
made her see red was when humans thought they could be 
better than cheaters, better than crooks, better than sleazy 
car mechanics. When they thought they could create and 
communicate and build something real-those were the 
sins she punished. 

So her car had broken down when she was driving home 
from the wannabe rock-star’s place, and she was going get 
hosed on the fix. It didn’t bother her much. 

Sabriel. 
It was Gaviel’s voice, sounding in her head. 
“Excuse me, can I use your phone?” she asked. The 

mechanic nodded and pointed, then checked out her ass as 
she walked away. 

She mimed dialing and then said, “Gaviel. What good 
luck. You can give me a ride home.” 

Oh, can I? 
“Pretty please?” 
Sure, he said, and she suddenly suspected she’d pay for 

his largesse. 

* 
X 
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(Gaviel was in a bad mood. Going to see the Reverend 
Wallace’smistress had cheered him alittle, not much. She’d 
been hysterical, of course, terrified that Matthewwas aban- 
doning her, terrified that he wasn’t, afraid that everything 
would change, afraid that nothing would change. Gaviel 
had pointed out, so helpfully, that everyone would instantly 
guess she was the mystery paramour if she ran away. But, of 
course, if she stayed with the show, she’d have to carry the 
secret around all the time without even the comfort of 
adulterous love. ‘What’s so terrible?” he’d asked. ‘You’re 
only getting his second best.” “His second best was still 
better than any other man’s,’’ she’d replied, and he’d 
looked sympathetic but felt a vicious pleasure. This would 
work out just fine. He’d consoled and expressed his con- 
cerns and shook his head at her problems, andwhen he left, 
he was hopeful that she’d kill herself before morning.) 

Where are you? he asked, and she told him. 
He took his time getting there, and by then she was 

getting along with the mechanic like they were old sewing- 
circle buddies. 

“So,” Gaviel said as she got in the car, “I’d like a new 
face, please.” 

“Yes?” 
‘Yes. This one’s getting a little too hot. An FBI agent 

left a message on my answering machine, and I’m pretty 
much fed up.” 

“An FBI agent? So what? Just tell him to fuck off.” 
(For demons, this was actually a feasible plan.) 
“It’s more than him. The past on this body has gotten to 

be more trouble than it’s worth. Matthew exorcised me this 
morning.” 

“Really?” 
“On live TV.” Gaviel ground out his cigarette in the 

car’s ash tray with a little more aggression than was needed 
for the task. 

“My goodness.” Sabriel smirked. Seeing Gaviel, Mr. 
Slick, get pissed and pushed around-that was a rare treat. 
“Did you spin your head around and puke pea soup? That’s 
in the script, isn’t it?” 
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“Do you want to know why he exorcised me? Because 
yesterday he sawme dukingit outwith your fuckingophanim 
boyfriend.” 

“The Reaper?” 
“Him, yes. Unless you’re flat-backing for the Angel of 

Pain, too.” 
She opened her mouth, then closed it, genuinely sur- 

prised. She left the question of how the hell he’d survived 
unsaid, asking instead, “Did he say anything?” 

“The Reaper? Usual ‘To Hell Returneth’ bullshit. Noth- 
ing useful. Just enough to turn Matthew against me.” 

“I’m really sorry to hear that,” she said. She meant it- 
mostly because she was worried that she was the next target. 

Gaviel shrugged. “Maybe the Noah Wallace persona was 
played out anyhow. Maybe I w a s  getting too comfortable.” 
Already he was putting his frustration behind him. She 
could nearly smell him doing it. 

“Always looking on the bright side, aren’t you?” 
“I don’t like pessimism. I don’t like anything that makes 

beingwrong more attractive. Now, how about a new look?” 
“Sure,” she said. She’d promised to protect him from 

Usiel and clearly failed to deliver. A little bodywork was 
certainly a reasonable request. “What did you have in 
mind? Want to stay black?” 

“Yes. Actually, I wouldn’t mind being a little darker.” 
“As you wish.” She put her hand on his as he changed 

“How about something more butch, too? Not too far. 

“Okay. ” 
When they pulled onto the offramp, he checked himself 

in the rearview mirror. “Not bad but. .. uh, a little more 
warmth. ” 

lanes on the highway. 

just. .. mrn, IO% more Wesley Snipes.” 

‘3u.t a touch of Denzel?” 
“Excellent suggestion.” 
When they pulled up in front of her apartment, Gaviel 

was satisfied with his look. 
“Thanks,” he said. 
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‘Yeah, well, don’t get it hit hard. If it deforms and you 
heal it, it’s going to go back to its original configuration.” 

“Good to know. What about the skin tone?” 
“Yeah, that might fade with rapid healing too.” 
“Leaving me blotchy? Great. I guess we’d better put it 

“You’re the boss,” she said, with a little glare. She 

‘Where are you going?” 
“Up to my apartment.” 
‘Without fixing me?” 
“I thought you were coming up.” 
“Sorry, I’ve got business to attend to.” 
“Oh.” With a touch, she removed her coloring from 

“Thanks.” He slammed her door. 
“Gaviel, are you.. . I mean, are we okay?” 
“I’m not angry, if that’s what you mean. You made a 

promise, you couldn’t pull through, I’m not eager to jump 
into work with you again, but I’m willing to call it a wash. 
Now don’t say I never did anything for you.” 

As he drove off, she said his name again, but she could 
feel him ignoring her. 

When she opened her apartment door, Thomas Ramone 
was sprawled on her couch, naked. The air was redolent with 
marijuana fumes and classical music was playing softly in the 
background. 

“Hi!” he said, obviously stoned like a rock star. “I’m 
working on being more comfortable with my body!” 

“Charming,” she said. 
‘You’ll never guess what that chick in  Ladue had in her 

“Let me guess. Was it reefer?” 
(It was, in fact, genetically engineered marijuana that 

cost ten times what Thomas was used to spending on grass 
because it had roughly twice as muchTHC per ounce. Plus, 
she’d dusted it with a chemical compound that, in 1998, 
had been pulled off the US market as a heart medicine for 
horses, but which was still legal in Spain. The reason it was 

back the way it was.” 

started to open her door. 

him. 

house. Besides those jewels you wanted, I mean.” 
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outlawed in the US was not because the FDA was worried 
about sick horses, but because certain connoisseurs liked 
the way it made you feel alert and clever and invulnerable 
when smoked. It had some off-putting side-effects like 
nausea and jitters, but astute drug users had noticed that 
good pot would take care of almost all of them. Thomas had 
smoked plenty of herb in his time, but he’d had no idea this 
particular bud was spiked. That was what had made nudity 
seem like such an inspired joke.) 

He chuckled mindlessly for a moment then said, “That’s 
not all. Whaddaya think of the music?” 

“It’s certainly a switch from Foghat.” 
“Check the CD case. On top of the stereo.” 
Shelookedatthecover and felt anicyshockrun through 

her. 
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It wasn’t a particularly impressive cover-a nicely com- 

little self-consciously edgy. The Sony Classics logo. And 
the title: Nathaniel Kowalski Plays the Brandenburg Con- 
certos. 

“That fucker,” she hissed. Behind her, Thomas chortled 
again. She spun. 

“You think it’s funny?” 
“That’s the guy, right?” 
“You think it’s funny?” 
“No,” he said, and he put up a good struggle, trying to 

keep his giggles in. But they bubbled out, beyond his power 
to still. 

Sabriel picked up the CD case and mashed its flat front 
right into Thomas’s nose. Mind dulled by Mary Jane, he 
couldn’t get his hands up in time. He flinched, turning his 
head, but she bored on in, forcing him to tip back deeper 
into the sofa. He finally got his hands coordinated enough 
to knock her arms aside. 

“Hey,” he said, and the giggles were gone now. “Don’t 
blame me if he’s tougher than you think. He’s the guy you 
tried to ruin, right? The guy you thought would go off 
himself ’cause you stepped out on him. Isn’t that right?” 

posed picture of a piano, taken from an unusual angle, a ta 

“And you love seeing me wrong, don’t you?” 
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You’re the one who keeps going on  about how you’re 

“There’s a big comfort zone between ‘non-friend’ and 

“Or what? You’ll kill me like all your other, other, 
whaddaya call ’em, ‘thralls’? I’m your last one. Your last 
meal ticket, right?Youwannapunchyourlast ticket, is that 

@ tr 
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4 not my friend.” 
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(o enemy.’ Don’t cross it.” 
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Q it?’’ 

Sabriel punched him. 
She wasn’t terribly strong, but he wasn’t terribly coor- 

dinated. She didn’t spill blood or loosen teeth, but he’d 
have a fat lip to show for his insolence. 

But Tom, acting on instinct, shoved her back hard and 
stoodup, and he was amazed to see her wince when the back 
of her calf clipped the edge of a coffee table. He had a 
moment to wonder if he could beat her up and if he even 
wanted to before she charged him. They struggled, briefly, 
before he got both her wrists caught. She tried to knee his 
groin, but he turned his hip toward her-he’d seen that one 
coming. He’d made up his mind to slug her if she bit him 
when she said, “You think1 won’t punish you for this?You 
think I need you?” 

And he started to get dizzy. 
“IcangetallthemortalsIneed. Icaneatyoufuckerslike 

candy. Every day is Halloween for me.” 
He struggled to keep his grip, but she was doing some- 

thing to him, and he could see his hands changing before 
his eyes. He could feel his face changing. 

“I’mgoing to drain you, Thomas. I’m goingto hurt you 
by draining you to give me the strength to hurt you by 
changing you. ” 

His hands had broken out in boils, scars, gross red 
patches of dry eczema, and suddenly he wasn’t holding her, 
suddenly she had him by his arm and was holding him up, 
he was so weak and wobbly.. . 

“Maybe ifyou’re a good boy, 1’11 give you your face back. 
Or at least something human looking.” 

She jerked him over in front of a mirror, and he 
screamed. At least, he tried to. His jaw was swollen, bul- 
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bous, offsetting the warty bubbles that clouded his forehead 
and cheeks, they were almost growing over his eyes and he 
was hideous, a monster, an Elephant Man. 

“You go think about what you’ve done and figure out 
how to apologize,” she said. Then she jerked the apartment 
door open and shoved him, naked and gruesome, out into 
the hall. 

There was a moment of silence after she slammed the 
door, a momentary pause before he started banging on the 
door, begging her to let him back in, to at  least let him get 
his clothes. 

Sabriel sighed and sank to the floor, her back to the 
door, feeling Thomas thumping it. The changes she’d 
worked on him would come undone as soon as he changed 
into water or mist, she knew that. And he could get his 
clothes just by flowing under the door. But to change he had 
to laugh. She didn’t think he’d be laughing very soon. 

She was surprised when she started to cry. 

It tookReverend Matthew Wallace some time to find his 
wife. He tried her mother’s house first, then her sister’s. 

Matthew’s mother-in-law said Zola had been there, but 
had left. She had reproachful words for him, but she’d 
always liked him and he could tell that, deep down, she felt 
that boys would always be boys, even when they were men. 
She compared him to Jesse Jackson before he left. 

Zola’s sister, on the other hand, wouldn’t tell him if 
Zola was there or not. When he turned on the charm, she 
threatened to call the police. 

He finally found her when he knocked on the door of 
her old college room-mate. He was in luck-Zola was alone 
and she answered the door. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 
She slapped him. His eyes popped wide with surprise. 

He knocked again. 
“I, I deserved that,” he began, as she opened it once 

more. This time, she had a bowl in her hands, and she 
cracked it down hard on the top of his head. 

* * *  

Then she slammed the door in his face. 
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He saw stars and yelped like an animal. The pain was 
intense, all the more so for being unexpected. He’d seen 
her raise the bowl, seen it descend, but the concept that his 
wife was going to hit him-again-with more force than was 
appropriate for a purely symbolic gesture.. . well, that just 
didn’t fit in his brain. $ c * Perhaps the hard clay impact made room for it. 

He dropped to his knees, clutched his head as ifto shield 
it (far too late) and took a deep breath so he could yell some 
more. 

‘Youdeserved thattoo,”Zolasaid, glaringdownathim. 
The bowl was still in her hands, uncracked, unbroken. She 
gave it an uncertain look. 

“Can ... we talk?” Matthew gasped, wincing. 
“I think we all know you can,” she retorted, but seeing 

him kneeling there in  obvious pain softened her expres- 
sion. “C’mon in,” she said. “I’ll get you some ice.” 

“Much obliged.” 
By the time she returned, he was sitting on the sofa. A 

substantial lump was already visible on his scalp. He was 
relieved to see that she’d left the bowl in the kitchen. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I mean it. You know I do, 
I just ... I’m sorry. I’ll say it as many times as you like.” 

“Once was too many.” She handed him a plastic bag of 
frozen peas, which he put on his head with a wince. 

“Damn,” he whispered. 
For a moment, they were quiet. He sighed. 
“Can you forgive me?” he asked. 
She rolled her eyes. 
“I ... I know this comes as a shock ...” 
“Ashock? You really think I’m dumb as a turkey, don’t 

He blinked. 
‘You think I didn’t know?” she asked, her high voice 

piping with indignation. “I knew when and who and how 
often! But I kept my mouth shut because I didn’t want to 
ruin you, and shame our children, and look the fool i n  
public! ” 

you?” 

“Wait, you knew?” 
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She just shook her head in disbelief. 
Y h y  didn’t you say something?” he asked. 
“Because I didn’t want the children to find out.” She 

looked like she was trying not to look at him, but she did 
anyway. “I guess I figured ... 1,thought you’d get bored 
eventually.” With eachword, hervoice seemed to get smaller 
and sadder. “And then, when the kids were away at college 
it.. . it seemed too late. It had just gone on too long and I 
was.. . I don’t know.” Her lower lip trembled. “People can 
get used to anything, I guess.” 

When she started to cry, Matthew moved in to hold her. 
Instantly, she was alert, and he flinched back when she 
raised her hand. 

He went back to the couch and they both deflated. 
“Why’d you do it?” 
“Oh  Zola ...” 
“No, not.. . that. Why’d you tell everyone?” 
“I had to.” 
“Howcome you had to thismorning andyou didn’thave 

“I had to come clean,” he whispered. 
This answer enraged her. 
“You had to get clean. You had to ease your conscience, 

huh? Well let the heavens fall as long as Pastor Wallace got 
himself cleaned up! ” 

“You’d feel better if we were still living a lie? I did this 
for you too, Zola!” 

“Oh, you thought I’d like a surprise humiliation? 
Damn, even your generosity is selfish! I hope you at least get 
good ratings out of ;his!” 

to for the past five years?” 

“The ratings don’t matter!” 
“Sure.” 
“They don’t matter!” Zola shifted back in her seat, 

because her husbandwas bellowing. She’d heard him shout 
before-he’d shout during sermons, he had a good shout- 
but really roaring, straining his precious voice, with the 
words leading him instead of him leading them ... she 
hadn’t seen that from him more than once or twice. It was 
serious. 

71.142.14.190



ru 
HJ 
~2 

“The ratings don’t matter, and the church doesn’t 
matter, and Idon’t matter!” he yelled. He paused, and he 
was hyperventilating. He looked down at his hands in his lap 
and spoke again. 

“Zola, I love you. I always have, through everything. If 
you don’t want to see me again, it will break my heart, and 
that’s the truth before Jesus Christ our Lord. But if that’s 
what you want, I’ll go that way. Ifyou send me out, I’ll stay 
away, and I’ll be miserable, but I’ll at least be satisfied that 
you’re safe.” 

Q a 
L * 

‘What do you mean?” 
“Zola.. . there was an unclean, unholy influence in our 

church. An influence over all of us, and maybe over me 
most ofall. I hadto cast it out. I had to. And aslongasIwas.. . 
impure ... I couldn’t do it. I had to get clean, to save you, to 
save every parishioner we have. And if they leave me, go to 
someone else, someone who never fell ... well, fine. Better 
that than they stay in danger. And if I had to ruin myself in 
this world and.. . and be hated and despised and jeered at.. . 
fine. Maybe that’s what I deserve. Better I fall now than lead 
them into temptation.” 

“Matthew, you’re not making any sense.” 
The reverend tooka deep breath. He raised his head and 

“Zola, our son Noah is possessed by the Devil.” 
There was a moment of silence. Then she said, “Get 

“Zola, I-” 
“Get out!” she screamed, pointing at the door. 
Matthew stood up and opened his mouth, but nothing 

looked her i n  the eye. 

out.” 

came out. 
His mighty voice had failed him. 
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Out at the compound, Black Hawk O’Hanlon was the 
first one to hear about his mother’s death. He was not the 
first OfAvitu’sworshippers to hear. Thatwas actually Pamela 
Creed, who heard about it on NPR but didn’t attach any 
particular significance to the news. She’d met the 
O’Hanlons, but didn’t know their real names or their past. 
To her, they were just others who also served the Keeper of 
the Twin Winds. Since she felt that following grisly true 
crime news stories (such as the Q’Hanlon case or, as one 
tabloid dubbed them “the Hillbilly Death DUO”) was be- 
neath her, she quickly put the news out of her mind. 

Thebearer ofthe tidingswashownas GwynafraDoakes, 
and she wasn’t human. She looked human. She looked (in 
fact) like a porn star. She had a vaguely defined but well- 
paid job at a casino in LasVegas, she screwed her boss, and 
she’d been created out of desert dirt by the animating will 
of Avitu the Tree of Ignorance. She knew Blackie and 
Joellen’s true identities very well-she’d been the one who 
arranged their makeovers and paid for their newwardrobes 
and scheduled their facial reconstruction surgeries. 

She found thelast surviving O’Hanloninthecompounds 
single finished building-a small cabin used by Avitu’s high 
priest. Blackie was there because it had air-conditioning. 

“Black Hawk,” she said. “I’ve got some bad news.” 
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“It’s mom, isn’t it?” he asked. 
She nodded. He slumped his shoulders. 
“Aw shit,” he muttered. 
Blackie had gotten stuck with the unenviable task of 

watching over May Carter, which was why he was at the 
compound instead of wandering around Las Vegas. While 
Gabe McKenzie had speculated about her being raped or 
murdered or chainedup in a basement somewhere, her real 
fate had never crossed his mind. (This is perhaps, not 
surprising: The FBI deals with lots of murders and hostages 
and kidnappings, but very few unlicensed lobotomies.) 
Now, as Gwyn brought her tidings, May was crouched in a 
corner of the cabin, muttering softly to herself and poking 
her fingers into her nose and ear holes. 

“She’s been arrested, hasn’t she?” Blackie asked, dread 
on his features. “She was soooo sure the FBI would never 
find her.” 

“It’s worse than that.” 
“Oh no.” 
“She’s dead, Blackie.” 
Slowly, Blackie sat down on the cabin’s single bed. 
“Oh,” he said. Slowly, his large frame seemed to deflate 

“Blackie . . . ” 
“Oh mama ...” 
May chose that moment to emit anunusuallyloudbleat. 
“Shut up.“’ Blackie shrieked at her. Then he started 

“If there’s anything 1 can do ...” Gwyn said. 
“Findsomeone towatchthefuckin’gimphere,” hesaid, 

with a savage gesture at May. “And then find out who killed 
my mother, and get me a gun!” 

“Thatwon’tbe necessary.” Gwyn explained thatJoellen’s 
murderer was, in fact, the High Priest’swife and that she’d 
died in the fight. 

Black Hawk couldn’t exactly feelworse, but he found his 
misery becoming far more tiresomely complicated. 

and crumple inward. “Oh.” 

sobbing into his hands. 

* * *  
Teddy Mason was with God. 
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That’s how he felt, anyhow. 
Teddy Mason-Birdie Mason’s husband and Joellen’s 

lover, but Avitu’s High Priest first and foremost-was with 
his Goddess and everything made sense. 

Hewas not on Earth, not anywhere above or beneath it. 
Hewas Somewhere Else. Somewherewith no spaceandwith 
alien time, somewherewhere the laws of matter and causal- 

He thought of it as “Godspace” or “the Blue” because 
when he left it, he always remembered it as being blue, a 
deep luminous blue something like a summer sky, and 
something like the heart of a sapphire, and something like 
looking up at the sun through deep ocean water. Though 
when he was there, there was no color, there were other 
things instead of color. But he remembered it as blue. 

In the Blue, all his thoughts split apart, like an exploded 
diagram of a complicated machine, and though this was 
confusing at first, he was learning to use it, to pick through 
his thoughts more carefully and choose only to think the 
best (the most loyal one, the most confident one, the most 
reasonable one) instead of the thrashing, rattlingfeelinghe 
had outside the Blue, when all his thoughts shook him this 
way and that simultaneously. 

ity and this-follows-that were looser, cloudier. 

‘(JOELLEN IS DEAD,’’ Antu told him. 
A variety of responses formed around Teddy, rushing 

toward him, as if to condense on  him like humid summer 
air on a cold glass. He could respond selfishly, mourning 
the loss of the woman who shared his bed. Or there was 
shameful relief, for he still was unwillingly loyal to Birdie, 
the mother of his son Lance. There was a thin possibility 
that he could feel sorry for Blackie, but that potential was 
brief and flickering. Blackie was Teddy’s son too, but he 
barely knew Blackie and had made little attempt to do so. 

He considered anger, but that was pointless, and he 
considered some oath ofvengeance, but he knew Avitu was 
no revenging spirit. Like a radio signal coming clearer, the 
bestresponse grew stronger and he said, “How does this loss 
impact your plans?” 
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“IT IS A BLOW. O F  M Y  GREATER PRIESTHOOD, ONLY YOU AND 
TIM GRADY REMAIN, AND HE IS A WEAK TOOL WHEN I DO NOT 
GUIDE HIM DIRECTLY.” 

His next set of responses was smaller, and hewas quicker 
to choose. ‘What of BlackHawk? He’s apriest of the blood, 
and he’s taken your oath.” 

“BLACK HAWK HAS YET TO MAKE A SACRIFICE, AND HIS FAITH 
LACKS THE STRENGTH YOU AND GRADY POSSESS. HE IS UNRIPE. 
HE MIGHT BE READY TO BE A FULL PRIEST IN TIME, BUT NOT NOW.” 

“And Gwynafra?” 
“SHE HAS NO SOUL. SHE CANNOT CHOOSE TO PERFORM MY 

T h a t  of the others, then? The sheriff and the other 

“THOSE OF THE LESSER PRIESTHOOD ARE BARELY FIT TO 

SHALLTRYTHEM ELSEWHERE, FARFROMTHE GROVE. THELOSS OF 

‘Would you seek more servants? Men and women who 

“FOUR PRIESTSWOULD SUFFICE, IF THEY WERETRULY MINE. IF 
THE BLOOD OF MY SERVICE RAN IN THEIR VEINS.” 

A great number of responses flew around Teddy, but 
none of them pleased him deep down. Ultimately, he 
picked the simplest one. The inevitable one. 

RITES. SHE CAN ONLY OBEY.” 

lesser priests?” 

PERFORM M Y  SERVICES, THOUGH THEY COULD GROW MATURE. 1 

SUCH AS THEM IS LITTLE T O  ME-THEY ARE NOT OF THE BLOOD.” 

are better fit and more faithful?” 

“My son Lance.” 
‘You MUST TRAIN HIM. HE MUST LEARN HIS DESTINY.” 
“How am I to get him from his mother?” 
‘(SHE IS NO LONGERAN OBSTACLE.” 
In the Blue he had no body, but just as he later remem- 

bered seeingwhenhe had no eyes, hewouldlater remember 
a bitter taste flooding the mouth he did not have. 

“RETURN. DRAW YOUR SON TO YOU, OR FETCH HIM IF YOU 
MUST. IT IS TIME TO BEGIN HIS INITIATION.” 

There were dozens of denials, defiances, pleas, but they 
were ephemeral possibilities next to Teddy’s leaden, “As 
you wish.” 

“BEFORE YOU TEND TO HIM, THERE IS ANOTHER MATTER. THE 
TIME HAS COME FOR ME TO MAKE A SIGN.” 
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4i Rosemary Nevins’ ghost watched. She was watching Tim 
Grady. Her killer. She’d watched him since she died in 
1957. ’ a  

She’d watched him and shadowed him and frightened fi 

watched him in jail and in court, watched him get convicted Q 
for the brutal slayings ofherself and four other pretty young ti¶ 
women. She read the headlines about the capture of the 0 
Hollywood Ice Pick, she saw him get judged Not Guilty by 
Reason of Insanity, she saw the anger and public outcry. But 
she kept watching, evenwhen the outrage died down and he 
became a punch line for jokes, and then later, when they 
made a B-movie based on his crimes, andwhen a cartoonist 
did a speculative comic book about him and his five lovely 
victims, each woman drawn carefully, beautifully, and their 
deaths-each restrained and killed by an ice pick through 
the eye-depicted with equal attention. 

* * *  m 

him until he got sloppy, got careless, got caught. She X 
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Rosemary watched. 
She watched as he was largely forgotten, left in a n  

institution to be drugged, to get electroshock “therapy,” 
and to eventually be dismissed as a hopeless case, a human 
husk fit only to be warehoused. 

She watched it all. 
When she had the opportunity, she made things worse 

And then one day she helped him escape. 
She felt like she didn’t have much choice. Ironically, he 

had become one of the few things tying her to the living 
lands, and even after decades as a spirit she wasn’t ready to 
let them go. Being remembered kept her active, let her 
siphon offjust a little of that world’s radiant, sunlit heat, it 
gave her a way to continue even in the dim and the dark and 
the chill of death. 

As long as the Hollywood Ice Pick was remembered, 
she’d be remembered. As long as she was remembered, she 
could go on. 

When she felt he was too close to being forgotten, she 
helped him get out. She figured that his escape-the escape 

for him. 
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w w of a seventy-year old maniac!-from a high-security asylum 
would get some attention. And when she helped him kill 
again and again, that would be even better. 

Thatwas theplan.And the firstpart, thegettinghim out 
part, had worked just fine. 

The very next day, a massive earthquake hit Los Angeles. 
His asylum cracked open like a rotten egg, spilling its rank 
contents out into a city already bedeviled by fire and riot 
and fear. One woman reported it when Grady attacked her, 
but the news was lost in the general alarm of the quake. 

Then he got into the desert and there was something 
there. Something ancient and powerful, something that 
existed outside the worlds of life and death. Something 
Other. 

It was something that could frighten even a woman who 
remembered her own murder. 

Now Rosemary knew that the Other-the tree in the 
desert-was named Avitu. She knew it had gathered follow- 
ers. She knew that Cwynafra Doakes was its agent, and that 
Gwynwas not properly alive, no matter how much she faked 
it. She’d gathered that Teddy Mason was crucial, no matter 
how depressed and despondent he’d become. Mostly, 
though, she watched Tim. 

Tim had come to the Tree shattered and aged, and now 
hewasvitalandstrong(ifvisiblystillo1d). Avituhadn’tfixed 
his mind-maybe nothing could-but it was clear that the 
Tree was protecting and healing him, even as he went about 
doing its business. 

Interestingly, its business seemed to involve shoving ice 
picks through people’s eyes, up into their brains. 

Rosemary Nevins had a lot to think about. While she 
made her plans, she continued to watch. 

4 + * Q  
Some of them had come from a long way away, but not 

many. Most were local to Las Vegas and the small towns 
around it. 

Rumors were going around Vegas, as they always did, 
but these weren’t rumors about Siegfried and Roy having 
substance abuse problems, or rumors that such-and-such 
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a restaurant was a mob front. These storieswere about a new 
religion. 

As yet, this new faith had no name. It got started (they 
said) out in the desert, like so many of the old beliefs. But 
this one supposedly had the real goods-a true hotline 
connection to God (or a god, or  a goddess, depending on 
whether you talked to an ex-Christian or a disenchanted 
New-Ager or a fallen Hindu). 

The central tenet of this faith? That human existence is 
torment, that we were never meant to be higher than the 
animals, that modern man’s state of mind was monstrous, 
perverse. 

Like Christianity, this new religion promised relief. 
Like Buddhism, it said that true bliss lies in the annihilation 
of the ego. But unlike them, unlike any traditional church, 
it promised a quick fm. One simple ceremony, one self 
sacrifice.. . and all that unhealthy thought, all that confu- 
sion and doubt, all the burdens of knowledge, could be 
swept away forever. 

Granted, there aren’t that many people for whom total 
oblivion sounds appealing. But there are some. 

Gwynafra Doakes found them in Alcoholics Anony- 
mous meetings, in support groupsfor terminalillnesses, in 
the many 12-step programs promising recovery and health 
throughout Las Vegas. She attended and watched, she 
picked the weakest and offered them a program that had 
only one step, a program that would give them the release 
they craved. 

Pamela Creed followed Gwynafra’s lead. There were 
plenty of groups to go around. She was not as successful, 
though: In the months since she’d acquiesced to Avitu, 
Pamela had shriveled into a shadow of her former self. 
Sickly thin, with haunted eyes, she did not look like a 
woman with answers. She looked like someonewho needed 
solace herself. 

Joeesha Murfee had more success in Reno. Her sax 
playing was still mediocre at best, but she’d developed a 
strange sort of stage presence. In between blasting fierce 
discord from her instrument, she barked out blank verse 
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poetry of despair and surrender. There wasn’t a huge 
audience for nihilist jazz fusion in Reno, but the people 
who liked it, liked it a lot. And they were the kind of people 
who were receptive to exterminating all rational thought. 

Stuart Flaubert did the best-better than Gwynafra, in 
fact-because he was the most daring. He didn’t stay in 
Nevada. Instead he went to Los Angeles, which was still a 
dangerous town, still a place where the police always had too 
much to do and the charities never had enough to give. With 
human misery so thick on the ground, he found many who 
were eager to forget. Orphans, widows, the bankrupted and 
maimed.. . they followed him, and he drove them out to the 
desert to sacrifice their minds on Avitu’s wooden altar. 

But while many were ready-impatient, even!-some 
wereless ripe. Andthiswas, ofcourse, understandable. The 
most prominent symptom of the illness of consciousness 
was indecision. Avitu understood, and for those who were 
almost sure, but not quite.. . those who wanted the void but 
who lacked the courage to take a permanent step.. . she had 
prepared a demonstration. 

Twenty-four people were there. Twenty-four, plus 
Gwynafra. They had gathered from Las Vegas and Los 
Angeles and Reno and smaller towns in between. They had 
come out to the compound and slept in tents, and they had 
seen the Tree and touched her, but Avitu had not spoken to 
them, had not drawn them into her secret realms. Thatwas 
hard, opening the paths. It wasn’t natural to her-that 
power was stolen, false. Instead, she would give them a 
miracle from her heart. 

Teddy Mason, the High Priest ofAvitu, was present. It 
was through him that this wonder would happen. He was an 
ordinary man, unassuming, wearing a black shirt with a 
minister’s collar. 

Creed, Murfee and Flaubert were there, looking out 
over their flocks. Flaubert kept his face carefully immobile. 
Creed looked ready to cry or collapse. Murfee had an 
expression ofbarely concealed disgust-over the past months, 
it had rarely left her face. 

Black Hawk O’Hanlon was there. So was Tim Grady. 
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tn The rest ofthemwere thewafflers, the fence-sitters, the 
maybe-maybe-not sacrifices, there for a sign from the 

It was four in the afternoon, and they were the only 

It wasn’t a spooky, atmospheric, gothic old graveyard. It 
was modern and irrigated and had the level green grass of a 
golf course. The monuments were low, flat plaques set i n  
the ground, made of some rustproof metal. There were no 
actual tombstones. Nothing stuck up to interrupt the 
grounds gentle rolling swells, except here and there a 
tasteful, appropriate statue. The closest one was a bronze 

They’d driven out in three minivans and four fullvans- 
big ones, the kind that can seat a dozen people. Black Hawk 
wondered why. It  seemed wasteful. They could have 

Gwyn, Teddy and Avitu’s other ministers knew the 
reason. None of the passengers bothered to think about it, 

When all the vehicles had arrived, looking very much 
like a funeral, Teddy stepped forward and raised his arms. 

“Good day,” he said. He cleared his throat. 
“I’m not muchofapublicspeaker,” he said, “but I hope 

I can.. . y’know, show you people what I believe and why. I 
think it’s important that you all understand what you’re 
getting into. What you’re being offered.” 

There were a few coughs, but people were listening. 
“First off, let me say this: I envy you. I.. . I know you all 

have had trouble. Some of you have told me, or Stuart or 
Gwyn.. . I know. All ofyou know pain. You know this life is 
pain.” He frowned and looked down a t  the ground. 

“I know that pain too. I’ve lost my wife ... recently ... 
and ...” 

His listeners frowned, craned forward to hear. He took 
a deep breath and raised his head again. 

“Avitu.. . the great goddess.. . she offers you freedom. A 
freedom she can’t offer to me. I have to.. . stay. I have to stay 
bound, enslaved to a mind I wasn’t meant to endure, I have 
to, to tolerate that so that I can free you. It’s not.. . not a 

goddess. 8 

people in the cemetery. n 
X * 
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burden I necessarily want, but I’ve agreed to it. I under- 
stand that it’s necessary. I have to.. . stay back, so that you can 
go forward. 

“But some ofyou hesitate. That’sunderstandable.You’re 
addicted to thinking, and you can’tgive it up, evenwhen it’s 
poisoningyou.You’re attached to material things, attached 
to people you know and love. And you’re afraid. Afraid of 
losing out. Maybe afraid of death, too. Right? 

“I’m here to tell you there’s nothing to fear. Your 
attachments-your loves and hates and hopes and fears ... 
they’re all illusion. They’re all in your head! Avitu can 
remove those, pull them up by the roots, take away their 
power to torment you. 

“That’s hard to admit. It’s hard to own up to how much 
of our love is just lies-just, just air, nothing real, intan- 
gible. Like aghost. Fantasies. The people youlove areloved 
only as images in your mind. That’s when love hurts, isn’t 
it? When your image is false? When reality doesn’t follow 
the script? The, the man you thought was honest turns out 
to be a liar. Or the child who was, was going to be a doctor 
grows up and he’s just ... I don’t know, a criminal or 
something. The disappointment that things aren’t how you 
think they should be, they’re as they are. It’s not reality 
that’s hurting you then. It’s that should, that damnable 
expectation. That’s what sets you up. 

“My wife died recently, but she’s still alive in my mind. 
When I think of her, I.. . I see her.. .” 

His voice broke. People looked away, embarrassed, as 
his tears fell. 

“My wife died and I couldn’t go to her funeral. But in 
my mind, my lying mind, she’s still alive. It’s a lie! And 
you’re all clinging to that lie, all those lies.. . you’re doing 
it too. It’s destroying you. Destroying us all. But Avitu has 
the truth.” 

He gave a hard snort, trying to clear his nose of mucus, 
he got out his handkerchief and gave it a hard blow. 

“Avitu has the truth,” he repeated, his voice still thick 
but stronger. ’ 
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He put his hankie away and stood up straight. Then he 
opened his arms wide, like a yawn, and the people with him 
jumped back, startled, as the ground gaped wide. 

“Avitu is the truth,” he said, andlike mouths in the soil, 
holes opened by headstones. 

“The death you fear is nothing,” he said quietly, and 
everyearstrainedtohearhim. “Livinganddyingarejust the 
same. Only the lie of consciousness thinks different. What 
is movement or stillness compared to the truth?” 

There was perfect silence as he drew in a deep breath. 
“Arise!” he said. 
Another moment of quiet. 
Then they all heard the sounds, the thuds and thumps, 

as the coffins in the ground were struck from within. * * *  
The ghost of Rosemary Nevins had never seen corpses 

rise. When she heard Teddy telling Pamela about it, she 
hadn’t known what to think, but she’d followed Tim out to 
the graveyard. And now, sure enough, the dead rose. 

The priesthood-Pam and Tim, Stuart and the rest of 
them-got hammers and crowbars from the vans and set to 
workopening the coffins. Withmuch hesitation, the others 
did as well. 

When the first casket opened, the people around jerked 
back, appalled by the stench. 

The creature that emergedwas bones and skin stretched 
tight, the embalming fluid long since dried out. The nails 
and hair were long and unruly, seeming to have continued 
to grow for some time after death. The teeth weren’t 
actually bigger, but they looked longer because the gums 
had drawn back and the lips were shriveled away from them. 
Their skin was ashy gray or dirt brown, except on the faces. 
There, the morticians had used heavy-duty makeup-more 
like paint, really-and the bright flesh tones remained, 
unnatural, out-of-context and grotesque on shriveled lips 
and worm-gnawed cheeks. 

Women and men, the corpses looked the same. The 
only way to tell was by clothes, and by the eyeliner that 
remained on some bodies’ eyeless sockets. 

x * 
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Rosemary counted as the living reeled back. Fifteen 
corpses had arisen, widely scattered across the cemetery. If 
forced to guess, she’d judge by the decay of their clothes and 
estimate that they were the most recently dead. 

Examining them with the eyes of a ghost, Rosemary 
could tell they weren’t really living. They moved, but only 
in the way a sock puppet does when you jam a hand up it. 
They were, in a word, possessed. 

This wasn’t entirely new to Rosemary. In fact, she could 
do the same thing, though heretofore she’d been restricted 
to overwhelming the living. But now that this “Avitu” had 
gone to the trouble of offering her an option.. . 

Rosemary drifted toward the zombies-they were now 
stumbling, barefoot, toward the big vans. The priests were 
shifting the seats out of the way so that the walking dead 
could lie down under tarps, stacked like cords of firewood. 

The likeliest-looking was a woman (probably) whose 
loose, leathery skin indicated great flab in life. She was big- 
bonedand(un1ikesome others, whomusthave diedinfalls, 
car crashes or industrial accidents) she was complete. Rose- 
mary enveloped her like fog and exerted her will.. . 

It was different. She could slip in and ride passively- 
that was easy enough-but this dead thing had only 
rudimentary senses, mostlytouch, poor hearing, no sight.. . 
but Rosemary’s own vision still worked fine even through 
rotted-out eyes. 

When she tried to control its muscles, she ran into 
resistance. Something was already there-Avitu, she pre- 
sumed-and it was something tough. 

Rosemary slipped out of the corpse, hoping that the- 
What? Goddess?-wasn’t focused on her. 

It’sgot to be distracted, she thought. Guidingmultiple 
bodies?And she hasn’t seemed to perceive me before. But 
she was whistling past the graveyard and she knew it. Really, 
she had no idea what this thing’s true capacities were. 
Whether it was just watching and waiting. What it could do 
to her if it knew. 

But still. With a realgood effort, she might be able to seize 
one of those zombies. That would be worth something. 
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Ruby Fowler sat in the lobby and wept. It wasn’t a 
complicated, bittersweet weeping. These weren’t the con- 
flicted tears of a jilted wife or jealous lover, nor were they 
the thoughtless, purely selfish tears of a miserable child. 
They were tears backed by mature sorrow, by a mind old 

Mothers cry like that for lost sons. Ruby cried and her 
nose got clogged with snot. It blocked out the antiseptic 
smell of a hospital emergency room and she missed Rob 
already. She was shocked to find herself missing his flaws. 
She’d miss him skipping school and sneaking booze with his 
no-good friends while she was at work. She’d miss his no- 
good friends. She’d miss him skateboarding without a 
helmet, and she’d miss nagging him and fightingwith him 
and the way his music was too loud and crude. The way he 
always left the bathroom in a mess.. . 

Without him, their house was going to be as dead and 
silent and empty as her heart. 

“Are you okay?” 
Shelookedup andsaw amaninapriest’s collar, holding 

“Yeah,” shemutteredand tookit. Shegaveagood blow. 

“I don’t think you are. Okay, I mean,” he said. 
She gave a rattling sigh. “My son just died.” 
He nodded. “Yeah.” 
“Are you a minister?” 
He nodded again. “Yours was Robert? The traffic 

His words restarted her hitching sobs. She nodded. 
‘Why are you crying for him?” he asked. 
“Oh Father,” she said, “Look. LookI, I knowyou mean 

well and all, but ifyou start in on how he’s gone to a better 
place, I think I’m going to scream.” Her voice was leaden. 
She sounded ground down and flattened, like she couldn’t 
scream if you branded her. 
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enough to understand the fullness of loss. 

out a tissue. 

He offered her another one. 

accident?” 
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“I don’t know where he’s gone. I don’t know what’s 
happened to him. But Iknowthatyou’re here andyou’rein 
terrible, terrible pain. That’s what I care about.” 

“My sonjust died. Thathurts, youknow? Or maybe you 
don’t.’’ 

“I knowwhat it means to lose a son. I know how much it 
hurts when your child gets taken away.” 

She squinted at him. “You’re not Catholic?” 
“No.” 
She shrugged. Guessed he was some protestant minister 

“I just wish ...” 
“What?” 
“I wish I could see him again. Just once. To, you 

V h a t  good would that do?” 
“I could tell him I loved him and.. . you know. All that 

“Ifhe didn’t knowwhen he died, there’d be no point in 

“Look, do you have to be so reasonable?” Her voice rose 

He just looked at her with his chin in  his hand. 
“I can help you,” he said. 
She groaned. “Father, what’s the point? I mean, I know 

you mean well, but what is the point? All you have to offer 
is, is  words. Words and gestures and, and Bible verses and 
just a lot of noise. I lost something real. Someone I could 
hold in my arms. All your talk about Jesus and God and 
everything, they’re just words, how can I believe in some- 
thing that’s just, just made out of air?” 

who was allowed to marry. 

know ...” 

stuff.” 

telling him now.” 

and, on the last word, cracked. 

“If I could bring him back, would you listen to me?” 
“Oh Lord ...” 
“No. I’m serious. If I can make him walk and move and 

speak again, would you listen to me? Would you consider 
letting me help you?” 

“But you can’t.’’ 
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“Come with me.” He stood and held out a hand, and 
there was something in his posture that made her obey. 
“He’s in there, right?” he asked. 

Ruby chewed her lower lip and nodded. The minister 
pushed open the door. 

Seeing thk figure under the sheet was like a punch to 
Ruby’s gut. They’d covered up all the bloody parts. He was 
there, just waiting. 

With no hesitation, the man walked to the head of the 
gurney and pulled the sheet off. Ruby thought she’d look 
away, but itjust numbed her. Seeing her son’s dead face just 
made her numb. 

The man raised his left hand over the corpse and 
sprinkled it with somethine. Sand? It looked like sand. ” 

And then Robbie’s eyes popped open. 
“Ma?” 
The voice was rough and scratchy, propelled by lungs in 

broken ribs and coming through a throat thickwith blood. 
He sat up, face blank as the gaze of a maggot. 

“Robbie?” she whispered. 
With glazed eyes and no expression, Rob began getting 

up. One of his legs was broken, shattered really, and with 
gentle pressure the minister convinced him to sit on the 
edge of what had, recently, been his deathbed. 

“Robbie, ” she said, and it was hard, very hard, to repress 
a hysterical giggle. Surely she was mad. Yes?Yes. This must 
be exactly what going crazy felt like. 
. “You’ll listen now?” the minister said. 

“Oh.. . oh, I.. .” Ruby had eyes only for her boy. He was 
looking around listlessly. 

“We have to get him out of here.”The miracle-worker’s 
voice was sane and calm. Together, they put Robbie under 
the sheet again and kept him still while they went out to 
Ruby’s car. The man in black explained, clearly and con- 
cisely, that Ruby would have to go on the run, that there 
would be questions from nonbelievers and that people 
would think she’d stolen Rob’s body, that they couldn’t 
afford to let people know, to let them see the miracle. 
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They drove to her house and collected as many valuables 
as they could, and they emptied as much of her bank 
account as the ATM would permit, and as they drove 
around she came to understand that Robbie wasn’t really all 
back. He was moving and looking but he was barely talking 
and he wasn’t really thinking. 

Itwas all so unreal, so unsettling, so alien to her everyday 
life (Rubywas a land surveyor) that she started leaning more 
and more on the minister’swords. Like a drowningwoman 
who will clutch any straw, her drowning mind grabbed onto 
his claims and explanations, He talked about conscious- 
ness, and how it was poison, and how Robbie was now the 
way he should be-free of pain and uncertainty, free from 
the many pitfalls of foresight and expectation and regret 
and rational analysis. Ruby, overwhelmed, just nodded and 
nodded and tried to grasp what was happening, but she 
couldn’t get much farther than a vague sense that the 
ministerwanted to help her. He was kind and could take her 
pain away. 

When they arrived out by the tree, he led her to its trunk 
and showed her more miracles. Then he asked her if she 
wanted to accept Aritu’s gift. She did. 

The minister’s name was Teddy Mason. 

It took about two weeks to get the zombies from Las 
Vegas to southern Illinois. The actual driving was two days, 
but Teddy thought it wise to clean up the creatures and try 
to get the stink off them before that. It was a more involved 
process than expected. Furthermore, since several of them 
were incomplete, Teddy, Chyn and Stuartwound up mak- 
ing crude prostheses for them-stuff on the level of peg legs, 
club arms with hooks, and a ceramic plate to return one 
skull to a more human profile. (Stuart had been a painter 
before he became a demonic minister, and he’d dabbled in 
pottery at art school.) 

Tim Grady drove the truck, and he didn’t have any 
trouble. He had to get fuel several times, but he paid at the 
pump with one of Pamela Creed’s credit cards each time. 
He mostly gassed up at night or during the middle of the 

* * *  
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afternoon when fewer people were around to see, fewer to 
smell the ghastlyscent from the corpses (which, while much 
milder, was stillperceptiblypresent) in thebackofhis panel 
van. Even if the tank was half full, he’d stop and refill at 
stations that looked particularly empty. He wasn’t impa- 
tient. 

He slept in the driver’s seat. The smell didn’t bother 
him. He had no dreams. 

Sheriff Grant Dagley spent those weeks scrambling. 
He’d gotten his orders from Avitu-her voice had echoed 
through his head in the middle of the night, waking him 
gasping-and he had no choice but to carry them out. 

Well, I guess I could choose to fight her, and get all  
sickened and killed, he thought, but that ain’t much ofan 
option. 

The demon in the desert had commanded him to 
launch a police raid. Which, to the uninitiated, might 
sound simple, right? He’s a cop, he should be able to go 
arrest a bunch of crooks, right? 

Wrong. 
First off, the crooks Avituwanted him to get were in East 

St. Louis-miles outside of his jurisdiction. As far as the law 
wasconcerned, hewas an ordinary citizenthere. No, worse, 
he was a cop off his turf, with more legal constraints on his 
behavior than a regular civilian. 

Even if he could find some legal way to do it-cobble 
together some sort of State Police task force and get on it, 
some bullshit like that-he had not one jot of evidence. No 
probable cause. Without that, even the most rabid anti- 
drugjudge wouldn’t authorize a no-knock bust. “Agoddess 
told me to,” was not going to play in court. 

And finally, the biggest problem: Avitu said she’d send 
him “soldiers” to assist him. Deputizing them would be an 
immense bureaucratic hassle, and even then any legit cops 
with him would certainly twig to it fast. 

No way. It was the bureaucratic equivalent of parting the 
Red Sea. 

So-as he’d done so often in his life-Grant decided to 
fake it and cheat. 
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Luke and Dean, his most trusted assistants, could 
cover for him when he took a day off to go rumble East 
St. Louis. Hell, his entire office had evolved a number 
of plans and excuses and contingencies for cases when 
he was unexpectedly absent over the years. Between his 
drinking and his extracurricular activities, he was AWOL 
so often they simply had to. When he gave warning, it 
was actually much easier. 

Getting uniforms for fifteen people was going to be 
a hell of a trick, and of course Avitu hadn’t told him 
their sizes. (He just assumed they were all men.) But i n  
the long course of his dirty career, he’d helped other 
dirty birds get on the perch, and one such dirty official 
was Mavis Redfern. Mavis was the bureaucrat who kept 
track of county law enforcement property. Having lost 
a great deal of such property over the years (what with 
one thing and another), he’d cultivated her and put her 
on  his payroll. When he explained what he needed, she 
gave him the number for a guy in  Springfield. 

“He’s a stone-cold nut,” she explained. “You tell 
him this is a black-bag DEAvigilante thing and he’ll give 
you a truck, uniforms-he’ll probably blow a load all 
over your face from sheer excitement. Just don’t get him 
started on the Bill of Rights. He thinks it’s a Commu- 
nist plot.” 

Grant chuckled. 
“I’m not kidding,” Mavis insisted. 
So Grant talked to the stone-cold nut, who agreed to 

get him fifteen sets of riot gear-on the condition that 
Dagley get it backwithin twenty-four hours so it wouldn’t 
be missed. “I can get it out for that long,” he said, “but 
after that-nuh uh.” 

“That won’t be a problem at all ,” Grant said, with no  
idea whether he was lying or not. “I’ll get you the 
measurements for the team as soon as I know, ’kay?” 

“Right on ,”  the nut said back, eyes gleaming. 
It was after that talk that Grant heard from Avitu, 

telling him that Tim had almost arrived. Grant had a 
few more questions about what she wanted, and while 
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she was very patient, she was not fully able to explain to 
him what he was up against. But he was (eventually) 
satisfied that the way he was doing things would work. 

Dagley suggested that Tim meet him out by an old, 
abandoned barn on  some property the sheriff owned. 

It was just as well, when Dagley discovered the type of 
“soldiers” Avitu had sent. 

“Fuck,” he said, backing away. “Fuak. No. Fuck no. 
No. Just ... no. Uh uh. No fucking way.” 

“Yes,” Tim said. 
Dagley’s back hit the rail on the pigpen. He was 

standing right where he’d sexually assaulted Joellen 
O’Hanlon, so many months ago. 

How did the fact that her “soldiers” were goddamn 
corpses slip through a goddess’ mind? Grant thought. 

He sighed. 
“Fuck,” he said one more time. “They’ll need riot 

Tim said nothing. Even his face was blank. 
“Don’t think I’m gonna arm them,” he warned. “I 

“They don’t need guns,” Tim said. 
Measuring the zombies for their uniforms was no  

picnic, but eventually, after much breath-holding and 
swallowing-back of rising gorge, Grant and Tim called 
in  size requests for riot gear. 

“So all of these are slims?” the stone-cold nut asked. 
“You could say that.” 
“That’s kind ofweird, there’s ... Y’know, most ofthe 

guys who go for SWAT training are pretty pumped up.” 
“Look, just ... just get me something, okay?And the 

helmets. Don’t forget helmets and gloves.” 
“Avitu can work through me,” Tim told him. “If 

things become desperate, she can work through you as 
well, but it’s better if it’s me.” 

“You’re the boss,” Grant said, trying to keep the 
sourness out of his voice. It galled him, being someone 
else’s bitch, but at the same time, shit, Avitu wasn’t like 
that cock-biting state attorney who was gunning for 

helmets. ” 

got some guns, but not that many.” 
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him. Avitu had real power, and knowing that he was 
completely outclassed made taking orders a lot easier. 

That and the threat of instant death, of course. 
“You drive,” Tim said, and Grant drove. The fifteen 

stinking riot cops sat in the back of an  unmarked truck, 
clutching batons. Tim sat in the passenger seat with a 
large backpack on the floor between his feet. 

“So we just drive up and ... and go nuts? Just waste 
everyone?” 

“There is only one creature that must die, but many 
humans will try to protect it. It does not matter if they 
live or not.” 

L 
rEr 

“How many?” 
“Many,” Tim said. 
Grant cursed under his breath. 
“Can you tell me where we’re going?” 
“I’ll sense the place when we get close.” 
“So, and I justwant to get clear, here, we don’t know 

where we’re going, or who we’re going to run into there, 
but they’ll fight us, and then we’re going to kill some. .. 
some critter that you can’t even explain what it is?” 

Tim cocked his head for a moment, as if he was 
listening to something distant and quiet. 

“Right,” he said. 
One more f-word crossed Dagley’s lips. It didn’t 

As they crossed the city limits into East St. Louis, 

“Where?” 
“Anywhere. It’s that direction. I feel it.” 
“That’s great, Timmy. That’s terrific.” 
They drove a couple of miles, got through some 

traffic, Grantjust taking it easy, whenTim said, “They’re 
coming.” 

help, but he kept saying it. 

Tim said, “Turn right.” 

“who?” 
“The slaves of our enemy.” He bent down, unzipped 

“Hey!” Dagley said. “Whoa there! Ycan’t  just open 
his backpack, and pulled out a sawed-off shotgun. 

up in broad daylight, not even in  East-” 
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4 
X But he didn’t finish his sentence because he needed 

to concentrate on driving. 
There were  two cars, well coordinated-he’d guess % 

they were on two-ways or hands-free cells-trying to ;B 
ttl 

corral his van like a pair of cowboys. The one in  front 0 
was big, an  old rebuilt steel-body sedan. It wasn’t as Z? 

Qa 

power. tB 

Q The chase car was some flashy rice rocket, three 
inches off the pavement with spoilers and a fly magenta 

-B paint job. It had the speed and the turn radius, it could 
Qa orbit the truck if it had to. 

Grant realized that the chaser probably had gunmen ;[I 

in it, a t  the very least. Its job would be to close off his Qa 

options, get him behind the sedan so that they could *.( 

roadblock him down, hold him in  place until the cavalry * ttt arrived. Or just encircle him and mow him like a lawn, 
for that matter. 

No way. 
The chaser was coming in from the left, they were on 

a fat four-lane main road-two lanes northbound, two 
lanes south. Grant gunned it and lunged over into the 
left lane-if they had a shooter in the passenger seat, 
he’d have a tougher shot over the hood of his own  car. 
If they had one in the back seat too, he’d have a hard 
angle without blowing out their own  windshield. Either 
way, the thick back wall of the truck would be between 
Dagley and any  bullets. 

He felt, or rather heard, the first bullet’s impact on 
the back of the truck. No problem. 

The blocker sedan was in the right lane in front of 
him, that was his real problem right now, it was trying to 
close in, but there was traffic. 

He heard a pistol crack, saw a muzzle flash from the 
blocker, but they missed him, Tim was waving the shot- 
gun and that kept the sedan at distance. Grant heard a 
chorus of horns and glanced in the rearview mirror. 
Damn. The chaser was i n  the oncoming lane, heading 

heavy as the truck, but heavy enough. It had stopping 
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against the flow of traffic to give their passenger a shot 
at driver Dagley. 

“Fool,” he muttered, looking-ah, the timingwasn’t 
exactly right, he wouldn’t be able to knock the little 
bastard in front of some oncoming car, but as the Jap 
crap pimpmobile pulled alongside he turned into them, 
not too hard, just a tap. 

AJap crap tap? the sheriff thought, smiling slightly. 
It was like a linebacker hip-checking a cheerleader. 

The truck rebounded about a foot, right back into his 
proper place. The car swerved a whole lane over, steam 
rose from skid marks, but my, my, the driver was good. 
He swerved back, fishtailed a little but he had fat, grippy 
tires, he got back in the lane behind the truck before he 
could lose control and go into a lamp post or mailbox. 

Tim’s gun was deafening in  the truck’s cab. While 
Grant was pushing the chaser around, the blocker made 
his move. Tim had shot out a side window and, from the 
red spatters on the windshield, it looked like the pas- 
senger got tagged. But the driver was still intact, he had 
the hammer down, pulling in  front of the truck-didn’t 
want to stay alongside, knowing the trucker had a taste 
for sideswipes. He was racing to get i n  front free and 
clear. 

Dagley turned the wheel-just a little-and slammed 
on the brakes, grateful that the truck didn’t have airbags. 
The sheriffwas braced against the steeringwheel, but he 
still felt a shock as the seatbelts engaged. Grady whipped 
forward, the shotgun clattering against the dashboard 
and popping open, and then the pursuit car rear-ended 
them. 

Both men in the front seat snapped back, their heads 
hitting the cushions between them and the back section. 
No whiplash, no problem. From the rear, Dagley heard 
a series of thumps as the zombies clattered over. He 
wondered if they could be hurt. 

Looking back, Dagley saw that the chaser had hit the 
truck’s bumper at an angle, as he’d hoped, bouncing 
into the oncoming lane once more. And that car was 
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wrecked-the front end looked like an accordion, its 
bumper must have been far too low to offer any protec- 
tion. They were going nowhere. 

The blocker had stopped too, the driver started to 
lean out the window to aim just as Grant plopped a heavy 
foot down on  the accelerator. He’d been watching traf- 
fic, there was a red light up ahead and no traffic 
oncoming, he swerved into the oncoming lane and 

Q aimed inihes from the car before he remembered that 
hewasina truckwithlousypickup insteadofhischerried- 
out pursuit vehicle. 

He had time to think, Oh shit. Time to perceive that 
the guy had a big old black steel revolver and it was 
pointed straight at his face. Time to piss his pants i n  
true, abject terror. 

And then the truck‘s left side made gentle, scraping 
contact with the car and he smeared the driver, tore off 
his arm and pinched off his head. The two vehicles 
ground together like the blades on scissors and the guy 
never even took his shot. 

He must have been too scared to move, Dagley 
thought. 

He pulled around the blood-smeared car, went 
straight, hung a left and was free. * * *  

Sheriff Grant Dagley had unconsciously expected to 
head into East St. Louis’s deep downtown-that was the 
area he associated with bad trouble, though he’d never 
gone. But Grady was leading him along the periphery 
instead, south toward the river. They set a brisk pace, 
and Tim assured him that they were outrunning other 
servants... for the time being. 

Grant smelled something that was cutting through 
even the zombie funk, and then they were pulling up by 
a pumping station. 

“Here?” he asked, incredulous. 
“Here,” Tim said, opening his door. “You can stay 

or come with us.” 
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Grant weighed his options. Stay in  the car when a 
bunch more violent goofballs were on  the way? Or head 
into the heart of darkness with one geriatric demonic 
nutjob and fifteen ersatz-SWAT-team zombies? 

It was a tough call, but Dagley decided to go forward 
rather than wait. Really, he wasn’t a patient man. * * *  

The thing in the treatment station had no  name. 
Gaviel the devil called it “the Foe,” and that would do as 
well as anything. 

What was it? Where did it come from? No one knew. 
The bastard child of a demon and a human, forgotten 
under some prehistoric rock for millennia? Maybe. 
Some crazed, ancient ghost, so bloated and deformed 
by power and hatred that it didn’t need to be remem- 
bered by name, didn’t even need to remember itself, 
now buoyed up by the ancestral fear of the generations 
it had poisoned and tormented? Could be. Or was it,  
perhaps, some psychic cess-creature, the collected bad 
vibes of an impoverished, wretched, despised and un- 
lucky town given shape and volition by the impotent 
rage and nightmares of twenty years of neglect? 

Did it really matter? 
The Foe was real, and it had no  need to remember its 

past or ruminate on its origins. It was there and it hated 
and it had power. The power to punish and hurt and 
control. That was all it needed and all it knew. 

When it felt other powers-the bright spark of Gaviel’s 
malicious curiosity, the chill wind of Avitu’s self-righ- 
teousness-it resisted, instinctively. 

But Dagley and Grady had caught it off guard. It was 
no  pushover on its home turf, but for the first time, it 
had to defend itself. Not its interests, not its pawns, not 
its power base. 

For the first time, the Foe was in  danger of being 
destroyed. * * *  

All the workers there were infected. Tim told him 
and Dagley believed, not that it mattered much. He 
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wanted to get in,  get out, get home and get a shower. 
Whether the blue-jumpsuited figure screaming into a 
telephone was an innocent bystander or the servant of 
mystic weirdness, he didn’t give a shit. He just shot the 
guy and moved on. 

The living dead were a definite plus, Dagley could 
see that now. Some of the workers were just bonkers, 
they’d charge forward screaming and waving a wrench or  
a pipe or a broken-off mop handle. He put a bullet in 
one skinny chick and she just kept coming, hollering 
like a banshee until a dead riot cop clotheslined her 
left-handed. Blood came out of her throat, and Grant 
realized that it was that one zombie with no left arm, just 
a stump and a pole with a sharp hook on the end. Cool. 

Other psycho employees jumped on  the corpses and 
waled on  them, but the zombies didn’t care. Blows from 
a pipe didn’t faze them a bit, they just swung back, 
dished out as good as they got. It was crazy, the workers 
and zombies weren’t even properly fighting, there was 
no  attempt at defense, no  dodging, not even anyflinch- 
ing-just blow after blow after blow until one fell down. 
Usually the humans. Clearly they were more fragile. 

The security guys for the place weren’t as reckless- 
they were sane enough to use guns, but the SWAT 
zombies treated bullets like bee-stings. Or, better, like 
mosquito bites. If they even paid attention enough to 
turn at the shooters, the gunmen often freaked and ran. 
Those who didn’t got clubbed and clawed. 

“Down,” Grady said. “This way.” 
“Uh huh,” Dagley replied, watching behind him and 

listening on his police scanner. It was bad. East St. 
Louis had crap police, as badlyunder-funded as the rest 
of the city, but they were closing in fast. At least twenty 
units, which meant a cordon soon. 

It wasn’t until Grady opened a big steel door in  the 
basement-a door with one of those spinning hatches 
like you see on a submarine-that Dagley wondered why 
apumping station would smell s o  foul. After all, this was 
supposed to be drinking water, right? 
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Fuck, maybe I’m just confused, he thought, and 
then something icy and wet and incredibly strong 
wrappedup both ankles and slammed him to the ground. 

Rosemary the ghost had watched the whole car chase 
and gunfight with a great deal of interest. She only 
interfered once-possessing a man in a car long enough 
to hold him still and make him die, long enough to save 
Grant Dagley’s life. She didn’t care about Dagley, but 
she couldn’t afford to see Tim Grady gunned down in 
the street. 

When she saw sewage and ice water lunge out of a hole 
in the floor and knock the sheriff on his back, she wasn’t 
particularly alarmed. Dagley was nothing to her. But 
when Tim and the zombies grabbed the tentacle (or 
whatever the hell it was) and it turned its attention on  
her murderer, she became involved. 

The pseudopod slammed a load of shit right into 
Grady’s mouth and nose, but he was scrambling for the 
backpack. He wasn’t trying to live. He was as bad as the 
psycho sewage workers who’d died by zombie. He was 
willing-eager!-to die, as long as he killed Avitu’s en- 
emy. 

* * +  

The prick. 
Rosemary decided it was time. She claimed the body 

of a zombie, and it took all her effort. It was like pulling 
a coat around her in a hundred-mile-an-hour wind, 
but Rosemary was used to fighting wind, and when she 
had the corpse she grabbed Tim and pulled him away, 
pulled him free of the tentacle. Her withered hands 
pumped his chest and her rotted lips closed on his, 
sucking the feces right out of his mouth, spitting it 
aside. What did she care? She had n o  tongue, no  taste. 

When she heard him cough and sputter she looked. 
The tentacle had one zombie wrapped up and was using 
it as a club to batter the others, the sheriff had stumbled 
back to the wall and was pushing himself to a standing 
position. 
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“Get out,” Rosemary told Grady. Tried to,  anyhow. 1: 
This rancid tongue and lacy lungs could only produce a 
thin wheeze, she pointed but he was looking at the 8 

z3 
m backpack again and she knew what was in it. 

It took a n  inhuman effort, but Rosemary was inhu- n 
man. She called on the strength that let her fight free of A; 
death and she showed her killer, once more, her human * 

Q 
visage. m 

Q Rosemary’s hateful face overlaid the zombie’s rotted 
one and that did it. Grady’s eyes grewwide with fear. He 
was seeing the only thing he could fear, and he fled. 

Rosemary, still possessing the zombie, grabbed the 
backpack and made for the hole. 

Moving through the tentacle was hard, much harder 
than swimming, even against a stiff current, but her 
muscles were dead and felt no weariness. They were 
fired, not by some chemical reaction, but by her will 
alone. 

She swam down deep toward the Foe, and then she 
was with it, in it,  inside a dark pool of living ice water 
and refuse and hate. It started to claw at her and that was 
fine. I t  tore the body to pieces and that was okay. In its 
fury it ripped apart the backpack and the large, bulky, 
watertight plastic bag inside. 

The bag was filled with pure, powdered sodium. 
When sodium touches water, it burns. And explodes. 

Grant Dagley stumbled when he felt the floor twitch 
beneath him. He heard a muffled thump but didn’t 
think much of it. He had to catch up with Tim. 

He caught up abruptly, when Grady went from full 
speed flight to standing stock still. 

“It’s done,” Grady said, and suddenly he was calm 
again, like he was asking for a second helping of pecan 
pie. 

Dagley blinked, muttered a swear word and followed. -u a 
% * a 
*.I 

m 

f f 6  

“Great!” the sheriff said. “Now let’s run!” 
“We can’t leave through a door. We are surrounded 

by police.” 
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Dagley, predictably, swore. 
“There’s another way,” Tim said, after once more 

When Tim opened a hatch o n  a big, thick pipe, 

“Swim forty feet down in this and you’ll emerge in a 

Dagley grimaced-but at least the water was clean. 
“Shit,” he said, but he took off his shoes and tied 

them on his belt, pulled out his baton and hit Tim in the 
back of the head as hard as he could. 

But it wasn’t really Dagley that did that. It was 
Rosemary. Similarly, it was Rosemary who cuffed Tim 
to a convenient stair-rail and  threw the handcuff key 
deep into the water. And then Dagley was himself again, 
just in time to hear footsteps above him. He looked at 
Tim and tried to think up a plan but, shit, the best he  
could come up with was “Let the big dummy take the 
fall.” He dove into the water and swam for freedom. 

cocking his head, listening to nothing. “This way.” 

Grant said, “Oh Jesus, no.” 

storm sewer access tunnel,” he said. 
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Sweet Pete’s gold teeth flashed as he said, “I will pay a 

million dollars to the sonofabitch who kacks that whore.” 
(He got his nickname from his fondness for sweets, not 

his disposition.) 
“You got a million dollars?” Sal Macellaio asked. 
Sweet Pete sighed. 
The conversation tookplace before Grady’s raid on the 

Foe, before Avitu and Teddy had even raised the zombie 
troops. Sal didn’t know about any of that. He’d just heard 
there was demon bullshit in Vegas, and he was interested. 

Pete was behind glass, dressed in prison orange, his 
wrists chained together even to speak to a visitor through a 
short-cord telephone. His handcuffs made it look like he 
was holding the receiver with both hands, like he was that 
weak. 

“Ahh, all my assets are frozen, all my stuff, it’s im- 
pounded. That rat-bitch bit me good. I was stupid. I ain’t 
proud-I was stupid an’ I admit it. Cherchez la femme, 
right?” 

“Uh huh,” Sal said. “So this woman. What’s her name? 
Gwiddy ... Gwen ...” 

“Gwynafra,” Pete replied, and those three syllables held 
a dissertation’s worth of hatred and spite and still, under- 
neath, longing. 
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You two weren’t together all that long, right?” @ t< NJ 
Ha “Yeah, ’fore her I had Chelsea, who was no brain 

surgeon but, shit, at least she didn’t Jew me out for the 

Sal, whose maternal grandmother was vividly Jewish, 

“But Gwyn, hell, I lost my head. I mean, you can see how 

“She’s got a hell of a rack, I gotta admit.” 
“The boobs, fuggeddaboudit. She was a hose monster, 

you hear what I’m saying? Like one of those nymphy- 
maniacs. Could-not-get-enough. Capisce?” 

r& cops.” 

* gg said, “Uh huh?” 
% * it would happen, right? You’ve seen the pictures?” 

“I gotcha.” 
Pete shook his head, rueful. “And now, here I am in the 

canlike asucker. Jackingoffinmyjailcell. Iain’thadto beat 
off since I was fourteen, but here I am.” 

“How’d she get you so bad?” 
“I dunno. I mean, it’s not like I was alla time telling her 

my bidness, y’know? But she, I dunno, I guess she had 
access. I dunno. She couldn’a hit my operation harder if 
she’d been a frigging cop.” 

“An undercover cop, I guess.” 
“Huh?” 
“Get it? Undercover? Like, under the covers?” 
“Oh.” Petelaughed. “That’sgood. I’mgonnause that.” 
‘You ever get the feeling that there was anything, 1 

Pete opened his mouth, then closed it. “Weird?” 
“Yeah, weird.” 
Sal could feel Pete nearly trusting him, but the gangster’s 

pride or his pragmatism or maybe his shame interfered. 
“Nah,” he said. 

“Nah?” 
“Fuggeddaboudit.” 

Hasmed the demon-also known as Harvey Ciullo, once 
titled Knight of the Hated Lash, and often called Mr. 
Fortune-sat on a bench next to Roscoe Paum. Being only 
a man, Roscoe only had one name. 

dunno, weird about her?” 

* * *  
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“Mm, ” Roscoe said, nudging Hasmed as a woman walked 
by. “Check that out. Aw, I wouldn’t mind having two scoops 
of that, know what I mean?” He was referring to the 
woman’s buttocks, which were of the large size he fancied. 

The demon turned a flat stare on the mortal. Since one 
of Hasmed’s eyes was a wreck of blood and stale pus, his 
stares were exceptionally potent. 

“You know that some day, some guy is going to talk 
about Tina that way?” Tina was Harvey’s daughter, but 
Roscoe had been watching over her during the recent 
troubles-troubles that seemed to be at an end, though you 
never knew. 

“Yeah, but.. .” Ros looked up at him, looked over at the 
retreating woman (who was utterly oblivious), then looked 
back and sighed. 

“You take the fun outta everything,” he complained. 
‘Justwatch for that Brinks truck and keep y’r mind outta 

the gutter,” Hasmed said. ‘We pull this off, and you can 
hire all the fat-assed whores you want.” 

“Cheez, Hawv, you know I’m not one a’ those guyswho 

At that moment, the truck turned the corner. 
“Time,” Hasmed said quietly. 
“Eight twenty.” 
“Meraviglioso,” Hasmed replied, making a note. 
He’d been clocking the truck route for a couple ofweeks 

now, sometimes alone, sometimes with Roscoe, sometimes 
with one of his other “business partners.” 

Hasmed wasn’t in the armored car business, unless you 
considered armored cars to fall under the gangster rubric, 
along with loan sharking and racketeering and general 
heisting and hijacking. 

For Hasmed was a Made Man, pledged to Rico Pudoto 
from Atlantic City, and he’d bought his way into Rico’s 
graces with other people’s blood. Rico’s war with Johnny 
“Bronco”Vuoto was over-a decisive victory for the Atlantic 
City crews, and only Rico and his closest advisors knew just 
how critical “Harvey Ciullo” had been to that win. 

has to be going to pros alla time.. .” 

, 
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But now the war was done, and Mr. Fortune was ex- 
pected to go to work. Kacking rivals and torching the other 
guy’s businesses was a good way to bring wild dogs to heel, 
but it didn’t exactly pay the bills. 

So, like many before him, Mr. Fortune had decided to 
go where the money was: Armored cars. It sounded easier 
than working for a living. 

(There had been talk about giving Mr. Fortune his pick 
of the remnants of Johnny Bronco’s grifts and grafts, but 
Rico’s other lieutenants hadn’t liked that. To them, he was 
still the new guy. Plus a Judas on Bronco was a Judas however 
much Bronco deserved the cross, capisce? They wanted this 
new punkto prove himself, and Hasmed was really fine with 
that. He figureditwouldbegood tobeastringer, makeafew 
big hauls now and then. The last thing he wanted was to get 
stuck holding the hands of a bunch of pimps and bookies 
every time they had to pee. Fuggeddaboudit.) 

“...really skinnied up, huh?” 
Hasmed turned to Paum and realized he’d been wool- 

gathering. The man had a n  expectant expression. 
“Yeah,” Hasmed said, “Those free weights are really 

tighteningmeup.”Heranahandunder hisjawbone, where 
the loose skin of a second chin had drawn back. He’d never 
be baby-butt smooth, but he wasn’t sagging and jiggling 
when he walked anymore. 

“I betcha feel a lot better too, huh?” 
“At least I look better,” Hasmed said. “C’mon. Let’s go 

see ’bout that Chrysler.” + * +  
Sal had gotten a job at the big-ass Disney casino. He 

might be on the lam, maybe Rico from Atlantic City had a 
price on his head (or maybe Rico figured he wasn’t danger- 
ous anymore), but he still had friends in Vegas who could 
get himalousyjob-evenina casino thatwasn’t mobbedup. 

It wasn’t literally a Disney casino-there weren’t Little 
Mermaid slot machines, the guys dealing Caribbean Stud 
weren’t wearing pirate costumes or Mickey Mouse ears, but 
it was owned by a company that Disney owned, or some- 
thing. Dealingwith the management, therewas a humorless 
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uptightness that Sal didn’t remember from Mafia casinos. 
They weren’t any nicer, he didn’t think, they weren’t any 
less focused on squeezing out every last gambling dime. But 
theywere Nazis about the staff actingnice andseemingnice. 

Screw it. He was here to watch Gwynafra Doakes, and he 
figured he’d learned about all he could. He’d quit soon- 
might not even bother with his last chump-change check. 

He’d timed things. Timedher, mostly. He stoppedinat 
the security station after his shift, on his way from changing 
out of his monkey suit. He chatted up one of the camera 
watchers there, a gal named Janet. Told her some gossip, 
laughed at her jokes, but all the while kept one eye on the 
newest surveillance camera, the one pointing at Gwynafra’s 
office. 

When he saw Sweet Pete’s bitterly hated ex emerge, he 
started to extricate himself from Janet’s conversation. He 
suggested that he call her some time to go out, maybe catch 
Cirque, but he had to get home and let the dog out, see ya, 
bye. 

Therefore, it seemed entirely natural that he got on the 
elevator with Gwyn, a skinny guy and a man who resembled 
a be-suited side ofbeef. There were a couple other folks on 
the lift, but they didn’t matter. 

The big no-neckwas the obvious bodyguard-the bullet 
catcher. He didn’t looktoo sharp, but Sal knewbetter. The 
best bulls always cultivated a dumb look. It gave them an 
excuse to shut up, listen and watch. Still, he’d stand his 
ground, absorb some flak in his bulletproof vest and cover 
her escape. That was his job. He’d be predictable, and to 
Sal, someone predictable was someone you could always get 
around. 

The little guy was something else, a troubleshooter. 
(Or, from Sal’s perspective, the trouble that shoots you.) 
He’d go ahead, scout the path, blend in and probably 
neutralize threats before they threatened. With that hair- 
cut, he was probably ex-Special Forces, a Green Beret or a 
Navy SEAL or some Force Recon bullshit. Like Vietnam 
Ham, only a couple decades younger and without the sense 
of humor. 
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By gossiping, Sal had learned that the big guy was 
Freddie and the little one was Phil. Freddie was an official 
bodyguard. Philwas supposed to be an executive assistant to 
Ms. Doakes, who wasvice President in Charge of Competi- 
tive Standards. Ms. Doakes also had a secretary-a squirrelly 
piece ofwork named Pamela Creed who always looked like 
she’d just gotten a forehand slap and was waiting for the 
backhand to hit. 

From what the other staff members could tell, Ms. 
Doakes did exactly Jack and Shit. Oh, and maybe she was 
also doing Jerry Bogart, the guy who ran the joint. 

“Hey,” Sal said, all smiles, getting on the elevator. “Hot 
enough fer ya?” 

No expression from Freddie. Ahard little glance from 
Phil-Sal worried for a second that he’d been made, but no, 
Phil looked like that at everyone. Gwyn gave him a patron- 
izing smile, but no response. 

As he turned to face the doors, following elevator 
etiquette, Sal stole a peek at Gwyn’s obvious, copious 
physical charms. Not that he was genuinely hot for her- 
when he was on a job, his mind was All Business-but he 
knew that the kind of guy he was pretending to be would 
visually grope. And to be honest, the view wasn’t bad. 

By the time they reached the parking garage level, he’d 
gotten into a discussion with an off-duty blackjack dealer 
over whether the Cubs were due or if they were just too 
damn jinxed to ever recover. 

The Cubs, he thought. Ciullo’s favorites. 
He kept the dealer in conversation for a while, traded 

some opinions, while Phil went off to get Gwyn’s limo. 
About the time that Freddie shifted from one foot to the 
other-he didn’t changeexpression, too much of apro, but 
Sal guessed that he was kicking an expression of concern 
downstairs for his knees to deal with-Sal excused himself 
and went to see what was taking Phil so long. 

He arrived just in time to witness the bluffed threat of a 
pistol-whipping. Phil held a gun in one hand and a scruff, 
guy’s trench coat lapels in the other. The manwas cowering. 
Phil was hissing. 
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“You come near her again, you spy on her again, you 
fucking think about her while jacking off, and I will knock 
your ass out, drag you into the desert, shoot you in the cock 
and leave you for the scorpions. Are we clear on this?” 

From the man’s blubbering, Sal was unable to deter- 
mine if he was clear onwhat day it was or which planet he was 
on, but Phil seemed satisfied to spin Trench Coat toward 
the door and plant a solid foot in his ass. 

Sal, who was standingbetween twovast sport-Utes, stood 
perfectly still. Phil looked around. 

Someone with less experience would have tried to hide: 
That is, would have ducked down low or darted right or left, 
so that his feet would be behind the tires of avehicle. But Sal 

. 

was good at not being seen, and he knew that movement 
caught eyes that would overlook a man in a dark suit 
standing in shadows inside a car park-especiallywith bright 
light coming in from outside. If he darted for cover, there 
were a multitude of reflective surfaces in which the motion 
could be betrayed. A smart cookie like Phil would pay 
attention to even the ghost of movement, something sub- 
liminal. Sal didn’t even give him that. 

Sal waited until Phil was in the limo, then he made his 
unhurriedway to the doorway outside. Sal didn’t leave. The 
metal door had a panel of chicken-wire-reinforced glass, 
through which he could see Trench Coat sitting on the 
sidewalk, bawling. Instinctively, Sal’s lip curled. 

Wassamatter, ya bigbaby?he thought. Yerpussyhurt or 
something? But then, unbidden, another thought crossed 
his mind. 

My son cried like that. Before Ciullo killed him. 
Luckily, before his mind could follow that path too far, 

the limousine pulled out right by Trench Coat. He gave it 
a fearful look and started to scuttle away, he was trying to 
stand but he was so scared, so hurried that he lurched and 
stumbled, and the back door opened. 

Sal didn’t hear what Gwyn said to Trench Coat, but her 
gesture was clear: She beckoned. 

Trench Coat stood up, and for a moment froze. Then 
he turned and ran. 
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Gwyn watched him go, no expression on her luscious 
full fox face, then pulled her door shut. The big white car 
drove off. 

It turned the corner before Trench Coat reached Sal’s 
door. Sal opened it and yanked the guy in. 

“Don’t hurt me!” 
“Shh, it’s okay. Hey, it’s a’right.” 
Close up, Trench Coat smelled like shit. Usually, when 

Sal said someone smelled like shit he meant they stank in a 
generic way. But in this guy’s case, he literally smelled like 
he’d mistaken his boxers for an extra capacity diaper. 

Staring through spread fingers on raised hands, Trench 
Coat got his back to a corner and slumped down, still 
crying. 

Sal watched for a moment and clinically realized that his 
son hadn’t cried like this. Even at the end, he’d been 
embarrassed by his misery, embarrassed by the show of 
pain. But this guy clearly existed in a Shame-Free Zone, he 
was weeping openly like a child. 

“C’mon. You like booze?” 
Like a toddler promised candy, Trench Coat’swild sobs 

“1’11 get you some booze. Come with me.” 
With a sigh, Sal realized that the shit stink was going to 

get in his car, but he let the guy in. 
‘What’s your name?” Sal asked. 
“Bartholomew,” the man replied, still hunched away 

“You go by Bart?” 
“Barney.” 
“Uh huh. Isn’t that usually a short form of ‘Barnabas’?” 
“My brother. When he was a kid. Couldn’t say ‘Bart.”’ 
“Yeah? You got any family to call?” 
“No! No, they can’t, can’t know! I have to stay away!” 

With each sentence his voice got louder, and then he tried 
to open the car door. Since they were cruising along at fifty 
miles a n  hour, Sal was glad he’d used the electric locks. 

died down. 

from Sal on the other side of the front seat. 

“Hey, hey, take it easy!” 
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lips and his mad eyes bounced back and forth like a seis- 
mometer during an earthquake. “I’ve been polluted. 
Corrupted. I can’t spread my contagion to them.” 

Huh, Sal thought. Crazy old freak’s got some honor. 
For a moment he frowned, thinking about contagions 
spreading to families. His son. Ciullo’s half-sister, and old 
Mother Ciullo down in Florida. He wondered about his 
niece. 

“That sounds pretty harsh,” he said. 
Bartholomew’s answer was a moan. They were silent 

until they reached Sal’s rental bungalow. Sal gave the man 
a single shot of single malt and then asked if Barney wanted 
to use his shower. Shyly, the nut agreed-once he cautiously 
established that Sal’s intentions weren’t homosexual. 

(If Barney had been sane, Sal would have taken offense. 
But coming from a n  obvious kook, he could laugh it off.) 

While Barney was scrubbing down, Sal threw the soiled 
clothes in the washer and opened a couple beers on the 
kitchen table. Eventually, the bum emerged clean, wrapped 
in a bathrobe. He looked considerably saner, but Sal still 
thought Shit.JohnnyLgaveme that bathrobe, andnowl’m 
gonna have to throw i t  away. He smiled, gestured at the 
beer, and got a squint in return. 

‘Why are you helping me?” Bartholomew asked. “Cry- 
ing men can’t be that uncommon near casinos.” 

Sal considered lying but decided against it. Why waste 
his lucidity? he thought. Better to just get to the point. 

“Gwynafra Doakes,” he said. “What’s your interest in 
her? What did she say to you?” 

Bartholomew gave Sal a long, thoughtful glance. Then 
he cracked the beer open. 

“My interest,” he said, “is that she’s got the taint of Hell 
on her.” He paused, waiting for Sal’s reaction, and when 
Sal didn’t laugh or get uncomfortable, Barney’s eyes bright- 
ened. “You’ve seen one too, haven’t you? You’ve seen a 
demon.” 

“Maybe.” 
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“Hah! You saw one, like I did, and she seducedyou. She 
coated you with her intoxicating vaginal poisons!” 

Oh here we go, Sal thought. Bartholomew put both 
hands on the table and leaned in, eagerly. ‘Was it Makiko?” 

Over the next hour, pausing only to make coffee and put 
Barney’s clothes in the dryer, Sal got the whole story. 

Bartholomew Hightower was an insurance salesman 
who’d won a lot of money on a business trip inVegas. He’d 
also met a girl named Makiko who had done something to 
him, or with him, or something. Hightower couldn’t talk 
about it without getting agitated and going into weird 
details that Sal didn’t really need or want to hear. Clearly 
some sex business was involved, and afterward Barney gradu- 
ally fell apart. Lost his wife. Got fired. Started drinking. 
Returned toVegas to search for Makiko, couldn’t find her, 
ran out ofmoney, got rolled at the homeless shelter and lost 
all but one set of clothes, but he’d seen her. 

“Her Makiko or her Gym?” Sal asked. 
“G=wyn,” Hightower said dismissively. “She’s not the 

one. She’s not one of them, can’t you tell? Can’t you sense 
it?” 

“I guess not.” 
“Perhaps it’s because you didn’t experience the carnal 

‘Yeah,” Sal said hurriedly. “I didn’t. But Gwyn, she’s. .. 

“No,”Barneysaid, soundinghurt. “I’mavictim. She’s. .. 

“Pamela Creed? Doakes’ secretary?” 
“She’s one too. I almost got her to talkto me once.” He 

frowned. “I was a little more ... together ... back then. But 
that doesn’t matter. She’s.. . they’re both tied in, somehow. 
Others ... I’ve seen others with them who have the same 
pollution.” 

“Yeah? So how’d you figure out they were. .. um, de- 
mons?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” 

abandon of-” 

what, she’s like you?” 

I don’t know. Something else. Like that Creed woman.” 
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Thinking back on what he’d seen Ciullo do, Sal had to 2 

* admit the guy had a point. 
“Does anyone else know about this?” 

., “I don’t know,” Hightower said, biting an alreadybitten 
fingernail. “I haven’t met any other victims, though there 
have to be lots of them ... hundreds, maybe thousands! 
Then there’s Roark.” 

n 
sk 
Qa 
$2 

“Roark? Who’s that?” m 
0 
,+, 

-u 
3 

t3 
*.( 

01 
m 

“Dr. Roark, Dr. Emily Roark. She knows something. 
She feels nothing, but she’s studied. She’s a history profes- 
sor. She knows things, but she doesn’t believe. No one 
could study it like she has who really believed. I tried to talk 
to her about this, to see if she knew, but she only has facts. 
Texts. Documents and study. She could have helped me if 
shewanted to, butshewouldn’t. She threwme out. Wouldn’t 
talk to me.” 

“She might talk to me,” Sal said, eyes narrow. “What 
about Gwyn? What did she say to you from the car?” 

“Gwynafra, the one you know, she ... she offered me 
consolation.” 

“Oh yeah? You mean... like, uh, carnal.. .” 
“I don’t think so. I think she meant something else. She 

said she could take my pain away.” Hightower put a hand 
over his mouth, rubbed his bum-fluff beard and whis- 
pered, “I don’t know if I can resist that for long.” 

“Now Barney, you don’t ... you don’t wanna d o  that. 
You don’t wanna get infected again, do you?” 

“Of course I do. More than anything in the world.” 

Hasmed’s armored car job went down bad. 
It started out according to plan. They’d gotten this 

young punk named Tony to drive the Chrysler. He had a 
clean record, and he slammed the car into the tunnel wall 
at the right spot. He hit his markand blocked the lane.. . but 
some jagoff in an old El Camino had gotten between him 
and the Brinks car, so the armored car didn’t get stuck. The 
plan was for it to be right behind the Chrysler and be 
trapped as the traffic in the left lane kept breezing past it. 
Hasmed and “Milkman” Lee Boyer Jr. were in a Ford 

* * 9  
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Windstar behind the target, they were there to pinch it in 
place and empty it out. Thanks to the El Camino, however, 
the Brinks truck didn’t have to fully stop. It slowed, but it 
was still able to switch lanes and get around the crash. 

The second step in the plan, after the truck got stuck, 
was for a Ford Excursion in front of the Chrysler to 
suddenly disgorge four guys with AR-15 rifles and stockings 
over their faces. They’d neutralize the two guards in the 
front ofthe truckwhile the backgot gutted. The whole thing 
was timed to go down in less than four minutes without a 
shot fired. 

But that damn El Camino. 
The driver in the Excursionwas solid, a Made guy who’d 

driven successfully at a couple of bank jobs, but the guy 
riding shotgun pulled rank and ordered him to ram the 
armored car off the road. The driver thought it was stupid, 
but he knew his passenger was a twitchy bastard, and he 
wasn’t going to antagonize the guy when he had a rifle to 
hand, fuggeddaboudit. So the Excursionknockedthe Brinks 
car into oncoming traffic, tearing up its bumper in the 
process, and the guards weren’t surprised when shit started 
to get kinky. 

The secret part of the plan-the part Hasmed had only 
told his thrall Boyer, because none of the others would 
believe it-was that, with the truckstoppedandits driver and 
front guard immobilized, he would turn invisible and hop 
out. Then he’d use a little trick he’d pirated from another 
demon to open the locks on the back of the truck. He’d 
permit the guards in the back to see him only when he had 
a gun on each of them, they’d give up, all the other locks in 
the back would surrender to his preternatural command 
and everyone would live happily ever after. 

Instead, the Excursion had to block in the armored car 
itself, putting itself at point-blank range for the guards 
inside. Those guards, naturally enough, opened fire as 
soon as they spotted the rifles. 

Those mob riflemen were supposed to have their own 
truck and the Chrysler as cover. Instead, the driver and one 
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man in the rear seat had nothing. The guy in back caught a 
slug in the arm and the driver took it in the neck. 

“Stupid fucks! ” Hasmed hissed, but he cloaked himself 
from sight and jumped out. Boyer was hunched down 
behind the door on  the driver’s side, a manic grin on his 
face. Hasmed could feel how much the 01’ Milkmanwanted 
to be throwing down the death, but he was smart, a good 
soldier, following orders and trying to salvage the plan. 

Unseen, Hasmed raced to the back of the truck, a .45 
semiautomatic in each hand. He lay down behind the back 
bumper, reached_up and rapped on the door with the butt 
of one gun. The door popped open. Hasmed waited a 
moment (duringwhich he heard those stupid cowboy fucks 
firing away, what were they trying to do?) then pulled the 
door wide open. 

As expected, at least one of the guards spun toward the 
mysteriously open portal and fired out, jumpy. He kept it 
covered as Hasmed, unseen, climbed up inside. The other 
was looking out a rifle slit in the side, taking her time and 
shooting carefully at the gangsters. Now and then her eyes 
would flicksideways to the door, making sure (she thought) 
that no one was approaching 

Fuck this, Hasmed thought as he got behind the pair of 
them. Unseen, his gun barrels approached their nec ks... 

Nah. 
Instead he pistol-whipped the guy, hard as he could on 

the back of the neck. 
“Owww!” the guy shouted, stumbling fdrward and up. 

“What the ...” 
Hasmed’s other gun-butt smashed into the man’s 

temple, but he still didn’t drop, lousy luck. Now both of 
them were peering around for a n  enemy they couldn’t see, 
so Hasmed just shot them both. 

So much for mercy, he thought. He looked out the gun 
slit and saw the interior of the Excursion. It looked like 
someone had slaughtered a cow inside and the cow had 
thrashed. If anyone from that crew was still alive, they 
weren’t in there. 

Which was their only escape vehicle. Classic. 
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Hasmed holstered his weapons, started kicking and 
slapping at the lockboxes, popping them open with aban- 
don. 

“What’s going on back there?” 
There was no door from the front seat to the back, but 

“All secure,” Hasmed said. 
“We’ve got a ton of openlights here,” thevoice said, and 

the demon realized it wasn’t the driver. He was talking to 
their home base. 

“Armitage, is that you?” asked the voice, suddenly 
suspicious. Hasmed squinted at the dead male guard and 
saw that his nametag said Meier. 

“This is Meier,” Hasmed said, hoistingup money sacks 
in both arms. 

“Bullshit!” said thevoice in the radio, and Hasmed just 
cursed. He was fine, they couldn’t see him, what were they 
going to do? He hauled the money to the van and saw that 
Boyer had done a three-point, facing the van the other 
direction. 

Good idea, he thought, dumping his load in the back 
door. He went back for another and decided to quit when 
he heard sirens coming. 

They were out of the tunnel before he realized that one 
of the four guys from the Explorer was in the back too, 
panting and spattered with blood. Remarkably, none of it 
was his own. He told them that no one else from the Ford 
survived. 

Well, at least there’sno one to squeal, Hasmed thought. 
Tony seemed like a stand-up kid-if he survived he could 
stick to the story that the Explorer had rammed him over in 
front of the Brinks truck. Even if he ratted out the crew, 
he’d been recruited blind. He couldn’t lead anyone back to 
them. 

“Damn it!” Hasmed hissed, grinding his teeth. ‘What a 

“Take it easy,” Boyer said, rolling his neck and shoul- 

“We left half the take on the truck!” 

there was a radio/intercom, now squawking. 

fuckup!” 

ders as he got on the highway. 
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‘Well, yeah, but look on the bright side. We only have to 
split it four ways.” 

9 * - 9  
“You’re Dr. Roark? It’s a real pleasure.” 
“Oh, the pleasure’s mine, Mr. Turner.” Emily Roark 

was a little overweight and plain in the face. She had 
straight, limp, graying hair the color of some well-camou- 
flaged woodland creature. She had wire-rim glasses and 
didn’t wear makeup because of her politics. Reading ro- 
mance novelswas a shameful secret, andthere was something 
about John Turner that gave her a little flutter. 

It wasn’t that Turner was particularly handsome. He 
had a n  interesting face, eyes that were hard but intelligent, 
a strong mouth and the kind of weathering and scars and 
bronzed color that you didn’t see much on  academics. 
When they shook hands, he gripped her hand with both of 
his and his palms were rough and strong. 

He was, in a word, rugged, and it thrilled her. Just a 
little. 

She showed him into her office and said, “Now, you said 
you’re a reporter?” 

“Yeah, I did an article for the Seattle Intelligencer 
recently, on the upswing of Satanic interest since that whole 
LA thing. Did you read it?” 

“No,” she said, “but I’ll have to look for it.” 
Good luck, he thought, since i t  doesn’t exist. 
He wasn’t really John Turner, of course. He was Sal 

Macellaio. In the course of his criminal life, he’d often 
gone to talk to academic types-it was a surprisingly easy way 
to find out about metallurgy, say, or cutting-edge counter- 
surveillance measures or the legal ramifications of credit 
fraud. He’d even had a John Turner driver’s license and 
press card made up for just such occasions. 

“I found a lot of material, and I’ve pitched a longer 
article to a guy I know. Edits a magazine in Toronto called 
Fleur de Lis?” 

“I’m sorry, I’ve never heard of it.” 
“That’s okay, it’s got a pretty small circulation.” Sal 

didn’t act modest very often, but he could put on a good 
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fake of it when he needed to. “Anyhow, I’m trying to get a 
good overview of, you know ... diabolism, I guess, through 
the centuries. And your name keeps popping up.” 

Her laugh was surprisingly girlish. He let her catch him 
checking her hand for a wedding band. There was one, 
which didn’t really matter since he wasn’t really planning a 
move. And if he had, the marriage wouldn’t have stopped 
him. But that look changed things, nonetheless. She was 
flustered now, overthinking, and far less likely to question 
his credentials. 

“You flatter me.” 
“I was wondering. .. well, I mean, what’s it all about?” 
“Do you mean Satanism, or devil-worship, or the whole 

thing?” Seeing his puzzled look she said “One so-called 
devil-worshipper may be as different from another as a 
Ph.D. in Christian Theology is from a snake-handling folk 
Christian in the Black Hills, or from a Haitian Voodoo 
Christian.” 

“That makes sense, I guess. On the low end, you get 
teenagers knocking over tombstones and spray-painting 
them with pentagrams.” 

“Right-the ‘do-it-yourself Satanists who are reallyjust 
acting out against their parents or the status quo or what- 
ever, and who get their guidance from movies or comic 
books or cheap, lurid paperbacks. One major strain of 
Satanism is what I call ‘reactionary Satanism’-people who 
declare themselves Satanists primarily as reaction to some- 
thing else. They want to, you know, ‘piss off the squares,’” 
she saidwith a titter. “So they put on apentagram and make 
it up as they go along.” 

“That’s the kind of thing that’s been on the upswing 
since LA and Devil’s Night, yeah?” 

“Exactly. There’s been a big surge, though smaller than 
you might think. Withthe media coverage, there’s apercep- 
tion among some that being a Satanist is almost normal, 
and these rebel-types resist normalcy above all else.” 

Right, Sal thought. The Marilyn Manson family. They 
aren’tgonna help. Iftheyknowanythingabout this demon 
shit, it’sjust how to get into trouble. 
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“Is there a more... serious strain of devil-worship?” 
“Ohyes. There is, andalways hasbeen, asmallhardcore 

of people who genuinely revere the diabolical, in the same 
way that Muslims worship Allah. I call it-” 

Reverent Satanism,’ yeah, I readyour article on that.” 
She smiled. “I wish my students paid as much attention. 

Anyway, there are more of them than people think-Anton 
LaVey and the Temple of Set and such, those are just the tip 
of the iceberg, the public face of the reverent Satanists. 
Have you read any of the stuff from the Blood Cult Aware- 
ness Network? A lot of it’s hysterical and overblown, but 
you can find some good research in there on the confluence 
of sanguinary fetishism and reverent demon-worship.” 

“Well, see, that’s what I was hopingyou could help me 
with. I don’t know that I can tell good research from bad. I 
mean, there’s a lot of stuff available, sure, but my gut tells 
me most of it’s crap.” 

“Your gut tells you right. Anything you find in a Barnes 
and Noble is probably ‘crap’ as you so succinctly put it-a 
quick-buck lure for the gullible, slapped together by some 
hack after a month and a half of research. Here’s the worst 
offender I’ve found,” she said, pulling a paperback off her 
shelf and passing it over. “Dies I p a m .  They didn’t even get 
the Latin right.” 

11 1 

He thumbed through it. ‘What is it?” 
‘Wish-fulfillment-like those New Age Christian books 

that say the Gospels contain coded instructions for winning 
the lottery. There’s a persistent myth that the Devil himself 
wrote a text called Days ofFire that tells all abouthmaged- 
don, the truth about the past and future of the world. Usual 
rigmarole, onlywith horns and pitchforks instead of harps 
and halos. ” 

“You’re not religious, are you?” 
She stiffened. “I don’t see where that’s relevant.” 
“It’s not, it’s not, I’m sorry. I just ...” He looked down 

and shook his head. 
“No, it’s okay. I guess I’m a little touchy. It seems like 

every class I teach there’s some overwrought Christian 
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telling me I’m going to Hell. I’ve gotten a little defensive. 
As it happens, I’m agnostic.” 

“Me too,” Sal lied. “But anyhow, back to business. 
People are really using this as a Bible?” 

“Well, if we’ve learned anything from Heaven’s Gate 
and Aum Shinryko, it’s that people can believe anything. 
Reverent Satanists are no different. Some groups are 
founded on genuine, historically accurate documents, rites 
and principles. Others think they have a thousand-year 
history that actually dates back to the 1960s.” 

“Which ones are the ‘accurate’ ones?” 
“In the Special Collections here they’ve got a hand- 

copied book dating back to the thirteenth century-the 
Wormwood Text, ifyou’ve heard of it. It’s pretty ‘correct,’ 
if you want to use that word.” 

“Could I get in and see that?” 
“Sure, I think I can arrange that.” She fluttered her 

eyelashes. “Ifyou’re nice, I might even talkyou through it. 
It’s in archaic German.” 

“Oh.” 
“Wormwood’s been a real.. . it’s given a big boost to my 

research on the sociology of Satanism,” she continued. 
“The thing’s like a magnet for infernalists.” 

He knew she’d left him a hole and, dutifully, he plugged 
in a question. “Infernalists? Are they different from the 
reverent Satanists?” 

“Oh yes. They’re a very rare breed. An infernalist 
doesn’t necessarily revere the profane. Some do, but some 
worship devils about as much as a motorist worships cars. 
They’re the ones who believe that they can use demons, 
make pacts for specific powers and prerogatives. They want 
to contact Hell, draw a devil out and trade their souls (or 
whatever) for infernal powers-I’ve heard some of them use 
the term ‘investments.”‘ 

“Like stock brokers.” 
“Naturally it’s all just hooey, but you’d be shocked- 

really shocked!-to find out how many intelligent, 
well-educatedwomen and men want nothing more than to 
summon, bind and control a demon.” 
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“I’m sure,” Sal said. 
& & &  
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Hasmed of the Hated Lash was grocery shopping when 
the demon overlordVodantu invoked him from the depths 
of the Abyss. 
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“Fruity Pebbles!” Tinayelled, pullingaboxoffthe shelf a 
m 
m 

IWSHTOKNOWTHEPROGRESS OFYOUR INVESTIGATIONINTO @ 

HASMED, YOUR MASTER CALLS. 
Just what Ineed, Hasmed thought. Tina was with him, 

running up and down the cereal aisle. He beckoned her 
back. She didn’t come. He reached for his cell phone, 
intending to do his usual dumbshow, then realized itwasn’t 
there. -u 

G a p .  Musta fallen outta mypocket in the car. 
“What do you want?” he asked politely. 

and shaking it. 

RASBADUN ’S FATE. 
Hasmed shook his head at Tina and switched to antique 

Sumerian for Vodantu. 
“(I must regretfully inform you that I have made no  

progress.)” He made a silly face as he spoke and Tina 
giggled. 

IAM SERIOUS ABOUTMYINTERESTIN THIS IvlA7TER. YOU HEAL 
ONE O F M Y M O S T  FAITHFUL SERVANTS, AND SOONAFTER Y O U D O ,  
HE IS ERADICATED--NOT MERELY EXPELLED FROM HIS HOST,  BUT 

TORN APART UTTERLY‘. 

“What?” Hasmed worked hard at  selling shock and 

“Can we get Trix?” 
You DID NOT m o w  OF YOUR COMRADE’S FATE? 
“Absolutely not.” 
“But there’s a prize!” she whined. 
WHY DID YOU NOT REWN WITH ~ B A D U N ?  
“(He didn’t want me there. He seemed embarrassed by 

the defeat, anxious to get far away, and I had to return to 
my.. .)” Hasmed bit his tongue-he’d nearly said “duties,” 
meaning duties to human beings, and that was not some- 
thingVodantuwould hearwithgood grace. “(...my thralls, 
lest they become restive and rebellious.)” He held up a box 

confusion. 
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of Rice Chex in one hand and Cheerios in the other. Tina 
made a face and stomped her foot. 

“Awwwwww.. . ” 
YOUR THRALLS, YES. THATSEEMS TO BE YOUR MOTNATION, 

YOUR EXCUSE, WHENEVER I ISSUE A COMMAND. 

“One of them,” he said, pointing his face at each box, 
then cleared his throat and continued in Sumerian. “(One 
ofthemwas directlyresponsible for Rabbaddn’s liberation. 
Do not underestimate their value. Rabbadun seemed to 
think his captors were vassals of someone or something, or 
had been. It’s possible that they were the ones who found 
him and finished the job after I left.)” 

STROYED ONE OFMYBESTSERVANTS. You, HASMED, ARE TO FIND 

Hasmed felt a surge ofrelief. “(I swear to you that by the 
end of the year, Rabbadun’s destroyer or destroyers will be 
in your power.)” He got a funny look from a young couple 
buying oatmeal, but he didn’t care. This was an oath he 
could easily keep: He was already in Vodantu’s power. “(I 
swear it on my Name.)” 

SEE THAT YOU COMPLY, LEST YOU SUFFER THE SAME DE- 

STRUCTION. I HOLD YOU RESPONSIBLE FOR HIS LOSS, HASMED. 
THIS IS YOUR FAILURE, AND PUNISHING THOSE WHO DID IT 

CANNOT BEGIN TO PAY FOR THE LOSS OF MY HOUSE BROTHER. 
Hasmed was about to reply, but he felt Vodantu break 

contact. Just in time to avert a major Tina tantrum. 
She sniveled and whined through the frozen foods 

section, he had to cave in on ice cream, they came close to 
the brink during the checkout, but things didn’t really 
explode until the parking lot. 

Hasmed heard squealing tires as he went through the 
sliding doors, but it wasn’t a human sense that told him 
someone was hurt. 

Notmyproblem, he thought, evenas thewomanstarted 
to make an ugly “Ugh uh, uuunnng,” sound. 

“Daddy, what’s wrong with that lady?” 
“Don’t look sweetheart, let’s just get inna car ...” 
“She’s a mommy!” Tina had looked, of course. 

I DO N O T  LIKE HEARING THAT MERE MORTALS HAVE DE- 

HIS KILLERS AND DELJVER THEM UNTO ME. 

71.142.14.190



6¶ 
3 

* 
“My baby!” the woman gasped, and with a grimace of * 

disgust, Hasmed forced his head to turn. 
There was the child, in the car seat. Young enough to 

still be facing backward. Mom-a fatso in her twenties or 
thirties-had been loading the groceries in the trunk when 
someone backed into her. Now she was sitting, legs splayed 

her and blood dripping out of her mouth onto h e r h e r i -  
can-flag leather jacket. She wasn’t really screaming because 
she couldn’t. She was hurt bad. 
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out, on the wet black asphalt, a grocery bag spilled all over Q 

“Daddy ...” 

Someone tried the back door, but it was locked. The 

“What’s going to happen to that baby?” 
“Look, it’s-’’ 
“Daddy, you go help her!” 
He sighed. 
“Fine.” He strode over. “Stan’ back, everybody. Back! 

He bent down over her and she looked up with wide, 

“It hurts,” she whispered. 
“Calm down,” he said. ‘You’re okay, I saw the whole 

thing.” He brushed frozen peas and a box of muffin mix off 
her chest. He exhaled, squinted. Made her whole. 

Damn, Vodantu would blow his top if he knew about 
this. One ofhisservants healinga mortal instead ofkilling 
her, on the say-so of a thrall. This is so fucked up. 

“Oh. .. O h  God I’m bleeding!” Now that he’d fixed her 
lungs and diaphragm, she had enough air to really start 
bleating and getting hysterical. 

Hasmedwiped a big dab ofblood off herjacket, sniffed 
it and sucked it off his finger. 

“It’s tomato sauce, ya dummy,” he said. “Now c’mon. 
Get on up. You’re fine.” 

Hesitantly, she did. Then she startedto cry, andscrabble 
at  the door to get her son, and her hands were shaking too 
hard to get the car alarm remote out of her pocket. Seeing 

“It’s okay, kitten.” w 

child inside looked on curiously. 

C’mon, give her some air f r  Christ’s sake.” 

frightened eyes. 
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his mommy distressed, the baby started to howl and the 
store manager came running awkwardly out. But by that 
time Hasmed was back in his car with Tina. 

“You saved that lady,” she said, smug. 
“There was nothing wrong with her!” he barked. 
This sucks, he thought. With a grimace, he contem- 

plated. 
Okay, Ihelped her, and i t  k stupid and depressing Or, 

I could have hurt her, which is stupid and vindictive and 
depressing. Iguess Icould do nothing, but that’sjust stupid 
and depressing and lazy. Crap. 

He didn’t want to admit it, even to himself, but later he 
would recognize that parking lot as the place where he 
decided to turn against Vodantu. 
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Three dead women were defending their home, and it 
wasn’t going well. 

One of them had died over a century ago. She’d been in 
a wagon train, and she’d fired at the Indians alongside her 
husband. She shot one brave’s horse in the neck and watched 
the savage die when his mount rolled on him. That had made 
her pause for just a split-second. Then another-Apache? 
Navajo? Choctaw? No one had ever found out their tribe- 
had sent a bullet through the wood wall of her covered wagon, 
which had hit anail and deflected upward through the roof of 
her eye socket, killing her. 

Her husband and three daughters had gone on, made it to 
Oregon, and now the rifle she’d used w a s  a treasured family 
heirloom. Her story had been told (sometimes with embel- 
lishments, sometimeswithout) hundreds oftimes. Her name 
was Minerva, but she’d been going by Minnie. 

The Contessa Helga von Keudell (who had never really 
been a contessa, but was remembered as one) died of cholera 
decades before Minnie was even born. She died with unfin- 
ished business and was remembered, even in the twenty-first 
century, because she had seduced (or been seduced by, de- 
pending on her mood when she told the story) a faithless 
soldier, mediocre libertine, dreadful poet and compulsive 
diarist named Giardi Camparanelli. While neither as success- 
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ful as Casanova nor as amusing as Pepys, students of history 
still read the Camparanelli diaries-and the lengthy descrip- 
tion of the Contessa’s charms often got particular attention 
on long winter nights in cold dormitories. 

The third woman was both the oldest and the youngest. 
She was oldest because she’d made it to the ripe age of forty 
before dying at the hands of an ultra-top-secret government 
science project run by doctors with more money than sense 
and more curiosity than morality. She was the youngest 
because she’d only died in 1961-all the while being promised 
that she was saving her country from the communists. Her 
name was Elizabeth, and she went by Liz. 

The house they fought to defendwas eternallyunfinished, 
the overblown, broken baroque wreck of a mansion built by a 
man named Kurt Stroeder. Stroeder became a n  overnight 
millionaire some time in the 1920s, and his ruination re- 
quired years, bathtubs of gin and three separate conniving 
wives. The house was almost-made for the third, youngest, 
prettiest and least-successful gold-digger. She left him when 
he went bankrupt, and he killed himself. His flawedvalhalla 
sat in half-baked solitude for years, nestled in the Montana 
wilderness and gawked at by tourists, until it caught a light- 
ning-strike in 1977 and burned to ash. But it still existed in 
faded scrapbooks and a few treasured postcards, and the story 
of a man who loved neitherwisely nor well but expensivelywas 
told again and again. Thus, even though the real house w a s  
nothing but dust, the shape of it remained in the lands of 
death and memory. 

The three lady ghosts had been thrown together by fate, 
and they’d stuck together by choice. Minnie had heard about 
“Stroeder’s Folly” years ago and, when the lands of the dead 
went violently insane, the three of them holed up there. 

Outside was the storm, and worse things rode it. Inside 
were three women with the ghosts of guns. Minnie had the 
ghost of her Winchester, since her descendents always pic- 
tured her holding it. The Contessa had scavenged a brace of 
pistols that a Baronet’s widow had burned after her husband 
died in a duel. Liz had an old Navy revolver that had rusted 
away to nothing in a Chinese river, years before she was born. 
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They were firing at the specters in the storm, greedy mad 
ghosts covetous of the mansion’s realness, even false real- 
ness.. . buttheywere runninglowonammo, they knewtheend 
was near. As they watched, they saw dark shapes massing. 

“Let’sgroup,” the Contessa called out. “One last stand in 
the ballroom.” 

“Naw,” Minnie said. “The master bedroom. There’s only 
one way in.” 

“Something‘s happening,” Liz said. 
Looking out, they saw their enemies scatter. 
‘What in tarnation?” Minnie whispered. “I ain’t never 

seen nothing like.. .” 
The figure in the middle was coming clearer, and nowthey 

could see the scythe, now the wings. 
The dead have their myths too-stories about strange 

rescues from things even the dead fear, stories about the 
Ferrymen and the Trench-Diggers and the great Gaston 
Belladotti (who will rise from the depths of despair when the 
dead need a hero again) but this figure matched one of the 
newest stories, which was a retelling of one of the oldest. 

The last of their assaulters fled, screaming into the wind, 
while the gaunt and skeletal figure drifted closer to the 
mansion. 

“The Reaper of Souls,” Liz whispered. They were all 
thinking it. 

They were somewhat surprised when he bothered to 
knock. The Contessa was the best at false imperiousness, so 
she opened the door. 

‘Who comes?” she demanded, nose in the air. 
“ONCE AN ANGEL OF DEATH,” the figure before them said. 

“Of course,” the Contessa said, and to her credit she 

‘You will forgive our martial air,” she said. 
“NATURALLY.” 
‘We’re much obliged, sir,” Minnie said. 
Then she blinked. For as the fearsome Reaper left the 

winds ofmadness outside, he changed. He tookadeepbreath, 

“ M ~ Y  I ENTER?” 

sounded gracious and not afraid. 
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and then a small black man with not a hair on his scalp stood 
before them. 

He looked around. 
“This will do,” he said, in human tones. 
“Doforwhat?”Lizasked. Shewouldhavebeen suspicious, 

but to be suspicious one needs some feeling, however slight, 
that somethingbad might nothappen. Instead shejust sounded 
resigned. 

“I feel the need for an abode in this realm, and thiswould 
serveadmirably. However, I don’twantto expelyoufromyour 
home. Are you three the only residents?” 

“Perhaps we can work something out,” the Contessa said. 
‘‘Yes,’’ he replied. “Those storm-riders won’t stay away 

forever. I can give you the means to call me in case of attack. 
They hold little terror for me.” 

This seemed too good to be true, and Liz asked, “And in 
return?” 

“I reside here. You allow no one else within its confines, 
except by my word.” 

“That seems reasonable,” Minnie said. She knew she w a s  
caving in easy, but she knew that the house would have been 
torn to pieceswithout him, and themwith it. It was hard to say 
no to someone-anyone-who spared them that fate. 

“And one more thing,” he said. “I may bringguests. They 
are not to be harmed, of course.. . and never, ever are they to 
be released.” * * *  

Whyweren’tyouat mom’sfuneral?”LanceMasonasked. 
“This isn’t the time to talk about it,” Teddy Mason 

replied. 
“Please make sure your tray tables are in an upright 

position,” the flight attendant said. 
‘When willwe talkabout it?” Lance asked, and the eyes he 

turned on his father were terrible. They were red rimmed, 
they had bags and theywere bleak. Those old eyes in that young 
face, it was shocking. It was like his tears had washed his youth 
away. 

‘When we get to Nevada,” Teddy said. 
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‘Why are we going to Nevada? Why do we have to move? 
Why does it have to be so sudden? And why weren’t you there 
when Mom got killed?” 

The last one was a shriek, a genuine scream that everyone 
in Coach class could hear, even over the engines’ whine. 

To his credit, Teddy didn’t look around, didn’t pay 
attention to anyone but his son. He leaned over and gripped 
Lance’s shoulders. 

“Son, I h o w  you’re hurting. I’m sorry you lost your 
mother. I lost her too, and I’m hurting too. I’m sure you’re 
scared and angry and.. . and feeling lost. It’s a terrible thing, 
a.. . a stupid thing, senseless, it didn’t have to happen.” 

“Dad!” Lance was starting to twist uncomfortably in his 
father’s grip. 

“I’m sorry. ” Consciously, Teddy relaxed, eased his grasp, 
but he didn’t let go. 

It had been a lousy week for him. He’d seen Tim and his 
reanimated gang off, and he’d made sure things were under 
control at the site, made sure the construction crewswere on 
task.. . and then he’d flown back home. He returned to phone 
messages of condolence, and then confusion, and at the very 
end suspicion as he didn’t call back, didn’t pick up, didn’t 
respond to anyone from his old life. He’d gone to court and 
answered a lot of questions-why he separated from his wife, 
where he’d been, what he’d been doing, did he have any idea 
how this could happen.. . and all the time he lied, lied, lied. 

He didn’t tell them he was the high priest to a goddess 
awakened. He did not tell them he’d performed close to fifty 
unauthorized lobotomies. He did not say his wife had left 
because she feared for his sanity, and he did not admit that his 
wife’s killer had been his lover. 

He did make one final trip to his old psychologist, Dr. Ng, 
and he hid the effect her very slight resemblance to Joellen had 
on him. He played it right--guilty and confused and miser- 
able, none ofwhich he had to fake. He asked for a referral and 
hoped against hope that she wouldn’t talk to the police. 

He told his story over and over again and, in the end, 
they’d given him custody of his son. What else could they do? 
He wasn’t a suspect-the crime was clearly committed by 
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8 Joellen O’Hanlon, a wanted murderess and hgitive who was 
*;1 found dead on the scenewith the murderweapon in her hand. 
0 Open and shut. Sure, the timing of it was a little strange, but E he was still the boy’s father and the law was very, very clear. 

‘Why didn’t you come get me right away?’’ Lance whis- 
pered, looking down into his father’s chest. 

8: “I couldn’t, son,”Teddyreplied, onlythenrealizinghe’d 
0 put it off, he’d delayed fetching his son out of selfish fear. 

Tears started to drip down his cheeks. “You’ll understand 
everything soon,” he promised. When we get home.” 

But when Lance looked at him, Teddy knew that the boy 
was not going home. He was leaving it. + * *  

YOUHAVEFAILEDME, said thevoice in Grant Dagley’s head. 
He tried to ignore it, tried to drown it out with drink, but it 
didn’t work. 

YOUHAVEFAILED ME. He got home. He’d lived alone since 
hiswife died. He didn’t evenbother changingout ofhis pants, 
which were stiff and pee-stained even after he swam in them. 
He just made a beeline for the medicine cabinet and the 
isopropyl bottle and its sweet, soothing fumes. 

YOU ... FAKED... but it was dull, distant, meaningless 
noise, yes, the fumes, filling his head with a warm buzz, like 
friendly bees making sweet honey in his mind, the fumes, 
they’d save him from his goddess. 

Then he w a s  wrenched forward by pain, convulsed, and 
the booze was streaming out, splashing out of his anus in a 
diarrhea torrent, coming up his throat like scalding lava, and 
the soft gas numbness was gone. He could feel it coming out 
his tear ducts and sweat glands. His body was inflating as Avitu 
swelled into him, pushing out every distraction, making him 
a hollow drum that reverberated with her voice.. . 

You HAVE FATLED ME! 
Grant Dagley wept and begged forgiveness. 
“I’msorry, I, I dunnowhat happened, Ididn’t mean to hit 

him, I didn’t mean to run off, I’m a brave man, I.. . I’m.. . you 
gotta believe me.. .” 

I DO BELIEVE YOU,  GRANT. Y O U R  WEAKNESS IS NOT YOUR 

FAULT. Y O U  WERE NOT M E A i T  FOR SUCH THINGS. 
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“R-really?” 
I FORGIVE YOU. 

“Thank you!” he sobbed, and blubbering there on the 
floor he meant it, he knelt and clutched his hands and prayed 
his gratitude. He’d seen people do this to him, in his barn, 
usually between torture and death, but he’d always figured 
they were faking. He didn’t know the real feeling. He didn’t 
knowhow profound it is, to pray for mercy from a force you 
cannot stop. 

BUT GRANT, THAT DOESN’T MEW THERE IS NO PROBLEM. 
“I’ll make this right. I swear it! I’ll get him out if it’s the last 

At that moment, covered in his own fdth;he was utterly 
thing I do!” 

sincere. + + *  
Sal popped another stick of nicotine gum and rang the 

doorbell. Ever since seeing Harvey Ciullo-or, he guessed, 
Hasmed the demon-make people sick just, bam! like that, 
he’d quit smoking. Johnny Bronco had smoked for years, and 
he got lung cancer at a really convenient time for Ciullo. 
Maybe Hasmed could have done it anyhow, but Sal wasn’t 
going to give him a head start. 

Talkingto Dr. Roarkhadhelped himsome. Not alot, but 
some. She’d given him some book titles, and most of them 
were in her school’s regular collection-she’d made sure of 
that. She’d told him that “supposedly,” speaking a demon’s 
name could call its attention to you. She called that “invoca- 
tion” and went on and on about how it was a subconscious 
reaction to the omnipresence of clerical authority in feudal 
Europe. He’d smiled and nodded and figured that she’d 
never spoken a demon’s name and actually had it answer. 

Speak of the devil, fuggeddaboudit, he thought. 
She’d shown him passages in the Wormwood Text that 

described how to call up and control a demon-“evocation” 
and ”binding”-but the catch was that the whole damn book 
was only good for that one demon. And that demon’s name 
wasn’t even in the book, it was referred to throughout as 
‘Wormwood.” Dr. Roark thought the last page had revealed 
the name, but it was torn out-presumably stolen by some 
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antique librarian who didn’t want another infernalist to 
poach his spirit. 

It was all good background, he’d particularly been inter- 
estedin a translation ofthe CodeofDiabolicalloyalFanold 
Greek text that was apparently a “how-to” book full of advice 
on demon summoning. It had been, after all the other crap, 
refreshingly straightforward and common-sensical. The first 
term ofyour bargain should always be, “NeverHarm Me. ”Sal 
could appreciate that. 

Perhaps most importantly, he had-after overcoming her 
reluctance with some drinks and promises of anonymity- 
gottenthenamesofsome “seriousinfernalists” forhis “article.” 

“They’ve done good scholarship,” she said, “and most of 
the guys I’m telling you about won’t mind talking.” As she’d 
said that, a nervous look had creased her brow, just for a 
moment. He’d called her on it. 

“Oh, I’m just thinking about ... aw, never mind.” 
‘What?’’ 
‘Well there was this one man ...” She frowned, took a 

drink. “I think he was seriously dangerous. I mean, most 
people who want to call up a demon and bargain for power are 
somewhat.. . intense? But he was really something else. He 
wantedtosee the Wormwood Textandhe threatenedmewhen 
I told him no. Since that time ...” 

*What’s his name?” 
“I won’t tell you.” 
“Look, I’m serious about myjob,” Sal said, “but I’m not 

about togopokingastickinabeehivejustto seewhat happens. 
If you tell me this guy is nuts, okay, I won’t go shake the nut 
tree. But is it possible these other infernalists know him?” 

Reluctantly, Dr. Roark had nodded. 
“In that case, I’d like the name so that I don’t wind up 

talking to him on accident.” 
The namewas innocuous: Marvin Morris. After talking to 

the other infernalists (most of whom seemed like put-on 
artists to Sal), he’d come to Marvin’s apartment. 

It wasn’t an impressive place on the outside. Just another 
gruesome ’70s building with bad lines and an ugly crushed- 
rock diamond design on the front wall. 
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He frowned, pushedthe doorbellbuttonagain.Therewas 
no sound. 

Broke? He wondered. Or disconnected? He balled up a 
fist and pounded on the door. Thenhe paused, pushed his ear 
to the wood and listened. 

Someone was definitely moving in there. 
He started pounding again and didn’t stop until a voice 

“I’m selling Wormwood TePtsdoor to door,” he shouted. 
That got it open a crackwith a chain on it. One bloodshot 

“Fuck off,” Marvin Morris said. 
“C’mon, be polite.” 
‘What do you know about the Text?” 
“I know you want it and can’t get it.” 
“And you can?” 
He held up a piece of paper. 
He’d asked Dr. Roarkif he could take pictures ofthe book 

and some of its diagrams, and she’d said no, the flash might 
damage it. So, as they pored over it, he’d kept her there until 
shehadtogo tothebathroom.Thenhe’dgottenouthisdigital 
camera and taken the pictures anyhow. The picture he showed 
Morris was the biggest illustration, printed out. 

Morris squinted, then opened the door. 
Inside, the apartment w a s  completely black. 
Not only was it black, it w a s  edgeless. The ceiling and the 

floor were covered in billowing drapes of cloth, the furniture 
was a series of vague mounds under dark coverings, the 
windows were totally covered. There was not a hard edge 
anywhere to be seen. The onlylight came fromasingle, heavily 
shaded bulb. 

said, “Go away!” 

eye looked at him from under a curtain of dark hair. 

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” Sal said. 
“The GlintingDevil,”Morrisreplied, “Iangeredit. It sees 

through reflections, through the shapes of corners.” 
“Uh huh,” Sal said, and then he spun around. You don’t 

gettobeacrewchiefwithout agoodsensefordanger, andhe’d 
seen Marvin’s sudden move. The guy was no gunslick-he was 
still trying to get the safety off when Sal got his hands on the 
pistol too. Morris wasn’t much of a fighter, either. The 
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struggle was brief and endedwith the infernalist on the floor, 
clutching his testicles and howling, while Sal pointed the gun 
right up his nose. 

“I was gonna deal ya straight,” Sal said, “but you hadda go 
put on the bitch act.” 

Five minutes later, Sal was cursing the fact that there was 
no firm furniture to tie the guy to. Ten minutes after that, he 
was planning to start smoking again-nicotine gum was okay, 
but just didn’t make the same impression when rubbed on 
someone’s forehead. 

It took close to two hours of interrogation (eventually 
performed in the bathtub) and some light scalding before Sal 
was satisfied that Morris had told him everything he knew. It 
wasn’t much. 

Marvin Morris swore up, down and sideways that each 
demon needed a special, hand-crafted ceremony before you 
could control it. It wasn’t like buying a suit off the rack: 
Everything had to be perfectly tailored, or the whole thing 
would unravel. Worse, you might succeed at summoning the 
thing, but have no way to control it. 

Sal didn’t tell or show Morris the names ‘Vodantu” or 
“Hasmed-he satisfied himself that this putz wouldn’t know 
anything about them. But Morris did provide one thing that 
was very damn useful indeed: the Rebluhe Ritual. 

‘What the hell language is this?” Sal asked, transcribing 
the text as Morris spelled it out. 

“It’s Enochian,” the infernalist replied.. . and some em- 
ber of enthusiasm for the topic showed through still, even 
though he was tied up in his bathtub and under duress. 

Fuck, Sal thought, 7’his guy’s so hard up forsomeone to 
talk to about this shit that he’s actudy relieved I tortured i t  
outta him. 

‘What’s Ee-nodry-un?” 
“The wordless words spoken by the stars! It’s the 

mute language of Creation itself! Enochian, the primal 
tongue, is-” 

“Right, demon language, got it. Make with the ritual.” 
Once he blazed a trail through Morris’s meandering 

cosmic claptrap, Sal got the lowdown. If you had gotten a 
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demon’s attention-through an invocation, probably-the 
Rebluhe Ritual could break it off. Otherwise, apparently, the 
demon could continue to speak to you and hear your words as 
long as it cared to pay attention. 

Sal was dubious about anything that long-haired weirdo 
told him, but it was better than nothing. Maybe he’d try itwith 
Hasmed. 

Ormaybe Ishould be carefdabout usingmumbojumbo 
dictated bya demonologist Ikickedin the crotch, he thought 
as he drove away. * * *  

The demoness Mukikel, Autumn Overlord, was a mem- 
ber of the Legion of Majestic Liberation. Ruled by Princess 
Nazathor, her goal was to find and free Lucifer, their great 
leader. Her current mission involved protecting Chuck 
Rodriguez and Mitch Berger until they could make themselves 
useful. Fine, she didn’t mind. She was a loyal soldier. She 
would face enemy troops without flinching and carry out her 
duties obediently-no matter how unpleasant. 

What really frosted her panties was getting backchat and 
bullcrap from her own dies. 

The Legion of Stark Defiance was charged with defense, 
supply, recovery, infrastructure.. . all the necessary but 
unglamorous tasks that the other two legions needed in order 
to fight the good fight and carry out their search. And it was 
aDefiancefellknightinTaoswhowasmakingMukikelgrither 
teeth. 

“Ijustneed ablank,” theAutumn Overlord repeated. “It’s 
on the orders of the Princess.” 

‘You need a blank, she needs a blank, the Blade of Flowers 
up in San Francisco needs a blank, a Malefactor in North 
Dakota wants me to ship her a blank.. . Everybody needs a 
blank, everyone cites higher authority, and everyone seems to 
forget that bodies without souls are rare. ” The fell knight had 
possessed a fat roofing contractor named Hugh Jeffries, and 
he retained Hugh‘s truculent style of negotiating. 

“Look. I don’t give a shit about any of that,” Mukikel said 
sweetly. “I’m from the Princess. You remember her?” 
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‘Why don’t you just invoke her and get confirmation? 
Then I’ll happily give you the one and only blank I’ve got 
available now, and when the duke I promised it to comes-a 
frigging Rabisuwith a temper, who could eat me for breakfast 
without belching.. . well, then I can point him her way for an 
explanation.” 

There was a pause. 
“I’m not about to-” 
“-botherherwithlittlestuff, sure,” Hughsaid. “Iunder- 

stand perfectly. But there’s fierce, fierce competition for 
limited supplies, and I have to obey the ranking Elohim. I’m 
sorry, but ...” 

‘Yeah, you’re all heart.” 
(“Blanks”-people with no consciousness left-ould, of 

course, be made fairly easily, but doing so contradicted a 
standing order for all legions. Since human consciousness 
was a gift from Lucifer and the initial cause of the rebellion, 
Lucifer’s followers weren’t about to start stripping it out of 
people, no matter how convenient.) 

Hugh bit his lip. “Look,” he said. “I may be able to help 
you after all.” 

Mukikel narrowed her eyes. “Really.” 
“Sure. I help you, you help me, everyone’s happy.” 
“Peace, love and harmony,” she said sourly. He shrugged. 
‘You want a blank or not?” 
“I thought you only had one.” 
“I do. But I know where there are more.” He leaned in. 

‘We’ve bought a few from this operation in Nevada called 
Rothschild Laboratories. ” 

W‘ho runs it?” 
“Humans, I guess.” Seeing her look, he threw up his 

hands. “Seriously! I don’t knowwhere they’re gettingblanks- 
I hearditwasaninsaneasylumtryingto cut downonoverhead. 
Anyhow, they use ’em for drug trials or something, and a 
couple thatwere toosicklyforthatgot put onthe openmarket. 
You’re an overlord-you could put a squad together, raid the 
place, carryofftheblanks. It’sperfect, see?The mortalsaren’t 
going to complain. I haven’t checked, but I’m pretty sure 
using catatonics for involuntary drug trials is illegal in Ne- 
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vada. If some other demon is behind this, you’ve got the clout 
and the power to back him off.” 

“If it’s such an easy task, why don’t you do it?” 
“I have responsibilities. It wouldn’t be a cakewalk for me, 

but you’re pals with the Knight of Venom, right? She’d go 
through this place like termites through weathered pine.” 

“Then why shouldn’t I just take all these blanks for 
myself?” 

“Go ahead. I can’t stop you. Consider the tip a gift from 
me to you. Or, you could give me the blanks after you nab 
them, and then you don’t have to worry about feeding or 
hiding or taking care of them until you need them.” 

“And you’ll owe me.” 
‘Yeah, plenty. That’s always a good thing, right?” 
Mukikel scowled. “Fine,” she said at last. ‘You’ll owe me. 

But I’ll decide when the debt is discharged.” * * *  
The demon Gaviel kept most of his money in cash, and it 

added up to a little over sixty-thousand dollars. He had a 
Lexus, andhe’dbesorrytoseethatgo, butitwasalinkto Noah 
Wallace. That link, like the apartment and the face and the 
bank account, had to be broken. The cell phone was aban- 
doned in a gas station rest room, and he’d emptied as much 
money as he reasohably could from ATMs before putting in 
a bad code three times to get the card confiscated. His credit 
cards were sheared in half and discarded, and now he was in 
line for a new drivers’ license. He was tempted to just head to 
the front of the line, but it wasn’t worth the effort. He could 
wait. He’d already waited forever. 

“Hi,” he said to the woman behind the counter. “I’m 
Malcolm Jones, and I lost my license. Well, I didn’t lose it, it 
was in my wallet when I got robbed.” 

He smiled and charmed and talked his  way through the 
bureaucracy, and when she asked for documents he just 
looked her in the eye and said, “MY DOCUMENTSARE IN ORDER.” 

. Checking his watch, he figured it was too late to get a new 
bank account with his new license (which was based on the 
stolen Social Security number of a black man who’d be about 

That  took care of that. 
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Noah’s age, had he survived pulmonary compliatiom arising 
from AIDS), but selling his car on the black market and 
getting another legally might be feasible if he stepped lively. 

As he turned on an AM news station, he became uneasy at 
the story of multiple deaths and major damage to an East St. 
Louiswater-pumpingstation. Could it be related to his Foe? 

Sucking on his teeth, he decided to investigate it later. 
Today, housekeeping. * * *  

While Mukikelwas inTaoslookingfor abody, Shadrannat 
was in Burbank, bargaining for a soul. 

‘You picked a bad time to request a transfer.” The speaker 
was a red-haired woman, passably pretty but past her prime. 
She was also Diiminor, the Silver Duchess, and the demon 
Buniel’s commanding officer. She was in charge of a l l  offen- 
sive actions in the state of California, and she had detached 
Buniel to work for Princess Nazathor with reluctance. 

“Is it such a big matter?” Shadrannat asked. “The re- 
positioning of one soul in Hell? One of the myriad?” 

“One of mine.” Dtminor turned a speculative glance on 
the underweight teenager before her. “Now, if the Princess 
wants him in particular, I’d be happy to swap him for you.” 

Shadrannat just laughed. 
“Seriously. What are you doing in her legion anyhow? 

You’re a front fighter. That’s your nature. You can’t deny 
that. ” 

The young girl slipped a few more sunflower seeds be- 
tween her teeth and cracked them. She smiled. “Natures 
change. Change is the nature of nature.” 

‘Very philosophical. You sound like one of the oracles, 
now. ” 

“Nah. But some truths are true, no matter how philo- 
sophical they sound. ” 

DGminor sighed. ‘We could really use you. I know the 
officialline is that Los Angeles is ours, but youknowthe score. 
There are two Old Ones in there, and we don’t even know 
enough to invoke them. Buniel knows the city. He retains that 
from his host, even if the body is lost. He’s an experienced 
fighter in that terrain, and that counts for a lot.” 

. 
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that’swhyhe’sbackinthepit. Ifitwasup tome, I’dlethimstay 4j 
there, but the Princess wants him out. Worse than you, I’d 

choice? When the Bear King remains imprisoned? Or the xt 
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Wave Strider? Or the Lady of the Crimson Throne?” 
The Duchess shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. I guess. Very t)J 

well. But you owe me!” She cleared her throat. “Buniel, 
Knight of Embers, is hereby reassigned into the Legion of $ 
Majestic Liberation and is under their full orders.” 

“And is under the command of Mukikel, the Autumn 2 
“. . .and is under the command ofthe Autumn Overlord.” Qa 

@ “Mukikel the Autumn Overlord.” 
“All right, all right! Buniel the Knight of Embers is under VI 

the command of Mukikel the Autumn Overlord. Happy 
now? Is every I dotted and every T crossed?” 

“Observing the formalities is important. It ensures disci- 
pline.” 

“You’ve been with Liberation too long. Come over to 
Victory. We’ll show you a good time.” 

Shadrannat tilted her head. ‘<How about this? Once the 
Morningstar is found, I’ll put in a request to transfer-to your 
command specifically. Does that promise negate our debt?” 

Te ry  much so!” Dhminor smiled. “You still have the lust 
for battle in you.” 

“Oh yes. But until I know I’m fighting for the right 
reasons, the search is more important than the struggle.” 

said, “but the Knight of Embers disobeyed direct orders, and 

wager. Ifyou had a body to house him, would he beyour first ttl n 

Overlord. ” s 

* 

* + *  
“The money does not, of course, go to us,” Gwynafra said 

in a lecturing tone. 
“Uh huh, ” Blackie said, craning his neck to the back of the 

van. The latest group of sacrifices-including Ruby Fowler 
and several from the graveyard experienc-at slackly back, 
mouths lax, staring at nothing or maybe at each other. 

“On paper, the money is a donation from Rothschild 
Pharmaceuticals to the Drusse Foundation, anonprofit char- 
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ity. Some of the other priests are on the board of Drusse, but 
Oscar Black is the listed chairman.” 

“Oscar Black” was the phony name Black Hawk had 
receivedto go alongwithhisphonyface andphonyjob. Hewas 
glad that “Blackie” still made sense. 

“Did Drusse pay for the land?” 
“No,” Gwyn said, flipping on her turn signal. “That 

purchase was made in my name alone. Should anything 
happen to me, the High Priest inherits.” 

“So your job paid for it.” Her mysterious job. He had no 
idea what she did at the casino. 

“My signingbonus paid for the land, and my salary pays for 
the improvements,” she said crisply. Someone honked hard 
as she cut into the lane, accelerating 

“So.. . processing.. the sacrifices. That’s a separate thing 
entirely?” 

‘‘Yes.” 
That was what they were doing. That was where they were 

going. And thanks to an unexpected visit from a fire safety 
inspector at the compound, they were going at seven at night 
instead of four in the afternoon. That was why they were 
hurrying. 

“Onpaper, there’snowayto traceittome.Andonpaper, 
there’s no way to connect you or Drusse to the property or to 
me. 

Very tidy.” 
“1’mgladyouapprove.You’llneed to take more andmore 

responsibility for Drusse. I’ve been operating as treasurer 
with another assumed identity.” 

“Phyllis Inglewood, right?” 
‘Yes.” There was a pause. Phyllis Inglewood had been 

created as a new name for his mother, for Joellen, but now.. . 
“Soon Ms. Inglewood will have a fatal car wreck and Oscar 
Black will reorganize the Foundation, placing control of the 
budget directly with the chair.” 

“Swell. Just how big is the budget?” 
“Currently, the Drusse investments are worth $1.1 mil- 

“No shit?” 
lion.” 
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m “Straight up, word to your mother,” Gwyn said dryly. 

“Not much of that is liquid, of course ...” 
“Butwhere’ditallcomefrom? Surely ...” Hetookanother 

look in back. “They can’t be worth that much.” 
“No, initially it was a real estate investment, with seed 

money from an anonymous donor-myself, through several 
removes. The real estate was near the old town of Serro 
Gordo, and a stockpile of bar silver was found buried there 
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not long after the Drusse purchase.” 
‘What?” 
“Serro Gordo was a mining town. One ofyour ancestors 

lived there during the silver boom.” Gwyn shook her head. 
“Duringthe height of the boom, therewas one murder a week 
in Serro Gordo. So much consciousness.. .” 

“But where’d all the silver come from?” 
“Serro Gordo was a very rich strike. For a while, people 

actually lived in shacks with walls made of the silver bars that 
were awaiting shipment out. It was easier to just use the silver 
than to buy wood, and when each load went they simply built 
more. Theywere miningandsmeltingitfasterthantheycould 
haul it away.” 

“And this ancestor of mine?” 
“He hid some silver for a rainy day. Now, his descendents 

use it to further the great work.” She pushed the brakes and 
shifted into Park. “Here we are.” 

Rothschild Pharmaceuticals was on the outskirts of Las 
Vegas. The area was zoned Industrial for miles around, and 
featureless buildings made of sheet metal or poured concrete 
hugged thegroundlikebeetles. Behind their chainlink fences 
they were anonymous, except for small, plain signs that 
announced their names-Morgan Processing or Keliel In - 
dustries or Schawmm Manufacturing, Ltd.-as grudgingly as 
prisoners holding up their ID numbers for the jailhouse 
photographer. 

The van’s destination was even more forbidding than its 
neighbors. The place’s fence was twice as high, soaring to 
twenty feet and crownedwith glinting concertina wire. At each 
corner ofthe fence, avideo camerarotated, unblinking, back 
and forth. Other cameras moved in concert at the corners of 
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the one-story building within. Lights on the fence and the 
building filled the parking lot between them with a harsh 
yellow glare. 

Gwyn pulled up by the front gate and waved to the camera 
affted there. She said nothing, nothing came from the 
speaker next to it, but the gate clanged and rolled open. 

“I’ll introduce you,” she said. “Then they’ll knowto open 
up for you as well.” 

Insteadofgoingto the front door (which, Blackienoticed, 
had another camera over it-making a total of six he’d seen so 
far) they drove around to the side, passing more cameras on 
the fence (seven, eight) and more on the building (nine, ten) 
before arriving at a loading dock which was, of course, 
monitored (eleven). The fence in back and on the sides had 
opaque strips of plasticwoven through the links, and there was 
an overhang between the sky and the loading door. 

After Gwynafraverified her identity again, the metal door 
clanked its way upward. 

“It’s simple,” she said. ‘We unload them here, theywheel 
them away, and they hand us a check.” 

Blackie still felt uneasy as he left the van and opened its 
back doors. The men and women insidethe sacrifices- 
groaned softly. A few looked wildly around, mostly upward. 
One started to cry. 

“Come on,” Gwyn said, unbuckling one from his seat and 
pulling him to his feet. 

Inside the building was a man in the bland uniform of a 
security guard, holding a very fancy and compact machine 
gun- 

“Hi,” Blackie said, starting to unbuckle another. 
The guard grunted. He looked pale, sweaty.. . unclean, 

maybe. But he held the gun with great assurance. 
“So, uh, here at last?” Another pale man came out of the 

building’s dim recesses. He was wearing a lab coat and looked, 
if anything, even morewan and played-out than the guard. He 
also seemedjumpy-he keptlookingover hisshoulder. Blackie 
found himselfwonderingjustwhat illnesses Rothschild Phar- 
maceuticals was researching, and how contagious they were. 

‘We got held up,” Blackie said. 
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m ‘Yeah, well, see that it doesn’t, y’know, happen again.” 

“Mr. Black, this is Dr. Clark,” Gwyn said. Both men 
nodded, and instead of shaking hands Blackie pushed one of 

7a 
m the non-conscious walkers toward him. 

“I, uh, I had to stay late to take this delivery,” Dr. Clark n 
said, glancing back toward the interior door, then restraining X 
his new “patient” on a gurney. “I had tickets to see, uh, Penn 4 

“Sorry. We were detained.” Blackie said it without a lot of 
sincerity. He didn’t like Dr. Clark, didn’t like his looks or his 2 
attitude or the rough way he handled the sacrifices. 

From the dim recesses of the building, they heard a cry. 

‘What sort of research it is you do, again?” Blackie asked. 

didn’t know her name. She struggled weakly, but he was able 
to calm her and get her off the van. 

Dr. Clark paused in the middle of strapping someone 
down. “Medical research,” he finally said. 

“Got it,” Blackie replied. 
“In the future, come when you’re scheduled.” 
‘We’ll do that,” Gwyn promised. 

The next night, Gabe McKenzie said, “Sorry I’m late,” as 
soon as he walked in the door. He could hear the baby crying. 

“It’s okay,” his wife said, and she smiled even though her 
eyes were tired. “Can you take him?” 

“Do you mind if I change into sweats first?” 
“I’ve been waiting to go to the bathroom for the last half 

hour.” 
“Oh.” Gabe reached out for the child, hoping it wouldn’t 

urk on his suit. His wife draped a receiving blanket over his 
shoulder. 

“I think he’s teething,” she said as she went into the 
restroom. “He’s been drooling up a storm.” 

“Huh.” Gabe carried the baby to their bedroom and 
carefully set the child in the middle of the unmade, queen- 
sized bed. The boy continued to cry and wave his tiny arms, he 
was red as a lobster, but there was no way he could roll off the 

and Teller.” ft 

Maybe a scream, quickly muffled. 

He was unbuckling a woman now. Ruby Fowler, though he 
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* * *  
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bed. He couldn’t even roll over on his own. Still, Gabe 
worried about it. 

He stripped rapidly, putting his suit coat and pants on 
their hangar and draping his empty shoulder holster over a 
chair. Ever since his son had been born, Gabe had gotten in 
the habit of leaving his gun at work. 

As he put on his old sweats from Quantico and picked the 
baby up, he heard the toilet flush and the sink start running. 

“My hands are so chapped.” His wife came through the 
doorway, rubbing on lotion. “I must bewashingthem twenty 
times a day.” 

‘What do you want to do for dinner?” 
“I dunno. Throw in a frozen pizza?” 
“Brilliant.” 
“Here yougo, mylittle buddybuck,” she said, reaching for 

the baby. She hoisted up her shirt and started nursing him. 
Instantly, he quieted. 

“That gives me an idea,” Gabe said, heading for the 
kitchen to get a beer from the fridge. 

‘Wish1 couldjoinyou,”she said, trailingbehindhimwith 
the baby still attached. 

“Sorry. You want me to make you some tea or some- 
thing?” 

“I’ve got water.” 
For a little while, the three of them just sat on the couch. 

“So how was work?” 
‘Weird. Just really, really weird.” 
‘Yeah? Did you finally talk to that Noah Wallace charac- 

“Oh no. Not only is he not returning my calls, Noah 

“Disappeared?” 
“Mm hm. Someone hit about eight ATMs yesterday, 

taking the max cash out at each one. He’s not answering his 
phone, the stakeout at his apartment turns up nothing, and 
nobody’s seen him at his usual haunts. We’re going to run the 
patternontheATMs and checktheirvideo, but I don’t expect 
much.” 

Eventually, Gabe sighed, stood and started f ~ n g  dinner. 

ter?” 

Wallace has disappeared. ” 
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“You never can tell.” 
“Heh. Anyhow, itgetsevenweirder. Rememberthestolen 2 

rental truck?” Seeing her blank look he said “May. She w a s  
spotted in a gold colored sport-Ute, a rental? Turned out to * 

fu 
be stolen. Some woman named Bridget Mason reported it 78 
stolen out in Nevada. I call her number to ask questions, and fu 

W 
she’s been murdered.” m 

‘What?” v1 
“Murderedin her home. Butit’sokay. Theyknowwho did 

it: Joellen O’Hanlon.” 
“No way.” The O’Hanlon murder and flight had been big 

newsonthe tabloidshows, soMrs. McKenziewasfamiliarwith 
it. “So the woman who rented the truck killed Joellen 
0’ Hanlon?” 

We’re gettinga searchwarrant, that could turnup something. 
Or maybe the old bodybuilder grabbed him and extorted his 
PIN number out of him. Or perhaps he’s fleeing in fear. 
There’s a lot of circumstantial evidence but.. .” He frowned. 
“I’d hate to think he could do it. You know? He seemed like 

such a good guy.” t4 

“They killed each other.” 
“But I thought that was way up in Montana.” 
“Bingo. ” 
There was a pause. Gabe sipped his beer. The baby made 

a little raunching noise as his mother put him over her 
shoulder and started to pat his back. 

‘Wait, I’m confused.” 
“It goes something like this: Joellen O’Hanlon and her 

son kill the old woman down South and disappear from view 
for months. The Masons-Bridget, Theodore and their son 
Lance-rent a Bronco onavacation in Nevada. The sport-Ute 
gets stolen, maybe by the old bodybuilder. In any event, the 
old bodybuilder shows up here in St. Louis. Throws Noah 
Wallace out awindow, then presumably kidnaps May Carter in 
the stolen Bronco. Meanwhile, Bridget goes back to Mon- 
tana. O’Hanlon shows up and whacks Bridget.” 

“This makes no sense.” 
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“You’re not the only one who thinks so.  Shall we turn on 
the news? I’m curious how they’re going to cover the next 
part.” 

“Next part?” 
‘Yeah. You heard about the water plant thing in East St. 

Louis? Well, guess who was found, handcuffed and uncon- 
scious on the premises?” 

“Noah Wallace?” 
“No. A very large, muscular man with white hair. And 

when we ran his prints, the name Timothy Grady popped 
out.” 

She blinked, frowned. “Should that name mean some- 
thing to me?” 

“He murdered five women, back in the 1950s. He went 
missing from an asylum in Los Angeles during the big Devil’s 
.Night quake, and everyone assumed he was dead. But now he 
turns up alive, well and apparently dangerous in St. Louis.” 

‘You think he could be your old bodybuilder?” 
He shrugged. ‘We’re bringing the gas station guy in 

tomorrow.” He shook his head. “And that’s without tying in 
Lynn Culver up in Illinois. I wear, this case just keeps getting 
bigger and weirder. Next thing you know, it’s going to tie in 
to those prostitutes who were getting mangled on the East 
Coast. ” 

‘Yeah, or that guy they found down South with his arms 
and legs chopped off.” 

The timer dinged. Dinner w a s  served. 

Kevin, the drummer for a rock-and-roll band, was nail- 
ing a beautiful woman. He was particularly excited by the 
thought, I’m nailing a beautiful woman because I’m the 
drummer for a rock band. 

Theywere at his place, he was stretched out on his back on 
the bed, and she was on top, stark naked and just, wow, 
fantastic. She had big boobs and long thick hair and was, on 
top of everything else, a gymnast. It seemed too good to be 
true. 

And, of course, it was. The woman on top of him was not 
a true woman. It was Sabriel, who could truthfully be called 

+ + *  
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“false” in any number ofways. The body was not her body. It 
wasn’t even Christina’s body, except in the grossest material 
sense. The breasts were real flesh, but any natural woman 
would have sagged at that size. Not her though. What was the 
point ofbeinga demon of desire ifyou couldn’t bend the rules 
on tit-sag? 

One thing that wasn’t fake was her enjoyment. 
“I’m trying to decide how to do it,” she said, voice low, 

fingernails lightly scratching down his chest. “I could just 
kneel on you like this, and pump away.. .” She gave him an 
example. 

Whoa,” he said. He could feel her slippery little yoni on 
his prick. Christ, it was like getting lightly kissed.. . 

“That’s pretty pedestrian, though,” she said. “How about 
a nice split?” One handsettlednext to his hip, anotherbehind 
her back and she did a perfect split, it was like she was floating 
therejust inches above him, toespointed. He’d neverseenany 
woman look this good unless it was an airbrushed photo. 

“Oh, baby ...” 
He wasdesperate for her, and Sabriellikedthat. Christina 

absolutely despised Kevin the drummer, and Sabriel liked 
that too. 

“Or I could just flatten out on you.” With a delicious, 
velvet smooth turn she did, they were belly to belly and those 
fabulous tits were within reach of his mouth if he craned his 
neckreally hard, her muscular, perfect thighs enveloped him, 
and he bridged his back up, tqmg to work his cock into her 
PUSSY. 

“C’mon,” he grunted, “I gotta give it to ya. ..” 
She giggled and let him burrow.. . 
“Oooh, it’s so BIG!” 
. ..and she knew he’d screwed his ex-girlfriend Cindi just 

two days earlier and had lied to her about it, she knew he was 
talentless and not too bright, she knew their band was going to 
succeed wildly, and soon, and that it would all be because of 
her burnishing the talents oftheir guitarist and their singer.. . 

“Oh, it’s so hard, ah, it’s like a tree!” 
... she was polishing them bright and their dreams would 

be just within reach when each of them would find out she’d 

r: * 
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been screwing them all. She planned for Kevin to be the one 
who found out, the one who ratted out the other two. Their 
boyhood dream would be so close, and they’d all fail. The 
band would break up because they couldn’t share. 

Kevin was the most arrogant of them all, with the least 
reason. His faltering sense of rhythmwas a real problem, and 
not just in the bedroom. But he’d never admit that he’d done 
anything wrong, never believe it, never permit himself to 
think it. He was pathetic. 

“Baby, you’re theangelonmyChristmastree.”Heslopped 
the words into her ear, and then it all went wrong. 

Sabriel felt it first and she didn’t even freeze, she just 
pushed him back and got her legs under her, trying to stand, 
to run. 

Kevin saw it first, because it was behind Sabriel’s back. A 
gray line, but more than gray. It wasn’t only gray, it was 
grayness itself. It was shadow. It was something that sucked the 
color out of everything around it, and then it gotwider. It was 
like a rip in a movie screenwith the film still playing, only the 
film was his apartment. 

He screamed when the thing came through, but not loud 
enough to drown out its words. 

“I HAVE COME FOR YOU ONCE MORE, DEFILER.” 
Something more hideous than any Iron Maiden album 

cover, more gruesome than Marilyn Manson’s wettest night- 
mare, something that was bones and ash and fire and death 
came through the hole and grabbed the girl and pulled her 
backwith it. It pulled her right out of Kevin’s bedroom, out 
of the world and out of his sight. Then the grayness disap- 
peared and he was by himself. 

Kevin the rock drummer screamed and screamed. 
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“So,” Gabe McKenzie asked Matthewwallace, “Do you 
believe your son is possessed?” 

“Is this relevant to your investigation?” There was just a 
bit of defiance in the reverend’s voice. Simultaneously, 
Wallace’s lawyer was saying, “You don’t have to answer 
that.” 

“I think it’s relevant.” Gabe shrugged. “It’s not a diffi- 
cult question.” 

“Maybe not to you.” The minister sighed. “I believe 
Noah is in bondage to sin, certainly.” 

“Maybe I’mjust Catholic, but aren’t all of us in bondage 
to sin?” 

“Yes. ” 
There was another pause. 
W h y  did you kick him out of your church?” Gabe 

Matthew said nothing. 
“Know where he is now?” 
“I have no idea.” 
“Ever hear of Timothy Grady?” 
Matthew thought. “I don’t believe so. I have a pretty 

“How about the Hollywood Ice Pick?” 

asked. 

good head for names.” 
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$ 
GJ in East St. Louis.” 
0 Gabe waited. 
$ “You think there’s a connection?” 

The minister was quiet, his face blank, and Gabe real- $ ized the older man was shaking. “Dear Lord,” Wallace 
L whispered. 
0 Gabe waited. Alot interrogationwas just knowingwhen 

to be quiet. 
“Listen,” Matthew said. “There are children who are in 

great danger. Leotis Grant, Renee DeVries, Chasnqr 
Shaw ...” 

The minister’s eyeswidened. “I heard they arrested him 

“Wait, all those ... Your son mentored them, right?” 
“I do not knowwhat ...” The minister’s face twisted. “I 

was so blind,” he said. “I was a damned fool!“ 
“Matthew, I’m recommending that you quiet down,” 

the lawyer said. 
“He played me the whole time. I don’t know what his 

connection to, to Grady is, or what he was doing out in 
California, I don’t know.” 

“Matthew, everything you say is admissible, please just 
take a minute-” 

“I know so little. Lord! It could be that, that George 
Lasalle didn’t burn that church and Gaviel coerced him 
into admitting it.” 

“Who?” Gabe asked. But Matthew didn’t seem to be 
listening to him any more. He’d started shaking again, and 
Gabe knew the signs of genuine no-shit fear. He’d seen 
people with guns to their heads and people with gaping 
holes in their bellies. He knew the signs of terror and the 
minister was exhibiting every single one. 

And then his expression switched to anger. 
“Damn you! Damn you back to Hell! May Christ and 

His angels smite you into nothing! May the Lord Almighty 
expunge your foul influence! May the Host of Heaven-” 

“This interview is over!” the lawyer said, jumping to his 
feet and pulling Matthew up after him. The preacher 
continued to rant. 

“Don’t leave town,” Gabe said as the two men left. 
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* 
M For a while, he just sat. He made a few notes. He got a 

cup of coffee. Then he asked Zola Wallace to please come 
in. * 

‘‘It’s fine,” she said. “Anything I can do to help you. 
Anything to find my boy, or that poor Carter girl.” 

“I realize this has been very hard on you,” he told her. 
* n 

few softballs. He asked her about Grady, noted that her 0 * 
At 
0 “I appreciate that.” He cleared his throat, pitched her a 

confusion seemed genuine, asked her about Lasalle, she 
didn’t seem to know more than she should. He sighed. 

“This  next part,” he said. “Let me apologize in ad- 
vance.. . 

2 
1 
g;l s 

“Yeah.” €!a 
“It’s all right. After what he ... After that T V  show, I 

don’t think I can be much more embarrassed than I am.” 
Gabe almost told her that he liked interrogating crimi- 

nals better than talking to victims, or that he disliked it less 
at least. But he didn’t. He just asked, “Do you think May 
Carter could have been your husband’s mistress?” 

“This is going to be about my husband, isn’t it?” 

“Absolutely not.” 

“His mistress was Gina Parris, and I’d have known if 
he’d made room for a third woman.” Her voice was quite 
bitter. 

“Okay. ’I 

“All right ... then ...” 
“Ms. Parris was our choir director for the past twelve 

“Mrs. Wallace.. . I’m, again, I’m sorry.. .” 
“It’s all right. Let me be perfectly clear: May Carter 

would not have gotten involved with a married man. Full 
stop. Particularly not my husband. She was a good girl.” 
Her voice broke up a little on the last sentence. 

years. She has quite a lovelyvoice.” 

“ 0 kay . ” 
“Do you think you’ll find her?” 
“I think we’ll find her, eventually.” 
“Alive? ” 
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*HE P R E C K B G E  OF P 8 R 8 B f f E  

8 
4 
0 doesn’t look good.” gc 
rn 
6 Sabriel struggled at first as Usiel pulled her out of the 
9.1 world she knew and into another. But when she saw where 
$ she wasn’t-when she realized where he had taken her-she 

went 1imp.Andas thewindsofdeathandlosspickedup, she 
had to turn to him and cling tight. 

“Ifyouwanted to see me,” she said, “you could have just 
called. ” 

He said nothing, simply beat the wind down with his 
ragged wings. Presently, a building-a sprawling baroque 
mansion, half-finished, with the look of a classic haunted 
house-materialized in the fog. One more swoop, and they 
were through the front door. 

She released him just as he shoved her back. Naked, she 
sprawled in the corner of the foyer. 

“Now you kill me, right?” She could have kept her 
balance, but decided that falling was better, that being 
clumsy and weak was better. 

“Don’t tempt me.” He shed his angel shape and seemed 
human once more. But as he spoke, his releasing tool 
formed in his hand, a mute threat of woven shadow. 

Hesitating, she stood. “Can I get some clothes?” 
I d have thought nakedness was your preferred state.” 

“Oh, I get it.” She raised her chin and glared. “You’re 
going to rape me first.” 

“Don’t be absurd!” He spun away and she could tell he 
was angry, but it was good, the anger worked for her. He 
stepped into another room and returned with a patterned 
blanket. “Here!” He flung it at her and she caught it. 

“I shouldkill you,” he muttered as she fashioned it into 
a crude sarong. 

“Then do it already. Shit, the suspense is killing me, 
even if you aren’t.’’ 

He laughed. It was the first time she’d heard him laugh 
as a human. There was a sad, bitter edge to it. His scythe 
disappeared, and he shook his head. With a gesture, he led 

He opened his mouth and then closed it. This woman 
had been lied to enough. “With Tim Grady involved, it 

* * *  

,t , 
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her into a living room whose magnificent marble fireplace 
was vandalized and empty, and whose sofas and chairs were 
rat-nested and torn. They sat. 

“L- ... Someone I’ve met tells me not to trust you,” 
Usiel began. “But I don’t trust him.” 

“Ugh. Is this the way it’s always going to be? What you 
just said seems to sum up every single encounter between 
three or more... of us.” She’d almost said three or more 
demons, but caught herself in time. “There arevariations- 
endless, boring, tiresome variations-but ‘X tells Y not to 
trust Z ,  but Y doesn’t trust X,’ that’s the central theme.” 

‘Why would I trust you?” 
‘We’ve been over this.” 
“But you were different before the war. You might as 

well be a stranger, now.” 
“I could say the same for you. Ifyou’re so uncertain, why 

not just leave me alone? It’s not like there’s no middle 
ground between my death and your trust.” 

He shrugged and looked away, and Sabriel knew she 
could capitalize on his loneliness. 

‘You miss what we once had, don’t you?” 
“Of course I do!” He turned back and his eyes flashed. 

“I miss Paradise! I miss the unsundered world! I miss the 
warm regard of the Almighty, and I miss a harmonious 
existence! ” 

“Do you miss the ban?” 
Hewas still. She asked again. “Do you miss that? Do you 

miss the command to hide from mankind? Was that better 
than your unbroken Eden?” 

“Perhaps it’s foolish to look to the past,” he muttered. 
“Perhaps it’s foolish to assume that everything is lost! 

Perhaps it was foolish of me to think that my old friend, the 
Throne of the Sundered, might still exist in the black heart 
ofthe Reaper of Souls! Perhaps there’s nothingleft butwar. 
War without end, demon against demon, man against man, 
and God against us all.. . ” 

“The Lord is nobody’s enemy.” 
“Oh no? W h o  was it that struck the world? Whose all- 

powerful hand crushed dimensions with its mere light 
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touch? Whose punishment cursed men with death and 
weakness and brought decay to the whole cosmos? Whose 

The Reaper of Souls just looked at her for a moment. 

4 
0 hand, Usiel?” 
$ 
b a ‘What else?” 
% 
0 

“Can you really believe that of Him?” 

“Did you ever, did any of you never think that God’s 
touch upon the world was not to strike it, but to catch it as 
it fell?” 

+ * + #  
Gabe sat at his desk with a cup of Juanita’s excellent 

coffee andlooked at hiswatch. Itwasn’t even II:OO yet, and 
alreadythe day had been exhausting. He’d spent what he felt 
was an unconscionable amount of time getting permission 
to talk to Tim Grady that afternoon. It was like trying to get 
face-time with the President-everyone wanted a piece of 
the Ice Pick. If it wasn’t the journalists, it was the East St. 
Louis cops; and if it wasn’t them, it was the St. Louis police 
with theories about cold cases; and if it wasn’t them, it was 
his court-appointed lawyer or the district attorney or the 
galdoingthepsychevaluationto seeifhewasfitto standtrial 
or the physician someone had asked to figure out how a 
seventy-year-old man could gain fifty pounds of muscle in 
under a year. Gabe was just glad that no  cops from Nevada 
were homing in. Yet. 

After many attempts and a lot of swearing at, over and 
about LA’S phone system (which was still screwed up, even 
months after the earthquake), he spoke with a Dr. Gould, 
who had treated Grady for years. Gould wasn’t encourag- 
ing. He made the Hollywood Ice Pick sound like a 
combination of Ed Gein and Harry Houdini, with a dash of 
Mike Tyson’s fight skills for flavor. 

“If he kidnapped that woman, she’s dead,” Gould said 
bluntly. “Grady may have once been cunning enough to use 
guile, but even in his heyday he wasted very little time 
between victim acquisition and victim elimination. I have 
watched him degenerate over the decades-to the point that 
the sight of any woman would send him into a violent 
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frenzy. He was, at one time, a clever and even charming 
man. Now, it’s not unfair to call him sub-human.” 

“How’d he escape, then?” 
‘Well, we were planning an inquiry into that very matter 

when the asylum’s foundations collapsed. We were, appar- 
ently, on a previously undetected fault line. During the 
quake, the institution effectively ceased to exist. FEMA has 
cordoned off and condemned the site, and we’ve salvaged 
what records we could.. . I believe they’re beingwarehoused 
in Sacramento. In any event, the staff are scattered. Many 
have left the state entirely.” 

“I see.” Gabe frowned and tapped his pen. “So, wait, 
you saidyouwereplanningan inquirywhen the quake hit?” 

“Correct.” 
“So he escaped before that?” 
There was a pause that, even over a static-ridden long 

distance line, sounded uncomfortable. “Yes,” Dr. Gould ’ * 
finally admitted. “We’ve never really resolved what hap- 
pened to our satisfaction. Grady was in the sick bay under 
the care of two orderlies when he escaped and, later, 
attacked a woman near a train yard. The police believe he 
jumped a train and left the city then.” 

“They believe that now, you mean.” 
‘Yes.” Dr. Gould gave a nervous little cough. “The two 

orderlies were Charles Rodriguez and Mitch Berger. I 
could give you their contact info ifyouwish. Though I can’t 
promise how current it is.” 

“I’d appreciate that.” 
After hanging up, Gabe went to the bathroom, then 

came back to make more notes. 

GRADY: Old man kills 5 women in Ig5os-al1 white, 
all “starlet” types. Gets imprisoned. “Degenerates into 
subhuman. ” Escape attempts. Electroshock. Finally es- 
capes again at age TO+. Getspast two orderlies, Rodriguez 
and Berger. Assaults woman. Hops train. Steals Bronco. 
Drives to St. Louis. Kidnaps May. Blows u p  water station. 
Turns into muscle-boundgiant a t  some point. 
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He tapped his pen on his teeth and frowned. He stared 
down at his notes like a tough Sunday crossword. 

Months pass between escape and May’s kidnapping. 
Where was he? What was he doing? What’s the connection 
to the waterstation?He wasgassing upgoingwest. Where 
did he take her? H o w  did he escape? Did Berger and gr; 

0 Rodriguez help him? 

He shook his head, picked up the phone and called Las 
Vegas. * * *  

Thomas was at Rocket Bar, nursing a noontime beer 

Thomas. 
“Hey boss,” he said, “I just wanted you to know I’m 

sorry, I mean, yeah, I screwed up, but it was the drugs, 
y’know?” 

when he heard Sabriel’s voice in his head. He jumped. 

Yeah, fine ... 
“Thatwoman hadsomekind ofkooky dope and, y’know, 

I was outta line, I got you a new car to, like, make up for it.” 
Thomas, that doesn’t matter now. 
“I mean, not a new car but a used one, it’s kind of cool, 

it’s anoldEl Dorado, and theguysaidit’sin terrificshape.” 
The waitress walked by and was completely unfazed by 

the sight of a young man talking to himself about a car. She 
assumed he was on a hands-free cell phone. 

Thomas! Shut the fuck up! 
“Okay. Um. What’s up?” 
I’ve been kidnapped is what’s up. I don’t know how 

“What? Who.. . I mean, who could.. .” 
The Reaper of Souls, he grabbed me and pulled me 

“Huh?” 
The afterlife! The, the place where spirits go, ghosts, 

“But ... what should I-” 

long I can talk, either. 

away into the afterlife. 

dead people! I’m trapped, and  I can’t get out! 
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H3 x * I don’t know! Call other demons, see if they can... oh 
shit, he heard me, he’s coming back! 

“Other demons?” % 
Ican’tsaytheirnames, he’llhear ... Youknowtheones! * 

n 
“Sabriel? Sabriel?!?” x 

a2 
D 

There was no response. 
“Oh fuck,” he whispered. He bit his lip and stood, then * 

sat down again, then took a long drink from his beer, and 
then stared down at the table. “Trapped in the afterlife,” he 
muttered. ‘What the hell does that mean?” 

He got up and made for the door and there was a brief 
scene when the bartender thought he was trying to bolt 
without paying. He paid and overtipped the waitress and 

You know the names! 

* 
ra 
@ 
!5 

* 
went out to the car and lit up a joint to help him think. It 
didn’t help. VI 
Okay. I gotta rescue her. Immediately, he frowned. 

Wait, why do I have to rescue her? She turned me into a 
twisted sideshow freak and kicked me out into her hallway 
buck naked! 

Another toke and he settled back into his seat, eyes 
hooded in contemplation. 

Maybe I should jus t  let her rot. “Afterlife, ”hell, what 
am Isupposed to doanyway?Servesherright. Shejustkept 
bitching u p  everyone she met until someone bitched back. 

As the smooth, mellow THC seeped from his lungs into 
his veins, he realized that this was actually funny. He 
giggled. 

She must be really hard up. Imean, she must be really 
hard upifl’m the oneshe calls. Iftheonlyfriendshe’sgot 
to call is the guy she tied u p  and starved in her basement.. . 

But even as he thought that, he had a flash of guilt. After 
all, he had broken into her house. Her reaction was totally 
uncool, way out of proportion, but still ... 

It was goofy, but when he’d heard her in his head, he’d 
been a little bit relieved. Also scared, but.. . it was weird. He 
wasusedto her. Shewasapart ofhislife. Abigpart. actually. 
She’d gotten him out of his lousy job and, sure, she could 
be bossy as hell, but ... but ... 
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But he couldn’t help remembering the one time she 
showed him her true face, her true form, and the glory of 
it. It had been the most magnificent, magnetic, magical 
thing in his life, and maybe it was almost worth it. Maybe it 
was almostworth all the abuse and yelling and random mean 
bullshit to know that something like that was real. 

He sighed. If he left her in some dead people’s jail, what 
did that make him? Maybe she’d be nicer to him if he saved 
her ass. 

n3 
0 

* a 
% * 

Plus, if I don’t do anything, she could kill me. 
Oh yeah. That. She’d already knocked him out once, 

when she needed juice and he was a longways away. If she was 
in trouble, in real danger, she might suck him dry again. 
Why not? Damn. 

Okay, so ifIrescue herl’m a decentguy, a whiteknight, 
shiningarmor, all that shit. And ifI don’t, she’llprobably 
kill me. He sighed. It’s not much ofa decision, is it? 

“Gaviel?” he said. 
Who speaks? 
“Gaviel, it’s me, Tom. Thomas Ramone.” 
Oho? How you doing? Your boss lady treating you 

‘Well actually, I’m calling about her. Someone kinda 

I’m not in the least surprised. Grabbing, coming, 

“No, I mean someone took her. Like, kidnapped her. 

What? 
“Someone, like, grabbed her and took her to some 

ghost world, some place where ghosts go. That’s what she 
said.” 

One of the Halaku, then. And the smart money says i t  
was the Reaper of Souls. 

“Yeah! Yeah, that’s the guy, she said he took her and. .. 
and that I should call you for help.” 

That’s rich. There’s not a goddamn thing I can do for 
her. 

“But ...” 

okay? 

came and grabbed her.” 

groping, fondling.. . It’s all in a day’s work, right? 

Took her to, uh, she said the afterlife.” 
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Not a god ... damn ... thing. Sorry Thomas, but that’s 

“Dude, if she doesn’t get out, it could be my ass!” 
Well too bad, but that doesn’t suddenly give me the 

power to breach the walls of life and reach the lands 
beyond, now does it? I’m sorry, genuinely sorry, but I 
can’t do diddly for her, and she should know it. But hey, 
give me your cell phone number, and I’ll call you if I think 
of something. 

Thomas sighed and did it. Then he said, “Uh ... 
Hasmed?” 

What? Who is this? Sal? 
Thevoice insideThomas’s headwas distinctly different, 

less smooth and with a heavy Jersey accent. It was still in his 
head, though. The fact that that didn’t fucking terrify him 
anymorewasjust onemore part ofthe freakshowhislife had 
become over the last few months. 

the way i t  is. 

“No it’s.. . it’s me, Thomas. From Florida?” 
Oh yeah, you. Well? Whaddaya want? 
“Sabriel needs your help.” 
Andpeoplein Hell needice-waterpajamas. Whyshould 

I help her? 
“Uh ... I dunno. I mean, she could ... uh ... you know 

she’s got powers an’ stuff. ..” 
Big fucking deal. May I remind you that the last time 

she offered me her ‘kowers and stuff‘ she flapped her 
chicken wings and ran  the first time the heat came on? 

“I didn’t ... I mean ...” 
So now she’s in the fire again and squawking for me as 

soon as her little eunnyhairsget singed. Well tough tits. I 
got problems of my own. 

Grasping wildly at straws, Thomas said, “Gaviel said 
you’d help, though.” 

He did, did he? 
I said what, now? 
This last was Gaviel’s voice, overlapping Hasmed’s in 

Thomas’s mind. That scared him, and he started to panic. 
There were too many voices in his head. 
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Hasmed: Well, he’s wrong. I don’t know what he’s 
thinking, but Iain ’t in the “helpingpeople who ain’t worth 
i t ”  business anymore. 

Gaviel: Ifyou’re takingmynamein vain, Thomas, Iwill 
be very disappointed. Disappointed and angry. 

“Look, I’m. .. I’m sorry, but one of you guys has to help 
me, I mean, c’mon, I can’t go up against this Reaper of 
Souls guy on my own, can I?” 

Hasmed: Who? The Reaper’s got her? Boy, you better 
just start the grievingprocess. 

Gaviel: To whom are you speaking, Thomas? Ifyou’re 
trying to enlist helpagainst the Reaper, you’veprobablygot 
a serious uphill fight. 

“Canyouguysatleasttellmehowto, Idunno, gettothis 
ghost place she’s in?” 

Gaviel: One of the Halaku could take you, if he was 
strong enough, but Thomas.. . it’s hopeless. None of the 
Slayers aregoing to face offagainst the Reaperjust on your 
say-so, especiallyon his home turfwhere he can smack them 
down like overeager puppies. You have nothing to offer 
them-not even your soul. Since you’re already Sabriel’s 
thrall, you’re spoiledgoods to other demons. Give up. 

Hasmed: I’ll tellyou howtoget to thelands ofthe dead. 
Die. Eatingshit first is optional. And ifyou want a really 
quick way to die, start fucking around with the Reaper of 
Souls. I’ll even give you a name to conjure him with. He’s 
called Usiel. You hear me, Usiel? This is the sound ofme 
staying the fuck out ofit! 

4 * *  
Hasmed wasn’t in a good mood when Thomas invoked 

him, and the news didn’t cheep him up. He was a little 
surprised, actually. The thought of treacherous Sabriel in 
peril should have brought a smile to his face. Instead, he just 
felt disgust. 

He felt a lot of disgust, these days. 
He wasn’t terribly active. The armored car job had done 

him fine financially, Rico wasn’t beating his door down for 
money.. . but still, it was his first real string, and it had gone 
seriouslywrong. He knew it wasn’t his fault, those morons 
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in the other car hadn’tplayedthe script. Nevertheless. They 
had friends, friends talked, and if Rico wasn’t holding it 
completely against him, he wasn’t totally forgiving him 
either. 

Plus, no one was real anxious to sign up with a stringer 
whose last job had fifty percent fatalities. 

He had time to himself, and at first itwas great, but soon 
inactivity weighed on him. Like today, sitting around the 
apartment reading, still fighting Harvey Ciullo’s cigarette 
instincts. The invocation had almost been a welcome dis- 
traction, at first. 

The down time was okay, really, he’d had some time to 
find patsies, crusading priests and deliverance ministers 
down south that he could frame up for Rabbadun’s death 
before sending them home to Jesus (orwhatever). Vodantu 
was off his back, for now. Apparently things were going okay 
for the Stone of Despair, Vodantu’s new favorite, and that 
didn’t make Hasmed feel terribly good. 

But the armored car investigation was cold, the cash was 
laundered well, Tina was okay at her fancy-schmancy new 
preschool, Boyer was under control, Roscoe was doing 
fine. Everything was fine, fine and good. And it wasn’t 
enough. 

That was it, really. It just wasn’t enough. 
What thehelldoIwant?Hasmedaskedhimself. Tohelp 

people? Ros and Boyergot no  complaints, that’s for sure. 
O r  do I wanna h urtpeople ? Nah , I don ’t . Fuggedda bo udit . 
Lookat thosepoorbastardsin the Brinksjob, or that dumb 
bitchin theparkinglot. Shit. Whatdo Iwant?Iwantnotto 
want anything. Whoa, profound. 

What really bothered him was the thought of Gaviel 
helping her. Or more precisely, what bothered him was the 
thought that Gaviel was disappointed-disappointed that 
he, Hasmed, wasn’t signingright up for the fool’s crusade. 

It’s just like him. Loyal. Brave. Noble. Shit. 
Hasmed frowned harder, and he almost felt tears well- 

Hasn’t changed a bit since the War on Heaven. 
Why did I have to change so much? 

ing up. 

Q 
r 
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Hasmed drummed his fingers, instinctively reached for 
a smoke and a lighter. Then he almost stood to get a rice 
cake, butno. Hewasnothungry. Hewasnotgoingtoeatjust 
to pander to Ciullo’s leftover oral h‘abits. 

Demon, mobster, single father. No wonder I got an 
identity crisis. 

It was at that moment that he felt the day’s second 
invocation. 

Hasmed? 
‘Who is it now?” 
Has- ... Hasmed of the Hated Lash? 
‘You’re gonna feel that lash up your ass if you don’t 

identify yourself.” 
Instead of giving a name, the unknown invoker started 

saying something, something that was almost the language 
of angels, but not quite. Hasmed sat up straight i n  his chair 
and cast his mind out, reaching for his caller.. . . 

The words flowed on, Hasmed could almost follow the 
drift, something about barring the unwanted, being un- 
seen and unheard.. . . 

But the demon was focusing in, this guy was far away, 
thousands of miles to the south and the west, he was zeroing 
in, someplace hot, sandy. .. . 

And then nothing. 
‘Who is it? Damn it, who is this?” But there was no 

The caller had severed the invocation. 
answer. 

* 
“Call him a pussy,” Sal Macellaio said. Barneylooked at 

him with frightened eyes. 
“Gwan ,”  Sal said. “This guy hates me alreadyand hasn’t 

done nothing, so it stands to reason he can’t. And ifhe can’t 
get at me, who killed his sister, it stands to reason he can’t 
get at you.” 

‘You’re.. . you’re apussy,” Barney said, tentatively, eyes 
screwed shut. 

Nothing happened. 
“Do you feel him at all?” 
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“No,” Barney said, and the word came out all in a rush. 

“You sure?” 
“I’msure.” Barney opened his eyes. “It worked. It really 

“Okay. Good news.” Sal frowned down at the notepad 

Incantations. Jesus Christ forgive me. 
“You killed his.. . his sister?” 
“Half sister, fuggeddaboudit.” Sal cleared his throat 

and felt like an ass. “I’ll try the next one.” He looked down 
at the notes one more time. Then he said “Vodantu?” 

He’d been holding his breath. 

worked. ’’ 

with the spell’s words on it. 

* * + #  
“Hey,” BlackHawk O’Hanlon-or “Oscar Black-said. 
“Hey,” Lance Mason replied. He didn’tlookup, though. 
‘You mind if I sit?” 
“Whatever. ” 
Blackie sat. 
“So, you’re one of the investors here?” Lance asked. 
“I guess you could say that.” 
“Can I ask you a question?” 
“Sure. ” 
‘What.. . What is all this stuff?” He gestured. 
Lance had been shocked, genuinely baffled, when he 

saw what had happened to his campsite from not too long 
ago. On his last visit, it had just been dunes and bristlecones 
and a few parked cars. Now, there were three little cabins, 
a larger building like a mess hall or barracks, an actual 
toilet, a water tank, a generator.. . and fences. Everywhere, 
fences. The outmost was low, barbed wire, but then there 
was a cyclone fence inside that, all around the cabins, with 
a padlocked front gate and poles set in concrete. It enclosed 
all the trees and the houses and it didn’t look friendly or 
decorative. 

“What do you mean?” Blackie asked. 
“I mean ... Come on, I was out here a few months ago 

when there was nothing out here. Now, there’s all these 
houses and ... and you’ve run out power lines and tele- 
phones? What’s it for?” 
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“What do you think it’s for?” 
“My dad won’t tell me!” 
“Ifyou’re dad won’t say, do you really think it’s right for 

Lance turned to face him and scowled. 
“What’s your name again?” 
“Oscar Black.” 
“And we never met?” 
“I don’t know. I don’t think so.” 
“Youjust sound like ... 1 dunno. I can’t remember.” 
“Maybe I’ve just got a similar accent or something.” 
“I hate it here.” He said it so low, Blackie could hardly 

“Maybe you’ll come around.” 
“Come around to what? Dad says he’s going to home 

school me. Out here. In the middle of nowhere with no 
other kids and just a bunch of smelly weirdoes coming and 
going. What kind of life is that?” 

“It won’t be so bad,” Blackie said. “Look, there’s a 
reason for all the privacy. I mean, the people you’ve seen, 
they’re in bad shape, right? They wouldn’t want a bunch of 
people to know about, you know, how messed up they are. 
Would they?” 

me to say?” 

understand it. 

Lance scratched his head. “I guess not.” 
“We’re helping them. Your dad really believes in that, 

it’s ... he’s really good at ... and, so, yeah. It’s not easy. But 
it’s important. It’s gotta be done.” 

“You don’t sound so  sure of that.” 
“Of course I’m sure,” Black Hawk said, but his voice 

sounded uncertain and even his borrowed, blandly hand- 
some face looked troubled. + + *  

Gaviel drove through East St. Louis, expressionless, but 

Nothing. 
He drove by crackwarrens and hookers and gangbanger 

Still nothing. 

inwardly he was uneasy. 

hangouts. 
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Previously, he’d been unable to visit the citywithout the 
scent of his enemy touching almost everything, embracing 
the streets like a cloud of stink. Now? There was no sign of 
the Foe, not even in places where its influence once was 
strong. 

Gaviel had his senses wide open, but for now, the city 
seemed almost clear of the supernatural. Maybe a ghost 
here and there, nothing you wouldn’t expect. 

With a small effort, he changed his mental channels. 
Instead of casting about for what existed, he opened himself 
to what had been and what might be. 

What he detected didn’t surprise him, but he was dis- 
pleased enough that his brow briefly furrowed. He put on 
his turn signal and followed his senses to a corner where 
Grant Dagley was browbeating a trio of teen toughs. 

“I don’t much care,” Dagleywas saying. “There’s a new 
boss in town, so y’all better just get used to it. That or write 
out a will so your dumb-ass friends don’t shoot each other 
over your damn M.O.P. albums.” 

“Sheriff. What a surprise,” Gaviel called. 
Dagley turned, narrowed his eyes. Then he turned back 

to the street kids and said, ‘We’re done. Scoot.” 
As they grudgingly complied, he moseyed over to Gaviel’s 

new car. “Don’t seem to recall you.” 
“Last time we spoke, you threw me out a window. Oh, 

but I looked different then.” Seeingthe reaction the sheriff 
tried to hide, Gaviel smiled gently. “We can do that, you 
know.” 

‘You don’t say.” 
“Where’s your big buddy?” 
“Ain’t read the newspapers? Or is reading something 

you can’t do?” 
Gaviel’s smile imperceptibly widened to a grin. “So 

you’re all by yourself. Walking these dangerous streets. A 
man could get hurt.” 

“I’m protected. And don’t you have some kinda non- 
aggression pact with my boss?” 

“I thought we did, before she started moving in on East 
St. Louis.’! 
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“Beg your pardon?” 
“I’ll explain. And as a favor to you, I’ll use small words 

and speak slowly.” The grin dropped as he said, “You ... 
stole ... my ... kill.” 

Dagley shrugged. 
“Some of my fellows can imagine no greater insult.” 
Vhoops. Sorry.” Dagley was patently insincere. “I 

“Your keeper is being awfully aggressive.” 
“Hey, maybe you should piss more clearly on your 

territory. Seems to me, you’re just mad ’cause she didwhat 
you couldn’t.” 

didn’t see your name on it.” 

“That’s a very dangerous assumption, Sheriff.” 
“Oh, I apologize. Again. It’sjust that I didn’t exactly see 

you going into that crazy shit-hole with a backpack of 
explosives. Or were you planning to wait until it died of old 
age?” 

“This is a warning.. . ” 
“No, I’mwarningyou. Avituwants this and she’s gonna 

get it. Your options are to get crushed, get on board or get 
the hell out of her way.” 

With that, Dagley turned his back and walked away. 
Gaviel’s expression didn’t change. But a nearby shop- 

keeper singed his fingers lighting a cigarette, and a car 
driving past had a violent backfire, and the stove burner in 
an upstairs apartment flared up tall and white before set- 
tling back down to blue. 

Gaviel was livid. It enraged him that Grant could so 
impudently dismiss him. It angered him more that the man 
was right. 

* 4 + *  
As for Grant, his show of confidence was just that-all 

show. 
Avitu had ordered him to free Tim Grady as soon as 

possible, but he had no idea how to do it. He’d talked to his 
(few) contacts at the lockup where Gradywas held, and they 
told him the guy was being guarded as close as an oil sheiks 
wife. He was considered a maximum escape risk, he was 
under constant surveillance and was kept out of the general 
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population due to the danger they posed him-and the 

about having Grady transferred to his jail for safekeeping, 
they laughed out loud. 

“Look,” one watch commander told him, “I don’t care 
how many cases of whiskey you send the superintendent or 
how many votes it would get you to keep the Hollywood Ice 

Federales are on this guy, it’s not just us. And no one’s 
gonna transfer him afterwhat he did. And if theywere, they $ 
wouldn’t send him out to you. Especially not with all the -u 

Q2 heat you’re getting from Springfield.” 
“What about when he comes to trial? Maybe a change of w 

venue?” Qa 
PT The man just shook his head. 

Dagley had reported his failure-he was more con- 
ta 

had given him a patch of boils on the underside of his 
scrotum. They itched and leaked every time he walked or 
sat. 

danger he posed them. When Dagley sent up a trial balloon 

Pick locked up, it ain’t gonna happen. Come on. The Q 

m 

cerned about the repercussions of concealing it-and Avitu 

* * *  
While Grady’s imprisonment was hell for Grant Dagley, 

it was close to heaven for Rosemary Nevins. 
The bizarre story captivated the American tabloid-news 

public, even to the point of kicking Joellen O’Hanlon off 
the cover of the Enquirer. With the angle of a threat to 
public safety, even the legitimate newspapers were giving it 
more than cursory coverage. In at least halfthe articles, the 
Ice Pick’s victims from the ’50s were listed. 

Rosemary was remembered. It was bliss. She thought 
this might be, almost, what fame felt like. Or being alive. 

(It wasn’t a thing like being alive-not even close-but 
Rosemary had forgotten the real feeling of living.) 

She drifted unseen through the newspaper offices. She 
found the man she was looking for, and it was hard to 
influence him-hard to slip inside and give him a nudge- 
but she had strength now. She had a thousand eyes seeing 
her picture and a thousand voices speaking her name. It 
gave her power, the power to get stronger still. 
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His office was bright and cheerful, and it was hard to 
even think of ghosts there, let alone be one, but Rosemary 
was strong. She pushed, and he decided to use a picture of 
her on the front page of the Perspective section for Sunday. 
He decided it would be a poignant statement to counter- 
point a n  article about the issues of incarcerating the 
murderously insane. 

In fact, even without encouragement he decided on two 
pictures, side by side. One, a publicity still of Rosemary in 
glamorous clothes, giving the camera a sultry stare. The 
other, a crime scene photo of her body. 

It thrilled her, but she couldn’t stay and watch. She had 
to get back to the jail in time for Tim’s next interview. If she 
had her way, it would be a good one. 

fQ-rQr 
“So,” Gabe McKenzie said. “May Carter. Where’d you 

Tim Grady said nothing. 
“Maybe you don’t remember her.” Gabe slapped a 

Tim didn’t even look. 
“I’ve got a n  eyewitness who places her, with you, in a 

No response. 
“Playing it tough, huh? I don’t blame you. Jail can be 

pretty tough and, wow, I bet an insane asylum can be even 
worse. Under the right circumstances, I mean. Like, ifwe 
gaveyoubacktoDr. Gould, say.” Gabesquintedatthesilent 
hulk on the other side of the table. The FBI agent stood and 
started to pace. 

“You should hear Gould’svoice when he’s talking about 
you. Man. I bet a fun time for him would be to packa picnic 
lunch and watch you twitch all day. You think? I heard 
electroshock therapy has been discredited, but a guy whose 
leg’s all messed up might just bring it back for a special case 
like you.” 

The prisoner didn’t even change expression. Gabe 
watched Grady’s eyes as he paced, and wasn’t surprised 
when they stayed still. 

take her?” 

photo down on the table between them. 

gold Bronco the day she disappeared.” 
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Is he even listening?Gabewondered. But it had been a 
chore and a half to get this interview, and damnedif he was 
going to waste it. 

“Look. Grady. I can grease the skids for you. The water 
station? I don’t give a shit. Those women back in the  O OS? 
Hell, if you’d been sane you probably would have been 
paroled by now anyway. What I care about is May Carter. If 
I have to step on some local flatfoot’s toes for her, well, too 
bad. You help me find her, and I can make things easier for 
you. You cooperate, and the FBI is going to throw its weight 
around. Tell people you’re too dangerous to move, for one 
thing. Uh huh. If you’ve got a brain cell left sparking, you 
don’t want to go back to California. Back to Could. You 
throwmeabone about Carter, andwe’re friends. Got me?” 

There was still no reaction. Gabe fought an urge to 
shine his penlight in Grady’s eyes, just to make sure the 
man’s pupils would contract. 

And then he thought he heard something. 
Gabe twitched, looked behind him. He couldn’t help it. 

But there was nobody there. 
Grady reacted too. His head jerked up and his lips 

started to twitch. 
Gabe’s head swiveled back to face him. “You finally 

starting to wake up and smell the coffee? Tell me some- 
thing. Rodriguez and Berger-they in on it? Did they help 
you out? Trust me, they won’t stay silent for you. O r  what 
about Joellen O’Hanlon? How does she link in?” 

Grady started to puff and pant, and Gabe frowned. 
He’d suddenly started thinking of the Reverend Wallace. A 
moment passed, and he realized why, Grady was showing 
the same signs of terror. 

“O’Hanlon? Is that what scares you? What about her 
son, BlackHawk?Talk to me, Grady! Help me find Carter, 
and I can protect you! Whatever it is, I can protect you.” 

“Ughhhh ...” Grady started to make a low moaning 
sound. McKenzie kept silent, waiting. Waiting for the 
other man to speak. But Grady didn’t speak. He just kept 
groaning, and now he was whipping his head back and 
forth, gazing around wildly. 
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‘What about the Masons? Theodore, Bridget and Lance? 
What’s their connection?” 

Grady raised his hands, as if to swat a fly or shield his 
face, but only his left hand came up. The right was chained 
too tightly. Blindly, like an animal, he tugged at the re- 
straint. 

... sssaymynaaame ... 
This time, Gabe didn’t spin around-hewasn’t going to 

turn his back on the Hollywood Ice Pick, even when the 
giant was chained. But he did glance back, looking for that 
voice, still seeing nothing. 

“Awww! Aw awwww!” 
“The Masons. The O’Hanlons. The water station. May 

Carter. How does it all tie in, Grady? What’s the connec- 
tion? What’s the connection?” 

“...ssaayiit... ” 
“Rosemary!” Grady screamed. “Rosemary! Rosemary!” 
He lunged off his chair, his arm jerked cruelly against 

his bonds, but Tim Grady didn’t notice. He just crawled 
under the table and kept screaming. 

“Rosemary! ROSEMAAAARY!” 

“So where do you go when you leave?” Sabriel asked. 
“None of your business,” Usiel replied. 
“Looking for Heaven and God’s loyal angels?” 
“Maybe watching Hell for more like you.” 
She shrugged. “I’ve met your three housekeepers. The 

Contessa seems interesting. The other two I can take or 
leave.” 

“I’m afraid you’ll have to take them. Or haven’t you 
looked at what’s outside?” 

“Oh, I’ve seen. But I might take my chances eventually. 
If I get bored enough.” 

“You’d never return to the physical world. Not in a 
millionyears. Your House doesn’t have even the rudiments 
needed to understand those transitions.” 

She sighed. “You’re boring, do you know that? You’re 
boring me.” 

* * *  
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Forawhile, theysat. Thenhesaid, “Here. Ibroughtyou m this.” 
It was a carryout bag from Subway. The incongruity of 

it made her laugh. 
“Thanks a ton,” she said. The food revolted her-the 

whole eating process did, really-but at the same time, she 
knew she needed it. 

“I think I understand you better, now,” he said at last. 
“You understand me? Or us?” 
“All of you. Demons. The fallen.” 
“That’s swell.” 
“I understand how you could come to take worship from 

mankind.” 
She raised an eyebrow. “Oh? So you’ve ... partaken? 

Next you’ll start slaying demons to gobble up their souls.” 
Seeing his expression, she laughed again-a musical peal of 
delight. “You already have! Haven’t you?” 

He said nothing. 
“How wonderful! Step by step you’re becoming more 

and more debauched. Did you do this all on your own? Or 
did you have a professor of desire?” 

“I don’t knowwhy I even talk to you,” he said, standing. 
Her laughter followed him out the door and into the 

storm. He shrugged his wings, twisted space, and then he 
was a mortal man, walking through the woods in northern 
Montana. 

“Lucifer,” he said. 
What? 
He paused. He stood still, framed in green-dappled 

“How am I different from them?” 
You never disobeyed. Remember that. When a l l  seems 

darkest, you can at  least take solace knowing that you never 
meant to transgress. 

“But is that enough? There were those in your armywho 
never fought, weren’t there? Defenders who never raised 
arms against angels or men. How am I better than them?” 

sunlight. 
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You’re better because they are now twisted and mad. 
Those kindly protectors would poison humankind in an 
instant if they were free to take the chance. 

“How can you know this?” 
Oh, Iknow. 
“But I’ve suffered the same tortures as they. How can I 

know that they don’t.. . ” 
Don’t feel regret like you do? You can’t. But you can 

judge by actions, and the actions of my former followers 
are universally vile. They are a plague upon the Earth, 
Usiel! Watch them if you don’t believe me. Watch your 
friend Sabriel. She’ll betray you within a year if you give 
her the chance. 

“And all who cry out for your guidance? They’re all 
contemptible? All, without reservation?” 

There was a pause. 
I shall watch my followers, Lucifer said at last. My so- 

called “Army. ” For a year, let us say. And if, in my name, 
they are just and merciful and a blessing to mortals, I shall 
reveal myselfandrally them. But iftheyare cruel andselfish 
and a curse upon humankind, I shall remain hidden with 
everywile at my disposal. Howabout that? That a fair bet? 

Y o u  would condemn the few who might repent along 
with the manywho cannot.” 

I have no  other choice. I can’t let thousands wreak 
havoc because one might repent. I’m faced with a down- 
pour. I cannot evaluate every drop. 

“I think you’re wrong about Sabriel. Wrong.. . or you 
could be wrong.” 

You thinkyou can save her? Try. It’s noble; it’s a risk. 
But I’d be a hypocrite if I condemned a risky kindness. 
Know this though: Even now she calls her allies. + + +  

“Gaviel!” Sabriel whispered. “I think I’ve figured him 

And that ConceTns me why, exactly? 
“Because after he devours me, you’re next on the plate?” 
Surelyno minister of the OneAbove would sink into 

out. ” 

a sordid habit like that? 
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“He already has, Gaviel! And why else would he capture 
me but not kill me immediately? He’s going to try to find 
my True Name so that he can consume me!” 

My my.. , that does explain his actions rather neatly. 
“Exactly! He’s got his spies in this house listening, 

watching. He probably hopes I’ll tell one of my thralls my 
True Name so that I can get summoned out of here.” 

And when you do.. . chomp chomp chomp. 
“I can’t even use any power here! He might piece things 

together by the traces ...” 
That is a conundrum. But ifyou think a summoning 

would free you, why not have i t  done without your ful l  
Name ? 

“The only thrall I have is Thomas. Do you really think 
he’s got the mental chops for that? Ifhe’s going to call me, 
he’s going to have to have every advantage he can get.” 

Yeah, a few months working at a New Age bookstore 
wouldn’tgive him the background. Istill don ’t understand 
what you expect me to do. 

“Look, I hate to admit this. E really, reallyhate to say it, 
but you’re smarter than me. Can’t you think of some- 
thing?” 

Flattery will get you nowhere. But appeals to self- 
interest aresomething elseagain. I’ll thinkabout it. Right 
now, that’s all  I can do. 

* - Q  Q 
Gabe knew, of course, that Rosemary was the name of 

Tim Grady’s final victim. But what was the connection 
between a woman dead for nearly fifty years-a white glam- 
our queen-and a black dental hygienist of the twenty-first 
century? 

Unless there was another Rosemary involved? 
Playing a hunch, Gabe rifled through his files on Rose- 

mary Nevins, pulling a picture and taking it down the hall 
to compare with a posted image ofJoellen O’Hanlon. 

“No way,” he muttered. There was no comparison. 
Okay, two eyes, one nose and mouth apiece, but after that.. . 
Rosemary was gorgeous, curly red hair and sculpted fea- 
tures and a cupid-bow mouth. Joellen was on the ugly end 
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8 of plain, flat features, coarse straight bangs setting off the 
4 sort ofsuspicious, deep-set eyes you expect to see peeringat 

you from inside a dumpster. 
“Gabe?Youwere looking for aguy called Mitch Berger, 

right?” 
“Yeah. What’s the scoop?” 

to 

b 
% “He’s vanished.” 
b ‘“Vanished?” 

“Well, no one’s seen him for a couple weeks anyhow. 
He’s skipped his physical therapy appointments, he hasn’t 
paid his rent, landlord says the mail’s piling up-including 
disability and relief checks.” 

“Swell. Just swell. What about Rodriguez?” 
“Oh, he disappeared months ago.” 
Gabe grimaced ana briefly contemplated banging his 

head against the wall. “Anything else I should know?” 
‘Well, the autopsy on Lynn Culver got the green light 

yesterday. Local coroner pulled an all-nighter with a bu- 
reauguy, and they agreedonaverdictof ‘inconclusive.’The 
grapevine thinks Reverend Wallace’s mistress was Gina 
Parris, who put her head in the oven and died. Zola Wallace 
keeps calling, wanting to know ifwe’ve found out anything. 
And apparently, despite the scandal, ‘The Hour of Jesus’ 
Power is posting its highest ratings ever.” + * *  

Gaviel sat in his new apartment. He was perfectly mo- 
tionless. His mind was wordless, but busy. He visualized 
Sabriel, Dagley, Usiel.. . them and Matthew and Thomas, 
and others besides. 

The forms in his mind were not simply images, no more 
than Gaviel was constrained to mere visual perception. 
Each mind shape contained his evaluations of their power, 
their weaknesses, their prides and errors and their posi- 
tions on one another. 

He contemplated silently, and when he was done he 
spoke. 

“Hasmed.” 
Gaviel. 
“You’ve heard of Sabriel’s imprisonment?” 
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“ I  could be next.” His voice was perfectly tranquil. 
It could be any o f  us. z3 

23 
m “I have a plan. A good plan, I think.” 

Oh Gaviel, I... Ican’t. Iwish ... butIgotresponsibili- n 
At 
Qa 
D ‘-And are you happy about that?” 

The sound of his old friend’s sigh echoed through his m 
Ican’tlie toyou. Iain’thappyatallwithit. But I’mnot $ 

-tr 
Qa ‘Who do you serve, and why?” 

You  know my  master of old. H e  possesses m y  True 

ties. You  know? Igot  obligations. 

mind. Hasmed’s sorrow was exquisite. 

sure what I can do. 

Name. 
“Is he still in the Pit?” 

Qa 
W 
)I 

Yes. w m “Then that’s not an insurmountable difficulty.” 
There was a long pause. 
You think you can free me  f rom him ? 
“I think that if he stays imprisoned, he’ll be unable to 

Another pause. 
You’vegot aplan, huh? 
“Better than a plan. A strategy.” 
If i t  was anybody else.. . 
“It’s not anybody else. It’s me. Gaviel. Lord of the 

Summer Sun and hero of Needleblack Woods. You know 
me, Hasmed. Are you with me?” 

What the hell. Yes. I’m with you. Igo t  nothing here I 
can ’t bring or leave behind. But Gaviel.. . One thing. .  

“Yes?” 
Promiseme that ... thatyou won’t be too disappointed. 
“Disappointed?” 
I’ve changed a lot. 
“Haven’t we all?” 

compel you.” 

* * *  
BlackHawk and Gwynafra didn’t talk much as they made 

another run to Rothschild Pharmaceuticals. What was there 
to talk about? 
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“Do you think it would be a good idea if I screwed 

“What?” 
“He’s unhappy. It might go a long way toward cheering 

him up.” 
There was so much wrong with the idea of an animate 

statue of a mature stripper putting out for a confused and 
lonely fourteen-year-old that Blackie just didn’t know 
where to start. 

Lance?” Gwyn asked, apropos of nothing. 

“No,” he finally said. 
“Why not?” 
“It’s just a terrible idea. Trust me.” 
They drove on for a few more miles. 
“Teddy would freak out if you did it,” Blackie added as 

the gates opened. 
Neither of them had felt a thing when the demon 

Shadrannat latched on to their van. They’d pulled up at a 
stoplight and she’dput her hands, then her feet, on  the back 
doors. As they started moving, she skittered down to the 
undercarriage and clung there. 

Mukikel wasn’t far away. She’d left Mitch and Chuck at 
a hotel with strict instructions not to go far. She didn’t 
think any demonic forces were seriously hunting them. 
Even if they were pursued, being far from the Venom 
Knight and the Autumn Overlord would only make them 
harder to find. Nevertheless, she was uneasy. She wasn’t 
disobeying her Princess, but she was following her orders 
very loosely. 

Mukikel. I’m past the gate. 
“Good,” the demon said to her friend. “Call me if 

anything goes wrong.” 
Shadrannat dropped off the bottom of the truck as it 

turned the corner. As she hit the dust, she changed. NOW 
her skin was dust-colored, and her hair, and her Levis 
Silver Tab T-shirt. She was perfectly camouflaged. So were 
her machetes. 

The corner cameras were at  a tilt, aimed at the fence and 
the ground before it more than at the base of the building 
directly below them. Shifting to corrosion red and indus- 
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trial gray as she climbed the dingy walls, Shadrannat felt 
moderately confident that she was unobserved. That fat 
bastard from Defiance had given her a hair comb which he 
promised would make her invisible to video cameras (and 
mirrors), but she wasn’t going to take chances-particularly 
when it was so easy to play it safe. 

She scampered over the edge with a gecko’s agility and 
got behind the camera. 

The roofwas all blind spot. She’d spoken with the flies 
and the hornets and knew there was no  camera up there. 
The roof access door was locked, of course, but she’d never 
planned to use that anyway. 

Despite what Hollywood tends to show, heating vents 
are neither wide enough nor strong enough to support a 
beefy action hero. It was a tight fit for Shadrannat, and she 
was in the body of a small-boned and underfed teen. Even 
her weight would have been enough to bring the vent 
crashing down, had she not adjusted it down to the point 
that she could have skipped across a swimming pool and left 
only ripples. 

The guards knew that invading the vents wasn’t practi- 
cal, which was why they ignored them. But those who hired 
those guards.. . 

Gwyn and Blackie had a problem with one of their 
sacrifices. Pamela had done this one (reluctantly), and 
she’d damaged its eye before completing the ceremony. 
The Tree could heal its injury, of course, but the sacrifice 
still remembered the pain and had been loud and unman- 
ageable ever since its purification. Blackie had suggested 
druggingit, but Gwyn said that Rothschild insisted on clean 
examination subjects. 

While the sacrifice made a break for it and had to be 
restrained, Shadrannat encountered a ghost. 

She’d felt something unusual coming but hadn’t been 
sure what until the phantom materialized. 

“Are you a person?” the ghost asked. 
Her weapons had risen to the surface of Shadrannat’s 

skin as soon as she felt the presence, but she suspected they 
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w would avail her little against a spirit. “What do you mean?” 
4 she said, quietly, her voice cautious. 
0 “Well, I’ve been summoned and compelled to guard 
$ this building,” the spirit said. “My specific orders were, 

‘Don’t let any unauthorized person enter this building 
$ without alerting the guards.’ Initially, they told me, ‘Don’t 
% let anyone in,’ but then I asked for clarification and gave the 
0 examples of rodents, employees, other incorporeal spirits 

and so forth, until they became more particular.” 
As he spoke, the ghost became more solid, taking on the 

form of a fat man in a powdered periwig and black robes. 
“You were a lawyer, weren’t you?” Shadrannat asked. 

“In life, I was a judge.” 
“And you’re being forced to guard against your will.” 
“Indeed.” 
“So if I can convince you that I’m not aperson, you’ll do 

nothing?” 
“I take issue with ‘convince.’ My ‘handlers’ have been 

quite clear about their disdain for my opinions. If you can 
provide a sufficient argument, then I should feel no com- 
punction about allowing you to continue on your way 
without alerting the nine guards and two doctors.” 

“Okaaaay.. . What’s a person?” 
“An individual human.” 
“Then we’re golden. Surely no human could move 

“No livinghuman, no, but aghostlypersonlike myself- 

“But I wouldn’t have a body if I was a ghost.” 
“Ghosts can possess bodies.” 
“Mm. But if I’m living I can’t be a ghost, can I?” 
“True, certainly true.” He looked her over. “You seem 

more alive thanmostpeople.”Therewere tones ofenvy and 
sorrow in his voice. 

“So if I’m not a ghost and not a human, I must not be 
a person. Right?” 

Well, it’s not quite QED, but I’ll take it. You’re going 
to kill all the guards, right?” 

through these flimsy vents without collapsing them?” 

obviously I can.” 
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“It wasn’t necessarily my plan. I was thinking I’d over- 

“It would make me happy if you killed them.” 
“I’ll see what I can do.” 
“If you crawl forward, take a left and then a right, you’ll 

come up on the vent to the video monitoring room. There 
are usually three men inside, but ifyou hurry you might get 
there before the third returns from the vending machine.” 

She did, indeed, make it before the third guard re- 
turned. Normally, taking out two humans silently wouldn’t 
have been much of a problem, but she had to get out of the 
vent before they could take action, so she had to rush. It was 
almost a challenge. 

Thinking of the helpful dead judge, she broke their 
necks. Then she set their heads back forward and posi- 
tioned them in their chairs. She heard footsteps coming 
down the hall as she climbed thewall and clung to the ceiling 
above the door. Her machetes were still sheathed, but her 
other weapons were out. 

“This is a pretty thin load,” Dr. Clark said. “Remem- 
ber, we can take as many as you can supply.” 

“Hey, we brought these guys in as a favor,” Blackie said. 
“You were the one who wanted another delivery so quick. 
Finding people who-” 

“Mr. Black? Are you just about ready?” Gwyn inter- 
rupted. Blackie caught himself. 

“We’re working as fast as we can,” he said to Dr. Clark, 
his lip curled. Clark sneered right back. 

The demon Shadrannat had four stingers, one on the 
inside of each wrist and one on the back of each calf. As the 
third guard entered, her girlish leg swung down and caught 
him in the throat. 

The venom she picked this time wasn’t necessarily a 
poison per se. Itwas the vasoactive protein mosquitoes used 
to keep blood flowing during a puncture. Only instead of 
the minute quantity you’d get from a mosquito bite, 
Shadrannat pumped in about half a cup. It hit the guard’s 
bloodstream in a wave, opening every vessel wide. His face 

power any who got in my way, though.” 
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turned bright red, then white as all the blood pooled down 
in his feet, and then he passed out. 

Shadrannat considered killing him, but she just tookhis 
pistol, tucking it into her fanny pack next to the other two 
guards’ guns, and her package of seeds. Then she poked 
around until she found the gate release. She pressed it. 

“Mukikel, it’s heavier than we thought,” she whispered. 
“There’sa ghost-binder at work. Luckily, he’s a dumb-ass. ” 

She was silent for a second, then said, “Nah, I’m still 
operating black. Just keep a n  eye out for spooks.” 

Silent as a crawling gnat, she sped down the hall. 
What she found in the building surprised her. For one 

thing, there was nothing in the way of medical research 
gear. Not even enough to run a decent crystal meth lab. 
Furthermore, there weren’t any people-other than the 
guards. 

Nine guards and two doctors, he said. What the hell 
kind ofresearch lab is this? 

She did meet one more sentry, but she leapt the twenty 
feet down the hall at him while he was still drawing breath to 
shout. If she’d wanted, she could have slammed into him 
with rib-cracking force, but she still preferred silence, so 
she crossed her arms in front of her like a n  X and took him 
in the throat with both stingers. Her feet had touched- 
gentlyasaflylanding-on the oppositewalls ofthe corridor, 
and like a fly’s feet they held her up as she pumped a 
different insect’s venom into his neck. This time the effect 
was to swell the affected tissue, giving him instant buboes in 
his neck the size of two softballs. They closed off his 
windpipe, silencing him and then smothering him as she 
lowered him to the floor. 

Therewasn’t room in her fannypackfor a fourth pistol, 
so she scampered backto a bathroom andleft it in the toilet. 

She found the stairs after that and went down to the 
ground floor. That was where she found the people. 

They were in a long, low room with a locked door. (A 
serious lock, too. If she’d had to pick it or force it by brute 
strength, it would have given her pause.) 
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The peoplewere on gurneys. Theywere strapped down. 
They were naked save for cheap blankets. When she en- 
tered, there was a burly male nurse staring at the forced 
door and running for a dusty red button on the wall. 

Damn, Shadrannat thought. I should have used the 
vents again. I suppose that’s an alarm. 

She pulled out a gun, emptied it at the nurse and 
dropped it when she felt the dry-fire click. Some of the 
bullets hit, some missed, some struck the bedridden pris- 
oners. They screamed. The nurse didn’t hit the alarm, but 
it didn’t really matter. There was certainly plenty of noise. 

“Mukikel dear, I’m not operating black anymore.” 
Therewas a nice grinding metal sound as she pulled out her 
machetes. “I’m switching to red.” 

1’11 be there soon. 
Her blades flashed and the blanks screamed (for these 

were blanks, she could feel it), but shewas only cutting their 
straps. They stumbled up and many crashed immediately to 
their knees. Glances showed her saline drips, bedsores.. . 
no monitors, no charts, nothing to indicate that these 
patients were being observed. They were clearly weakened 
by their ordeal, though. 

Was that guy one of the two “doctors”? she wondered. 
Then a guard came through the door, and she stopped 

worrying about it. 
Her right hand machete flashed through the air, and as 

she released it, she gifted it with a little extra momentum. 
Not speed: She could have made it faster, but instead she 
chose to make it hit like it weighed fifty pounds. It tore him 
nearly in half as she leapt up to the ceiling. 

The men who came after were careful-they just ducked 
their heads in and out, quick, made cautious by the bloody 
pile that was their former co-worker. They didn’t pay 
particular attention to the ceiling, and even if they had, they 
wouldn’t have looked for a perfectly camouflaged young 
girl. Oneguardtookafewpanickyshotsat thepatients, who 
were stumbling around hollering. That did it. 
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Damn me again, she thought, if I go through all this 
bullshit to let two slope-browed rent-a-cops shoot up the 
goodies. 

Machete #2 went between her teeth, and she juggled a 
gun into each hand. T h e  next time they peeked in, she was 
dangling from the ceiling, aiming. Once more she was 
generous with ammo, once more she hit with about a third 
of her shots, and once more, it was abundantly sufficient to 
put mortals down. 

With a deft flip, she dropped to the floor, transferring 
blade to hand as she went. 

“C’mon,” she said, pointing at the door. *‘Up and at 
’em. Let’s move out.” 

The blanks ignored her. 
“I mean it! Let’s go! Boots and saddles, people!” 
They just cowered away from her. 
“Mukikel, where you at?” 
Coming through the front gate. 

’ “Keep your eyes peeled for hostiles, though I think I’ve 
drawn their attention.” Shadrannat sheathed the clean 
machete as she picked up the bloody one. The handle was 
sticky with gore. It felt good. 

“The blanks are in a room on the east side of the 
building.. . ’bout a hundred feet back from the front door. 
I counted eight blanks, but three are shot and probably not 
worth the effort.” She scavenged a new pistol and put it into 
her fanny pack-this guard had his own piece, slightly bigger 
and shinier than the others. Then she pickedup and racked 
a pistol-grip shotgun. 

“The blanks are like sheep. They aren’t responding to 
me. 

I’ll take care of i t .  
“I’m sealing the door,” she said, doing it as she spoke, 

“But not in any serious fashion. I’m heading south looking 
for more. There should be two guards and one or two 
doctors left.” 

She was running along the wall, up by the ceiling, 
colored the same putty gray and off-white as the corridor. 
She reached the back loading bay and that’s when things 
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Y 
!Z * started to go wrong. She came to a pair of double doors, 

clenched the machete between her teeth and pulled one 
gently inward. Then she snatched her hand back as a 
shotgun blast hit the door, denting its metal surface and X$ * 

Someone inside is jumpy, she thought, waving her X 
0 
0 stinging hands. Then she saw a shadow. 

One of the guards-probably the shooter-was creeping * 
cautiously to the door, checking for a kill. She could see the 
silhouette of his shotgun, the same type as the one she held. 2 

Her eyes flicked across the hall to a heating vent. Easy -u 
PeaV. 0 

The guards plan was obviously to peek around the door 
and duck back, but he just didn’t have the speed. He got to 
the peeking part and then caught her left ankle stinger in the 
side of the head. Spider venom this time-more than 

flinging it sharply back. n 

I 

enough to kill. m 
“Mukikel. One guard remains,” she whispered. 
I’m getting into the blank room now. Do you want to 

“Might as well make a clean sweep,” she said, eeling her 

Okay. Be careful. 
In the next room, Shadrannat peeked through a grating 

to see a man in a uniform, a man in a suit and a man in a 
doctor’s coat. There was also a busty woman in business 
attire, along with three more tied-down blanks. 

(She was seeing the last guard, Blackie, Dr. Clark and 
Gwyn, though she didn’t know those names.) 

She hugged the shotgun close to her in order to move it 
through the shaft without rattling, and it took a great deal 
of contortion to draw the pistol without clunking loudly. 
But the people there were (she assumed) still partially 
deafened by the dead man’s blast. She took her aim at the 
last guard, braced herself well, and then reached out with 
her senses just to double-check. 

An eyebrow rose. As expected, the people in restraints were 
empties. But the suit man was demon-touched, one way or 
another. And thewomanwasn’t alive at all, just awallungreposi- 

just fall back? 

way into the ventilator duct. 
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tory of infernal power. Even the doctor had an unnatural vibe 
coming off him. The only ordinary one was the guy with the 
machinegun. Swell. 

Fromfar off, ShadrannatheardMukikel’svoice ofcommand. 
She contemplatedwithdrawing, but three more blanks would get 
her in very tight with Defiance. And besides, if she was going to 
leave supernatural enemies behind, she wanted them dead and 

She decided to killthe guard first. and asshe shothim through 
the grate, all hell broke loose. 

Thewomanspunto faceher asshef i red-andShadthad  
expected at least a moment of confusion as they tried to find her. 
The woman appeared unarmed, but she balled up a fist, drew it 
back and then hewher  hand across the mom. 

Shadrannat had seen some weird stuff in the war, but thiswas 
a new one. Furthermore, it was a new one that punched through 
thegrateandhitherinthefacewiththeforceofahundred-mile- 
an-hour rock. Shadrannatwas a toughspirit, but her fleshwasonly 
flesh, and she blackedout under the impact. Itwasonly amoment’s 
unconsciousness, but it was enough to break her spell on gravity 
and send her c r a s l n g  through the bottom of the vent and down 
onto the floor of the room. 

“Blackie! Get out ofhere! ” thewomanscreamed, andfromthe 
Doppler sound, Shadrannat could tell shewas getting closer. She 
forced her eyes open in time to see the woman growing another 
hand out of her mud-brown stump as she charged. Shadrannat 
tried to leap aside, but (hy~ weighed close to a ton and had a lot 
ofmomentum. The girl’s small framewas crushed against thewall, 
and Shadrannat groaned as she forced bones and blood back into 
place. 

The woman grabbed the girl by the shoulders and hauled her 
uprightinto abearhug, theshotgunpinnedbetweenthem, barrel 
downanduseless. Bear-huggingthe KmghtoNenomwouldhave 
been a big mistake, for a human. Shadrannat flicked up both leg 
and scissored them around the woman’s hgh, driving in both 
ankle stingers.. . 

But they ground against stony toughness. They did n o w  
but shred the woman’s tasteful earth-tone office wear. 

coollng. 

71.142.14.190



ShadrannatswitchedtoPlanB. Usingthesamepowerthatlet 
hersticktowalls, shemade her shouldersunnaturallyslippery, and 
squirted out of the woman’s grasp. As she dropped toward the 
floor, she unlaced her left leg but made sure to keep contact with 
the right. She also spotted her dropped pistol and picked it up. 

As she hoped, the bigger woman tried to stomp her while she 
was down, but Shadrannat easily twisted out of her way. That was. 
elementary infernal combat. Advanced demon fighting taught 
Shadrannat to ramp up the force behind the stomp, t r i p k i t ,  to 
the point that the concrete floor shattered on impact-and so did 
Gwyn’s stony foot. 

Shadrannat then noticed that Lab Coat had picked up the 
dead guard’s machinegun and was running toward the wall, 
jockeyingfor agoodshot. She shiftedher foot on the otherwoman 
andpushedhard. Slipperyaswetsoap on shower tile, she slidaway 
along the wall, f h n g  her shotgun as she did. The pellets did little 
tothewoman, butthedoctorcriedout. Hedidn’tfalloranyhlng, 
but she hoped he’d at least become cautious. 

Tilting her head back, Shadrannat saw Suit--“Blackie,” ap- 
parentlrpause while getting into his van. He was loohg at the 
stone gal, his face a mask of uncertainty. 

“Gwyn?” he called. 
Archmgherbackandfhngupside-down, Shadrannatnded 

himwith a load of buckshot. She onlywatched for half a moment 
ashe fell, registeringthatithadhitgroin, belly, boththighsanice 
center-of-mass scatter pattern. Even ifhe was devilish, it would 
stop him for a while. 

But shooting Blackie elicited a scream from the woman. Not 
a scream of rage, but of pure primal horror. nipping up so that 
she was standing, a gun in either hand, Shadrannat saw the 
alarmed look on G y . n ’ s  face. She had just enough time to 
contemplate threatening the man for leverage when the woman 
pulled off her left forearm and hurled it like a juggler’s club. 

The Venom K q h t  dove sideways and the arm crumpled the 
v a n ’ s  side where it struck. Then it was a spray of five f q r s  from 
thestatue’sright hand, flunglike stonesbutwithmurderous force. 
Threestruckshoulder, shinandhgh-as Shadrannatpulledthe 
shotgun trigger on an empty chamber. 

X m 
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MaybeIshouldhavecountedthatgun’sammo beforestarting 
this, shethought asshe flungtheweaponlike aboomerang. She put 
extraweight on it, and she could see the stone gal crack as it hit her. 
Thewomanwas s t i l l  chargmgand re-growingher flungparts. She 
was maybe just a little bit smaller, but that really didn’t matter 
because the doctor was shootmg too, and Shadrannat was about 
ready to be done with both of them. She reached into her fanny 
pack. ILght hand: the shghtly nicer pistol. Left hand: a seed from 
her cellophane snack packet. 

Her plan was to jump up over “Gwyn” as the woman charged 
andwedge the seed in the moving statue’s ear-hole. While doing 
this, she would shoot the doctor. 

To understand why a seed in an auditoxy canal is an effective 
attack, it’s necessary to understand Shadrannat’s onetime posi- 
tion in the celestial hierarchy. 

Having been an angel of nature, Shadrannat had command 
over the beasts of the field (insects in particular) and the plants of 
the soil. With an effort ofwill, she could make a seed sprout, grow 
and attain unnaturally large size-all in a matter of seconds. Such 
a seed would growwith its usual strength, a strength easy to ignore 
whenit’spatientlypuslngupasidewalkblockaneighthofaninch 
ayear, or cradangastonecMoverthe co-ofcenturies. Butthat 
earth-breahgpower isineveryseed.Thatwaswhatshe’dusedto 
open the door to the blanks and then, by weaving a thicket, seal it 

So when she got the seed in and ordered it to grow, she split 
Gwyn’sheadlikearipemelon. Therootsdugdeepintothemud- 
woman’s chest and belly, hollowing her out and crumbhngher to 
useless dust. That part worked perfectly. 

But Shadrannat didn’t get quite h h  enough on herjump, so 
Gwyn’slast clutchbroke bothherlegshdwhenshepointedthe 
gun at the doctor, she realized he must be unusudy resilient, 
because he was s t a n d m g  and aiming the assault rifle at her. 

He opened up, full auto, as she pulled her tngger once. Both 
shots hit. Hers went right through the neck. His shredded her 

As the smoke cleared, the only sound was Blackie’s voice 

again. 

torso. 

gasping, “Avitu. .:Avitu please.. .” 
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- seven 

Langdon Hagen didn’t expect anythingwhen the phone 
rang. For weeks, he’d been jumpy-every time the phone 
rang or the doorbell, every time someone came to see him 
at work. Forweeks, he’d been terrified that it was the police 
orworse. He’d been afraid someone knewabout the Thing. 

That was what Hagen called it in his head. “The Thing.” 
He didn’t like to make it any more specific, even in his own 
mind, because that would mean thinking about it, and he 
didn’t like to think about the Thing. 

The Thingwas-had been-a group, six of them, and no 
one sensible would have thought they had anything in 
common. But they had demons in  common. That was what 
they couldn’t tell their wives or their children or their 
parents. They got together to deal with it, and that was the 
T h i n r t h e  silent thing, the unspoken thing, the unthink- 
able Thing between them all. 

Now there were four. Three really-Jill didn’t count 
since she was in jail. They’d caught that creature-that 
monster, Rabbadun-and then everything hadgone to hell. 
Somehow the cops found out, and somehow there was a 
shootout, and somehow Manny and Ross got killed. The 
police connected Jill to the farmhouse (somehow), but she 
hadn’t talked. 
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(They’d all taken an oath not to talkabout the Thing. It 
had seemed reasonable, easy enough. Particularly to 
Langdon, who didn’t even want to think about it.) 

And the day the phone call came, he’d almost gotten 
used to it. He could almost think that the Thing was over, 
like it had never happened. 

“Gilly’s Cafe,” thevoice on the line said. It didn’t sound 
like someone calling to confirm an order or something. It 
was a harsh, growly voice that sounded like it should be 
saying phrases like “hell to pay” or “come alone.” 

“Excuse me?” 
“This Langdon Hagen?” The voice mispronounced his 

“who’s this?” 
“None of your business. Go to Gilly’s Cafe, noon 

“Look-” 
“Come alone.” There it was. 
“I think you’d better-” 
“Rabbadun. ” 
YVhat?” 
Click. 
Langdon glanced at the corner of his computer screen. 

It was 11:40. 
“Sherry? I’m going to lunch.” 
“Yes, Mr. Hagen.” 
Gilly’s wasn’t far. He ate there often, which made him 

think that his caller knew him and his habits; knew about the 
Thing. 

As he walked in a t  11:58, the pay phone started to ring. 
He had to jog to get to it. 

“Hello?” 
“Langdon?” Same voice, same drawl. 
“Who are you? What do you want?” 
“You’re in big-ass trouble, ain’tcha?” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
“Rabbadun. Don’t worry, he’s gone for good, thanks to 

you. Someone wanted him dealt with, right? You and your 
five buddies got tapped for the job.” 

last name and put a sneering drawl on his first. 

sharp. Sit at the booth by the pay phone.” 
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“Look, I don’t-” x * 
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Five. Oh shit. Langdon stuck a fingernail in his mouth 
and bit it. The voice continued. 

“I don’t particularly care who your patron is or what 
you’re after. But since you seem to know the score about 
demon-killing, I got another one for you.” 

“She’s called, um, ‘The Savior of the Falling Stars’- 
wow, that’s poetical, ain’t it? She’s in Argentina, which is 
where you’re going.” 

“Ar.. . what?” 
“Unless you’d rather I help those grab-ass cops you got 

down here put three and three together. It makes six, -tl 

* 
W 
m 
111 
m 

y’know?” 5L1 
“I think you’re bluffing.” 
“Let yer fingers do the walking.” 
Langdon glanced down at the booth’s phone book. 

There was a Manila envelope stuck in the yellow pages. 
Inside he found pictures of him, Jill, the rest of them. 

Going into the farmhouse and coming out. The pictures 
had dates on them. They weren’t terribly clear, but.. . clear 
enough. There was also a key. 

“The key opens a locker at the bus station. Locker 666, 
as it happens. Heh, get it?” 

“Yeah, I get it,” Langdon said, frustration and wrath 
starting to leak into his voice. ‘What am I going to find 
there?” 

“Three tickets on the late Greyhound to Miami. An 
introduction to Harudo down there-he’ll get you to Ar- 
gentina. When you get to Argentina, you’ll find money, 
guns, other shit you’ll need to deal with Miss Falling Star.” 

“Just how do you expect me to ‘deal’ with her? I don’t 
even speak Spanish!” 

‘You musta gotten something for your soul, right?” 
“I think you’ve got the wrong impression of my ‘pa- 

tron,’” Langdon said bitterly. He switched the phone to his 
other hand, turning his face away from other diners. “What 
if I refuse?” 
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$ “Eh,prisonain’tsobad. Eitherway, it’snoskinoffame. 
4 I’ll be watching, so I guess I’ll know soon enough which way 
Q youjump.” 

Click. 
b * + *  
W Miles away, Lee Boyer Jr. smiled as he hung up the 
$ phone and cracked a can of Enfamil. This chump would do 

He took a long, satisfying slurp, then invoked his mas- 
it. He could tell. 

ter. * * + +  
“It’s going,” Hasmed told Gaviel. His voice was very 

soft-Tina was sleeping in the airplane seat next to him. 
She’d been on a real roller coaster, emotionally. She’d 
hated the idea OfleavingAtlantic City, but since she’d been 
there less than a year, she wasn’t quite as hysterical as when 
they’d hastily arrived. Last night had been one extended 
tantrum, andbeingtoldthat Mr. Paumwas comingtoo only 
partially mollified her. But today, she’d been delighted and 
excited about flying in a n  airplane €or the first time. And 
once they’d gotten above the clouds, once the view below 
themwas flat andwhite and featureless instead of a fascinat- 
ingvista of miniature farms and lakes and cities, she’d fallen 
asleep. 

I’m glad to hear i t .  Can you give me details? 
“I’ve assembled a crew of losers-someone’s thralls or 

something. I dunno, half the group that nailed Rabbadun. 
My best guy is going to run them down in Argentina.” 

Where the Savior of the Falling Stars is? 
“Yeah. She’s had a hell of a time adapting-money 

trouble since day one. Mostly she’s been running around 
living hand to mouth, y’know?” 

Do you really think these three vassals can handle her? 
“My guess is they’ll soften her up so my man can close in 

for the kill. I’m not all that worried about it. As long as she’s 
not coming up for me, I’m happy.” Hasmed cracked his 
knuckles. “The one I’m worried about is the Stone.” 

You said he was in Guam, right? 
“Last I heard.” 
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X m Invoke him and find out. 

“Eh.. . I dunno what my master has told him about me. 

You don’t have a master anymore, remember? 

Don’t think of it that way. Think of i t  as... being 

He could be real suspicious.” 

“But I’ll have a mistress.” 

“Yeah. Whatever. See you in Las Vegas.” 

“Gabe, are you okay?” q 
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“I’m fine,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “It’s the baby. 3 
81 

“Iseemto recallsomethinglike thatfrommyownkids.” ill 81 

“Hey, no need to apologize, Juanita. You aren’t the one * 
Yl al 

“Yeah. Cup a coffee and I’ll be all right.” 
“For about fifteen minutes,” Juanita said, rising to get 

“You’re an angel.” 
Coffee in hand and desk chair under his seat, Gabe 

looked at his notes and decided it was late enough to make 
his day’s first call. 

cradled safely in the bosom ofyour old comrade. 

* * *  
Damn. Colic. You know what colic is?” 

“Sorry, sor ry...” @ 

who was screaming all night, right?” 

him one. 

“Desert Experience, can I help you?” 
“Yeah, I’m ... uh, is this 555-4220?” 
“Yeah. ” 
“Who is this, please?” 
7Vho’s this?” 
“SpecialAgent Gabe McKenziewith the Federal Bureau 

of Investigation.” 
That got him a long pause. 
“And you are?” he prompted. 
“Pete. .. Mortenson.” 
Gabe narrowed his eyes and checked his internal bullshit 

detector. He decided the pause was suspicious, but incon- 
clusive. 

“Well Mr. Mortenson, I’d like to speak to Theodore 
Mason, please.” 
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“Okay, um... Imean, sure, I’ll ... uh, canItellhimwho’s 

“Gabe. McKenzie. From the FBI, remember?” 
“Right, I’m, sorry, I’mreallyspaced out. I’ll, um, I’llgo 

get him. ” 
Gabe frowned as he waited. Some people got freaked by 

the FBI-probably people who’d once shoplifted some tube 
socks or smoked pot in college-but still. This guy didn’t 
sound like a receptionist, and “Desert Experience” appar- 
ently didn’t have a phone network that could transfer. 

calling?” 

“Hello?” 
“Is this Mr. Mason?” 
“Yes. You’re from the FBI?” Mason sounded cautious. 

Really cautious. Very polite too-like a stonewalling lawyer. 
Gabe found himself glad that his BS-o-scope was already 
warmed up. 

“That’s correct.” 
“Can I ask what this is about?” 
Yourwife wasrecentlymurdered, andyou want toknow 

why the FBIis calling? Oh, Mr. Mason. Gooseflesh popped 
on Gabe’s arms but he kept his voice tightly controlled. 

“You signed for a gold Chevrolet Suburban, license 
numberVOR 4893 ...” 

“Yes. It got stolen. Mywife ...” There was a sound, and 
Gabe didn’t think it was the phone line. “My wife reported 
it, I thought.” 

Gabe’s instincts were prowling that last sentence like 
dogs trying to find a fox’s scent but ... no, it seemed clean. 
The guy genuinely did seem wrecked by his wife’s demise, 
his voice hit all the right notes. 

“Right. Well, it turns out that vehicle may have been 
used in a federal crime.” 

“You mean.. . You mean after it was stolen from us?” 
“Exactly.” 
“What would we know about that?” 
“Do you know a man named Timothy Grady?” 
Long pause. 
“...I don’t think so?” 
Twang! went Gabe’s mental crap meter. 
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“Do you know who Tim Grady is?” 
“Um. . . ” 
“Do you read the newspapers, Mr. Mason?” 
“Oh! The, the guy in, uh ... was it Louisiana? Did he. .. 

was that the guy who stole our car?” 
“You know, Mr. Mason, on her police report Mrs. 

Mason stated that you were the only one who’d seen or 
spoken to a ‘Fred Allston,’ the man who supposedly made 
off with your car. Is that correct?” 

“Um, well I... Birdie, she ... that is, Bridget, my wife, 
my ... she never saw Fred Allston, I don’t thinkwe were... 
uh, we were camping and ... Uh, could you repeat the 
question?” 

The needle was buried in the red on Gabe’s gauge. I 
don’t know what color mud, he thought, but this guy is 
dirty. 

“Tell me about Fred Allston.” Nice open-ended ques- 
tion. It gave Mason a nicely made bed on which to screw 
himself. 

“Fred Allston.. . um, I don’t know if that was his name, 
his real name, you know. He, his car broke down near our 
campsite when we were out in the desert and, he said he’d 
gotten a call that his daughter was very sick and could he 
please borrow our car to get to her.” 

“And you lent it to him?” 
“Well I mean it was.. . it was late at night and I wasn’t, you 

“And you were camping out in the ‘desert ?” 
“It’s really beautiful out here. Very primal.” 
“Primal. Uh huh. So you just let this stranger take off 

“Um, yeah.” 
“Which contained your wife’s identification and 

traveler’s checks?” 
“At the time I didn’t know they were in there.” Mason 

seemed to be getting a grip on himself, rallying. Gabe 
pressed again. 

“You let him take it when it was your onlyvehicle out of 
the desert? You willingly stranded yourself, your son and 

know, my mind wasn’t at  its clearest ...” 

with your rental car?” 
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$ your wife in the middle of nowhere on the say so of a 
c;l complete stranger?” * 
9( m 

There was a long pause. 
“Maybe I’m not a very smart man,” Mason finally said. 
“Uh huh. So any idea why a federal fugitive would pop 

up to kill your wife in  particular?” 
“Maybe it was a random crime. Certainly I don’t ... I 

mean, I’d never met Joellen before. Joellen O’Hanlon. 
Neither had my wife.” 

Liar, liar, liar. 
“Okay then. I’m going to try and have someone in the 

Vegas bureau come out to get a description of Fred Allston 
from you.” 

“Actually, why don’t I just come in? We’re.. . we’re kind 
of out in the sticks.” 

“That’s very accommodating.” 
“Look, I... I know you may think I’m ... well, I don’t 

know what you think. But if someone else was involved with 
my wife’s death.. .” 

(There it was again, that pain, that raw and present 
sorrow.) 

“...then I promise you, I want them found. Caught. 
You know. Whether it’s this Fred Allston or Tim Grady 
or... or whoever.” 

“I appreciate that sentiment. One last thing. The name 
May Carter ring a bell?” 

“No.” Flat, quick, decisive ... honest? 
You sure had to think hard about Grady. 
“Okay then. Have a nice day.” 
“You too. ” 

In the desert, in the tree, the spirit ofAvitu was coming 
ever more awake. As itwoke, itspowergrew, spreadingroots 
under the ground, branching up through the winds. When 
her High Priest was frightened, she felt his fear. When 
Blackie, the heir apparent, was harmed, she could immedi- 
ately reach out and heal him. When Gwynafra, her finest 
tool, was unexpectedly shattered, she felt that too. 
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Her power was waxing-wLh each sacrifice, it grew. But 
even as buildings and fences and machines were put into 
and upon sands that were almost her own flesh, she found 
herself hedged in by setback after setback. Her priestess of 
the blood, killed. Another minister from her holy line 
imprisoned. Herweaponswrested from her grip before she 
even woke fully to use them.. . 

It was as she took stock of her losses (Tim, Joellen, 
Gwynafra) that she heard once more the mosquito buzz of 
Gaviel of the Summer Sun. 

Avitu, Keeper of the Twin Winds and Tree of  Igno- 
rance, I commend you. 

She had no  tonguewithwhich to reply, but she still made 
her words felt. 

WHAT LEADS YOU TO SUCH KIND WORDS? 
Naught but simple honesty. You’ve accomplished many 

ofmygoals in East Saint Louis even before I could. I can 
be a good sport about it. 

GAVEL, I FIND IT HARD TO BELIEVE THAT AFTER OUR 
STRUGGLES, YOU INVOKE ME SOLELY IN A SPIRIT O F  CAMARADERIE. 

Is that so difficult to grasp? Refusal to face facts is a 
human trait. I know when I‘m beaten, as I’ve shown you 
before. 

WHAT IS IT  YOU WANT? 
Very astute. This call is not, as you surmise, purely 

social. Whatlwantis, quitesimply, toget on therightside. 
MY SIDE IS NOW THE RIGHT SIDE? 
Your side is the winning side. 
Now YOUR TRUE PREJUDICE APPEARS. You DON’T CARE FOR 

MORALITY-ONLY NAKED POWER. 
Let us say, rather, that Irecognize the reality ofnaked 

Do THOSE WITH POWER NEED COURTESY? 
Touch 6.  Nonetheless, my offer of feal ty remains. Try- 

ing togo it alone in a world as strange and dangerous as this 
one is rankly foolish, no  matter howpowerful one might 
be. I recognize that now. 

power. That’s much more polite, don’t you think? 

WILL YOU SUBMIT YOUR TRUE NAME TO ME? 
No. 
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There was a pause. 
LACKING THAT GUARANTEE, WHY SHOULD I EXCHANGE MY 

PROTECTION FOR YOUR SERVICE? 
I have things you want. 

Really? How about one of the Defilers, bound and 
helpless, obedient toyour will? IknowI’ve foundgreat use 
for herpower to mold flesh. Given your vassals’predilec- 
tion for murder, I imagine you could also find it handy. 

OF WHOM DO YOU SPEAK? 
One for whom you took Vejovis’s blow, Gaviel said. 

Ages ago, in the War on Heaven, Avitu and Gaviel had 
cooperated in a grand battle against the archangel Vejovis. 
They’d been joined by many of their kind, including the 
Scourge Hasmed and the Defiler Sabriel. 

AND SHE IS UNDER YOUR COMMAND? 
Not yet. But she is imprisoned. Her  sole chance of  

escapeliesin beingsummoned. And asyouknow, what can 
be summoned can also be constrained. 

You WOULD SELLYOUR OLD COMRADE INTO SLAVERY, THEN? 
I think it’s pretty clear that I would. Gaviel’s tone was 

slightly impatient. Youget her service in  full, my voluntary 
cooperation and the capable assistance ofmy old friend the 
Knight of the Hated Lash. Three demonic servitors. How’s 
that for a deal? 

1 DOUBT THAT. 

I DON’T THINK so. 
Whynot?It’snotlikewe haven’t done business before. 

YOUDO NOTUNDERSTAND MEINTHELEAST, DOYOU GAVIEL? 

SELFISH GREED? I DID IT TO SAVE HER FROM YOU! I REPAIRED HER 

A DAY LONGER! 
And you’re content that you did right? 
I AM. 
Then perhaps you’d do well to keep me on a closer 

IF  1 BECOME A PARTY T O  YOUR DEGRADED ACTIONS, 1 DE- 

Didn’t Mayplease you? 

DO YOU THINK 1 ACCEPTED MAY’S SACRIFICE OUT OF SOME 

SOUL, RATHER THAN LET YOU BEFOUL AND CORRUPT IT FOR RTEN 

leash, lest my amoral excesses continue. 

GRADE MYSELF. 

71.142.14.190



So spare the world my evil. Or dishonor your vow and 
fight me. O r  ignore me and let me spread like cancer. 

Again, there was silence as both demons ruminated. 
In fact, I’ll sweeten the deal. Accept my terms, and I’ll 

rescue your man Grady. 
C C C  

Outside ordinary space, Usiel the Reaper watched. 
Zisithras the Asharu-the demon Usiel had under ob- 

servation-could feel it. He knewhewas beingobserved, but 
he did not know how, from where or by whom. 

Usiel did not know the mortal name of Zisithras’s place, 
nor did he care. The Asharu was in a hospital, and it was a 
poor one. Zisithras had found a despairing child, one too 
young for his sorrows, and had possessed him. Now the 
demon went to the source of that despair, his vessel’s dying 
uncle. The child’s parents were already dead. Now the man 
who had raised him had the same illness, the same sickness 
that was so common in their region-common among the 
poor, anyhow. 

Usiel watched and wondered what Zisithras would do. 
The Asharu were angels of healing. Had been, anyhow. 

If this returned rebel could master his powers, could escape 
his own misery long enough to feel the pain of another.. . if 
the demon could do that, could feel empathy ... then the 
healing would be trivial, an act as challenging as a human 
striking a match. But if the demon could not, if he failed to 
set aside his own pain for someone else, then no degree of 
power would give him the skill to heal. Corrupted, the 
Asharu could only harm. 

Perhaps Zisithras would kill the uncle. It made a certain 
amount of sense. Host souls stuck around, and they could 
be trouble if they got too strong. Killing the man would be 
the final nail i n  the host’s coffin, the final blow of misery to 
leave that young spirit helpless and weak. 

(If Usiel thought that would happen, he ought to ap- 
pear, raise his scythe, defend humanity, smite the demon. 
But could he afford to pre-empt the crime? If he acted too 
rashly, might that not be the greater evil? Could he afford 
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to give the demon the benefit of the doubt? Did he dare 
assume it was evil? Did he dare deny it?) 

Or perhaps the demon would heal the uncle and make 
him a thrall. That was another clever play, acting the angel 
it once was to fuel the demon it could become. Usiel 
appreciated, now, what a balancing act that was. Love them 
enough to help them, but not so much that you couldn’tuse 
them, couldn’t feed from them, couldn’t steal their souls. 
He understood that mix of love and selfishness too well. 

(If that was Zisithras’s course, what was Usiel’s best 
response? To  kill the demon who saved a life? Or to let him 
go, having stolen a soul from God? Action? Or inaction? 
Each had its perils.) 

His hope-barely a hope-was that the demon would heal 
the man and leave. That he would take nothing and give. 
That he would be, if even for a moment, the healing spirit 
he once had been. 

(This was the smallest chance, but if the demon took it, 
Usiel would rejoice. And yet some part of him, something 
vindictive and selfish and weak, hoped the demon would 
choose ill, that Luciferwas right and that therewas no hope. 
Part of him hoped the fallen were truly beyond redemp- 
tion, and that his choices would be simple once more.) 

Zisithras neared the bed. Usiel watched. * * *  
“I don’t expect you to believe me, but we weren’t asked 

to spy on you.” 
“I don’t believe you.” Sabriel said it with a smile. The 

Contessa was fun. The other two, well, whatever, but the 
Contessa’s attitude appealed to Sabriel, while her life and 
history appealed to Christina. 

“Are you flattered?” the dead woman asked. 
“Flattered that he kidnapped me? Hardly.” 
“You should be.” 
“It’s kinda romantic, don’t you think?”Thiswas Minnie, 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Liz replied. “We’ve been over 
the settler-or in Sabriel’s mind, “The Hayseed Queen.” 

this before. Awoman doesn’t need a man to be happy!” 
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“Though, to be sure, it is a great help,” the Contessa 

“Awoman doesn’t need a man to define her!” 
“But without one, you can only define yourself as a few 

things,” Minnie objected. “There’s only so much you can 
do on your own.” 

“In your day, yes, but now a woman can be a doctor or 
a soldier or even a mother without needing a man’s help.” 

“Howwonderful,” the Contessa said. “You could scoop 
phlegm from fever victims or march through filthy ditches 
with a rifle, just like a man. Truly you’ve come a long way, 
baby. ” 

“Maybe you can be a mother without a man,” Minnie 
said, “but you can’t be a wife. And that was one of the best 
things I ever was. I’m sorry you missed out on that, Lizzie, 

“Ladies? Please?” Sabriel said. “Listening to you rein- 
vent the wheel of feminism is mildly diverting, but I have a 
few other concerns. Like, why did this demon kidnap me?” 

‘You really consider him a demon?” Jennifer said. 
“As much as I’m one. He transgressed the laws of God 

‘You seem so worldly,” the Contessa said. “I’m sur- 

‘You think he’s in love with me?” Sabriel asked. 
“Mendo everykindoffoolthingforlove,”Minniesaid, 

“He’s not a man!” 
“He looks like a man. Sometimes. Acts like one.” 
“Minnie, I don’t think this is a case of ‘if it quacks like 

a duck,”’ Liz said. ‘We’ve all dealt with things that seemed 
human but weren’t. Remember?” 

Minnie looked away at that comment and nodded. 
Sabriel felt her heart speed up andwonderedifshe could get 
them on her side. 

“I can understand your position,” she said. “I mean, he 
swooped in and rescued you. Or that’s what it looked like, 
anyhow. I’ 

said, smiling briefly. 

but--” 

and was cast down into Hell.” 

prised you can’t guess his motives.” 

shrugging. 

“Are you accusing him of setting that up?” 

n m 

71.142.14.190



“I know he can call and command spirits,” Sabriel said, 
shrugging. “I don’t know if he orchestrated events one way 
or another. He probably didn’t. Why would he? If you’d 
resisted, he could have just compelled you.” 

“He could have tried,” Minnie said, nostrils flaring. 
“Ofcourse, thisisonlyyourviewofthings,” the Contessa 

said. 
“He warned us that you’d try to turn us against him,” 

Elizabeth said. 
“You do what you have to do,” Sabriel said. “If I was in 

your shoes, I wouldn’t be in any hurry to cross something 
so dangerous, powerful and unpredictable.” 

“Unpredictable?” 
“Sure! I mean, running out and seizing me like that- 

it’s not exactly the mark of a stable mind, is it? Elizabeth? 
Do you think? He could easily decide one day to just chop 
me up and scatter my pieces to the wind, and I’d have no way ‘ 

to stop him. Neither would any of you, I’m sure.” 
She could feel their rising apprehension-the Contessa 

least of all, she had a cool head on her shoulders-when the 
front door slammed open. 

“Ah,” Sabriel said. “Our hell-harrowed Heathcliff re- 
turns to Wuthering Heights.” 

She rose from the sofa and went into the entryway. 
“Ward,” she said, “I’m worried about the Beaver.” 
“Cute,” he replied. “I brought supper.” 
“oy. Burger King or McDonald’s?’’ 
“Actually, it’s Lebanese. You like falafel?” 
“Better thannothing,” she said, while Christina’s stom- 

ach growled with anticipation. 
As they ate, she said, “So, what’s my role?” 
“I beg your pardon?” 
“You’ve obviously got some plan for me-hence your 

ham-fisted abduction. I’ve been here long enough to get 
bored and start wondering what fate has in store.” 

“Fate.” 
“Or, I suppose, you. C’mon, spill it! What do you want 

from me?” She couldn’t help but shift her posture to give 
him a little cleavage on that last question. 
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He looked away. “You don’t get it, do you? You think 

“Oh, you seized me as a favor?” 
“Sabriel, d u l d  you drop the act for a minute?” 
“The act?” 
“Could you stop being.. . being provocative and ironic 

“Stop being a succubus, you mean.” 
He sighed. “I remember the way you were.” 
They were silent for a moment. 
“I remember the way I was, too,” she said at last, and he 

looked up. It was the first time in eons that he’d heard her 
voice free of artifice. She spoke in those same tones of 
sorrow and puzzlement that crept out i n  front of Thomas 
and made him feel pity, despite her cruelty. Usiel looked, 
and she was slouching, looking down at her chickpeas with 
a numb expression. 

I just want to, to use you? Manipulate you?” 

and defensive and fake-playful and flirty and ...” 

“Don’t you want that back?” 
“That me is dead!The war killed it, Usiel! You, Michael 

and the ophanim and the malhim, and the whole Holy 
Host! Ten thousand years of torture and suffering and 
watching the world blacken-that killed me! ” 

“Oh, and Lucifer’s Army had no part in it?” 
“I don’t care! I don’t care if we were wrong or not! It 

doesn’t even matter anymore! What matters is I can’t forget 
what I’ve seen and done, and what I’ve been. I can’t forget 
what humans used to be, and seeing them now just.. . It’s 
horrifying! It’s the most disgusting, repellent thing, and 
I’m one of them now! I’m nauseated by my own skin! I’m 
stuck in what I hate, and I can’t get out! So don’t talk to me 
about being the old Sabriel again, please. I’d love to turn 
back the clock, get back to Eden, but Eden is gone, Sabriel 
is gone, and humankind is fallen!” 

There was a brief quiet-if not total silence. The moan 
of the wind outside and the rattle of loose shutters shudder- 
ing still undergirded their dinner. Then a third small 
sound joined those two. 

“Are you crying?” Usiel asked softly. 
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“No I’m not.”’ she shrieked, clearly lying, oblivious to it 
as her pretty face reddened and tears splashed down. She 
bolted to her feet and fled the room. He rose as well. 

“Leave her go,” Minnie whispered in his ear. “ust let 
her be for a moment.” 

As he waffled, he felt the stirrings of an invocation. 
‘Who is it?” he snapped. His expression went from 

concernto asour sneer. “Oh, it’syou.Whatdoyouwant?” 
Minnie askedwho hewas talking to, but he shushed her. 
“You must be joking,” he said. But he still listened to 

whatever voice it was, silence to Minnie, and she saw the 
certainty eroding from his face, bit by bit. 

“You know a lot less than you think,” he said. 
“I am not your ally, and you’re a fool to think I could 

be,” he said, and this time his tone was angry, defensive. 
He narrowed his eyes, silent for a while, then said, 

“Maybe I shouldkillher first.” Hisvoicewas cool andsnide, 
but Minnie could see on his face how much he dreaded the 
action he’d described. 

‘‘You think you can trick me,” he said. Then he listened 
some more. His eyes widened with surprise, and concern. 

“Who told you that?” Now he was definitely uneasy. 
“Now you’re trying to tempt me, too. It won’t work.” 

His posture relaxed soon after that, and he frowned. 
“Are you ... done?” she asked. He grunted. 
‘Who was it?” 
“Never mind. Leave me.” 
“Do you want-” 
“I want you to leave me.” 
“Right.” She crept away, silent as only a ghost can be. 

Mitch Berger had been through some wicked unpleas- 
ant experiences. In his old job as an asylum guard, he’d 
heard paranoids rave about the conspiracies that controlled 
not only the government, but people’s very ideas about 
reality. He’d heard serial rapists discuss their crimes in  
minute detail, sounding bored. He’d heard muscle-bound 

But something in his voice told Minnie it had already. 

* * *  
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murderers scream at him that they’d kill him, kill his family, 
kill the man who dug his grave. Creepy stuff. 

He’d survived the Devil’s Night Quake in LA, and he’d 
seen Satan himself. Every day, he secretly gave thanks for 
that screen of drugs that had protected him, and every day 
he secretly cursed the demons who’d stripped that screen 
out of his memory. 

What he was seeing now was maybe even worse. 
It didn’t have Lucifer’s sense of crushing unreality- 

it harder to just trance out, let his mind boggle and fail and 

happening, even though he didn’t want to. His mind could 
grasp it, but not let it go. 

“This is going to take a long time, and it’s going to be 
hard, butyoucando it,”Mukikelsaid. “Ihavefaithinyou,” 
she added, with a narrow-eyed look over at Mitch. 

(She’d offered Mitch a chance to get in on this action, 
but he must have let his fear.and revulsion show on his face.) 

“I’m ready,” Chuck replied. 
That waswhat made it all so horrible. Chuck. Chuck and 

the knowledge that all this stuff was real. Without knowing 
that, it would have been fuckin’ hilariousuptight Charles 
Rodriguez, the stiffest stiff on the guard staff, dressed up in 
a cape made of ten gazillion dragonfly wings, making this 
crazy pattern of sugar in the desert, way the hell out in 
nowhere, and piling a couple hundred bucks’ worth of cut 
flowers in the center of it. Charles Rodriguez leading a 
black goat and a white goat forward as sacrifices. Charles 
Rodriguez clearing his throat and chanting all this crazy 
crap from some language no one ever heard of. 

It looked like a scene from a bad B horror flick. Except 
Mitch knew it was all real, all true. 

And Chuck. That was the worst part, worse than the 
reality even. Chuck. Stand-up guy Chuck, whose clear 
thinking and courage and all that good stuff had saved 
Mitch’s life during the worst day of his life. Chuck, the 
decent man. His savior. 

which was a relief in one way-but by the same token, it made 

wait for it to go away. He could comprehend what was 
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Chuck was summoning a demon. 
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He started the chant that went on and on and on, and 
Mitch’s nervousness was finally starting to wane. Then it 
changed. For the longest time, it had been just noise, just 
blah blah, but now he could feel.. . something. Meaning in 
it, woventhroughit, pushingupunder it. Thislanguagewas 
more than words, it wasn’t right going through a mere 
human voice, but the power was there. Mitch couldn’t 
follow it, and later he couldn’t even remember the sounds. 
But he sensed that, next to this, human language was as 
random and pointless as the buzzing of crickets. 

He listened, and his mind went numb. He listened 
because he could only listen; the sun crept down and 
vanished without him noticing. He couldn’t think. He 
could still feel the dread and terror, but he couldn’t think. 

“That’s it. You’re doing great. Keep going,” Mukikel 
said, standing back by Mitch but staring so intently at 
Chuck. 

Desert insects had started to speak in tandem with the 
chant. 

“YES. FEEL THE POWER. BRING HER, CHUCK. BRING HER 
BACK. I’ 

She had changed into her other form, in the darkness, 
her form of red leaf wings and hard shiny surfaces, and 
Mitch hadn’t even noticed. Even that couldn’t penetrate 
the ritual’s spell. 

(Hours ago, Mitch had asked why Mukikel couldn’t 
simply do this herself. She’d explained that only humans 
could summon a demon from Hell. No one knew why.) 

The sugar lines were crawling with ants and flies and 
spiders when Chuck pulled forth a perfectly ordinary hunt- 
ing knife and slit the black goat’s throat. The blood spilled 
forth as the buzzing increased. 

“IT’STIME,’’ Mukikel said. Shewasn’t talking to Mitch or 
to Chuck. She’d turned to the openbackofhervan, and she 
was talking to the naked woman inside. She was blonde and 
plain and pale and thin. Her eyes were dull and vacant. 
She’d been at Rothschild: She was one of the blanks. 

“Go INTO THE CIRCLES AND LIE DOWN ON THE FLOWERS,” 
Mukikel said, and even someone with a mind would have 
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felt that compulsion. The blank sleepwalked forward obe- 
diently, leaving footprints in goat’s blood after stepping in 
the cooling pool. 

Chuck slit the white goat’s throat, and instead ofblood, 
maggots poured out. The woman lay down, and Mitch 
threw up. 

He saw a second shape over the blank woman, a shape 
with glowing hands and butterfly wings, a shape he’d seen 
once before. Then it flowed down like meltingwax, and the 
woman sat up. 

“Iiii reeeeturn,” she said, her tones droning and nasal, 
but human. 

‘Welcome back, Shadrannat,” Mukikel said. 
Chuck collapsed. The two demonesses went forward to 

help him, and Mitch snapped out ofhis trance to go tend his 
friend. 

((1s he going to be okay?” 
“He’s just exhausted,” Mukikel replied, now just a 

woman once more. She gave him another hard look. “Are 
you sure you don’t want to do the summoning tomorrow? 
I’ll walk you through it. Not just the evocation, either- 
Buniel I want bound. He would be your servant, Mitch, 
unable to disobey.” 

The thought wasn’t tempting. It was terrifying. Mitch 
just shook his head. And as he tried to bring his friend back 
to consciousness, he just shook. * + +  

Blackiewas uncomfortable. He had a stomachache, and 
thatwasn’t right. The goddess had cured him-zap, just like 
that, and he should feel perfect. But still his stomach hurt, 
because he couldn’t forget that he’d been shot. 

“Are you okay?” Teddy asked, for maybe the fifth time. 
That was another thing. His.. . dad. Blackie wasn’t used 

to having a dad, and Teddy had ignored him, pretty much, 
since day one. He’d thought (kind of hopefully, kind of 
fearfully) that that might change after Lance came to the 
compound, but Teddy stayed distant. 

I guess he’s still mad that my mom killed his wife, he 
thought, gingerly poking at his perfectly healthy sore belly. 
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“I’m fine,” he said. 
“You look like it still hurts.” 
Blackie nodded. “Yeah. It still hurts.” 
“It’s psychosomatic.” 
Blackie had no idea what that meant. “I guess,’’ he said. 
“Have you ever heard about amputees with phantom 

“Ummm.. . ’’ 
“People who lose an  arm or a leg often hallucinate that 

they feel pain there. In the missing limb. You see? They 
imagine pain in a body part they don’t even have anymore.” 

“Whoa.” 
“It’s the curse of consciousness. We feel pain evenwhere 

“You think this stomach thing is like that? It’s a phan- 

“I think so.” 
Blackie digested that for a moment. “Then there’s 

nothingwe cando, is there?Youcan’tget rid ofapainthat’s 
not... not a real pain.” 

“Exactly right.” Teddy was looking out the window, and 
he sounded sad. He turned back to his son. “That’s our 
dilemma, Black Hawk. We have to stay conscious, it’s our 
fate. We have to endure all its phantom pains. I hate to see 
it, hate to see my.. .” 

He trailed off. 
“How’s Lance doing?” Blackie asked. 
Teddy looked surprised. 
“He’s ... he’s okay, I guess. He still misses his mother a 

“Teddy, I... um.” 
“Maybe I should go.” 
“It’s hard to lose someone, I know. Even someone 

who ... Look, my mom was bad, okay? I guess I know that, 
but ... I mean, she was my mom. I loved her, y’know? She 
wasn’t ever bad to me. I’m sorry about what she did, and if 
I couldgo back, I...” 

“She thought it was for the best,” Teddy said, his voice 
leaden. 

pains?” 

we cannot, because we think we ought to.” 

tom pain?” 

lot.” 
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“I know that doesn’t excuse nothing,” Blackie said, “but 
she ... she did it for Lance too, y’know. And it’s wrong, it’s 
all twisted up and wrong, but she thought ... She really 
believed, y’know? In Avitu. She believed that bringing 
Lance here was important, that ... that it would help him. 

“But it won’t help him,” Teddy said, and although his 
eyes were pointed in Blackie’s direction, they were staring 
off somewhere a million miles away. Someplace distant 
where sad things were happening, things he could never 
change. “He’s doomed to be conscious, like you and me. 
He’s a priest of the blood. He’s destined for imprison- 
ment . ” 23 

na 
0 “There are some new sacrifices from Fresno,” Teddy .31 

said. His eyes were focused again, locked on the here and m now. 
‘What are we supposed to do with them after? I mean, 

we can’t ... without Rothschild we can’t ... process them.” 
“That’s not important. We’ll figure something out. 

We’ll find a way.” He lowered his eyes, and then put a hand 
on Blackie’s shoulder. ‘What matters is this: They haven’t 
been purified. And I think you should do the ritual this 
time.” 

Blackie’s dismay was so sudden and strong that, for a 
moment, he completely forgot to have a stomachache. 

And everything.” x 

They were silent for a moment. 

8 9 8  
“Wow,” Shadrannat said, sitting on the hotel room bed 

and tuning a cheap acoustic guitar. “This one’s really 
different.” She picked out a credible intro to the song 
“Imagine. ” 

“Yeah?” Mitch asked. “Different how?” 
‘Well, she’s a musician for one thing. That’s pretty 

“And you.. . get all that?” 
“I can remember parts. Lot of it’s muscle memory.” 
“Cool.” He scratched his arm. This new version of 

cool.” 

Shadrannat was giving him the creeps. 
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It was midmorning, and Mukikel had gone out into the 
desert with Chuck at dawn. They’d taken another blank, a 
man this time, and they were going to conjure Buniel using 
flames and prisms and a knife made of gold. They’d been 
gone when Mitch woke up. Shadrannat had been doing a 
handstand up against the wall next to the TV. Slowly, she’d 
lowered herself until the top of her head touched the floor, 
and then-red, grunting, her muscles trembling-she’d 
pushed her arms straight again. AChinese push-up-Mitch 
had seen guys do them at the gym, but never a woman as 
scrawny and sick-looking as the one Shadrannat had be- 
come. 

“Plus, this body is sexually mature. That’s a real change 
in perspective.” 

Y o u  don’t say,” Mitch replied. He didn’t think about 
it, but he edged a little farther from her. He cleared his 
throat. “So, uh, howcomeshewoundupasa ... whatyoucall 
it? A blank?” 

“They lobotomized her.” 
“NO shit? She’s a frontal?” Mitch knew about full 

“Not anymore.” 
“How come they did that? I mean, she doesn’t look old 

“A demon did it to her.” 
“I should’veguessed. So, let mesee-a demonfrontalized 

her to make it easy for other demons to take over?” 
“That’s a good guess, but it’s wrong. A demon 

‘frontalized’ her because that demon-a creature called the 
Tree of Ignorance-believed it was the right thing to do. 
The ethical thing.” 

frontal lobotomies from his asylum work. 

enough for it to have been therapeutic.” 

“Huh?” 
“It’s along story.” Shadrannat cracked her knuckles and 

started plinking on the guitar again. “The Tree would be 
appalled if it knew there was a demon occupying its sacri- 
fice. And this woman would be delighted to appall that 
demon. What goes around, comes around. Or something. ” 

“What was her name?” 
“Jennifer Arliss. Hey, you want to get some brunch?” 
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was at an impasse. 23 

Sal lit a cigarette, took two puffs and ground it out. He 

He’d never considered himselfan impatient man. There 
was aword for impatient criminals: “jailbird.” He could be 
cool as the tides while he was watching, waiting, gathering 
information, gettingreadyfor the right time. All that stuff, 

What really bugged himwas cooling his heelswaiting for 
some guy to make up his mind. Or, in this case, some 
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fuggeddaboudit, he did crossword puzzles. 

demon. 
Sal got a very badvibe off this “Vodantu” character, but 

that was okay. He was used to ignoring bad vibes from 
people. Doing it with demons was the same kind of thing, 
just ten times more intense. Every time he did it, he needed 
a shower afterward, and he felt like going to church. 

But when you got down to it, talking to a demon in Hell 
w a s  kind of like communicating with a mob boss in the big 
house. Not exactlylike, but it was a framework to go on. Like 
an imprisoned boss, the demon’s power was limited, but it 
still had a lot of influence. Like a jailed don, its missing 
luxuries were a real sore point. And like every boss, in jail 
or out, it tried to push him around. 

He had the Rebluh6 Ritual for that. He didn’t kid 
himself that hanging up the phone on demon lords- 
especially thosewho had freakslike Hasmed running around 
doing shit in the world-was the safest way to play, but he 
figured Vodantu wasn’t going to grease him for disrespect 
when there was still a chance Sal could get him something he 
wanted. He just had to keep playing that card-as long as he 
held out a promise, being alittle pushywould makevodantu 
respect him, not hate him. 

Assuming, that is, that Vodantu was not actually insane. 
“Look, worship, it ain’t gonna happen. Got me? That’s 

off the table.” 
You DARE DEFY ME? 
“C’mon. Maybe you got alla time in the world, but can 

we please cut past the posturing and get to some quid pro 
quo?” 
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I AM NOT A MERCHANT, MORTAL! Do  NOT PRESUME TO 
HAGGLE WITH ME! 

“All I’m saying is, I can help you, you can help me, or 
neither one of us can help the other and we’re both worse 
off. Is it so crazy for me to think we could work something 
out?“ 

MY POWER IS INCALCULABLE BY YOUR STANDARDS, MORTAL. 
ANYDESIRE YOUR MIND CAN ENCOMPASS IS MINE TO BESTOW UPON 

Sal decided to let it slide. “Any desire, huh? Well I’ll tell 
you what I desire. I want revenge on the asswipes who killed 
my boy.” 

PLEDGE ME YOUR FEALTY, AND I WILL SWEEP YOUR ENEMIES 

“Even when those enemies are your own soldiers?” 
There was a pause. 
O F  WHOM D O  Y O U  SPEAK? 
“I got one name I don’t wanna say. You understand. 

The other guy, I dunno his name, but he’s one of yours. 
The two of ’em kinda ganged up on my son, Scott. Sacri- 
ficed him to you, in fact.” 

My LOYAL THRALLS A N D  SERVANTS. 

BEFORE YOU. 

I REMEMBER. 

Sal swallowed hard, and that was almost it, he almost 
quit, did the RebluhC. He thought about turning himself 
in, handing state’s evidence on that shit bag Pudoto, maybe 
finding religion in jail before the Family kacked him for a 
rat.. . but Hasmed. He had to get Hasmed. And if that meant 
damning himself to damn another, well, that was the Mafia 
way. His way. 

“So I guess you remember the two bastards who did it?” 
I DO. 
“And you’d Judas them for my help?” 
BOTH ARE WORTHY FOLLOWERS. THEY HAVE BOTH MADE 

‘Yeah, no shit-but so what?Are you there for them, or 

THEY ARE LESSER SERVANTS, BUT THEY CAN BEND TIME, 

MENMAD WITHAWORD. WHATDOYOUOFFER OFGREATERVALUE? 

MANY LAUDABLE SACRIFICES IN MY HONOR. 

are they there for you?” 

TORMENTSPACE, HEALAND HARMMORTALS W I T H A  BREATH, DRIVE 
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Sal took a deep breath and hoped he was right. The 
Code ofDiabolica1 Loyaltyhad said it. Marvin Morris and 
Wormwood had said it. Dr. Roark said most of the tradi- 
tions agreed. But if they were all wrong, he’d pissed this 
-thing off for nothing. 

“I can summon you outta Hell.” 

There was some unpleasantness as Mukikel drove Buniel 
and Chuck back from the desert. Buniel had come back 
angry-angry that his new body was scrawny and weak and 
pill-addled, angry that he’d once more been in Hell, angry 
that he’d needed a mortal to call him forth. More than that, 
he was absolutely livid that Charles had the effrontery to 
bindhim-him, a Devil of the First House, enslaved to this 
mortal tub of guts! Perhaps his greatest wrath, however, was 
reserved for Mukikel, his new superior, who had ordered 
him to relinquish his True Name to her and to Chuck as a 
condition of his freedom. She’d justified it, saying he 
disobeyed orders in Los Angeles, but that didn’t salve his 
hurt. If anything, her mealy mouthed words were only fuel 
to his fire. 

She doesn’t understand, he thought, gloweringsilent in 
the backseat. Herand the otherweaklingsfrom theLibera- 
tion legion, the hangers-on who don’t have theguts for the 
real work, for the battles of Victory. They’re as bad as 
Defiance. She needs to contain me because I‘m her better, 
and she knows it. 

As he sat, fuming and clenching his fists, a slow smell of 
hot metal and drying paper began to fill the van. 

“Buniel, ” Mukikel said, her voice starchedwith the light 
authority of a grade school teacher, “please stop it.” 

“I don’t know what you mean.” 
“Perhaps it’s an accident,” she said, “but I believe you’re 

upsetting the fire.” 
He realized it was true, and it startled him. If she hadn’t 

noticed, the papers in the glove compartment and the 
stuffing in their seats might have spontaneously ignited. 
She was right, and that only made him angrier. 

* * *  
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They met the Devourer Shadrannat and the othermeat- 
bag at an International House of Pancakes. Her, at least, 
Buniel could respect. He’d fought at her side in the war, 
during the first battle of Shenrizar, and he trusted her 
ferocity. 

“Is it good to be free again?” she asked. 
“If you call this freedom.” 
Shadrannat nodded sympathetically and leaned in to- 

ward him. Mukikel had gone to the bathroom, and when 
Shadrannat spoke again, it was in ancient Akkadian. 

“(You resent your binding,)” she said. 
“Um.. . beg your pardon?” Mitch asked. 
“It’s private,” Shadrannat told him. He frowned hard 

and gave Chuck a dig in the ribs. Chuck shrugged and kept 
looking at the menu, his face serene. 

“(Wouldn’t you resent it?)” Buniel replied. “(I mean, 
look at him!)” 

“(Isn’t it better to be bound to a mortal than to be 
imprisoned by the Almighty?)” 

Buniel still frowned, but admitted she might have a 
point. 

“(I know it galls you, but this human is crucial. Our 
great general has revealed himself to this man, a distinction 
none of the rest ofus can boast! Our enemies, the slavers in 
Los Angeles, they knew his importance.)” 

“(You needn’t talk to me about the LA slavers.)” 
Mitch was frowning, having picked “LA” and “Los 

Angeles” out of their foreign words. Buniel glared at him 
until Mitch looked away. 
- “(I know,)” Shadrannat said. “(You fought them well. 
You fought them unto your death, and that is the reasonwe 
wanted you to guard Rodriguez.)” 

At that name, Mitch’s eyes once again flicked to them, 
then down again. 

“(He’s a great treasure,)” Shadrannat continued, “(and 
we needed someone who would risk returning to Hell for 
him. You alone showed that loyalty.)” 

“(I’m loyal to the Army, not to one mortal.)” 
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“(And that’s why Mukikel bound you. But don’t hold it 
against her. She had to decide between your dignity and the 
safety of the operation, and she chose. You may not like her 
choice, but she’s your overlord now. Furthermore, if you 
fall again, he has the knowledge to call you forth once 
more-and the binding gives him a reason to do so without 
fear. Yes, giving your Name is a sacrifice, but it is for the 
larger good.) ” * 

“(I’ve already sacrificed much, Shadrannat.)” 
“(Then what’s a little more? We have all given many 

timesover, but isn’titworthit?Nowwe’refree! Nowwecan 
find our leader once more! Now we can continue the 

“I admire your sentiments, but you might want to lower 

Shadrannat looked up and saw that people in other 

‘What were you talking about?” Mitch demanded. 
“Matters difficult for humans,” Mukikel said, voice 

smooth, as if she knew everything and wasn’t just blowing 
smoke. “You don’t need to worry about it.” 

Shadrannat and Buniel both felt it, their leader’s subtle 
call to Mitch’s blood, calming his heart rate, tweaking his 
endorphin level, giving a gentle prod to the pleasure cen- 
ters in his brain ... nothing overt, nothing dramatic, just 
enough to incline him to obey. Enough to train him for 
future compliance. 

“Buniel,” Shadrannat said, “who is your host? How did 
he come to be blank?” 

“Bailey Sanger,” Buniel said, his mouth compressed 
with distaste. “A drunk. He was lured in by promises of 
nihilistic oblivion and thereby persuaded to surrender his 
sovereignty. He was weak. He was weary. He was contempt- 
ible.” He nearly spat on the table as he spoke. “I assume 
yours is the same?” 

“Oh no. Jenniferhliss.. . she was coerced. I believe she 
saw this demoness at its weakest, saw it when it was just 
waking up.” 

fight!)” s 
9 

m 
your voice,” Mukikel said, sliding in next to Chuck. 

booths were starting to give her curious looks. 

m 
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“It is one of the Earthbound, then?” Mukikel asked, her 

“One of the ...” Mitch asked. Chuck shushed him. 
“I’m not sure,” Shadrannat said. “Most Earthbound lie 

in tombs of stone or metal, but this one is bound in  a living 
thing.. . even as we are,” she said, eyes switching to Buniel 
and Mukikel. “But there’s no humanity in her. She is tied 
to a tree in the desert, a n  ancient pine, its roots sunk deep 
in the earth, its branches clawing the sky and its heart bound 
tight to ages past. She is  alive like us, but still like them. I do 
not know what she is.” 

“She is a threat,” Buniel said. “That much is clear. You 
have not yet told the Victory legion?” 

“You two are the first to know,” Shadrannat replied. 
“Call Victory, and we shall sweep her from the sky and 

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Mukikel said. 
“All other things being equal,” Shadrannat said, “en- 

“But are all other things equal?” Mukikel asked. 
“Do you doubt our power?” Buniel asked. 
“I do,” she said. Buniel drew breath for a heated reply, 

but at that moment their meals arrived. By the time the 
waitress was gone, Mukikel had a reply prepared. “Even a 
mighty lion can be dragged down by a team of hyenas. 
Victory has the best part of our best warriors, but you are 
beset in Los Angeles, in Tibet, in Brazil. Do we need yet 
another front in our war?” 

“You said she was weak, Sha--. . . ‘Jennifer.’ If we delay 
our strike, we may only give her time to compound her 
strength.” 

“Perhaps the wise choice is to refer this to your old 
comrades,” Mukikel said. “Our mission, now, is to protect 
Mitch and Chuck, and our duty is to find the Morningstar. 
This creature has no connection to either task. Let Victory 
decide whom to fight.” 

eyes sharp. 

uproot her from the earth.” 

nifer Arliss wouldn’t mind seeing her burn.” 

“That might be complicated.” Shadrannat said. 
“Oh?” 
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“Defiance,” Buniel said, his voice sour. “You think 
they’d interfere?” 

 they areshort-sighed. They’remostlikelyto see this.. . 
thing.. . only as a resource. A factory for blanks.” 

“Why can’t they make their own?” Mitch asked. Mukikel 
laughed. 

“My friend, this Tree’s acts are anathema to our cause. 
We threw down the gauntlet by making man know himself. 
What Defiance lord, even their archduchess, would betray 
Lucifer by taking that gift away?” Mukikel shook her head. 
“No, we cannot duplicate this creature’s crimes, no matter 
how convenient.” 

“But you think they would ... let it slide. Ignore it. Be 
silently complicit,” Buniel said. 

“To supply themselves?” She shrugged. W h o  can say? 
And they can always say that it is not their job to battle the 
Earthbound.” 

“Then let Victory do it!” 
‘Yes, Victory without the aid of Defiance. Without 

backup and supply and support and protection. What a 
splendid notion,” Mukikel said. 

‘We all know what happens to Victory cadres who an- 
tagonize the Defiant,” Shadrannat said, her voice gloomy. 

“If this thing’s so dangerous,” Mitch asked, “why are we 
even staying nearby it?” 

Mukikel smiled at him. “A very good question,” she 
said. “The answer is, we aren’t. Not for long. Once I get 
confirmation from Durdielthat he has the blanks in hand.. . ” 
She paused, listened, smiled. “Yes ... now we can drive to 
Lake Meade, where there’s a Master of the Paths. He can 
take us to Canada, where we have a better stronghold.” She 
glanced at her watch. “In fact, we should get going.” 

“I’ll pay,” Shadrannat said. 
“Okay. I’m going to go gas up the van. You guys want 

snacks? There’s a convenience store.” 
‘Yeah, and I’m gonna see a man about a dog,” Chuck 

said, heading for the bathroom. 
Mitch looked around as the group stood, but Shadrannat 

seemed to have one eye on him even as she settled their bill. With 
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a grimace, he trudged toward the van. He was about ten feet away 
when he heard Buniel, behind him, shouting in that peculiar 
language. He’d just about decided to turn when he felt the skinny 

$ frame of Bailey Sanger slam into his back. Before he could even 
wonder why, their van exploded-with Mukikel inside. 

0 
m 
19: After a buy day of quiet, secret invocations, Sabriel and Usiel * had a nice dinner. He’d found a place that would, for merely a 

princely sum, pack you a delicious picnic for two with wine and 
&+a and real silver forks-smaller than a normal service, and 
everydung fit in the basket so cleverly, fresh bread and crisp fruit 
and a bottle of superb wine. 

They had unpacked it on the mansion’svast oak dinner table, 
andthecontessaflitted hereandthere, clearingdishesandfilhg 
glasses as they spoke. Liz playedvivaldi, softly, in a corner. She 
played upon a remembered cello, with a bow made from her o w  
ghost-flesh, transformed. 

“How do you defend mortality?” Sabriel asked, but without 
her usual anger, without pain. She looked at Usiel closely, and 
unlessherexpressionwfalse, shewasgenuinelyinterested inhis 
perspectivde view from the other side of the war. 

“How can you condemn it?” he said in response, l h n g  his 

“Mankind was made for immortality.” 
“Mankindwasalsomadeforself-knowledge.Andyet,whenit 

was given it instead of dung it, earning it.. . well, it became a n  
impure blessing at best, yes?” 

+ * *  

wineglass. 

“But what is the good side of death?“ 
“Howcanyoulookatafallenworldandaskthat?Yes, the+ 

fear death, and you among the.. . fallen.. . fear that &own.. . ” 
“‘Theundiscoveredcountry,’” shesaid, smhghghtly, toying 

with the stem of herwinegh. He frowned, a little. 
‘Wasn’t that a Star Trek movie?” he asked. 
“It was also a Shakespeare quote,” she said softly. “But forgive 

my interruption.” 
“Rqht, right ... well, Imean, lookattheworld. It’sbecomeso 

limited, so duzyandgray.Whatworsefateforhumankindthan to 
be trapped there, undying, forever? What could be worse than 
never knowing somethmg more?” 
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“And you’re so sure there D more?” 
‘You knew Eden! You know the world can be so much more 

“So when we wrecked the world, God made a door out of it?” 
“Adoor through our realm.” 
She took a deep, thoughtful drirkYt.hen patted her perfect 

lips. He’d bought her a dress, too, a lovely eveninggown made of 
redvelvet. He’dgottenhersizeallwrong, butsh(df3xedthat easily. 

“I should have known a Slayer would have a good defense of 
death.” 

He winced a little at the title Slayer but didn’t correct her. 
‘Well, ifit wasn’t for deathwe’d all be out ofwork.” He gave alittle 
smile. 

“Sowhywereyoucondemned, then?Ifdeathissowonderful, 
the gate out of a ruined realm?” 

He looked down at his plate, and shewondered if she’d gone 
too far. “Perhaps,” he said at last, “ifwe’ve learned an-. . . it’s 
that the greatest goods can be the most vicious wils, when they’re 
taken too soon.” 

In Greece, many months ago, she’d seduced a 15-year old 
virgin. His namewasJanos. She thoughtaboutJanos, noddedand 
raised her glass. “I’ll drink to that.” 

After dinner, theydanced. Hewalkedhertoherbedroomand 
said, ‘Whatever happens, Iwant you to know I’m sorry I’ve hurt 

Herreplywasvery quiet. ‘Whateverhappens, I’msorryifIhurt 

She put her hands on either side of his face and ldssedhim on 
the cheek. 

Laterthatnight, aftershe’dbeenfkedfromthedeadlands, he 
realized that while his statement had dearly referred to the past, 
hers could have encompassed the present.. . and the future. 

than it is, because it was!” 

you.’I 

you, as well.” 

* * *  
‘Just relax, read the words, follow the pattern. You’re doing 

fine. ” Gavielwas pullingthe oars on the rowboat, but he s t i l l  spared 
a smile for Thomas. 

Tomwas at the back of the boat with a bunch of ice bags from 
a gas station, and can after can of iodized salt from a grocery store. 

“Do I do one of the lings here?” Tom asked. Gaviel nodded. 
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There was a pattern, Gaviel had drawn it carefully on graph 
paper. It was beautiful. There was a big circle with three other 
circlesinsideit, andinthosecirclesallthese extralinesandfigures 
andsquiggles. Thq.weremalnngthebigcircle onthe surface ofthe 
water with ice cubes and salt. The little circles were drawn in salt 
only. Next to eachlittle circlewas ajumble ofletteephonetidy 
spelled words that meant absolutely nodung to Thomas, but he 
had to read them as he made the circles, and he had to make the 
circles right, or Sabriel would stay trapped. 

He made the circle and mutteredthe mumbo jumbo, andhe 
found himself thmkmg about the drive out to this murky little 
waterholea m p y  Missouri pond and park miles from no- 
wherewith a secludedlagoon. The perfect place to do this kind of 
weird hoodoo at midmght. 

The drive hadbeenablast. Itwas a clear, warmday, alitde hot- 
perfect weather for Gaviel’s new car, which was a convertible. 
They’djammedalongthehhwaywiththe top down, thewindtoo 
loud forthe radio. Gavieldidn’tliketheradio; he’dragged onjazz 
at great length. 

“Every race of humanity has invented somedung useless and 
complicated,” he said. “Like jam. Listen to Mmgus or Parker or 
Coltrane-there’s no point to it except to be difficult. Like a 
crossword puzzle. Believe me Thomas, the only purpose for jazz 
is to occupythemindsofbdiantyoungrnenwhowouldothenvise 
cause trouble. In Europe, it’s chewame thmg, same pointless 
thing." 

‘Yeah? What about in Asia?” 
“Manners and philosophy.” 
For a moment, Tom looked at him, t r y q  to figure out ifhe 

“So wait,” Thomas finally said. ‘‘Jazz isn’t nearly as old as 
was serious or jokmg. Of course he couldn’t tell. 

chess.’’ 
‘Your point?” 
“Sohowcometheblackshaven’t, like, achievedawholebunch 

of stuff! Like, ’cause their best brains didn’t have jazz to distract 
‘em?” 

‘Youwannaknowwhy?’Cause theManbekeepin’usdown!” 
Gavielglaredoverathimforasecond, andthentheybothburst 

out laughmg. 
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What else had they talked about? Thomas had told him a 
bunch of stuff, al l  about his life and robbing houses and concerts 
and smokingpot. He’d told Gaviel about how he met Sabriel, too 
(though the demon had cautioned him against spealang her 
name, had warned him about eavesdropping). Thomas actually 
tolditfunny, toldaboutbeingimprisonedandtortured, anditwas 
h y .  Theybothlaughedoutloud, and Gavielhadbrought along 
some foreign drink called “Shy” or “Chai” or somethmg. It was 
reallygoodwiththesegourmet ginger-infusedkettle chips; they’d 
eaten the whole bag. When theywere done, Gaviel had just tossed 
the empty bag aside. 

“Dude! Litter!” Thomas had shouted, instinctively, over the 
hiss of the hqhway wind. 

Gaviel had just laughed and laughed, shalung his head. Mer 
amoment, Tomhadstartedlaughmgtoo. Butwhenhe atethelast 
of their Powdered Donettes, he stuffed the box under the seat so 
he could trashcan it later. 

“Okay, Thomas. The last circle.” 
Tom swallowed and started formingthe final pattern. His lips 

were dry, but he knew he couldn’t stumble over these words, 
couldn’t s t a m m e d t ,  this was like handhng plutonium; who 
hewwhat ascrew-upwith demon-callngwoulddo?Hisheartwas 
tap-dancing, but Gavielwasloolungathim, andhegoteveryword 
right. 

“Great. Hard part’s done. Now for the cakewalk.” Gaviel 
startedscuhgtowardshore, andThomasfeltanintensesurgeof 
gratitude. No one had ever believed in him this much before. 

Forthelastpart,Thomashadtogetnaked, but itwasn’tweird 
infront ofGaviel.Wd, maybeitwas, butthatparticularweirdness 
was just swallowed up in the general weirdness of the whole crazy 
thmg-so he stripped and stood and read the page and a half of 
gibberish that meant no- to him. It was just goo goo gaa gaa, 
likebabybabble, buthalfbythrough, thelagoonstartedto freeze. 

It didn’t freeze along the edges, as in a natural winter. It froze 
where Thomas had dropped the cubes, awarty and irredar ring 
of ice rising to the surface and h u n g  in the leaf-broken 
moonlght. The salt arose, too. It floated and cohered, and there 
was thin glintmg circle inside the ice, like frost on awindow, only 

0 
m 
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$ thisfrosthadthreewhorlsofintricatetracinp, likefingerprintsor 
n;l circuitdiagrams 
0 “Keep going,” Gaviel urged him, and Tom did. 

At the end ofthe chant, shewasthere, in the middle ofthe r ing 
Not as Christina with her tats and freckles, not as Angela or $ Penthesila or any of the other names she’d used. She was there as 

% Sabriel, the angel with rainbow wings and waterfall hair, and 
0 Thomasjuststared. 

‘The bin+,” Gaviel said. 
Thomas just stared. 
“The bin*!’’ Gaviel hissed. 
‘WHAT?)’ The apparition on the water bellowed. It was the 

crashofa tidalwavestrikingstone, andThomas’spalenakedskin 
shriveled into goose bumps. 

“Bind her Thomas! Do it now! This is your only chance!” 
“IF YOU DARE LAY BONDS UPON ME, YOU SHALL SUFFER TO YOUR 

SOUL’S L4Sr WHIMPER! ” 
“She’s bluffing!” 
This was it. They’d talked about it last night, and Gaviel had 

made it al l  sound so reasonable. Tom had nodded and fiowned 
and thought, Yeah, whyshouldn’t I?Whyshould Ibe her toyfor 
therest ofmylife?WhyshouldIletherbe the bossandragmeout 
and treat me like her fickrng house-nigger? 

Last night, it made perfect sense. Seeing her now, the idea of 
%to containher.. . itwaslike txyq to put the oceanin acage. 

“Snap out of it, Thomas! This is your last chance! You can do 
it! Trust me.“’ 

And Thomas started rea+ the next page, the one labeled 
“Bindmg” in Gaviel’s tidy printing. 

In the ring of ice, the demon Sabriel flung up her W@ and 
howled. 
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Buniel had never seen Mukikel really pissed. He found 
himself liking her a lot better. 

“This Sanger,” she snapped. “Howmuch does he remember 
about her defenses?” 

“He remembers fences, people and dogs, but he didn’t see a 
single gun.” 

“Is that good or bad?” Mukikel turned to Shadrannat. The 
Devourer shrugged. 

“Could be good, could be bad. Maybe she’s weak, has no 
firepower, is too primitive to understand thewhite men and their 
boom-sticks. Or maybe her supernatural defenses are strong 
enough that guns would just gdd the lily.” 

The car bomb had been crude, but effective. Whoever had 
planted it had raised no alarm to the demons’ senses, so it had to 
be someone normal. That bespoke a powerful organization, but 
in the final analysis, men were only men. 

If Bunid hadn’t heard the bomb‘s explosives murmuring in 
theirsleep, theirpotentialheat andhghtwoundtight andreadyto 
spring, itwouldhave been farworse. He couldn’t stop them from 
walung, but he confused them, fnghtened them, robbed them of 
their greatest power. Thanks to him, Mukikel was only burned, 
not incinerated. Thanks to him, Mitchwas only hurt, not killed. 
Thanks to him, the gas pumps at the station had notjoined in the 
chorus of flames. 
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“Buniel, you’ve talked me around. The time to strike is now. ” 
“Now? You mean, right now?” 
‘When better?” 
Mukikel was badly wounded. The bomb hadn’t had a lot of 

force, so she hadn’t been shredded; it had broken no bones, but 
herslcinwassearedandsplit.Herhairwasbuxnedoff,hershirtand 
skirt were singed away, and the plastic and nylon of her bra and * shoeshadmelted, carvinghotrunnelsdownhercookmg, pUging 
flesh. 

BunielhaddraggedherfmtheburningMnwhile Shadrannat 
hauled Mitch and Chuck back. Now, s t a n n g  at glanng eyes in a 
blackened face, he remembered the fall of -deja, the mad and 
brutalresistancemountedbythe Devils’ Housewhen all hopewas 
lost. 

‘We’ll counterstrikeimmediately , ” she said. “They can’tknow 
ofBunie1, orthqr’dneverhavehituswithflame. They’llbelieveme 
gone and expect, atworst, Shadrannat’s lone retaliation.” 

“Mukikel.. . You yourself said this wasn’t our mission. Our 
mission is to protect the witnesses.” 

“And if Chuckhad beenwith me? If Ktchhad been ten feet 
nearer? No, this is a clear and present danger to our charges, and 
it must be settled without delay.” 

‘Wedon’tevenknowwhere ourchargesare,”Bunielsaid. He 
hadtheskillofpassingunseenby mortals, he’dtakenhiswounded 
overlordtotheothervehiclee, but Mitchhadbeenoutintheopen, 
had been bundled into an ambulance and motored in toward the 
city. Chuckwaswithhim. 

“Chuck wiU invoke us soon enough,” Mukikel said. “And I 
have favors to call in on his behalf. X’Dorvu! Attend me!” 

WeMukikelmade her invocations, Bunieldrw Shadrannat 
aside and said, “Is she serious?” 

“Oh yes.” 
“But, to just assail one of the Earthbound? With no plan, 

no strategy, no rear-guard? This is. .. It’s the very madness 
she said I-” 

“Our overlord likes her plans and her schemes and her 
determinations,” Shadrannat said, “until t.hlng~ go wrong. And 
then ... Well, you’ll see. She has a flair for improvisation. It 
fqhtens her, Ithink. She canalways thinkofwhat might have gone 
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The state trooper’s name was Brenda Eishng, and she wasn’t 

€2 tMongclearly. Mukikelhadthateffectonalotofpeople. Officer e 
Eislingwasn’t tfunlang straight, but she knew she had to go to.. . * 

VI to ...well, shedidn’tknowthenameoftheplace, butsheknewthe ft 
place.Shehadtogothereand ... and. ..ithadsomedungtodowith 
theburningtruck, thecarthatblavupatthepstation, anditwas 
okay that she’d left, the local cops had shown up. It was okay, that 
was all.. . it wasn’t.. . none of that was a problem, the problemwas 
the place. The place she had to go to. Yes. 

w-rong, even after she’s pulled it off. And so she always tries to 
predict and offset and rely, so that she won’t have to wing it again. 
Untilthmpsnap, andshe snaps back.” She smiled. “It’s really kind 
of cute, once you get used to it.” 

“Chuckhas invoked me,” Mukikel announced. “The pair of 
them are at University Medical Center, and I have dqatched 
X’Dorvu to fetch Toctagan there.” 

“Ouch,” Shadrannat said. m 
“Theyknow I’mgood for ‘repayment,”’ Mukikelsneered. She 

looked out the tinted window of the car and narrowed her eyes. 
“Now bring me a policeman.” * * +  Q2 

- 
The place with the tree. 
While Officer Elslung was headed north on‘the highway, off 

towardtherutteddirttrackthatwouldlead (in time) toAvituand 
Blackie and the rest of the Tree’s compound, the three demons 
from Lucifer’s Army were bouncing off-road, headed east. 
Shadrannat laid hands upon the dashboard and the truck’s speed 
jumped-n onthe sandyscree-strmground. Ifthey started to 
skid or tip, she destroyed their momentum, they rebalanced, they 
movedagain. Momentumwas alittle hng, to her. They averaged 
about 120 miles an hour. 

They ran straight and fast until they spied the compound’s 
fence creeping over the horizon. They were the only tMong 
thingsformiles, andthatgavethemthe freedomofshape. Mukikel 
opened the sunroof and emerged, still singed and sooty but 
unbowed and magdicent. Spreadmgherwingswide, she caught 
the air and soared. 

Shadrannat was the next to leave, but not until they’d hit the 
eastern bend where the fence turned north. They weren’t close 
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enough to feel the Tree yet, but that was okay. It wasn’t a terribly 
complicated plan. Mukikel from the south, Shadrannat from the 
southeast, Buniel from due east. Buniel had lost his wings in the 
war, butthe carwas as fast as Mukikel. Between the Devil’s headstart 
and the Devourer’s speed, they ought to arrive at roughly the same 
time,withhim closing in shortly after. Hewas their secretweapon. 
That was the plan, anyhow. 

Brenda E i s k  stopped her truck at the gate and looked for a 
phone or an intercom. There wasn’t one. She honked her horn. 
Noth~ng happened. She honked again. Nodung. Finally she 
clicked on her loudspeaker and announced herself. 

Mukikelwashurt-hurtbeyondher abilityto paper over itwith 
sheer will, hurt enough that even her true form showed wounds. 
But she’d had worse, and she was determined to do worse as she 
drove herself on, claws twltchLng, a black and red shadow in a 
cloudless blue sky. 

Shadrannat’sbutterflywingsseemedfragde, but shemadeher 
agreement with velocity and plunged forward with reckless speed. 
Shewas the first to encounter res is tance form risingup from the 
groundandthisonemadeno pretenseofbeinghuman, itwasno 
animal shape, just rock moving like mud, sugingup to seize her. 
It was like a hand and a tentacle and a w e ,  but she stopped on a 
dime, stopped dead, and it turned slowly for another swipe at her. 
Her speed was dazzlmg and her control impeccable. Like a 
mosquito dartmg effortlessly away from a drunk man’s flyswatter, 
she buzzedup and down, and, when it had overextendeditselfand 
fallen-splat, spread across the desert floorshe darted on past it 
without a backward look. 

It gathered itselfup, formed a ball and rolled after her, but its 

The dogs came for Mukikel, but she was above them. They 
barked and leaped, but they were nodung to her. 

A nervous-loolong white man opened the gate for Officer 
Eisl~ng. “Sorry this tookso long,” he said. ‘We don’t get many.. . 
well, anyway. Can I help you?” 

pursuit was slow. 

“Do you mind if1 take a look around?” 
“Um.. ~ do you mind if1 ask why?” 
Buniel hadpoor aim. It tookhimseveralbdets, even at close 

range, to shoot through the mountinps on the electric fence. But 
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presently he was rewardedwith a shower of sparks. Hesitantly, he 
reached for the steellinks. He sighed, relieved, when he touched 
them without pain. Then he got back in the car and tried to ram 
the fence down. 

The next obstacle to Mukikelwas not part ofAvitu’s planned 
defenses. It was a young man. He’d been playing with the dogs 
when they all ran off, and he was utterly unprepared for the 
grotesque beautythatswept up frombehindadune. Hejust gaped. 

“Go EXX,” Mukikel commanded. “DIG UNDERTHE FENCE AND 
COiWlNUE WALKING.” 

Those hammer-words scoured conscious thought from 
Lance’smindasquicklyasone ofhis father’s ice-picklobotomies. 
Stupefied, he turned and obeyed. 

At thegate, Teddyheardhis Goddess’svoice inhis mind. She 
toldhimtheywereunderattadr-but morethanthat, shetoldhim 
hissonwasindanger. 

“C’monin, ” he said to the trooper, turningto run for his own 
vehicle. “I ... uh... gottago!” 

Driving a car through a tall chain-link fence proved to be 
harder than Buniel expected. It was like trying to body-slam a 
trampolineit just bounced the car back. If the traction had been 
better, maybe, but it wasn’t better, it was absolutely shitty on the 
desert dust. With a curse he got bolt-cutters from the back and 
invoked his colleagues to warn them he might be a while. 

“No PROBLEMMM,” Shadrannat said, right before she saw the 
fimt hand claw its way out of the ground. In Jennifer’s body she’d 
have needed to squint, but her true form had &less vision and 
could instantly see that this was no stone mimic, this was human 
bone preservedindesert sandandanimatedby demonicwilt. Her 
multi-faceted eyes could watch them emerge, watch the sky dark- 
eningwith rare rain clouds, and see the r o w  mud behind her 
all at the same time. 

Shedidn’tthinkmuchofzombiesuntilthefirstonestumbled 
its way under her and exploded. 

Blackiehadn’tseenMuldkelwhenshecametoget Shadrannat 
at the Rothschild fight. Even if he had, he wouldn’t have recog- 
nizedherwithhertruenaturerevded. Buthe’dbeencommanded 
to attack, and he felt he had little choice. His father had radioed 
him, toldhimthat even ifhe couldn’t hearthe Goddess’svoice, she 
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would be able to act through his priestly blood-and that Blackie 
wouid only have to hold off the intruder until Teddy could get 
there. 

Blackie was still dubious until Teddy told him that Lance was 
in danger. 

Seeinghim, Mukikelpeggedhimforathdandgavehimthe 
Same command she’d used on Lance. But unlike Lance, Blackie 
only heard words and felt no impulse to obey. 

Ihope this works, he thought. He bit his lip and fanned his 
hands downward violently. 

Theapparitionbeforehimwasseizedbyasuddengustofwind 
and pancaked down into the desert floor. Blackie could barely 
believe it. Hesitantly, he crept closer. 

Mukikelraisedher ruinedfaceandstaredathim, sandcrusted 
on her blood. ‘WOULDN’T OBEY? THEN I’u HAVE TO TELL YOU A 

Blackie drew up his hands, ready to sweep her back and 
pummel her, but her words were faster. This time they weren’t 
merelywords. Thistime, eachsyllable heldyeamofherpain. Injust 
a half-second, she told him of the Fall and the War ofwrath and 
the vengeance of maddened angels. 

He cried out and fell back and threw his hands over his eyes, 
so he did not see the dogs crest the hill and fall upon her. 

Buniel got through the fence and floored the gas. 
When the zombie exploded, it wasn’t just fire or pressure or 

anythqordmarylikethat. Itwas celestialenergy. Itwasn’tpureby 
a long shot-it was coarse and corrupted and diabolical-but it was 
therealthmg, theunrefinedpowerthathadbeenspundowninto 
everytt.lmg in the universe. 

Shadrannat was hurt and stunned, and she couldn’t keep 
herselfaloft. She barely recovered enough to slay her downward 
momentum and fall like a feather. She could see more corpses 
stumbhg forward, even as she figured it out. 

7he Earthbound isputtingpower in them until they can’t 
contain it. Tengallolls in a one-gallon water balloon. Pop. Not 
efficient, but there it  is. 

Shesculledherwingsbackfromthemjust asthelivingboulder 
breasted a dune and started pouring down at her. 

n 0 R Y . ”  
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Officer Eislingnormallywouldn’thaveletthe manjustrunoff 
like that, but normally she wouldn’t have come out here on her 
own. Normally she wouldn’t have played it so dumb, normally.. . 
Well, shit, “nodjustdidn’tapplytothisday, andhermindwas 
so addledby Mdcikel’swords that it barelyregistered to her when 
the man went off. She just drove forward, started loolong for the 
tree and trying to remember where in the truck her siphon was 
stored. 

Mukikel’s plan (inasmuch as she had one) was not for Brenda 
to actually be a major part of the attack. Her real hopewas that the 
Earthbound would either stupidly kill the trooper, bringing a l l  
kinds of mundane hassles down upon it, or cleverly deal with the 
trooper, which would s t i l l  distract it from the three demons 
&ding it. She had overestimated how many people would be at 
the compound, but since she was best at controlhg people, that 
meant she’d overestimated how useful she’d be in the fight. 

She didn’t pause to consider any of that, however. She was 
being mauled by a pack of dogs. They barked and snapped as they 
tore into flesh far sweeter than any they’d tasted before. They 
fought to get at her meatiest limbs, but none of their snarls were 
as hate-charged as her own as she howled back at them. It was the 
same dark evocation she’d used to disable Blaclcie, and while the 
dogs couldn’t understand the spiritual depths ofthe blasphemies 
she showed them, the physical pain communicated quite clearly. 
They yelped and whined and fled. 

Shepantedandflutteredawing, onlyto realizeitwassnapped 
like a%. She made alowhissingsound and stood, s t a r t m g  to walk 
forward instead of tlymg. 

The sun was hidden as Shadrannat flung a handful of seeds at 
the ground- it happened, pumpkin seeds. She scattered them 
in an arc, and the vines barely had time to surge to life before the 
mudslide oozed into one side and the zombies started to crawl and 
clatter around the other. She flapped back, retreatmg from the 
pincer movement. 

There was a moment when she felt it-felt the shift of power 
into one stumbling corpse, so intense it was like a stab of pain or 
ashiver ofpleasureandthen that body detonated, leavingacrater 
and a hole in her vegetable wall. Unripe pumpkin rind rained 
briefly down. 
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She was buzzing orders at the vines, t e h g  them how to grow 
into thelrvmgdirt, tehgthemhowtobindit, andnowitwasthe 
force of growing dungs matched against the strength of f a b g  
granite. Itwaswredqfree, and she had only one second to think, 
plan, then there was that feehg of impendmg power once more, 
it was going to be a good trick.. . 

Step One: Ramp up the momentum on the ticlung zombie 
bomb. Instead of s t u m b k  a couple of feet around the barrier 
before turning to her, it lurched f o d  and slid about ten feet 
to her left. 

Step Two: Command the vines to expend a l l  their strength 
and grow right, p u h g  the stone that way. 

StepThree: Jumpback, outofblastradius, asAvitu’sdetonat- 
ing zombie destroyed Avitu’s animate mud. 

The last two zombies-Who was buried out here, anyhow?- 
were too slow to catch her, too slow to even escape the remaining 
vinesasth~~daroundtheirtibiasandfibuks. Bonewasweak. 
Avitu could leave them to struggle helplessly against the plants, or 
she could destroy the plants by sacrificing her pawns. Whatever. 

ItmadeShadrannatsmile. Onlyalittlehurt, sheflewaloftand 
forward. 

Bunielwasn’tdoingnearlyaswell. He’djuststarted to feelthe 
Tree’s presence when Avitu reached out to the dirt right in front 
of him and awakened it. It stood up, forming into a lrvlngwall, 
under his front axle. At top speed, he went airborne and landed 
on the roof. 

Luck+, Bunielhad a split second before impact, and he used 
it to change shape. As a h n g  column of fire instead of a sack of 
bones and blood, he was far more crush-resistant. It s t i l l  hurt- 
lot-but he stayed conscious, pulled himself out of the wrecked 
jeepandstartedheabghimselfashechargedforthe tree. Hismud 
monster was right behind him. 

But itwas Officer Brenda Edmgwho reached Avitu first. She 
pulleduphertruck, parkeditandhittheleverthatrevealedthegas 
cap. Then she calmly pot out and started siphoning gas from the 
tank into a two-gallon plastic container. 

Avitu wasn’t exactly sure how to deal with E~shng. On one 
hand, the woman was clearly a menace. On the other hand, her 
priesthood seemedvexy clear on the idea that simply dqosing of 
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her would cause trouble. The best dung, it seemed, would be for 
her to leave unharmed and then cease to be a problem. 

A breeze blew from Avitu’s branches, and though she felt 
no%, Brenda suddenly had a tumor in her brain. (M+ it 
a brain tumor instead of lung or ovarian cancer had been Grant’s 
suggestion. He felt the brain lesion would provide an excuse for 
any odd thmp the trooper might say.) 

Another little gust gave Brenda narcolepsy. Without a word, 
shefoldedontothegroundands1ept.Asshe fell, shehockedover 
her gas can. Petrol gurgled out, so+ her clothes and the sand. 

In his own vehicle, Teddy pulled up and stared as Mukikel 
cameintoview. Hewonderedifheshouldtr).tostopthis.. . dung? 
But Lance! Lance was in trouble; Lance had already seen it. 

“Avitu,” he whzspered, “what should I do?” 
But his Goddesswas too busy codtingwith others, too busy 

tryingtounderstandtheconceptofthemodernstatepoliceforce, 
and she could not advise him. 

‘YOU,” the apparitionhissed at him. “GO.. . EAST. DIGUNDER 
THE.. . FENCE. THEN KEEP.. . WALKING. ” 

Like Blackie, he was not compelled. But Avitu had told him 
that was where Lance was going, so he decided discretion was the 
better part ofvalor. 

Mer aU, ifLance and I both die, then only Blackie and Tim 
have thesacred blood, and Tim’sissoweak, he thought. He didn’t 
even want to think about Tim Grady trying to procreate. 

Rqht after not thdmgabout that, he sawBlackie, huddled in 
the sandweeping. The dogswere around him, lickmghis face and 
whmmg. Teddy slowed, thought about helping his fellow priest, 
but Lance was so young, and the fence was electrified.. . 

He told himself he’d pickup Blackie on the way back. 
AstheDevourersawtheTree, the firstdropsofrainbeganto 

Heregoesnothmg, she thought, but somehowitwasJennifer’s 
fall. 

words that came out of Shadrannat’s mouth. 
“REEEMEMBER MEEEX, BIUITCH?” 
Acrushingwallofwindslammedinto her, whdungherdown 

towardtheground, butshewasready for it. She’dfoughthershare 
of Scourges and the trick was to go with it, to put on the brakes a 
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second before touchdown, then root y o d  and throw the 
machete.. . 

Her blade hit wood with incredible forc-he’d tweaked its 
momentum until it had the inertia of a V-6 engine instead of a 
five-pound piece of steel. It s a n k  in to the hilt, but did little 
apparent damage. 

Afterall, thiswasn’tapersonshe’dskewered. Itwasatreethat 
had stood for over two thousand years. 

hhtningstabbeddownandShadrannatsmelledozoneasshe 
dodged, barely in time, and then her voice buzzed forth once 
more, c a b g  out to seeds. 

Inthiscase, thesixp~p~seedswedgedinthehandle ofher 
hard-hurtled machete. 

They burst forth, blind and wrighng and questing for dirt. 
They found it quickenoughshe’d thrown low, by the pine tree’s 
base, and now her sixvegetable servants were d q p n g  down deep, 
l o o h  for Avitu’s roots, p d m g  it up, p d m g  it out of the soil. 

Mouthless, Avitu could not scream, but deafening thunder 
cracked as she called hghtning to her own base, a fat forked flame 
thatturnedtheattaclungvinestoashandmeltedthemachete. The 
hot steel slag kissed flames to life on the wood as it ran down. Her 
own might burned her, exposed her heartwood core, severed a 
third of her roots, but saved the rest of them.. . 

And b c t e d  her long enough for Shadrannat to get dose. 
Alumberjacksuingburied her secondmachetethree inches deep 
inthedense, ancientpine, andthelastofher seedsfellasshedrew 
breath to raise them.. . 

But the seeds and the weapon and the demon herself flew 
backward at Avitu’s command, the wind she called down ripped 
needles from her branches and swept out, strong enough to push 
evenmighty Shadrannat, letalonethosepumpkinseeds, theywere 
scattered and gone and the butterfly warrior was pinned to the 
ground, flat on her back, an easy target for the hghtmng’s next 
stroke. 

Then Mukikel staggered into view. 
“MAD AND HATED ASHARU,” she shrieked, “I CONDEMN THEE IN 

LUCIFER’S NAME!’’ 
Herwords, herweapons, were hell-poisoned andvile, gnaw- 

ingthe tree likewonns in thewood, cormptmgandcorrodmglngnot 
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onlythe matter, butthe energythat madeitwhole, atta-thelife 
(or half-life) of Avitu bound within it. The winds howled, the 
hghtning crashed and Overlord Mukikel fell to the desert, un- 
moving. 

The Dwoui-er screamed her commander’s name and ran- 
the wind was now too strong, she couldn’t fly. She ran to her 
friend, heedless of the next electrical bolt.. . 

A third voice joined the fray, and it spoke combustion’s 

Still lookmg over his shoulder at his stony pursuer, Buniel 
spoke andignitedthegasoline. Brendahadno time to scream, no 
air to shriekwithasshe burst into flames, allthat airwassuckedaway 
bygreedyhetryingto reachthose branches, tryingto eelbetween 
the raindrops and get the wood that was usually so desert-dry. He 
spokeandthesmolderingbodyofAvitu, emberslyingnextto red- 
hot steel, awoke again and burned. 

The Tree’s soil servant rolled over Buniel and engulfed him, 
but then it broke apart into dust. 

The ozone-scent warning of impending hghtning formed 
around Shadrannat and Mukikel, but then dqersed. 

The truckburned. Officer BrendaEdqburned. TheTree 
burned. ButthedemonAvitucouldnolongerfeelthesoilaround 
her roots or the wind around her branches. 

Buniel staggered over to his fellow soldiers, his form of fire 
guttering out like a match in the rain. He lidred the bruised and 
swollen lips of Bailey Sanger’s &ape and stopped. 

“Oh,” he said, andhis tone made Shadrannat-now, appar- 
ently, just plain Jennifer Arliss4ook up, look away from her 
leader and friend. Itmadeherignoretheringingofthunderinher 
ears. 

“Charles is invokmg me,” Buniel said. “Mitch has been 
taken.” 

language. 

* 4 *  
Athousand miles away, in Calgary, the Morningstar sipped a 

double malt scotch and spied on the three waniors of “Lucifer’s 

He was concentrating very hard on four dungs. He could do 
Army.” 

that. 
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Part of him was w a t k  the desert donnybrook, coolly 
assessing the tactical choices taken by each side. He thought 
Shadrannat showed quite a bit of combative flair--the other three, 
less so. Avitu in particular, he felt, should have been more braced 
foracounterstrike-orpre-emptive strike. Hadheknownshewas 
so weak.. . but there was always somethmg more pressing, more 
urgent, more dangerous. Now, of course, there was no point in 
getting personally involved. Better to wait and watch how thmgs 
played out. 

That was the second topic on his mind-Avitu’s future, 
particukiyasit related toUsieltheReaper. That patternwas tricky 
to read, thanks to Gaviel and Sabriel scuttling around in it like 
rogue spiders. It would be interestmg. 

Thethird topicconcernedhimagreatdeal, becausehewasn’t 
sure why it was on his mind. 

Itwasamemoxy , and Luciferwasnot acreatwe n o d y  given 
to nos+. 

But sti l l , he kept dunlung about John. John had been a 
theologianandamonkandapriesthundredsofyearsago. Before 
Lucifer gave up faith. Backwhen the Adversarywas s t i l l  interested 
inhdmgkenmindswithstrongspirits, thebetter tobendthem 
to his service. 

Johnwasn’tJohnthe Baptist orJohn the Gospel-writer or any 
of the popes who took that name. He was from a comfortable 
monastery, hewas pudgyandsoft andwore somejewels. Helooked 
unremarkable, but his mind was the equal of Erasmus or Duns 
Scotus or even Thomas Aquinas. Had Lucifer not dealt with his 
works, this John might have changed the course of C W  

Lucifer had revealedhimselfand temptedJohn, and Johnhad 
refisedhim, whichwas interesting allby itself. Rather than master 
and slave, they’d become.. . well, never friends, but wary col- 
leagues. Lucifer even told him about the man in the desert. 

“It’s much as it sounds in the Bible,” the Morningstar told 
John. “Arabbifastinginthewilderness. I offeredhimfood, and 
he refused. I offered him protection, and he refused. I offered 
him mastery, and he refused. Agood man, I suppose. Wise and 
compassionate and full of integrity. But God? How could he have 

thought. 
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d 
Tt * been God? I h o w  God. Or knew Him, at least. And in the 

presence of your Messiah, I did not feel Him.” 
“He was truly man?” 

w 
m 
n 

‘Yes.” 
“Ifhewas also truly God, could he not have hidden that from - _  

you?” X 

thought of a legion of reasons. 
V h y  would he?” Lucifer asked, though he had instantly 

John just shrugged and then said, -‘In what you’ve told me of 

‘Yes.” 

* 
D 
ta 
0 
r your war, you speak of the Lord assaulting the world.” 

-tr 
92 “Does that seem like the sort of dung He would do?” 

“No.” w 
John nodded, then asked, ‘What can an  infinite being sacri- * 

@ 
fice?” m w 

m “An infinite being can sacrifice endlessly.” 
“Or can it sacrifce its infinity?” 
Lucifer thought about it. He felt a chill. 
“No.. .” he whxspered. 
V h a t  if that shudder in the world-which maddened the 

skies, asyousaid, andthrewallintochaos, asyousaid, andbrought 
death into the world.. . what ifthat was God becoming mortal?” 

Lucifer said nothmg. 
‘WhatifGodsolovedtheworldthathewouldstopbeing God 

“Old man, you make no sense.” 
“Given the choice between infinite virtue and infinite 

power, could a being of unbounded goodness make any 
choice, save to-” 

John never finishedhisthought, because the Devilkilledhim. 
Then Lucifer had killed everyone John had talkedwith in the 

past year. 
Then he’d burned the monastery to the ground and breathed 

a vicious plague into the land, so that the women and men of the 
regionwould have something to think about besides philosophy. 

But stil l ,  John’s thought lived on in him. What if? 
‘What ifGodisdead?” Luciferwhqeredto himself, “andcan 

live again only through human choice?” 
The thought made him shudder. 

to save it?” 
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EFI w The fourthdungonhismindwasthe destinyofhiswould-be 
followers, the so-called Luciferans. Usiel's words had made the 
Adversary uneasy. Could he condemn them? If God was in His 
Heaven, He had bound the Reaper to Hell for just such sweeping 
judgments. But lead them? Could he forgive himself for that? 

Especially if God had sacrificed Himself? 
Lucifer frowned and sipped andwatched. Being the enemy of 

Godwastroublesome, butnotashghteningashavingno Godto 
fear. 

I rcill judge the Luciferans by these Luderans, he thought, 
w a t ~ M ~ e l a n d S h a d r ~ a t a n d B u n i e l . A n d l w i l l j u ~  the 
fallen.. . 

Asmile creased his features, which were middle-aged today, 
handsome, a little feminine. 

Charles Rodriguez, had he seen that smile, would have called 
it compassionate and sad and gentle. 

HadMitchBergerbeenthere to see it, hewouldhavedescribed 
it as mirthless and cold and utterlywithout pity. 

Who better than God's servant, loyal even through h i s  chas- 
tisement? Ishall judge the fallen by Usiel. 
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Five days after Avitu burned, Gabe McKenzie kept 
watching a video tape. He’d actually brought it home, 
though it showed him nothing, and his five-year-old 
Samsung VHS player wasn’t going to reveal anything that 
could hide from the FBI’s Image Enhancement Lab. He 
would learn nothing, and he knew he would learn nothing. 
But he still watched. 

So did Mrs. McKenzie. 
It was a black-and-white surveillance tape from the jail 

where Tim Grady was held, while various agencies and 
offices tried to decide which of his trials to schedule first. 

Grady’s cell was tiny. The camera had a distorted image 
(though he’d seen it “unstretched” by a video processing 
program) because its bubble lens permitted every inch of 
the room to be seen, with the exception of perhaps the five 
square inches occupied by the camera and the wall directly 
behind it. 

It wasn’t an exciting tape. Grady sat. Seconds ticked by 
on a gray digital clockat the bottom of the image. 17: 25:02. 

“Here it is,” Gabe said as I7:25:05 came up. Grady 
17:25:03. 17:25:04. 

hadn’t even twitched. 
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The screen went blank for a moment, a little rolling 
hiccup in the tape, and then the Hollywood Ice Pick was 
gone. 

I7:25:12. 
“Did someone cut power to the building?” Mrs. 

McKenzie asked. The baby started to snuffle and make little 
mewling noises. 

“Nope. And no one entered the cell-the hall cameras 
work fine and show that, and so do the guard station 
cameras and the guard logs. Besides, all the cameras have 
battery backups.” 

“Could someone have.. .” she trailed off, because the 
baby was starting to cry in earnest. With a casual glance 
down, she hiked her shirt up to nurse it. 

“The wall behind it’s solid. The camera is tamper- 
evident. There’s no space large enough for a man to get 
through, other than this corridor, nothing that’s adjacent 
to Grady’s room except for other rooms, and they’re all 
blocked by six inches of concrete. The walls are unharmed. 
He didn’t go down the hall. The alarm got sounded two 
minutes after ... after this. He couldn’t have gotten far. 
They’ve turned the facility upside-down.” 

“Into thin air,” she murmured. 
For a moment they were silent. Gabe rewound the tape 

and watched it again. 
“MaybeMaywill turnup, evenwith himgone,” she said. 
He said nothing. 
“You think she’s dead, don’t you?” Mrs. McKenzie said 

Gabe shrugged. “Seeing this.. . anything’s possible.” 
The phone rang. Gabewas tired, but he got up. Hiswife 

heard his side of the conversation. 
“McKenzie. Yeah. Yeah?” 
She could hear him perk up, hear the interest in his 

voice. T h e n ?  What, both of them? Are they still there?” 
Apause. “Damn it!” 

He was quiet, listening, for a long time. He gave hiswife 
and child a look, and she felt a sinking sensation. His 
expression wasn’t happy. 

softly. “You’re hoping for remains.” 
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* 
* “Let metalkitoverwith ... yeah..’.well, holdon.”Heput 

“Go,” she said. He blinked. 
s * “How did-” 

“You’re not the only one in this house who can figure 0 
things out. Where are they? Never mind. When you’re off X 

81 
D the phone. If you think it’ll help you find her, go.” 

“Yeah,” he said into the phone. “I can go to Las Vegas. 8 
Tomorrow?” He glanced at his wife. “Yeah, all right. Yeah. 
You too.” He sighed. “The big break. Sure. This case has $ 
‘big break‘ written all over it.” * 

81 He hung up the phone. 
“Mitch Berger checked into a hospital last week. Emer- w 

gency room. Apparently he was close by when a gas station 81 
W 

“Mitch? He was...” VI * “The guard on duty the night Grady escaped. The guy 
who disappeared. And guess who rode with Berger in the 
ambulance?” 

his hand over the receiver, licked his lips. * 

exploded.” H 4  

“I’ll say Noah Wallace. ” 
“Bzzt. It was Grady’s other missing guard, Charles 

“So you’re going to Las Vegas?” 
“Looks that way.” 
The baby had quieted. Its throat worked steadily, and its 

“I’m very, very sorry,” he said. 
She sighed. 
“Gabe,” she said. “I love you for being the kind of man 

He nodded and gave her a little smile. It was sad, not 

“I love you for being the kind of wife who’ll put up with 

“You better go pack.” 

Grant Dagley’s trip to Las Vegas was fraught with con- 

Rodriguez.” 

eyes were closed. 

who’ll go to these lengths for May Carter.” 

happy * 

me going to those lengths.” 

* * *  
siderably more difficulty. 
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Avitu invoked him as soon as she was assaulted, and she 
fell silent when the tree burned. He allowed himself to 
hope-allowed it long enough to finish the bourbon in his 
glove compartment and huff himself dizzy. When he had a 
good fume-goof going, he decided to invoke her. After all, 
if she didn’t answer. .. well, he was free once and for all, 
right? Free forever! Free to kill the son of that chicken- 
fried cunt O’Hanlon, free to lock up Tim Grady without 
fear ofreprisal-or, for that matter, kill the crazybastardfor 
“resistingarrest.” Shit, they’d give hima goddamnmedal if 
he nailed the Ice Pick. His State’s Attorney problems would 
just up and disappear.. . 

The euphoria was good and solid as he hopefully said, 
“Avitu? ” 

GRANT DAGLEY. 
It all came crashing down. 
It kept crashing, too. 
She wanted him to leave Illinois. Leave! Just up and.. . 

and leave! After he’d spent thirty lousyyearscarving himself 
aplace, hewasking of the mountain, andshewasaskinghim 
to just abandon it, pull up stakes and haul ass for LasVegas! 

He resisted. 
She explained that her compound in Nevada needed 

him, needed his expertise in security and law-enforce- 
ment. 

He countered by talking about East Saint Louis. It was 
going so well, it was ripe to fall for her, he said. 

Things had changed. There was no point in reaching 
for more when you can’t hold what you have. Once Las 
Vegas was secure, perhaps he could return to Illinois, but 
she needed him there as soon as possible. 

He proposed some alternate solutions. She ate part of 
his soul. He bought a plane ticket as soon as he could gasp 
into the phone again. 

It got worse. 
“Don’t you worry, Grant,” Gaviel the Devil said, pull- 

ing into Dagley’s driveway with his fancy goddamn 
convertible. “I’ve got a friend here who’s going to make this 
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fugitive business far simpler. Sabriel? Let’s go inside and 
give the sheriff a new face, would you?” 

The woman in the backglowered at them both as she got 
out. “You’re awful fuckingfreewithmypower,” she said, as 

(Grant had not let anyone into his house, other than a 
few meter readers and one time an exterminator, since his 
wife had died. It wasn’t a weird house-no Ed Gein chamber 
of murder trophies, just a disorganized bachelor place. But 
he didn’t like other people coming there. Now there was 
that smug shit Gaviel, and some skank with a bad attitude, 
and this sad sack slacker with a nervous expression and 

“We could have a fascinating discussion about power 
and the possession thereof,” Gaviel said, his lip curling. 
“You say it’s your power.” He turned to the long-haired 
man and said, “THOMAS, MAKE HER CHANGE DAGLEY’S FACE. 
HE SHOULD BE HIDEOUS.” 

Grant was just getting it straight that Thomaswas the guy 
and Sabriel was the girl when the drugrat turned to her and 
woodenly said, “Sabriel, change Dagley’s face. He should be 
hideous.” 

Grant stepped back, getting the sofa between him and 
the woman, but Gaviel pointed out that getting him a new 
identitywasAvitu’swi11, and he’d hate to have to tattle to her 
about this situation.. . 

Dagley screamed. He’d let her touch him, but he still 
screamed when he felt the change. 

“Oh pipedown,” shesaid, annoyed, andhe felt hisvoice 
become hoarse, choked off. 

“This could, then, be Thomas’s power,” Gaviel said, 
pedantic, “since he can command the use of it. But Thomas 
can’t resist my charms. Too bad, Sabriel-you could just 
commandhimto releaseyou. 1fyouknewtheway.Andifhe 
hadn’t abjured you against compelling him.” 

she crossed the threshold into Dagley’s home. n 

druggie eyes .> 5.3 

“On  your advice, I’m sure.” 
“On my advice, yes. Is this, then, my power? It seems 

that way now, certainly. But even I’mjust a tool in the hands 
of the Keeper, the Tree.” 
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Grant, agrotesque Elephant Man, felthisfaceandwept. 
The sound was barely a kitten’s mew. 

“That’s perhaps too much,” Gaviel said, his voice sud- 
denly bored. “I mean, we’re not trying to sell him to a 
sideshow. Ugly, but not -memorable.” His eye gleamed. 
“Say, why not make him black?” * * *  

Hasmed the Scourge played the slots. He wandered 
from casino to casino, marking time, waiting for his old 
buddy. He played quarter slots for a while, figured out the 
game, got bored. Tina was getting to know her new private 
tutor. Roscoe was at a gym, catching up  with some old 
acquaintances who’d known him as a boxer, hadn’t known 
him as a shaking, pathetic wreck. 

He’d found a place that was all slots-the sign outside 
said, ‘Where the Nickel Player is King!” It was depressing. 
He felt like being depressed. 

He’d pissed away $30 and was shifting down to the 
penny slots when he realized someone was looking at him. 

“Take a picture, ass-eyes,’’ he growled. “It lasts longer.” 
The man turned and fled. Hasmed kept cooling his 

heels, waiting for Gaviel. 
The watching man didn’t return, but he told his friend 

Sal that he’d seen another demon. When Barney described 
him, Sal had gone to look for himself. 

‘Would you have owned slaves?” 
*What?” 
“Ifyou’d lived in the old south,” Sabriel said. “Ifyou’d 

had the money, had a plantation. Would you have owned 
slaves? Flogged them? Raped them to get you more slaves?” 

“No!” Thomas twisted in his seat, looking away from 
her. 

They were at the airport, and everything had gotten 
complicated. Not in a dangerous way, or in an interesting 
way, but complicated in a boringway. Like income taxes. 

Gaviel had felt that it would be simpler and more 
dignified for them to hire a private jet instead of going 
through all those airline security checkpoints, and he’d also 

* * *  
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felt that Dagley should pay for it. That meant that Sabriel 
had to undo all her work on him (Dagley had insisted, and 
it made it a lot easier to turn his numerous bank accounts 
into cash) and that meant the sheriff had to cancel his 
airline ticket (which had been coach, actually). Now Grant 
and Gaviel were trying to figure out if they could get Gaviel’s 
sports car into the cargo hold. 

Sabriel and Thomas ~waited, sitting in the cramped 
backseat of Gaviel’s convertible. 

“Why not?” 
“Look, I knowwhere you’re goingwith this, and it’s not 

“Because I’m not human? You think Scarlett O’Hara 

‘(It’s not the same ’cause you’d kill me otherwise.” 
She snorted. “Yeah. Good pretext. And you’re right, if 

you free me now-you’re one dead stoner fuck. But you 
could have just bound me against harming you. You could 
have negotiated any particulars you wanted-the standard 
‘never harm me’ business, sure, but service until you die? 
You needed that much control to be safe? Sorry, Thomas. 
I thinkit was Foghat that once said, ‘That dog won’t hunt.”’ 

“Look, Gaviel said-” 
“Oh, Gaviel told you to enslave me. If he told you to 

jump off a bridge.. . well, I know the answer to that one. You 
don’t even remember him bossing you around in Dagley’s 
home, do you?” 

the same.” 

considered her slaves human?” 

“He didn’t command me-” 
“Sure, believe whatever you like.” 
“Stop interrupting me!” 
She turned to him, opened her mouth and shut it, then 

turned a bright red. He could hear her gritting her teeth. 
“As you wish,” she whispered. 
“It’s like that thing, you know? About having a tiger by 

the tail? You can’t hold on and you can’t let go. That’s why 
I did this-you think1 had a lot of choice?After you, damn, 
you tortured me anduglied me up and threatened to kill me 
by eating my soul an’ shit? Come on! Why should Ifeel bad 
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about, you know, taking control of a clear an’ present 
danger?” 

“Raping a murderess is just as bad as raping a nun,” she 
replied. “And that’s where this is going, isn’t it?” 

‘What?” 
“Come on. We both know you’re going to.” She turned 

to him, her face unhappy but her posture provocative. “I 
can be anything you want. You know this. I’m under your 
command. I know this.” She was an exotic beauty today, 
curvaceous and dusky with fat smooth hands and a choker 
necklace. Dark almond eyes looked at him, moist and 
miserable. She unbuttoned the top buttons of her shirt. 
“You’re going to sculpt me into whatever sick punishment 
shape you want, and I’ll crawl and debase myself, and we’ll 
both know who the boss is then.” 

“Stop it!” he shouted. “Be quiet! Don’t move. Don’t do 
anything! ” 

She obeyed. He looked away, back, sighed hugely, exas- 
perated and shaken. 

‘yesus, I’m not gonna. Shit, just because every guy you 
meet... I mean... quit lookingat me!” 

She turned away. 
“Stop being so pretty. Not.. . ugly, just ... Just be ordi- 

She nodded and complied. 
“In fact, be a guy. Can you be a guy? Be a normal- 

She was. 
“All right. ” 
They sat in silence for a while. 
“You can talk again, if you want to.” 
‘What does my master wish me to say?” 
“Oh Jesus Christ! ” 
“‘Oh Jesus Christ,”’ she repeated. 
“Be quiet again. Don’t speak until you have something 

They were silent until Gaviel came to get them. They 

nary. 

looking guy.” 

worthwhile to say.” 

didn’t speak to each other all through the flight, either. * * *  
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X * “Pamela, hey! How’s it going?” 

Pam Creed jumped and her hands fluttered up in front 

B * “Oh hi there ... uh ...” 

“Sal.. . ” x 
‘Well, the last time we talked, I told you my name was 0 Pete,” he said, flashing a crooked grin. He’d followed her 

into the casino bar and stepped up beside her at the 
counter. “I was wondering ifyou could tell me the name of 2 
your boss.” 
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of her. Then she saw a familiar face and relaxed. % 

“Sal.” n 

“Wait, you said your name was.. .” 
“Yeah, I lied about that. Hey, you’re a martini drinker, 

right? Dewey, could you.. . Thanks. M‘two Millers for me 
an’ Barney here,” he said, with a gesture behind her. The 
bartender left, and Pam turned to see the man at her back. 
Her eyes got wide. 

‘You!” 
‘We’renot going to hurtyou,” Barney said, his handsin 

front of him, trying to be soothing. 
“Speak for yourself,” Sal told him pleasantly, then 

laughed. “Just kidding, Pam, sheesh. Don’t be so uptight. 
Where’s Gwyn these days, huh?” 

“You didn’t hear?” 
“Nuh uh.” 
“She’s ... gone.” 
“Gone? Gone how? ‘Moved away’ gone? ‘Shallow grave’ 

‘*Just gone,” she whispered. 
Sal shrugged. “Yeah, well, I never liked her much. And 

“I don’t know what-” 
“The demon,” Barney said, leaning in, his eyes turning 

fevered andveryunpleasant. ‘Youlaywith her, didn’t you? 
You have ground together and felt the intoxication of her 
vaginal secretions ...” 

“Barney, please! Cork the secretions, a’right?” He gave 
Pam a smile. “ust a name. That’s all, huh? Say the name, 
and I’m outta yer hair.” 

gone?” 

she wasn’t your boss, really, was she?” 
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“Yeah, an’ you wanna hear somethin’ funny?” Lee 
Boyer jr. asked. “The one chick left, Dez? She’s gone all 
Rambo. I guess she didn’ see the real Rabbadiin or any- 
thing. Didn’t knowwhat she was really up against. Now she’s 
buyin’ all this shit that I’m from this secret government X- 
Files crap thing, hunting demons. She’s dumb as a sack of 
potatoes but she’s ready to go.” 

“Just one left,” Hasmed said, licking his lips. 
“Yeah, this Stone of whatever.” 
“Despair.” 
“In Guam? What the hell is he doing in Guam?” 
“You’ll find out, I bet.” 
“Yeah, I’ll find out.” Lee cackled. “You know what? 

This shit can be kinda fun.” 
“You need any more money?” 
“Ask me again when we get to Guam.” 
Hasmed broke the communication and mentally re- 

signed himself to losing hisvassal. His feelings about it were 
mixed. O n  one hand, Boyer had really given away the store 
to him, and the guy was crazy enough to believe with a 
vengeance. But there was a queasy feeling Hasmed got. 
Drinking from Boyer’s soul was like being halfway through 
a long chug from the milk bottle before you notice the 
grapey taste and realize it’s turned. 

He grunted and hung up and went back to the tables. 
Blackjack, today. He was losing. 

Wherever the manwith the awful scar and the sunglasses 
and the Cubs hat sat, players started folding, started getting 
up to leave. Some of them consciously decided that, in a city 
this full ofsight andlights and gold-diggers, theyjust didn’t 
want to look at him. For other players, it was subtler. Maybe 
they felt a queasy tinge of indigestion or weariness or a n  
unaccountable chill. And it was nothing sudden and dra- 
matic, but through perfectly casual movements, the area 
around him always seemed to get more and more empty, 
until the only people there were him and his dealer and 
maybe a waitress passing through. 

One floor down and a hundred yards away, the opposite 
thing occurred. A man walked through the doors, and the 
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crowds gathered near him. And once more, some con- 
sciously decided to follow the handsome stranger for a 
while. And some just felt unaccountably warm-not the 
dusty heat of the desert-but warm inside, like a glow of 
accomplishment even when they hadn’t accomplished any- 
thing. Somehow, just his proximity made people feel wiser 
and stronger and sexier and more free. Men wanted to be 
near him. Women wanted to be underneath him. 

As he walked up the steps and approached the lone 
blackjack player, the crowd folded backaround him, almost 
like a matador flinging back his cape. 

They sensed one another; they had for a quarter mile. 
Hasmed finished his hand and turned to look at Gaviel. 
Gaviel stopped, staading. He was perfectly at ease, and 

his face was blank. 
Hasmed wanted to speak to him. More, he wanted to 

speaktheTrue Language, the waywind talks to trees to make 
them move, the way light speaks to water and turns it into 
drifting clouds. He wanted to explain, and apologize, and 
explain why he didn’t have to apologize. 

“Old buddy,” he said instead. 
Gaviel embraced him. “My friend,” hewhispered. Sighs 

and coos came from Gaviel’s admirers, who didn’t know 
what had just happened but could tell it was something. 

Hasmed wept. 

“No offense, but fuggeddaboudit,” Sal said, rolling his 
eyes, thinking Sheesh, what is i t  with demons? You can’t 
fuckin’ talk to ’em without they think you wanna worship 

IF YOU D O  N O T  WANTA PACT, Wh’YHAVE YOU INVOKED ME? 
“Does it have ta be the master-an’-servant thing?That’s 

all I’m saying. I’m a businessman. I thought maybe you an’ 
me could deal.” 

* + +  

em. 

W H A T  IS YOUR BUSINESS? 
“Let’s say I deal in.. . hard-to-obtain goods, and ser- 

WHAT SERVICE ARE YOU OFFERING ME? 
“Well, for one thing I can summon you outta Hell.” 

vices.” 

71.142.14.190



UREG S T O t Z E *  * x 
m 
8 
m 

“Security, fuggeddaboudit, I’myerman! Whatchaneed, X 
al 
Q WHAT CAN YOU DO AGAINSTDEMONS?RABISU WHO CAN REND 

MINDS? WHAT SECURITY CAN you OFFER AGAINST THOSE wo 2 

IAMALREADY OUT OFHELL. 
Sal bit his lip, almost started the Rebluhe, but then he 

figured that life was short-he might as well play balls out. 
“A’right, so the ship’s sailed on that. What do you want?” 

n I Ah! INTERESTED IN SECURITY. 

dogs? Guns? Motion detectors?” 

FLESH WITH A WORD? h b f A R U ,  WHO CAN D O  THE SAME TO 

SCULPTTHEEARTHWITHNOTOOLBLITWL.L,ANDWHO COMMAND 

THE STORM A N D  THUNDER? 

Sal thought hard. “There’s only one thing that’s good 

There was a long pause. 

“Summoning, binding, all that jazz.. . that’d sure gum 
up the works for your Rabisu and Naramu, yeah? I got some 
contacts, some people who are just itching for names to 
screw around with. I can’t promise that these punks are 
going to completely boss up your enemies, but it can’t hurt, 
right?” 

against them,” he said. “Information.” 

YOU BEGIN T O  INTEREST ME. 

AND WHAT DO YOU WANT IN RETURN? 
‘Well, I’ve got a start on this whole ‘demon ritual’ shit, 

but what I’d like is sort of a second opinion. Someone to 
look over the answers on my homework, y’know?” 

THAT IS A GREAT FAVOR YOU ASK. 
“Oh please. Youguys can, what, changepeople’sshapes? 

Fly around the world in an eye-blink? Turn invisible and 
make people sick and I don’t know what the hell else? I 
mean, looking over a ritual an’ saying ‘Here’swhere he pops 
out of the circle and eats your ass’ doesn’t sound like much 
next to rending a mind with a word. I may not be ten 
thousand years old, but I wasn’t born yesterday.” 

Sal worried that he was sounding too arrogant, and his 
eyes flicked across the hotel room to where Barney was 
absorbed by a GameBoy and a bottle of gin. 

“In fact, ” Sal said, “why don’t I bringyoua lil’ somethiri’ 
to prove my goodwill?” 

-. 
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* * *  
“He thought the Cubs were due,” Hasmed said, shrug- 

“Someone should have explained to him that the World 
Series isn’t a library,” Gaviel replied. 

Gaviel hadn’t been able to get his convertible on the 
plane, so he was renting a Jaguar while a service driver 
brought his out over the highways. Dagley had rented 
another vehicle-a Ford Explorer, of course-and gone 
straight for the compound with Sabriel andnomas .  Gaviel 
had stayed back to pick up Hasmed and Tim Grady. 

As the three of them drove, Grady sat still in the 
backseat, hulking and immobile, gazing out into the desert, 
barely blinking. 

“I saw the dead,” he said. “I saw everything dead.” 
The two demons ignored him. Periodically he’d say 

“I hope you’re right,” Hasmed said, after a few miles of 

“Right about what?” 
“About everything.” 
There was another pause. 
“How much do you think she’s changed?” Hasmed 

“Plenty.” 
“Like you an’ me, I guess.” 
“Yes.” 
Hasmed watched mile markers and highway reflectors 

‘Yes,” Gaviel said, unsmiling. 
“That I used to be her commander, I mean.” 
“That’s what I meant, too.” 
They talked about their host bodies for a while. 
“She was coming to get me,” Tim Grady said. 
They ignored him. 
Then Gaviel sat up straighter in the driver’s seat. “DO 

Hasmed looked around, squinting. ‘Yeah.” 
“Who do you think?” 

ging- 

some random, kook thing. They just tuned it out. 

silence. 

asked. 

switch past. “It’s kind of funny.” 

you feel that?” 
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“Dunno.” 
They both peered out around them, trying to see the 

entity they sensed. Gaviel looked over his right shoulder 
briefly, then did a frowning double take. “Back there, I 
think. ” 

Hasmed turned all the way around in the passenger seat. 
“Uh ... yeah.” 

“You think it’s an agent from your old boss?” 
“I wouldn’t think so. We’d see it if it was one of us. 

“One of the ghost-binders, then.” 
“Or one of their servants.” 
Gaviel shrugged. Hasmed kept staring until the sensa- 

n 

Probably nothing to see.” 9 

tion faded. 
w4 * * +  

The ghost of Rosemary Nevins left the car and drifted 
along the side of the road, thinking about how they could 
feel but not see her. That could be unpleasant. 

But on the plus side, she’d leaked news of Grady’s escape 
to the papers, and nowhewas nationally famous. The movie 
about her murder was getting re-released on DVD. 

As a mortal, she’d always craved attention. As a ghost, 
the craving was fat more intense. * * +  

“How’s he doing?” Blackie asked softly. He glanced up 
at his father, saw Teddy’s red-rimmed eyes, and quickly 
looked away again. 

They were in front of the cabin. Blackie was leaning 
against the wall by the door, keeping in the shade. Teddy 
stepped out of the door, closed it and sat on the stoop, 
shaking his head. 

“It comes and goes. You have to understand, he ... he 
isn’t protected like I am. O r  even you. That thingwas ... it 
was the first time he ever.. . experienced.. . ” He sniffed, 
hard, and his voice showed how hard he was trying to 
control himself. “He hasn’t accepted Avitu and.. . and that 
monster, that thing.. . seeing it unshielded.. .” 

“Yeah.” 
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“His consciousness,” Teddy spat. “That creature has 
infected it. Aggravated the fever of mind. He seems fine for 
a while, hours on end, and then, for no reason, he gets up 
and he ... he tries to go to the fence.” 

“The command will wear off, right?” 
“Avitu can’t heal it!” Teddy cried. “She can’t ... can’t 

restore consciousness, it would be ...” He shook his head 
and uttered a weird, despairing laugh. “It would be uncon- 
scionable.” 

“What if he did.. . what you did? Became, you know.. . a 
priest?” 

“I don’t think so. I think the damage is done. Besides, 
he won’t.” 

“What do you mean, he won’t?’’ 
“I... tried to explain the Goddess to him. It ...” Teddy 

lickedhislips. “It didn’thelp. Hesaid, ‘Youwant to feedme 
to one of them.’ That’swhat he thinks, that Avitu and, and 
what he saw.. . he thinks they’re the same thing and that I.. . 
that me his father, he thinks I . . . ”  

Blackie crouched down and put his arm around Teddy’s 
shoulders. “Look, I.. . ” 

“Like you,” Teddy said suddenly, turning a sharp gaze 
on his oldest child. “You haven’t accepted her either.” 

Blackie stood up, stepped back. “It’s ... you know it’s 
hard for me. I don’t get the dreams like you and ma.. . like 
you do.” 

“It’s more important now than it has ever been,” Teddy 
said, his eyes intent. “The death of the Tree ... the physical 
tree, I mean.. . it has been hard for the Goddess. She has lost 
much ofher power to workfreelyintheworld. Now, her last 
and best tie is us, the priests of the blood! Tim has it, and 
the will to serve, but it’s not strong in him like it is in me, 
likeitwasin ... inyourmother.”Teddypaused, workinghis 
lips and his teeth against each other. “Like it is in you.” 

The younger man said nothing. 
“Black Hawk, it’s your destiny. You know it’s your 

destiny, right?” 
“You should call me Oscar,” Blackie said, looking at a 

cloud of dust rising past the fence. Someone was coming. 
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Teddy sat in silence for a moment, staring down at the 

“How can I do this to my own son?” he asked. 
“You’re doing what you think is right.” 
Teddy lifted his head. He didn’t immediately speak, but 

his posture changed. One moment, he was slumped in 
despair, but a new energy seemed to straighten his back, 
lower his shoulders, smooth the anxiety from his face. 

dust between his feet. 

“Lance needs to be sacrificed,” he said. 
“Wait,” Blackie said. 
“No, it’s clear to me. Really, he’s no good as a priest 

now, the ... the curse, the madness has too strong a hold. 
He’ll never accept.. . he could never comprehend how 
important it is, and it has to be voluntary, I can’t make him 
a priest. And if he can never be a priest, why should he have 
to suffer?” Teddy stood and turned toward the door. 

“No, let ... let me do it,” Blackie said. 
Slowly, Teddy turned. 
“It might be. .. you know, easier. For me. And for you. 

And I... I mean.. . it’s time, isn’t it? It’s time I got off the 
fence and decided to go all theway. Do it. Become apriest.” 
He swallowed. “Accept Avitu completely.” 

Teddy looked deep into his eyes and then embraced his 
son. 

‘We can do it tonight,” he whispered. 
Then a horn honked, and Blackie’s eyes jerked open as 

he heard a familiar voice shout, “Hey! You guys wanna let 
us in here?” * * *  

Thomas couldn’t help noticing the way the tall, swarthy 
guy kept staring at Dagley. He introduced himself as Oscar 
Black, said the guy with him was Teddy Mason--“the High 
Priest,” a phrase that made Thomas giggle and earned him 
a quizzical look-and when the sheriff said his name was 
Grant Dagley, Black‘s face got even weirder. It wasn’t like a 
proper expression-it was just a complete blankness. Al- 
most like he was dead with his eyes open. 

“You got a problem?” Dagley asked the guy. 
“No, no, just.. . you’re here because.. .” 
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I serve at the pleasure of my master, Avitu,” he said, 
and he didn’t bother to hide his bitterness. “These two 
needed an escort, I guess, and I’m s’posta beef up security 

“That’s right,” Teddy said,. glancing at Thomas and 

“I’m Sabriel,” she said, “And this is mymaster, the great 

“Quit it,” he said to her, glaring. 
“Forgive me, master. Have I spoken out of turn?” 
‘3ust don’t. .. aw, forget it. Look, where should we take 

our stuff? Gaviel said we’d be staying out here.” 
“For the time being, I guess. We don’t have very.. . you 

know, luxurious, mm, quarters. There’s the other cabins, 
I guess ...” 

“My master and I can take one,” Sabriel said, “and the 
sheriff can have the other.” 

Oscar Black whispered something in Teddy’s ear. 
“Oh,” he said. “Well, put her.. . excuse usforamoment, 

will you?” He and Oscar had a brief huddle. “Oscar here is 
going to clear something out, and then we’ll have it ready 
for you. Sorry for the delay.” 

Oscar hurried off, and Teddy made small talk-how was 
yourflight?Uhhuh. Hot enoughforyou?Yes, but it’sadry 
heat-until the other man returned, looking a little ag- 
grieved. 

UJ 

+I? 

$ ’round here.” 

tu .‘ 

Sabriel. “I was told to expect them. You two are ...” 
!g 
0 sorcerer Thomas Ramone.” 

“All ready?” 
“Yeah, she’s in the longhouse.” Oscar picked up suit- 

“Mr. Dagley? Do you want to go get settled first?” 
Grant’s eyes flicked to Sabriel, and then to Thomas. 

“Naw, I’dprefer to get cracking. Let’s seewhaty’allgot.” 
“Well, I guess I should start with the perimeter fence.” 

“After you drop off their luggage, take Thomas to the 

Something about the way he said it made Thomas 

cases and started forward. 

Tom noticed just a little sneer. 

Teddy paused, then turned to Mr. Black. 

Tree.” 

uneasy, but he couldn’t have said what. 
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Mitch Berger was down to three pain pills. 
He’d had them with him ever since that weird day when 

Shadrannat and Mukikel came for him. They were left over 
from his physical therapy, from getting his leg working 
partway right again. He’d gotten in the habit of carrying 
them. Theywere in a little canister on his key-chain, and he 
hadn’t bothered to clean it out when he stopped using 
them. 

He’d had eleven pills when he made his break from the 
hospital. 

Escape wasn’t hard. He’d been a nurse at a maximum 
security asylum, so he knew how security worked and how it 
failed. He knew that he was low-risk-burn victims who 
weren’t crooks or kooks rarely took it upon themselves to 
get out of bed and flee. But he’d done just that. 

He took his pain meds and stumbled out of bed and 
down the hall. He watched nurses and orderlies until he 
found their locker room, and then he let himself in and 
helped himself to a Polo shirt and some Haggar slacks. 

The burns were mostly on his arms. He’d turned his 
head when Buniel cried out, so one ear and the side of his 
neck was scalded too. His clothing had protected his legs 
and his chest, but he’d instinctively flung up his arms, so 
they were burned pink and tender from the elbows down to 
the palms. 

He knew the burns weren’t that bad since they’d put him 
in the “stable” ward and were talking about releasing him 
the next morning. 

MitchdidnotwanttogobacktoMukikelandShadrannat. 
Thanks, but no. 

There had been all of s ix ty  cents in the pants pocket, but 
it was enough to call a cab. He took the cab down to the strip 
and bailed out on the driver, who shouted at him but didn’t 
give chase. 

Mitch was sure the cabby would call the cops, so he had 
to move fast. He didn’twant to use his credit cards-he knew 
the cops could track him through those, and with demons, 
shit, who could tell? 
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He walked to the bus station, where it took him about 
half an hour to find a pusher. He gave the man a sample of 
his pain meds (and took one himself-his arms felt like they 
were still on fire), and through a drug haze they negotiated: 
six pills for the price of a ticket to Austin. 

Mitch sprawled in an uncomfortable bench-shit, it had 
to be uncomfortable if he could feel it through his drugs- 
andpickedat the bandages on his arms andgrewweary ofthe 
askance gazes ofthe other patrons. He sat and bit his lip and 
was certain that Mukikel and Shadrannat would walk in to 
reclaim him any minute. 

But the bus came before them. 
That had been five days ago, and nothing since then had 

felt as close. Until today, maybe. Mitch had a cousin in 
Austin, someone who was more physically close than emo- 
tionally close, but when Mitch showed up with burns on 
botharmsandno cash, shewaswillingto puthimup andnot 
ask questions-or at least, take it gracefully when her ques- 
tions went unanswered. 

Now, Mitch was driving in her borrowed car. He was 
headed toward a small town, pickedpretty much at random 
by the simple virtue of having a bank and being four hours 
away from Austin. He’d called his old landlord in LA, he’d 
called a friend there too, and arranged for the friend to get 
his mail from the landlord. Then he’d had his friend send 
the mail to a PO Box halfway to his bank-cashing town. 

No one had jumped him when he got the checks, and 
they’d give him enough to live on for a couple of months- 
long enough to heal u p  his arms and get some 
under-the-counter job. If he could just cash them without 
getting caught. 

What could go wrong? 

The cabin was stripped down and utilitarian. Poured 
concrete floor, a row of cots and footlockers, no shades on 
the windows, sinks that produced no water. 

‘We’re getting water later in the summer,” Blackie-as 
Oscar-explained, “but for now we use the shower house. 
And the, uh, outhouses ... we passed those on the way in.” 

4 @ * +  
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“Like summer camp,” Thomas muttered. 
“I’m sorry it’s kind of. ..” Blackie shrugged. 
“So ... when I ‘see the Tree’...’’ 
“Shall I come with you, master?” Sabriel asked. 
“Quit calling me that, okay?” 
“Forgive me.” 
“I think it’s.. . uh, just supposed to be you alone,” Oscar 

“IwouldberemissifIlet mymaster go into perilwithout 

“I.. . ummm. . . ” 
“Or, you could invoke one of your other diabolical 

allies for advice, if you suspect mine,” she said, her voice 
utterly docile and sweet. 

Thomas glared at her and said, “Gaviel. The Tree wants 
me to go to it, uh, without Sabriel. You think I should? 
Yeah? You? Okay.” 

He shrugged. 
“That’s our., . other guest?” Blackie asked, a crawling 

feeling in his gut. He’d gotten used to seeing Teddy invoke 
Avitu, and Tim.. . well, Tim was just so fucked up in every 
direction that invocations didn’t stand out. But seeing this 
new guy do it, to some demon, and so casually.. . 

Avitu and his dad seemed confident that these guyswere 
all right, but Blackie had his doubts. 

Especially when they showed up with Grant fucking 
Dagleyin tow. Blackie had gone to the LasVegas library and 
looked up where he was when his mother got raped. He’d 
gotten a librarian to help him find out who was the sheriff 
there, and he was surprised to see that their assailant was the 
man in charge-and that he was in the papers for a corrup- 
tion investigation. (The corruption didn’t surprise him, 
but he was pleased that someone was looking into it.) He 
mailed in an anonymous tip about Dagley’s barn, and he 
followed the regional papers, but apparently Joan Pratt’s 
team hadn’t found his accusations credible. 

And now.. . here he was. Out in the middle of nowhere, 
and the ass-wipe hadn’t recognized BlackHawk O’Hanlon, 

said. 

me,” Sabriel said. 
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plastic surgeons. 

but he had no  reason to suspect “Oscar Black.” 

because the guy clearly knew all about Avitu. 

to the present. “I expected it to look.. . different.” 

Howeasy coulditbe? Sure, theguywas acop andarmed, 

Only ... it didn’t make sense, and he didn’t like it,  

“Huh.” Thomas Ramone’s voice brought Blackie back 

‘Well, up until last week, it did.” 
‘What happened last week?” Cautiously, Thomas got 

closer, looked at the burned roots, the burst trunk and the 
blackened metal slag, solidifiedwhere it spilled between the 
tree and the sand. 

* 

“We had some uninvited guests.” 
“Shit.” 
“Yeah,” Blackie said, thinking, You don’t know the half 

of it.  I’m the one who wound up burying a burned-up 
Nevada State Trooper in the middle of the desert. 

Then he thought about Dagley again. Room for one 
more. 

“So ... do I...” 
“ust go up and touch the Tree.” He turned his head and 

said, “I don’t mean any disrespect, Mr. Ramone, but ... I 
mean, aren’t you ... familiar with all this?” 

‘What, ’cause I’m s’posta be some big bad-ass sor- 
cerer?’’ Thomas snorted. “It’s a long story but.. . um, short 
answer, no.” He bit his lip. “So, what’s gonna happen?” 

‘Well, she might just talk to you. Or she might take you 
somewhere.” 

“Huh?” 
“She’s got ... other spaces. Part of her is in those other 

places.” Blackie looked down at the ground and scratched 
his head. “It’s kind of hard to explain.” 

’ 

it.” 

“I bet.” 
“There’s the Blue, it’s.. . well, you can’t really describe 

“It’s blue, though.” 
“Actually, it isn’t. Or there’s the clouds. That’s almost 

normal, except you’re in clouds. Or she could pull you 
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down into the earth, but I think she only does that when she 
wants to.. . urn ... preserve you.” 

“Preserve?” 
“It’s like suspended animation. I was in it for a while, 

Thomas just turned to him with a wide-eyed look of 

“I’m not sure I-” 

you don‘t even ... don’t even feel time pass.” 

abject fear. 
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And then the sorcerer vanished. 
Blackie waited a little while, then went and checked to 0 

see how May was doing in the longhouse. She w a s  a little 

were a little freaked out by her, so he did his best to calm 
everybody down. It didn’t do much good. 

When he came back to the Tree, the demon-binder was 

“You okay, Mr. Ramone?” 
“I’m ... aw fuck, what was that? I mean, dude, what was 

“The Blue, I’m guessing.” 
“Peoplearen’ts’postaseethat! Imean, it’s.. . it’swrong!” 

He looked like he was going to cry. 
“My da- the High Priest says you get used to it. He looks 

forward to it, says it’s starting to feel like.. . the natural way 
to think.” 

“Shit, I wish Iwas as high as your High fucking Priest.” 
Blackie suppressed a snort. From the ground, Thomas 

looked up at himwith a speculative look and-it made Black 
Hawk feel self-conscious and confused-the sorcerer looked 
weak and afraid, too. 

“You wanna spark up a doob?” Thomas Ramone asked. 
Blackie blinked. It took him a moment to believe what 

“Yeah!” he said. 

freaked out at the two other potential sacrifices, and they 3 Q2 
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sitting on the ground, eyes wide, breathing heavily. 

that?” 

this stranger was offering. 

* * + +  
Gaviel honked the horn as he pulled up to the gate. H e  

waited, while Hasmed drummed his fingers on the dash- 
board. Gaviel had gotten a bright silver Jag, and now it was 
covered with dust. 
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“I’ll have to get that washed, tomorrow,” Gaviel said. 
“What’s the point?” Hasmed asked. “You’re just going 

to turn it in when your other car gets here.” 
“A car like this deserves to be clean. I’ll get some beater 

for the commute out here, keep the convertible for town.” 
‘You’re not staying out here?” 
“Tonight, yes, but I don’t see any reason to spend most 

of my time in some wasteland dust-farm where they can’t 
even get the fence open.” He honked again. 

“I guess it’s up to Avitu, isn’t it?Where we stay, that is.” 
Hasmed said. Then he cocked his head. “Yeah? Well, c’n 
you send someone to let us in?” He waited. 

All three of them waited. 
“Fuck it,” Hasmed said. “I’ll open the damn thing.” 
As he unwound the chain, he had a weird flashback. It 

wasn’t his own memory-it was one from his brain, Harvey’s 
brain. It took Hasmed a moment to place it. 

Harveyopeneda fencelike this, with a chain, the dayhe 
died. 

He felt a strange chill, but he shook it off and returned 
to the car. 

+ k * *  
Hasmed didn’t bother to re-attach the lock, so the fence 

was still open when Sal and Barney drove up twenty minutes 
later. 

+ k * *  
Out on the perimeter, Grant’s rambling discourse on 

“Excuse me,” Teddy apologized, “but Avitu is speaking 

“Again?” Grant rolled his eyes. 
‘What is it, my mistress?” 
Teddy listened, and his face furrowed up. 
“Blackie didn’t go do that?” 
He frowned. 
‘Well, I’ll call him again. And maybe I should start 

heading back towards the gate, too. I guess. Yes.” Another 
pause. “Of course. I’m sure it’s nothing. No, he’s oEedi- 

security was interrupted once more. 

to me.” 
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ent. In fact, he’s going to join the priesthood tonight!” 
Teddy waited, listening, once more. “I obey.” 
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“We have to go back?” Dagley asked. 8 
“I’m afraid so. I tried to call Blackie’s cell, but he didn’t 

answer, I’m going to page him, but if he doesn’t have his 
phone he might not have his pager, either. I’m sorry.” 

“This seems like a kind of grab-ass setup, if you don’t 

Irritation flicked across the High Priest’s face. “We are 

‘Well, don’t expect to get real safe ifyou keepputtingoff 

mind me saying. ” m 

r a little disorganized, yes, but-” 

security because you’re ‘disorganized.’” 
“Things are under control.” 58 

pound. ” VI 

“Okay. Still, I’m mighty glad I brought my guns. From 
now on, I want everyone armed when they’re on the com- 

“I’ll consider your suggestion,” Teddy said. “Now, if td 

you don’t mind?” 
4 + 4 + *  

After a moment’s indecision, Black Hawk had ditched 
his pager and phone back in the cabin with Lance while 
Thomas got his stash from his luggage. Then the two of 
them had walked out into the grit, lathered up with sun- 
screen, and started toking. 

At first, they just exchanged weed stories-first time, 
worst time, best bud, close calls. Thomas told him about 
getting arrested and actually being high when he went 
before the judge. 

“I’m tellin’ ya,”ThomassaidoverBlackie’slaughter, “If 
I hadn’a been stoned, the guy would have thrown the book 
atme.Asitwas, IguessIdidn’tseemguilty.Yknow?’Cause 
he let me off with a warning.” 

“Howdidaguylikeyoueverget involvedwith demons?” 
Blackie asked the questionbefore he even thought about it. 

Thomas rolled onto his back and stared up at the 
cloudless sky for a moment. 

“Well, I decided to break into this house. I was pretty 
sure the owner was gone for the night, ’cause her car wasn’t 
there. But it turned out her car was just in the shop.” 
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$ listened more. 

“Jesus,” he said at one point. 
When Thomas was finished, they were quiet for a while. 

$ Then Blackie told how he’d come to know the Tree. He left 
% out quite a bit, of course-all his mother’s murders, for one 
0 thing, his real name, that gas station clerk they beat up-and 

the outline that remained was enough to get Tom shaking 
his head in sympathy. 

He told the story, and at first he made it funny, but as he 
went on it got less and less so. Blackie giggled less and 

“That sucks,” he said. 
Then Blackie asked Tom how he’d come to master 

Sabriel, and Tom told him. By the time the joint was 
smoked past the smallest roach, and the THC buzz was 
wearing off, they were pals. + + *  

“An’ just who are you?” Sal asked, his eyes narrow. 
“I am a servant of Avitu,” Tim said. 
“Uh huh. I thought some guy named Thomas was gonna 

check this thing. Some kind of independent contractor.” 
Tim paused, like he was listening. 
“Thomas is not available. I can do what you request.” 
“Okay. But don’t fuckwith me, you got it?” 
Sal had been understandably dubious about the first 

“safe summoning” ritual Vodantu had dictated to him. 
He’d shown it to Dr. Roark, who’d been uneasy but excited, 
and who had eventually decided that it had a few “errors’’ in 
it. He’d gone back to the demon prince and said “nice try” 
and had gotten a “corrected” ritual that Roark seemed to 
thinkwas “orthodox.” He had both versions-the one she’d 
dinged and the green-lighted one-typed out and paper 
clipped. This “Tim” guy seemedlike a retard to him, but he 
handed over the pages. 

Tim gazed at them, his face blank. “This is wrong,” he 
said, pointing. 

Sal kept his poker face, but re-evaluated his assessment. 
Tim had found the same error as Roark, but he’d done it i n  
seconds. The woman with the Ph.D. had taken an hour. 

“This version is okay,” Tim said presently. 
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“And by okay, you mean ...” 
“It will summon the Neberu you desire and bind him 

into a structure. He will be compelled to accede -to any 
agreed-upon commands, most particularly the command 
that he never harm you, either directly or indirectly.” 

Sal cracked a big smile. “Pleasure doing business with 
you. 

Tim’s face displayed nothing. ‘What about the wor- 
shipper you promised?” 

“He’s in the car.” But when they reached the vehicle, 
Barney was gone. 

“Oh, that crazy little fuck,” Sal snarled. He looked at 
Tim. Still no expression. 

“I’m sorry ’bout this,” Sal said. “I’ll fix that little rat for 
you, I tol’him to wait inna car.. .” 

Finding him wasn’t hard: He’d left clear prints in the 
dust. Hewas standing in the doorway of a cabin, an expres- 
sion of rapt joy on his face. 

“Makiko,” he breathed, gazing inside. 
“Good grief,” Sabriel said, wrinkling her nose in dis- 

taste and disbelief. “Did you really manage to find me after 
all this time?” 

“I felt you,” Barney said. “Once we got close, I felt it. I 
smelled your secretions.” 

She shook her head and clucked her tongue. “Wow, I 
really spanked your inner child, huh? Well sorry chump, 
but this window’s closed for business.” 

“But you have to,” Barney shrieked, and Sal wouldn’t 
have thought the old bum could move so fast, lunging at 
her. Sal took a step toward him, but one of Tim’s meaty 
hands held him back. 

The mobster sized up the psychopath and did some 
mental math. “Look, pal,” he said, but then he trailed off. 

Barney had grabbed Sabriel by both shoulders, and 
she’d laughed. And then she’d.. . flowed ... out of his grasp, 
like water spilling out of a glass, she dissolved and reformed 
as a slender little Japanese girl. 

“This is what you want, isn’t it? But whywould I? Hm? 
You got money? Power? You have nothing, so you can’t 
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have me. So sorry.”Again, that tinklinglaugh. Itwaslovely. 
Barney made a few more grabs, getting more and more 
desperate. 

‘Would you serve Avitu for what you want?” Tim asked. 
Barney turned to face him, eyes wide with desperate 

“Would you serve Avitu for the pleasure of this crea- 

“Yes! Forever!” 
The changing woman started, and Sal had never seen 

such a look of perfect horror. He’d killed a helpless man 
with a power drill, and that guy hadn’t looked this afraid. 

“Don’t,” she whispered, but Tim spoke. That weird 
gobblylanguage, the one Sal had first heard from Hasmed. 
Tim Grady spoke the name Thomas had spoken at the 
pond, the name he’d called out over the salt and ice, and 
Sabriel’s cry of despair was wedded to Barney’s laugh of 
delight. 

hope. 

ture?” 

Sal stared, his skin crawling. 
“I believe our business is concluded,” Tim said. * * *  
It was the merest coincidence that Hasmed didn’t see Sal 

going to his car, but Hasmed had other things on his mind. 
There’d been some crazied-up kid scrabbling at one of the 
cabin doors, and Gaviel had started to talk to him. Appar- 
ently the kid was named Lance. 

Hasmed watched with little interest as Gaviel worked at 
untangling the kid’s crossed wires, and then Lee had in- 
voked him, desperate, pleading for help against the Stone 
of Despair. Hasmed had nothing to offer him but a quick 
death. He’d known that crazy milk-sucker would probably 
snuff it against the Stone, but he’d hoped Lee wouldn’t 
reveal Hasmed’s name at the end. But what could you do? 
Nothing. Nothing except drain away as much of the guy’s 
soul as he could get before the Stone killed him. Damn 
shame, but he still had Paum and Tina. 

Hasmed went out to the toilet while Gaviel kept talking 
to Lance. 

“So YOU SEE, YOU DON’T HAVE TO GO TO THE FENCE.” 
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m “No, I... I don’t have to go to the fence.” 

“You DON’T HAVE TO KEEP WALKING EAST.” 
“I don’t have to keepwalking east.” Lance chuckled and 

shook his head. “Man, yeah, that’s kinda crazy.” 
“And you never saw a n  angel or a devil.” Gaviel’s voice 

was normal now, but the tones of command were still 
present-just hidden. “It was probably heat stroke.” 

“Yeah. I was running around with the dogs an’ evexy 
thing.. .” Lance trailed off, a small happy smile on his lips. 

“So, what games have you got for that GameBoy?” 
Gaviel asked, but then the phone rang. He excused himself 
and answered it. 
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“Hello?” 7s 
“Hello, can I speak to.. . uh, who’s this?” €22 

W 
m 

m 
“May I ask who’s calling?” 
“My name’s Jim.. . Tompkins. I’m with the, uh, electric 

company? We’ve got a question, mm, about your bill out 
there.” 

“I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that sort of 
thing.” 

“You don’t even know who I’d send it to?” 
“No, sorry.” 
“What about a n  address?” 
“I’m not sure where they’re having bills sent, but I can 

find out and have someone call you back. Mister.. . Thomp- 
son, was it?” 

“Tompkins. Jim Tompkins. Why don’t I give you my 
phone number and address?” 

Gaviel wrote down the information and, at the caller’s 
request, read it back. Then he politely said goodbye and 
hung up the phone. 

Attheother endoftheline, awide-eyed GabeMcKenzie 
did the same. * 

Gabe had been tracking Mitch Berger. He’d gotten the 
trail as far as the bus station from the Nevada clues-the cab 
driver had given the cops a good description, and a big guy 
with bandages all over his arms and neck stands out, even in 
Vegas. Then Berger’s old landlord called in about the mail 
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pickup. The LA bureau branch wouldn’t do dick about 
finding the guy who got the mail, but it didn’t matter once 
the checks got cashed. That sent up a flag and let Gabe 
eliminate all the east- and northbound buses from the 
station that night. One of the westbound busses went to 
Austin, and Mitch had a cousin there. When Gabe called 
her, she seemed nervous and cagey, and that was all Gabe 
needed to book a flight to Texas. 

He’d only called Teddy Mason one last time in the spirit 
oftyinguploose ends. Hewasshockedwhenhe heardNoah 
Wallace answer the phone. It rattled him alittle, but he kept 
the guy on the line, he taped the call and played it back 
against his old tapes ofwallace’s interview, and damn it, it 
was him. 

Gabe left the office without a word to anyone and went 
to a public library. He needed to think, he needed quiet, 
and he needed to review his notes. 

An hour later, he came back to the office, cancelled his 
flight to Austin and started pulling strings for a raid. * * *  

In the lands of death, the Reaper of Souls flexed his 

“Sabriel,” he whispered. “Is it time?” 
wings and called his scythe. 

* * +  
Presently, the sun began to sink. 
Thomas had come back from the desert with a terrible 

sunburn, he’d walked into his cabin and been shocked at 
what he found-shocked and disgusted. He’d ejected Barney 
with a series of shoves, slaps and kicks, and then listened, 
horrified, as Sabriel explained what had happened. 

“You gave her my Name,” Sabriel said, “and now I’m 
her slave as much as yours.” 

“Look, I didn’t.. . I didn’t just give it to her, Iwas, it was 
that Blue, that place, I couldn’t.. . it was like she could read 
my mind! I mean, how was I s’posta ...” 

“You couldn’t,’’ Sabriel said, her voice leaden. “You’re 
powerless against her. Just asyou’repowerless against Gaviel. 
Just as I’m powerless against all of you.” 
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Her back was slumped, and matted black hair hung 

“Sabriel, I’m. .. shit, I’m s o  sorry. ..” 
“You don’t have to apologize to me,” she said. “Slaves 

don’t get apologies.” 
Teddy had chewed out Blackie, long and hard. In fact, 

he was louder and angrier with his bastard son than he’d 
ever been with his lawful one-more vicious and abusive 
than he’deverbeenwithanyoneinhislife. Alltheanger and 
resentment he’d held inside, all the horror at his wife’s 
death, all the guilt that he felt for sleeping with her mur- 
derer ... it all came spewing out, and once it started he 
couldn’t seem to stop it. 

The two of them argued so loudly and long that Teddy 
was in no mood to listen to Lance talk about his new friend. 
He ignored it, dismissed it as a lucid moment that would 
soon pass. The only thing that finished the shouting match 
was when Blackie started building a bonfire for the cer- 
emony. 

“Maybe when you’re fully pledged to the goddess, you’ll 
be more responsible,” Teddy said, unbuttoning his shirt. 

“Sure, whatever.” Blackie kept shoving logs. Then he 
stopped. “What are you doing?” 

‘We should be naked for the ritual.” 
Blackie sighed. “Look, I know that’s how it is in the 

dreams, but do you mind if I keep my clothes on? I mean, 
this is going to be hard enough without.. .” 

“Fine! Shit, you are the most consciousperson1 know!” 
Blackie recognized his father’s foulest insult. 
Once Blackie bucked the nudity trend, Dagley tried to 

do so as well-but Avitu insisted. Gaviel slipped out of his 
clothes easily, folding them in a tidy pile on a tarp, like Tim 
and Teddy. Hasmed rolled his eyes, shook his head and 
remained clad. So did Thomas, and the pair from the first 
longhouse-once Blackie had sacrificed Lance, Teddywould 
take over and do them. Sabriel asked Thomas if she should 
strip or not, and he told her no. 

down in front of her eyes. 

Q 
m 
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Maywandered out when the door was left unlocked. She 
tookone lookat Gaviel and curled into a ball, clutching her 
head and moaning. 

Teddy felt a pang when he saw Dagley emerge from the 
cabin, carrying Lance. The boy was screaming, struggling, 
but Teddy knew it was all for the best. The voice of Avitu 
whispered within him and he didn’t cry. Crying was con- 
scious, crying was the curse.. . 

“The wand,” Blackie whispered. He couldn’t be heard 
over the sounds of Lance’s shrieks, but his gesture was clear. 
Teddy held out the slim piece ofwood, sharp and holy, the 
sliver of Avitu’s body that was used to give sacred release.. . 

Naked and impassive, Tim sat on Lance and pinned his 
arms down. Dagley squatted by the boy’s head like a toad, 
clamping his head still. 

“It’s okay, son,” Teddywhispered in Lance’s ear. “Soon 
you’ll be better. Soon all the pain will be gone.” 

In the firelight, the burnt-out tree seemed to writhe 
and dance. 

Biting his lip, Blackie lowered the wand toward his half- 
brother’s face. 

“Nooooooo!” Lance howled. “Dad, don’t! Don’t let 
him! ” 

Blackie stared. Everyone waited. 
“Do it,” Gaviel said. ‘You know you want to. Do it 

now.” Perfuming his words were the strength and lure that 
had led generations to defy Heaven. 

Hearing those tones, Black Hawk O’Hanlon visibly 
relaxed. He breathed out, his shoulders dropped, he 
breathed in again. 

Then he stabbed Sheriff Grant Dagley in the eye. 
“Take that, rape-o!” 
All hell broke loose. 
In  the chaos, no one noticed the sound of approaching 

engines. 
4 * *  

Dagley screamed and turned away, but Blackie got a hard 
boot into the sheriffs face before Dagley could get his arms 
UP. 
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“Black Hawk! What are you doing?’ Teddy shouted. 
Gaviel started to snicker. 
Tim bolted up and seized Blackie, pinninghis arms and 

lifting him, but Black Hawk landed one last solid kick on 
Dagley’s chin before Tim pulled him away. 

Lance immediately stood and started to run. His father 
tried to grab him, but the boywas too scared, too quick, too 
greasy with the sweat of fear. 

Agun went off. 
Teddy turned at the sound and heard a second shot, he 

saw Tim staggering back and bleeding Blackie was holding 
a small pistol, one of the several Dagley had brought, and 
Teddy wondered if that was why he’d wanted his clothing. 

Then the anger came back. Blackiewas everythingwrong 
with his life, rolled up into one package. He hadn’t wanted 
Blackie, hadn’t wanted to fuck Joellen, hadn’t wanted to 
have sexual dysfunction because of it for decades, and now 
Blackie was ruining his sacrifice too. He had the holy blood, 
his blood, but so did Tim. That sacred blood was running 
out on the ground. 

Teddy held out a hand, called Avitu’s wind, and the 
pistol nestled in Dagley’s clothing whirred through the air 
to him. 

Gaviel turned and calmly walked to the Tree. 
“Let’s renegotiate,” he said. Then he disappeared. 
Teddy had never fired a pistol in his life, but he was too 

dose to miss, he aimed it right at his son’s head but Blackie 
had his arm free and his gun was up too. 

A Mexican standoff. 
“You bastard!” Teddy shrieked. 
“Your bastard!” Blackie shouted back. The two men 

glared, each holding a gun only inches from the other. 
Foramoment, therewasjustthecrackle offire, Dagley’s 

muffled curses, Lance’s receding screams and the faint 
echo of engines. Then another gunshot. 

Teddy dropped, half his face blood and meat , and for 
a second Blackie wondered if he’d shot him-but no, the 
hole was in the side of his head. 
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Blackie felt a pistol barrel touch his temple. It was still 
hot. Suddenly, he could see Hasmed standing next to him, 
he could smell the cordite from the demon’s gun. 

“Be smart,” Hasmed said. “Drop it.” 
Blackie dropped it. 
Slowly, Grant unwound from his crouch, realizing that 

his face didn’t hurt, realizing his eye was healed. With a 
snarl, he dove for his clothing, burrowing for the gun he 
still thought was there.. . 

Tim was healed too, and he arose. 
“Sabriel, ” Tim said clearly, “kill Hasmed.” 
“Nah,” she replied. 
Grady spoke again, repeating the Name he’d used be- 

Vhat’s ... huh. ..”Thomas stammered, lookingaround. 
“Thomas, sweetie, you might want to laugh now,” she 

told him. “As for me, I think I’ll start killing some priests.” 
But then she, too, vanished. 

fore. She shrugged and raised her middle finger. 

“PUT YOUR HANDS UP! THIS IS THE FBI!” * * *  
“I KNEW YOU WOULD BETRAY ME!” Avitu shrieked. Her 

words, enraged and tormented, echoed through time, 
shadows and reflections reverberating to form her ultimate 
statement. 

But since this was the Blue, the Godspace, they weren’t 
just words. Here, expressing rage and getting revenge were 
the same thing. Her words were like chains or blades or 
flames, twisting in around Gaviel. Even that comparison 
couldn’t do them justice. Theywere the words of an angel, 
more real than any chain or blade or flame. 

“YOU’RE LYING,” Gaviel responded. “IFYOU’D KNOWN, IT 
WOULD HAVE NEVER BEEN SO SIMPLE. Y O U  SUSPECTED, BUT 1 
PLANNED FORYOUR PETTY SuSPlcIoN.”  And he did not merely 
speak the truth, his words were truth, the truth he was 
forcing upon her. 

“YOUR PLANS ARE NOTHING AGAINST MY POWER,” she an- 
swered. “ALL YOU HAVE DONE IS DELIVER YOURSELF TO ME.” 

That was her truth, her power. He didn’t try to deny it. 
Instead, he chose to usurp it. 

71.142.14.190



.a 
Hisvoice crackled forthwith phrases that were not mere 

patterns of sound in air, but waves in the fabric of reality. 
He spoke two syllables, the part of her Name that she had 
given to him. He spoke to seize her strength, but it was not * 
enough, it w a s  two parts in a multitude, she encircled him, 0 

And he kept on speaking, adding to those two syllables, * * others he had learned from Hasmed, forming a long and 
complex Name. Each separate idea turned her against 
herself, and each phrase containing them laid bare her 2 
secrets. Some ofthe conceptswerewrong, some hadchanged 
over the centuries, but the core components were still true. * 
She was, at heart, still a defender, she still sought to heal and ;L) 
help humanity, however twisted and strange her means had * 
become. And so, the Name he had learned from Hasmed, 2 
the Name she had given her commander during the War, v1 * still had the power to bind and confine. 

It was a lot. Backed by Gaviel’s cunning, and hiswilling- 
.ness to pare his thralls very thin, it was almost enough. But 
Gaviel’s flawless confidence shookas he spoke his last word 
and realized it was not enough to destroy her. It wasn’t even 
enough to stop her. 

She would crush him in minutes instead of seconds, but 
the outcome was no longer in doubt. The Tree of Igno- 
rance was just too strong. 

Like so many, Gaviel had come to Las Vegas planning a 
gamble. Like most of them, he lost. 

growing. x 

* * *  
Sabriel was in the clouds. Avitu had tried to pull her 

down and imprison her in the earth, but Sabriel had 
navigated Avitu’s secret courses before and slipped free 
during the Tree’s distraction. She found herself in Jenni- 
fer Arliss’s old prison. 

She gazed at the frozen lightning, and up at the ground 
in the place of the sky. This moment of frozen time, a 
lightning-stroke stretched to infinity, was another place 
where Avitu hid her soul. Sabriel smiled, all alone, and 
spread her wings. 
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w From a pocket, she produced a canister of yellow pow- 
der-mustard seed. She’d need it to make Avitu’s binding 
pattern. She began to fly and spread the dust, weaving 
chains for the demon’s soul. 

Gaviel had told her Avitu would cave in quickly, so 
$ Sabrielwas unprepared when the lightning reached out and 
% struckher. 
d 
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* + *  
In Los Angeles, Stuart Flaubert spun his car onto the 

next exit ramp, prompting a cacophony of car horns as he 
fought to obey the urge to return to theTree, immediately, 
at top speed. InVegas, Pam Creed obeyed the same urge, 
leaping out of a hairdresser’s chair to run for her car. But 
they didn’t have the blood, they could not fully hold her. 

Grant Dagley felt the power surge into him, and it was 
good. He left off the search for a weapon, for now he knew 
he was a weapon, and he turned to Blackie and struck the 
ground with his fist. 

The earth leaped up and seized the young man. A wave 
of mud flowed up him, clamping on his legs and his thighs 
andhiswaist. Blackie raised his gun, fired, missed, and then 
the dirt was up over his arms, up to his neck, pinning him 
with the strength of soil, he was being buried alive. 

Grant saw his pistol lying next to that dead wimp Teddy. 
He made the stone freeze and waddled over to get the gun. 

“I’mashove thisin your mouthandshoot your goddamn 
head off,” he said, quite matter-of-factly. 

The greatest lurch of power, however, went to Tim 
Grady, the Hollywood Ice Pick, the last of Avitu’s sacred 
bloodline to accept her holy priesthood. He faced the 
demon Hasmed and called the force of the storm. 

Once a mighty angel of storms himself, Hasmed was 
neverthelessblastedbackby a torrent ofwind andlightning. 
He arosewinged and awful, but Tim Grady could no longer 
feel awe. His poor broken mind could respond to only a few 
things, and one of those was the will of his owner, Avitu. 

Two storm demons struggled, each trying to squeeze 
their power through the narrow aperture of a mortal body 
and spirit. But one had been back in the world for less than 
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a year, and the other had gathered strength for centuries. 
Once her commander, Hasmedwas nowbadlyovermatched. 
Avitu flung him to the ground, and the ground reached up 
to seize him. 

Then the wind became foul as the Reaper of Souls 
appeared. He said not a word but raised his scythe, aiming 
for the back of Grady’s head. 

“No!” 
Usiel blinked as a ghost appeared before him, a naked 

woman with red hair blowing in the dust storm. “He’s 
mine,” Rosemary snarled. “He murdered me, and I own 
him! ” 

With an annoyed grunt, the Reaper swept his scythe 
through her, calling her into him. But that pause was 
enough, it was the time Tim needed to awaken the stone 
beneathusiel’s feet, time enoughforAvitu to workthrough 
him and call the lightning. It was enough time for Grant to 
howl and blaspheme, his words shaking apart the connec- 
tion between Usiel’s potent spirit and the vulnerable flesh 
of Clive Keene, the mortal man whose body held the 
mightiest of Slayers. Avitu could feel the Reaper’s strength, 
and she knew her only hope was to hold nothing back. 

(With a pained, sudden cough, Stuart Flaubert pulled 
over. He could feel breath going in and out of his lungs, but 
it didn’t seem to be doing him any good, he was still 
smothering.) 

(Joeesha Murfee felt the same thing, but much harder 
and quicker. Lessvaluable to Avitu, her soulwas burned up 
to fuel the demon’s battle.) 

Hasmed struggled, but Avituwas far too strong. Through 
her, through her priest, the winds that had been his life 
were rending him to pieces. He made to speak her Name, 
but this was not a pure space where thought and word were 
one. Here he needed breath and tongue and lips to speak, 
and his breath was stolen by the whirlwind, his mouth 
blocked by probing fingers of sand. 

“DROP THE GUN AND PUT YOUR HANDS UP!” 
Special Agent Gabe McKenzie shouted through his 
bullhorn. He needed it to be heard above the shrieks of the 
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$ air. His officers had found Lance and were proceeding 
4 toward the fire, pistols drawn and rifles ready, while Gabe 
0 aimed through the dust cloud at the naked gunman. 
gc m “BAJAELARMA!” he tried. Then, because some people 

only respond to rudeness, “DROP THE GODDAMN 
$ GUN! TIM LA CHINGADA PISTOLA!“ 
c And then, because he had no other choice, he put a a bullet through Grant Dagley’s back. * + *  

Sabriel dodged and fluttered, with Avitu’s lightning 
reach only inches behind her. She had danced with this 
lightningbefore, but this time therewere no hostages to use 
as shelter, this time each stroke was closer than the one 
before it. 

And then the lightning was gone, winked out. For a 
moment, Sabriel was baffled. Then she looked up and 
around and saw the movement begin. 

Time had come to Avitu’s stolen moment. A sun that 
had stood for centuries began to roll once more. 

Sabriel wondered how long she had to complete her 
pattern before the realm collapsed altogether. * + *  

Inside the cage of the Reaper’s heart, Usiel spoke to 
Rosemary. 

‘(SHEDIDIT,YOUKNOW,” he toldher. “HEONLYMURDERED 
BECAUSE OF HER HOLD OVER HIM. HE IS YOUR ENEMY, BUT THE 
DEMON IS NO LESS.” 

“He makes me real,” Rosemary whined. “He keeps me 
alive! ” 

“No. YOU’RE NOT m. YOU’RE NOT SUPPOSED TO BE 
REAL.’’ The soil was hardening around him, he was trapped 
as hammers oflightning struckhim once, t e c e .  He drewon 
his beloved Glenda, but tookonly the little he dared. He did 
not have much time. 

“YOU CAN CLING TO YOUR ABUSERS AND STRUGGLE TO STAY 
TRAPPED HERE. O R Y O U  CAN AVENGEYOURSELF, MAKE AN ENDTO 
IT, AND BE FREE. MY STRENGTH ISWANING, so I’M GOINGTO GIVE 
YOU YOUR CHOICE.” 

He exhaled her. 
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For a minute, Rosemary hesitated. Then she steppedin m 
Tim Grady froze. The stormbegan to drop. Awhimper $ 

Y8 m “Yes,” Rosemary said. “You remember me. And it’s 
x 

Great sobs of horror escaped the huge man’s throat, @ 

Q and his piss struck the desert sand. Killer and victim locked 
eyes as she tried to show him, tried to make him understand. 

Behind him, the Reaper of Souls broke free of the stony $ 
hold and raised his weapon of release. 

“I’m sorry,” Tim Grady whispered. His tears spattered ’ 
@ 

on the dry ground. An instant later, his blood did too. 
The strike team surrounded the fire and the Tree as the @ 

rending dust storm died out. Hasmed and Usiel felt the E 
pressure of those human gazes, pressing them back into 

Hasmed didn’t want the hassles of being seen, so he 
wasn’t seen. He picked up Tim Grady’s severed head and 
started drawing Avitu’s binding seal in the sand around the 
tree, muttering the incantation as he did. The police never 
looked at him, theyjust instinctively stepped out of his way. 

Usiel, no longer a winged apparition of doom, but 
merely a tired-looking man, staggered over to the burned- 
out trunk and sagged against it. He made sure the ring on 
his hand pressed the blackened wood. 

“PUTYOUR HANDS UP!” Gabe commanded. Usiel 
ignored him. 

front of Tim Grady and said, “Look at me.” 

escaped his throat. 

your fault. Because of you, a memory is all I am.” 

human shape. m 

* * $  
Sabriel completed her design, a yellow mirror of 

Hasmed’s red rune. * * $  
In the space without space, Gaviel felt that inexorable 

pressure ease, and then collapse altogether. He didn’t know 
whathad happened, but heknewwhathewanted. Athought, 
a word, a pattern-all were one as he bound this third facet 
of the great demoness. * * *  
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Usiel was the last to act. He could feel Avitu being 
confined, and his role was to deliver the final stroke, to use 
his severing tool and lay her open. Once he split her wide, 
they would feed like pigs at a trough. 

Even at that last moment, clinging to that blasted trunk, 
he wondered why he was doing it. Gaviel had lured him with 
promises of the richness of Avitu’s soul and, when that 
wasn’t enough, hadgoaded him by threateningsabriel. Did 
Gaviel really have her Name? Would he really use it? Usiel 
still didn’t know. In the end, he’d decided not to risk it. 

Even as he’d made that decision, he’d heard Lucifer’s 
words. “I can’tlet thousandswreakhavocbecause one might 
repent.” Was Sabriel even worth saving? She’d gone along 
with Gaviel’s planwillingly, even eagerly. Her vengeance on 
Avitu meant more to her than the chance of peace or 
recovery with Usiel. 

In  the end he made the cut. 
Perhaps, like Lucifer, he felt that Avitu was a threat too 

grave to ignore. Or perhaps he reasoned that she was 
doomed anyhow, and he was as justified in  benefiting from 
her death as anyone. 

But most likely he did it because, like Gaviel, he wanted 
to. And that was what he did not want to face. He wanted to 
kill her and steal her power, and it was sweet, it was good. 
The consumption lured and fascinated him in a way even 
Sabrielcouldnot, and thepromiseofmore-so immediate, 
so real-drove him like no misty hint of salvation could. * * *  

Sabriel took the knowledge of storms, fighting Hasmed 
for pieces of it, but it was hers by right, the movement of 
water throughwind andwinduponwater. She tookit, along 
with the sensations of a thousand years of bringing nour- 
ishing rain for generations of worshippers. 

Gaviel sought the command of stone, greedily sucking 
in the right to shake the earth and form it to hiswill, as Avitu 
had to shield her tribe and smite their enemies. 

Hasmed absorbed her skills with the flesh of men, the 
power that had saved countless infants through rude births, 
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that had blessed her people with health through harsh 
winters, thathadswept their rivals asidewith reekingplague. 

AndUsiel, he tookher feelings for humanity, her ability 
to look through their eyes and follow their movements and 
feel their sensations. With it came her horror at short years 
of grinding toil and fear and mortality, her despair, the 
helpless empathy that led her to declare war on conscious- 
ness, that led her to think men would be better off as mere 
beasts. 

It was a rich meal, and they all savored each flavor from 
her past. 

And then the unexpected happened. 

“Are you okay there?” Gabe approachedcautiously, gun 
still at the ready, creeping toward the man who was clutch- 
ing the burned out trunk. Then he heard a soft cry and 
turned. Eyes wide, he realized he’d finally found May 
Carter. 

* + + *  

+ * t f  
The feasters found Avitu’s deepest memory. 
They had stripped her down, consumed her existence as 

a goddess, as ademon in Hell, as awarrior against God, and 
now, like a tiny pearl buried in the rotted flesh of a dead 
oyster, they found the angel she had been before the fall. 

The purity gave them pause. 
Could we save her? Hasmed wondered. What would 

happen? All that rancid shit, the thousand years ofpain, 
they’regone now, and this is what’slefi. Her last, bestpart. 
What happens if we back off now? Is she born again as a n  
angel? Is there enough ofher to salvage? 

Sabriel had similar thoughts, for even though she had 
told Usiel that her old self was dead-had believed it pas- 
sionately-she now sawAvitu as she had been, as a newborn 
Angel of Life, untouched by bad choices and unstained by 
tragedy. She hesitated, and she tried to stop the others. 

But Gaviel saw only the finest treasure of a creature who 
had defied him, who had bested him, who had stolen power 
and privilege he coveted. Avitu had wounded his pride, and 
that blinded him to any thought of mercy. He could not see 
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how she could be saved, and even if he had, he would have 
said she did not deserve it. He plunged onward, plundering 
her last scrap of identity. 

Usiel joined him. He knew it was wrong and cruel and 
heartless. But he could not resist. 

Sabriel withdrew in disgust, returning to the physical 
world as a cloud of mist drifting among the guns and men 
and ashes. Hasmed, too, stepped away, shaking his head. 
Ignored, he walked back toward the cars. 

When Gaviel had consumed the ultimate gasp ofAvitu, 
he sank into the soil and waited, still grinning. 

And Usiel drunk on the power of slaying a goddess, 
opened his eyes. 

“Sir! Put your hands on your head.” 
“Very well,” Usiel said, peeking over his shoulder. 
One of the FBI men gasped and started clutching at his 

throat. 
“O’Neil! What’swrong?” Gabe asked. O’Neil couldn’t 

reply. 
Usiel started to turn. “Face the tree!” Gabe shouted. 

With a shrug, the prisoner complied. 
Another agent fell. This one had blood pouring out of 

his nose and mouth, and he couldn’t seem to stop cough- 
ing. 

“I’mready for you to arrest me. Ifyou dare,” Usiel said. 
Gabe looked at him, at the two downed agents, and then a 
third fell, convulsing in the dust, heels kicking helplessly. 

A thin fog of water vapor floated past the Reaper, and a 
voice echoed in his mind instead of his ear. 

Usiel, please. Stop it. 
Very well, sweet Sabriel. For you.” He turned, ignor- 

“Mortals.” He shook his head in contempt. Then there 
ing Gabe’s brandished pistol, and snorted. 

was a gust of odious wind, and he was gone. 
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How does one punish a creature that has endured Hell? 
What torment could compare with the prison of the Al- 
mighty? 

One can threatenwith more of the same, but even some 
demons feel sympathy, and anyone freed from the Pit 
would think twice before returning anyone there. Espe- 
cially someone whose previous service had been brave and 
intelligent. 

“I am disappointed with you, Mukikel,” Princess 
Nazathor said. 

Her words were more than words. Her words conveyed 
a sense of sorrow and regret that a thousand human poets 
wouldneed a thousand years to write. In those wordswas the 
weight of a ruined world. 
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Mukikel hung her head. She knew the Princess would 
not harm her, but hearing those words, she excoriated *3 

0 herself. 
B.r ln 
b 
% a 

“Forgive me,” she whispered. 
There was a pause. Then Mukikel whispered again, and 

what came out was more than words. She spoke herself, 
naked and vulnerable, her True Name submitted freely as 
a gesture of repentance. Her words were the ultimate 
regret. 

The Princess nodded, and the Autumn Overlord-still 
burned and aching-rose and departed. * * *  

“Can we talk about this now?” 
Sabriel looked at Hasmed, who shrugged. “Sure,” she 

replied. 
“Okay,” Thomas said. Then he stopped. “Okay,” he 

said again. 
The three of them had driven all night to get away from 

the compound, pausing only to stop at motels to steal new 
cars, and all-night service stations so that Hasmed could 
shoplift the other two some new shorts and T-shirts. 

“So.. . okay.. . what happened?” 
“Is this going to be like the time we rented The Usual 

Suspects and watched it while you were stoned?” Sabriel 
said. “’Cause if it is, I’m not even going to bother.” 

Dawn was breaking, and they’d pulled into a truck stop 
for gas and breakfast at Stuckey’s. 

“Let’s start with when I... you know, the thing at the 
lake. ” 

“All fake,” Sabriel said. 
“So all that stuff ...” 
“Big fake out.” 
“And that creepy fucker at  the camp?” 
“Barney?” Shesmiled. “It’sjustapieceofmeat, Tommy. 

“But why?” 
“Because theyfiguredAvituwouldpry any Name yougot 

out of your head,” Hasmed said, spooning unflavored 
oatmeal into his mouth. ‘You wouldn’t have a chance of 

Though you were very noble.” 
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* fooling Avitu, so you had to believe the lie yourself in order 
to pass it on.” 

‘<So I was never really in control of you?” * 
face. n 

“Not for a second,” Sabriel said, a sweet smile on her 3 n 
Thomas sat and digested that, along with part of an X 

QJ 
G, 

‘What about that Reaper guy? What was his thing?” m 
“Gaviel talked him into it.” 
Thomas nodded again, wondered briefly about the $ 

9 
@ 
w 
QJ 

* 
v! 
n 

omelet. 

specifics but decided they didn’t really matter. 
“Okay, so.. . what about the eye-gouging?” 

“Helped?” W 

“Gaviel helped Mr. Black out with that,” Sabriel said, 
nodding at Hasmed. 

“Gave him a little nudge. Like he used to nudge you all 
the time,” Hasmed said. He poked at his side dish. “Fresh 
fruit my ass,” he murmured. 

“So he knew Black was gonna stick Dagley?” 
“He probably didn’t,’’ Sabriel said. “He probably fig- 

ured he’d sacrifice the boy.” 
“That would be a big distraction for the Tree,” Hasmed 

said. “The original plan was for me or the Reaper to ice 
Black as soon as he got invested as a priest. He’d be real 
vulnerable then, and it’d be a good way to waste a lot of 
Avitu’s power fast. But then Black got squirrelly, so we had 
to improvise.” 

Thomas stared down at his food. “So Gaviel would have 
just let him do it?” 

“’Fraid so.” 
Tom pushed his plate away. “Pardon me.” He went 

The two demons ate in silence. ‘You want the rest of my 

“No,” Hasmed said. “That stuff is fucking disgusting.” 
‘Yeah.” Shepushedit away. “Ican’tbelieve theReaper ... 

toward the bathroom. 

biscuits and gravy?” Sabriel asked. 

you know. At the end.” 
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‘ W h y  not? He was jonesin’ for a big juicy soul all along. 
Why else would he throw in with a motley group of assholes 
like us?” 

“You’re righe. I guess I just expected better from him.” 
“The guy busted a multiple-murderer psychopath out 

“Those were just mortals,” Sabriel objected. ‘With ... 

‘Yeah, well, we all had some rude awakenings.” 
“So you were ...” 
“With my old buddy? Shit yeah.” Hasmed looked away, 

out at the sun rising over the highway. One finger rubbed 
the scar on his forehead. 

“I think Gaviel’s wounded a lot worse than I am,” he 
said, “and I don’t think he’ll ever heal.” 

Sabriel nodded, and excused herself. O n  her way to the 
restroom, she met Thomas coming back. 

“Thomas?” she asked. “When you thought you were my 
master, why didn’t you take revenge?” 

He shrugged. “I dunno.” 
“You can’t do better than that?” 
He frowned. “My first parole officer had this little sign 

on the wall in her office,” he said. “She was the softy kind of 
one, the one who always wanted to talk, real nice, candy on 
the desk, wanted to be a social worker ... and this sign, 
someone had made it for her. It was burned into a wood 
plaque, and it said, ‘Hate won’t save you. Hate won’t help 
you. Hate won’t even make you feel better.”’ He shrugged. 
“I thought it was kinda gay, but ... I can still remember it, I 
guess. 

of jail and you expected better?” 

us... I guess I thought ...” 

“Do you want out?” 
“Out?” 
“If you want, I’ll release you from our pact.” 
Thomas blinked. 
“Huh?” 
‘Youwouldn’tbe able to changeanymore, andIwouldn’t 

take anything from you anymore.” She looked down at her 
feet and twirled a strand of hair around her finger. “You 
want out?” 

71.142.14.190



.a 
Thomas said yes. Later, he was surprised that he’d had !Z * 

s “Okay. It’s done.” * 
ttl “ust like that?” 
n “Mm hm. Don’t tell Harvey, okay?” 

“Sure.” x 
gz 
0 

Then she was gone into the ladies’ room. 

to think about it. She nodded. 

* * *  * 
Time passed. * * *  
Once the crime scene calmed down, Gaviel arose from 

register that a naked black man-holy crap, it was Noah 
Wallace!-was walking toward her when he spoke. 

“HI,” he said. ‘You SHOULD GIVE ME SOME CLOTHINGAND 
A RIDE INTO TOWN. ALSO, SOME MONEY.” 

his stony rest. An evidence technician just had time to % 

6 
*.I m 
m * * *  

In a mountain cave, in the highland border between 
Turkey and Iraq, native Kurds prayed to their new god, 
their Death God, for the power to drive forth their oppres- 
sors. 

“Usi-el! Usi-el! Usi-el!” they chanted. But their lord 
did not appear until they made their sacrifice. 

* 9 9  
The trials arising from the “Tree of Death” cult raid 

were a media spectacular. Grant Dagley was convicted of 
multiple murders after Oscar Black turned state’s evidence 
and described what the National Enquirer dubbed Dagley’s 
“Rape Barn.” The next rape Dagley experienced was his 
own, in prison. He wasn’t there long, though. Carrying 
Avitu’s power without the priestly blood to protect him 
wasn’t tenable for a mortal frame. He was sicka lot, and he 
died three weeks after the Nevada Attorney General finally 
acquiesced to the State of Illinois’s request that Dagley face 
charges for the crimes he committed while wearing a badge 
before those committed as a cultist. Joan Pratt, who had 
already begun to raise money for a run to become Illinois 
Attorney General based on her longstanding investigation 
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into the Dagley case, was removed from the role of chief 
prosecutor when Oscar Black‘s story of having left an 
anonymous call about Dagley’s barn months earlier became 
public. Her replacement had just begun deposing Dagley’s 
former deputies when the accused saved the Illinois tax- 
payer a great deal of money. 

Oscar Black himself was judged one of the most fasci- 
nating people of the year. No one ever conclusively proved 
whether or not he was Black Hawk O’Hanlon, and then no 
one ever proved if Black Hawk O’Hanlon participated in 
any of his mother’s crimes, or was (as Black claimed to be) 
essentially a helpless hostage along for the ride. Gabe 
McKenzie testified that when he got on the scene, Black had 
been encased in some kind of quick-set cement and had to 
be dug free-testimony that directly contradicted Lance 
Mason’s tearful testimony that Black had saved his life at  
tremendous personal risk. 

For years, crime buffs would spin elaborate theories 
connecting Lance Mason, Joellen O’Hanlon, Grant Dagley 
and the decapitated Hollywood Ice Pick. They tied them to 
dozens, then hundreds of unsolved murders and abduc- 
tions. But none of them even came close to guessing the 
truth. * * *  

Gabe McKenzie had the unpleasant task of bringing 
May Carter home. Adoctor who examined her guessed that 
the lobotomy was performed before the police even knew 
she was missing. McKenzie couldn’t have saved her, no  
matter how quickly he’d found her. 

It w a s  cold comfort. * * *  
Mitch Berger was living in a slum in Mexico City, 

working as a day laborer when Shadrannat and Mukikel 
came for him. 

They were not gentle. * * *  
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Sal moved to St. Louis. There, he met a creature called 
the Stone of Despair, and they both got jobs working at the m 

* * *  m 
Gateway Arch. B 

# 

The Reverend Matthew Wallace offered to perform the n 
funeral rites for Leotis Grant and Renee DeVries. Both 5 
children had been mentored by his missing son Noah, and Q 

both had died-suddenly, inexplicably, painfully-on the 
0 same night. Matthew was the only one to connect their 

deaths, and he was the only one who thought there was some 4 
link to the FBI raid hundreds of miles away that same 

The Grants and DeVries declined. No one wanted to 
evening. -u 

* * *  IU 

$ 
Q1 
@ 
VI 
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hear it. No one wanted to hear about devils. 

More time passed. 

Pam Creed, who had felt Avitu die, drove right past the 
compound when she saw the flashing lights, turned around 
and went home and took the curlers out of her hair. She 
went into therapy and got a job in  a credit union and lived 
a marginal life for a while, until she killed herself. 

Avitu’s other surviving priest, Stuart Flaubert, didn’t 
even last that long. He continued to try to practice her faith, 
got caught by the police and spent the remainder ofhis days 
in prison. 

* * *  

* * +  
“The opera finishes at IO:OO,” Sabriel-today going by 

Irene Wasserstein-said, looking at a tiny and feverishly 
expensive watch. “Come a little early and wait for me.” 

‘Yes ma’am,’’ her loyal thrall Barney said, emerging 
from the limousine to open her door for her. 

She stepped out of the car and was glorious. 

Hasmed was going over Tina’s latest skill worksheets 
with her when he felt the presence. He tried to get her out 
of the house, but the presence came up on him too fast. 

* * *  
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They didn’t even bother with the door. One minute it 
was just Tina and Hasmed, trying to rush out the back, and 
then the living room was full. 

Sal Macellaio looked at him dully. He’d lost weight. 
Something else about him seemed absent too, but you 
couldn’t say exactly what. 

The Stone of Despair was there too. 
In between them, the demon lordvodantu tookshape. 
Tina screamed and hid her face from something that 

was all eyes and wings made of brushed steel. Its voice made 
the windows shake. 

“HASMED,” it said. “MY ERRANT SERVANT.” 
“Tina, run.” Hasmed smashed out a window with his 

elbow, tried to hoist her through it but she was thrashing 
and fightinghim. Shewas hysterical, and he knewshewould 
never outrun the Stone anyway. Not if it wanted her. 

“LET NO ONE SAY I AM NOT PATIENT AND FORGIVING. I WILL 
HOLD OUT ONE MORE CHANCETOYOU. ONE MORE OPPORTUNITY 
T O  RETURN TO MY FOLD. I F  YOU BUT SLAY THE GIRL, YOU MAY 
SERVE ME ONCE MORE-THOUGH UNDER THE SUPERVISION O F  
SALVATORE, HERE.”  

“I won’t.’’ 
Hasmed didn’t keep guns in the house, but he knew 

they’d do little againstvodantu anyhow. He lashed outwith 
wind instead, with a torrent of plague and pollution. He 
drained Paum into convulsions, hoping that itwould some- 
how harm Vodantu, or even just slow it down. 

But no. 
Vodantu spoke again, and this time the name he gave 

Hasmed was no mere word, but that spirit’s place in the 
universe. 

“BY THY NAME I BIND THEE. CEASE YOUR INSOLENT RESIS- 
TANCE. ” 

Hasmed could do nothing but obey. Tina had curled 
into a ball around his feet, sobbing. 

Hasmed glared at Sal. ‘You must be real proud,” he 
said. 

“SLAY THE CHILD.” 
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* 
m A trickle of blood seeped down from the mark o n  

Hasmed’s brow. “I won’t,’’ he said again. 

EVENYOUR NAME OUT OFTRUE. BUT WHYDO YOU DEFYME?YOU m 
KNOW HER FATE. You KNOW SHE’LL DIE SOME DAY. WHY RESIST n 
THE INEVITABLE?” At 

Hasmed looked up, and a small smile quirked his * 
4 mouth. “I can’t believe I’m gonna die protecting a human. 

But, here we are.” 
‘VERY NOBLE. VERY FUTILE. IS THAT you w m  AS $ 

YOUR FINAL STATEMENT?” 

“How about this?” He threw back his shoulders, and 3 
spread out his wings. And this time, the light that flowed @ 
from his face was pure and unsullied. “MAYBE HUMAN LIFE E 
HAS VALUE. MAYBE IT’S WORTH FIGHTING FOR. EVERY LAST !g 

m 
v1 

Vodantu’s mechanical voice ground through Hasmed’s m 
True Name again, and this time the command was, “DE- 
STROY YOURSELF! ” 

Hasmed had no choice but to obey. His relationship to 
Tina was different, his connection to the world and hu- 
manity had changed drastically since he’d become free. But 
his connection to Vodantu he could not alter or sever. 

“REMARKABLE. Y O U R  MISPLACED AFFECTION HAS WARPED 

SECOND.” 

There was a flare of light, and he was gone. 
Then those baleful eyes turned themselves upon Tina 

Ciullo. 
*‘AND WHAT SHALL WE DO WlTH YOU?” * * *  
“Man,”ThomasRamonesaidashe enteredhiscramped, 

messy Louisiana apartment. “Work was all hassle today.” 
“Same here,” Black Hawk O’Hanlon replied from the 

sofa. Two thirds of a Pabst six-packwas sitting on the orange 
crate they used as an end table. “Nothin’ but piss and moan 
all day long.” He tossed a beer to his roommate. 

“An’ the Honda’s still pinging, even with premium 
gas. 

“Maybe Saturday we can mess with it.” 
Tom cracked open the beer and sat on the couch. 

“Dude,” he said, ‘‘I’m real sorry.” 
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a tu “What for?:’ 
4 “Just wait a minute.” 

Seconds passed, and then Blackie grimaced and waved a 

“Damn it!” Blackie said. “That’s fuckin’ rank! You have 

“Chili,” Thomas said smugly. “You want me to light a 

“You light a match and the whole floor could blow! 

They were silent as Thomas’s fart dissipated. 
“So, anything on tonight?” 
“Silent Night, Deadly Night z starts at eight.” 
“Cool!” 
They ate microwave pizza rolls andwatched W a n d  were 

hand in front of his nose. Tom laughed. 

those burritos for lunch again?” b a 
% 
(5 match?” 

Shit!” 

silently grateful to be free men. 
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In the course of his life, Greg Stolze has had the 
glasses punched off his face by a police officer, has fallen 
in love, has ridden an elephant, has sat aroundwith three 
blonde women discussing their underwear, has danced 
badly, has gotten drunk, has danced while drunkand has 
written novels. Only the writing, the love and the el- 
ephant were as exciting as you'd think. 
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