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  Behold, I cry, ‘Violence!’ but I get no answer; I shout for help, but there is no justice. ~Job 19:7




To be alive at all is to have scars.John Steinbeck












  
  1

Early morning. Overcast. North Hollywood. I was a few streets over from my bookstore on Lankershim Boulevard. 
A young, unusually attractive woman, about five-six, Mediterranean skin, abundant dark brown hair, green eyes, strong jawline—Italian, maybe—stood among onlookers gathered in front of a small nondenominational church with giant electrical towers behind it and yellow crime scene tape in front. As the police went about their business, I watched her. She was lithe but moved with purpose and strength. She wore a patterned cotton shirt, a sweater-jacket over it, a belt bag, jeans, and sneakers. She struck me as someone ready for anything—and a cloud of magical energy clung to her. She had a gift of some sort.
She rubbed the back of her neck and looked around for the source of her unease. Her eyes stopped on a tall middle-aged man. Rumpled, tweed jacket over faded blue jeans with sneakers. Unshaven for a couple of days. Tousled hair. She figured me for an actor, an author, or maybe an unstable eccentric—or so I found out a few days later.
I make it a policy not to draw attention to myself and was about to leave when the growing crowd forced a kid off the curb in front of an oncoming car. I managed to pull him back onto the curb a half-second before the car raced by, but I had to move a bit more quickly than humanly possible and hoped no one noticed. 
Later, she told me she remembered seeing the move but figured me for an athlete when I was younger, maybe football, by which she meant European football. I remember thinking at the time, old but nimble. I could live with that, and it surprised me, because why should I have cared what she thought? 
She turned back to the crime scene in time to see the police zip the pastor into a body bag. When she looked back, I was gone.
Later I learned she came back to the church that night in a light rain, its neon sign lit up despite the pastor’s death. She snuck onto the cordoned-off church property and walked around the buildings, sensing things unseen, her hands spread out in front of her like receivers, which they are, picking up a vestige of anything magical within the recent past. They led her to a walkway between the church and the pastor’s residence. As she walked, her left hand lightly followed the church wall contours, until she suddenly jerked it away. She took a couple of deep breaths to steady herself, then carefully placed her hand back on the wall. She struggled to keep it there, soaking up information until satisfied she had it all.
She was about to leave when the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She looked up to find a demonic beast watching from the residence rooftop: a barghest, like a giant muscular dog with a face like a bat. Vampyrum spectrum, to be specific. In some cultures, these things show up when you’re about to die.
She casually back-pedaled, but the beast leapt from the roof, landing no more than fifteen feet away. She did the only thing she could do: girded herself for a fight.
The thing ran and leaped at her with preternatural speed, but she was strangely fast too, and threw a knockback spell at the beast, an unseen force like a condensed hurricane shot out of cannon. It met the thing half way, threw it back twenty feet and knocking it silly. The barghest staggered to its feet, shook it off, and came at her again. This time, the beast made it closer to the young woman before she could manage another knockback spell, though it had the same effect. Once again, the barghest got to its feet, shook it off and—angry now—rushed her. Closing the distance in an instant, the beast swiped at her a few times and tried to get behind her for a neck bite, but she was faster, and each time she blocked its swipes and kept the beast in front of her. The weight difference favored the beast, however, and the young woman tired. Sensing this, the barghest came for her again, but instead of simply blocking, she stepped inside the would-be strike as she blocked it and placed her free hand firmly on the barghest’s forehead. Her hand glowed like a hot ember, and the beast turned to dust.
Standing in the alleyway catching her breath, she felt something on her face, touched it, felt pain, looked at her fingers and saw blood glistening in the harsh light of the neon church sign. It wasn’t serious, but the beast had slipped one strike past her defenses.

      [image: ]The next day the sky was dreary over my place, Fellian’s New and Antiquarian Books, a repurposed two-story brick firehouse that had been scheduled for demolition until I bought it, had it gutted, and brought up to code. Inside there’s exposed brick, big timbers, subdued lighting, and great coffee. Upstairs the firemen’s living quarters became my apartment.
I had a chip on my shoulder and only considered two people friends. Well, one wasn’t a person, technically.
The actual human was Father Carmichael of the Orthodox Church of America, retiring in three months. He was a tall man in his seventies, silver hair, fit for his age, wearing blue jeans, a navy-blue shirt with a roman collar, and a black button-up sweater. He was chatting about his research as I rang up his books.
“And, Ken, listen to this. Did you know paleochristians may have used a hallucinogenic beverage to gain visions of the hereafter?”
“Actually—”
“And it’s possible they got the recipe by way of ties to a Greco-Roman mystery school, and that school may have been only the most recent holder of a concoction handed down from generation to generation since the fog of prehistory!”
“Yes, I’m aware,” I said without thinking and wished I hadn’t.
“What? But how? This research is new and still very controversial. I must know your source. No, I must have your source!”
“I’ve paged through so many obscure books… Will there be anything else today?”
“Yes, I must know where you learned this. It’s of the greatest interest to me! A second source, especially an ancient one, would make for a very convincing argument in favor of the theory!”
“I’m sorry. I just don’t remember,” I lied. “Let me give it some thought.”
“Well, please do.”
I hoped he’d forget the conversation. The truth is, I knew about the psychedelic wine because I witnessed its use firsthand: It rendered the imbiber comatose for hours, slowed down their hearts and respiration to nearly undetectable—certainly undetectable back then—and caused not a few deaths. It also redirected the user’s consciousness to information not usually available to humans, the stuff of prophets, which can be problematic.
With the subject on pause, Carmichael pivoted to his other favorite topic as I finished ringing up his books—his concern that I spent far too much time in the store and should get out and enjoy life, make some friends. I inserted branded bookmarks into the books, put the books into a bag, and handed it to him.
“I get out, occasionally, and I consider you a friend. So, what are your plans for the evening?” I asked.
“Well, thank you for that, I consider you a friend too, but you’re avoiding the point…and you’re embarrassingly transparent. Nevertheless, I’ll table the topic, temporarily.”
“Thank you. I am curious, though. What does James Carmichael, nearly retired mediator between humans and deities, do with his evenings?”
“Oh, well, nothing really. And yes, I see the irony of that statement. Tonight, just a bit of a research project with some friends.”
“Sounds intriguing.”
“Yes, well, we’ll see. Must hurry off. Good to see you again.”
As I watched him head for the door, he struck me as uncharacteristically elusive, and a bit too anxious to end the conversation. I’d never noticed an air of secrecy about him before. He’d always seemed like an open book. But I just watched him open the door and leave.
I locked up, shut off all but a few lights, and climbed the stairs at the back of the store to my apartment.


      [image: ]I was sitting at my desk after dinner studying my laptop screen when Elder translocated into my one-bedroom apartment unannounced. I didn’t look up. It’s not the first time he’s invaded my inner sanctum. I tapped a few keys, looked up, and wasn’t at all happy about the result.
“I keep forgetting to put up wards to keep you out,” I said.
“The same wards would also keep you out, man.”
I turned around to look at him, a big, middle-aged hipster, soul patch, signature Hawaiian shirt, jeans, flip-flops, smug face. “I’ll think of something…maybe a sigil that protects me from the ward.”
He rolled his eyes. “And why would you think I couldn’t do that too?”
I turned back to the computer. “Shut up.”
The other character in my life is the fallen angel Asael—one of a group who came to Earth in prehistory, found human women irresistible, and took them for wives. For this and a few other indiscretions, he found himself imprisoned on Earth. Around a thousand years ago, he escaped.
Now he hides in plain sight under a human glamour as the owner of the jazz club Le Palais up the street from my store. Tattoos made of Enochian sigils, the language of Angels, which hide him from angelic Enforcers and demons alike, cover every inch of his body. He goes by Danny Elder these days, and I’m not sure how you’d describe our relationship.
He looked over my shoulder.
“Still looking for your nemesis?”
“It’s like he fell off the face of the Earth.”
“Not everyone has a social media profile, you dig? It would help if you knew his name.”
“Know his name. But I’ve hacked into official records in a dozen countries and used a facial recognition app. No record of him anywhere on Earth. Can’t feel him, either.”
“Concealment magic.”
I looked up at him. “I’d feel him anyway, unless—”
“He had some extrahuman help. Where’s that picture you drew?”
“Not a happy thought.” I shoved a pencil sketch on a scrubby piece of note paper toward him. He checked it out.
“Mediterranean-looking. Is it what you intended? Very distinctive face.”
“He’s Spanish. Name’s Hernándo Vidal.”
Elder nodded, pushed the drawing back toward me, and then he left me alone long enough to make me suspicious. I was just about to say something when he spoke.
“You know, I’ve been thinking…”
“Here we go.”
“We’re quite alike, you and I.”
“No, we’re not. You’re a hedonist.”
“True, but there are similarities. You must see it.”
I typed some more and pretended to use the mouse, hoping he’d take the hint.
“For example, we were both tossed for violating a stupid rule, and in both cases, it was about a woman.”
“You made your bed and slept in it. I was just doing my job.”
“Don’t give me that crap. You were in love, as was I.”
“Don’t you have a club to run?”
“I’ll tell you what is different between us. You’re wasting your time chasing a ghost when you could get on with your life. ‘To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that is all.’ Oscar Wilde.”
I typed some more—not convincingly, I suppose.
“Tell you what, when you give up searching for Hernándo what’s-his-name—and you will eventually—come visit my club. I keep telling you, you’ll love it, man. Best jazz this side of New York. We’ll have a great time.”
I turned to say something as Elder vanished. I sat back in my chair, ruminating.
I first met Elder on the day I arrived in this world. I awoke inside the body of a middle-aged man dressed in red swimming trunks and a full-face snorkel mask under thirty feet of murky water. He was floating in a lake, judging from the curious largemouth bass. The man was tall with good muscle definition, nicely tanned, and dead. It must’ve happened shortly before my arrival. My Grace was already healing the damage.
He was near the bottom of the lake where a sunken sailboat lay on its side. A snarl of ropes on the afterdeck had trapped his left ankle. He still clutched a knife in his right hand, above which was an expensive diving watch. He’d cut halfway through the rope holding him down.
I took control of his body, used the knife to free him, and swam toward the surface where I could see the bottom of another boat floating above me.
I broke the surface on the boat’s port side, climbed in, and looked around. The boat was about twenty-feet long, mahogany, in perfect shape, and anchored perhaps forty yards from an arid, mountainous shore. I had no idea how to operate it, where I was, or if I had retained any of my abilities. I decided to try something simple, focused, and willed the water away from the man’s body. The water on the body’s surface and from inside the fabric of the man’s trunks levitated away and fell to the deck of the boat in a nice round circle.
I felt a buildup of Celestial energy and manifested my gladius and shield without thinking about it as I whipped around in time to see a middle-aged man teleport into the aft seating area. He was wearing sunglasses, a Hawaiian shirt, white linen trousers, and brown leather sandals. I recognized it as a glamour hiding one of the Fallen. He made no attempt to defend himself or attack me. He gazed lovingly at the boat.
“She’s a beauty, isn’t she? A 1951 Greavette Streamliner ‘Peter Rock’ speedboat. Twenty-two-foot, mahogany, inboard flathead six-cylinder engine…someone has a lot of money and wonderful taste. You can put your toys away. I’m an ex-Watcher. Had nothing to do with The War.”
I read him. He was telling the truth. I let my gladius and shield dematerialize.
“What do you want?”
“Not a thing. Curious, mostly. I’ve never seen an angel stuck inside a human body before.”
“How did you find me?”
“Massive disturbance in the force, man.”
“Force?”
“Right. New here. Never mind. Celestial energy.”
Of course. Something like this wouldn’t happen without a surge of power.
“Where am I?”
“Pyramid Lake, north of Los Angeles, California, United States, Earth.”
Kind of a smartass, but no sense of threat at the moment.
Since no one else was around, I figured this boat brought the dead man to the spot where his sailboat went down. I spotted clothes on the seat in front of the engine compartment. They looked like they’d fit the dead man perfectly. I rummaged through them and found identification and keys.
“What’s his name?”
“Kenrick Orson Fellian. Lives in Holmby Hills.”
“Exclusive homes off Sunset Boulevard.”
I turned to look at him. Noticed the high-end sigil tats covering most of his body.
“You know your way around Los Angeles?”
“Indeed, I do.”
“Your given name?”
“Asael. Yours?”
“Asariel.”
“No. The Asariel? Celebrated for dusting the worst monsters in Creation on the ramparts of Heaven?”
“Yeah. Do you know how to operate this boat, Asael?”
“Yes. I’m at your service. Welcome to the material world, and I go by Danny Elder these days.”
We found Fellian’s truck and trailer at the main boat ramp. Asael expertly backed the trailer into the water, maneuvered the speedboat onto the submerged trailer, and affixed it for transport. He drove us to Fellian’s place.
We drove through low arid hills up a narrow twisting road to a Spanish Colonial home surrounded by trees and tall plants. It sat behind a tall adobe wall with an iron gate for the driveway and another for a walkway to the front of the house.
“Nice pad. Check the glovebox for a remote.”
I had no idea what he was talking about. Watching over humans as a Guardian was not at all like actually living in this world. The blank stare on my face must have given it away. He reached across me, opened a compartment before me, fumbled around, and found a small device. He pointed it at the gate, pushed a button, and the gate rolled out of the way. He handed me the device and drove the truck and trailer past the gate onto a long driveway that curved toward a garage with three Spanish colonial doors with arched tops, distressed wood, and iron ring pulls. The gate automatically closed behind us.
“What if there are people inside?” I asked.
“Do you feel any?”
“No.”
“Okay.”
Fellian’s place was big. There was a large indoor pool, jacuzzi, sauna, and gym in a building adjacent to the five-bedroom house. Inside the house, the first thing I did was find and rummage through Fellian’s office. I discovered that he was the only heir to a significant family fortune. It appeared that he’d spent the last decade since inheriting his fortune managing his assets, traveling the world, working out, entertaining a revolving squad of young women, and sinking a sailboat.
During my first month of confinement in Fellian’s body, Asael, who insisted I call him Elder, helped me adapt to human life—cellphones, driving a car. Fellian had three—the big truck, an Aston Martin DB12, and a 1974 Porsche 911 RS, so Elder informed me—all of which I knew nothing about at the time and eventually sold. He taught me how to work the security system, use social media, and gave me a crash course on popular culture. He tried to give me a feel for humor, and I remained a work in progress years later. Elder introduced me to the entertainment system, which included a vast library of movies. I went through most of them during the time I lived in Fellian’s house. I especially liked the detective movies from eighty years previous.
Elder taught me about online banking. While perusing Fellian’s accounts it occurred to me, I had no need of his wealth, and so with Elder’s eventual, if reluctant, help, I split about three quarters of Fellian’s wealth between several charities Elder helped me vet. There was still plenty left to help me get established, which is how I bought and renovated the old firehouse in North Hollywood that became my bookstore.
Finally, convinced I had the basics down, Elder gave me a card with contact information and the name of the club he owned, and translocated away. As annoying as he can be, I owe him. To this day I don’t think he had an agenda, other than loneliness, maybe. Mostly, I think he just wanted to help.


      [image: ]A week after Elder popped in at the bookstore, a Monday after a slow day, I sat behind the checkout counter paging through an old, hand-written grimoire I’d found in a private collection in Scotland. Records indicated the author had copied it in the late 17th Century from a grimoire that had survived the destruction of the Library of Alexandria. The language was period Coptic and written with nuances even the best modern scholar might miss. The paper was correct for the 17th Century. As far as I could tell, it was authentic.
Someone walked in. I didn’t pay much attention and may have mumbled something about letting me know if they needed any help.
It slowly dawned on me I was feeling an odd presence. It was like static electricity, that uncomfortable tingling sensation. I looked up and caught a young woman studying me—the same young woman who had singled me out of the crowd at the church crime scene earlier this week.
She looked away, pretended to scan the bookshelves. Partially healed scratches ran down her left cheek and neck.
“Can I help you find something?”
“You were at the church where the pastor died.”
She spoke with a slight Italian accent, and appeared to be trying for a relaxed, casual air, like the thought had just popped into her head. It wasn’t working.
“I was. It’s a shame.”
“It is.”
She pretended to find an interesting book, but I could tell she was more interested in me. I went back to paging through my new acquisition, and keeping an eye on her.
Eventually, she came to the counter with a book, set it down. I picked it up, looked at it—The Beast of Revelations, Comments on: The God-Eater by Aleister Crowley.
I looked up at her. She shrugged. A small, ornate, antique silver vial pendant on her necklace caught my eye. I felt her looking at me. I looked up, our eyes met, and suddenly I felt like I needed to explain myself.
“Your pendant. It’s beautiful. Looks old.”
“Thank you. It is a gift.”
I nodded. “Did you find everything you were looking for?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
She didn’t offer anything more, so I asked her if I should ring up the Crowley book. I could tell there was something else on her mind, but all she said was, “Yes.”
I told her the price. It was quite expensive, but she didn’t flinch and paid with a card. I put the book in a bag with a trademark bookmark, handed it to her, and thanked her for the purchase.
The moment she touched the bag she gasped, dropped it, staggered back, and stared wide-eyed at me.
“Are you okay?” I asked her.
“No, I am not okay. Most definitely not okay. What are you?”
I started to say something, but she cut me off.
“Don’t try to lie. I have an ability…psychometry. It means—”
“The ability to sense information about an event or person by touching inanimate objects associated with them.”
She stared at me for a moment, then managed to speak. “Right.”
“Maybe you’re reading the last owner of the book.”
“Nice try. I’ve never run into anybody with such power, and I’ve been around. Are you going to tell me what you are or not?”
I didn’t say anything, hoping she’d back down.
“Look. I promise it’s between you and me. I have no reason to tell anyone. I don’t want any trouble. I just like to know what I’m dealing with. I don’t sense you are an immediate threat.”
“I’m not. Just a guy with a bookstore. So, unless I can call your psychiatrist or something, I have work to do.”
She picked up the bag with her book in it, made herself hold onto it, closed her eyes. I could see where this was going and resigned myself to the inevitable. Her eyes opened wide. She stumbled back a few more steps.
“You’re not human! Not fully anyway.” She turned her side to me, giving me a smaller target, widened her stance, and started kind of kneading the air between her palms. “Don’t try anything, because psychometry isn’t my only gift.”
I could feel magical energy building. Fireball, I figured. I sighed and raised my hands in mock surrender.
“Okay, fine. You got me. Happy? If you will please close the front door and turn the sign around, I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
I could see her balancing her choices: running like hell, or maybe getting what she wanted. Finally, she let go of the magical energy she’d gathered and did what I asked. Pretty gutsy of her.
I logged out of the cash register and locked it. “Would you like some coffee? It’s fresh ground, organic, fair trade.”
“What?”
“Coffee?”
“Um, sure, but I’m watching you.”
I wandered off through the stacks toward the back of the store. She seemed stuck to the floor where she stood.
“You coming?”
The stacks open to a seating area with subdued light at the back of the store where there’s a little bar with pastries and equipment to make coffee five different ways. She eventually skulked back and watched me make coffee in a multi-cup French press.
“Like anything in your coffee?”
“Black.”
“Me, too.”
I put two cups on a table and sat in one of two comfy chairs. She approached the table and finally decided to sit.
“If you tell anyone what I’m about to tell you, they won’t believe you. You probably won’t believe me.”
“Try me. I’ve seen things.”
She sat back in her chair and slouched a bit, trying to look casual, but when she picked up her cup her hand was shaking. She sipped the coffee and looked up, surprised. “It’s good. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. So, you have some questions?”
“What are you?”
“Angel… until recently.”
She spilled some of her coffee. She put her cup down before she dropped it, mopped up the coffee with a napkin I handed her. I could tell she was looking for an escape route, but to her credit she sat tight, picked up her coffee with both hands and took another sip—defiantly, I thought. I was impressed.
“How recently?”
“Two years.”
“So, fallen angel?”
“Not in the traditional sense. Kind of a one-off.”
“Do tell.”
“Former guardian angel tethered semi-permanently to a human body. Name’s Asariel.”
It took her a moment to digest all of it.
“Semi-permanently?”
“Until there are no more humans.”
“Holy shit.”
“Indeed.”
“Why?”
“Long story.”
“That you’re not interested in telling. What are you doing in a bookstore?”
“Why not?”
She threw me a “give me a break” look.
I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to tell her, but I resigned myself to the fact that she wasn’t going away.
“Okay. I’ve been around for a while. Know history first hand. Speak all languages. Can translocate anywhere in the world instantly—great skills for snagging exceedingly rare manuscripts… you going to tell me your name? Seems only fair.”
She ignored my question. “But why work at all?”
“Human body with human needs.”
“Can’t you just manifest whatever your body needs?”
“Nope.”
She stared until her brain caught up. “Alessia Vanetti.”
“A pleasure. Kendrick Fellian at your service… my human name.”
I could see a switch flip in her brain. She’d come to a decision, and I didn’t think I was going to like it. “I need to share something with you.”
“No longer in that business.”
“It’s not what I meant. The pastor up the street?”
“Yeah.”
“He was murdered with dark magic.”
I leaned forward and set my coffee on the table between us. “What makes you say that?”
“My gift.”
“And you want me to get the person responsible.”
“People responsible. I just needed to know what I was dealing with. Now that I know, yes, I could use some help.”
“I see.”
I thought about it and then went for the easy way out. “We can’t interfere in human affairs unless directed to. And like I said, I’m no longer in that line of business.”
“But you’re a…”
“Semi-fallen Angel.”
“Do you still have powers?”
“Yes,” I sighed. “But still must play by the rules. Getting involved is why I was exiled.”
“Just let me tell you what’s really going on.”
It didn’t matter what she was going to say, she wasn’t going to leave without telling me.
“Okay, fine. Let’s have it.”
She took a big breath and started talking, double-time, with her hands as much as her mouth. She told me about what she discovered at the church and her encounter with the barghest. She continued, “I’m an agent of a secret order. We’ve been fighting a crime brotherhood for centuries. I believe the pastor’s death and other recent clerical deaths are linked to the work of that brotherhood. And if the brotherhood is involved in the murders, something big is about to happen. They don’t do anything small. It is why I came to America. To find out what is happening—and stop it, if possible.”
“And I hope you’re successful.”
She gaped at me in disbelief.
“You’re not going to help me?”
“No.”
Vanetti stood up, face flushed, and didn’t bother hiding the contempt in her voice. “I’m sorry. Apparently, I have wasted your time. If you reconsider, here’s my card.”
I watched her go, more troubled than I expected, but there was no way I was getting involved. I looked at the card anyway. Not much there, just an address and a phone number. I started to toss it, but something made me drop it in my coat pocket.
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In the morning, I stood behind the checkout counter sipping coffee and scanning the Times. Several stories caught my attention. They added up to three deaths of local clergy within ten days, each with no reported cause of death. 
Also during those ten days, the bosses of three main organized crime gangs in Los Angeles had also died under mysterious circumstances, leaving a vacuum at the top. City leaders were worried street warfare would break out as ambitious underbosses spilled blood trying to fill the vacuum.
The bell over the front door chimed, and I looked up as Finn stepped in. He was a young man in a surfing bigfoot t-shirt, jeans, and Vans, a Catholic with an interest in Christian mysticism and one of my regulars. He looked dazed and teary-eyed as he came to the counter, skipped the usual banter, and gave me the bad news.
“There’s no good way to say this,” he said, eyes welling up again, “So I’m just going to tell you. Father Carmichael’s dead. They found him at home a few hours ago.”
The news was such a system shock I just stared for a moment. Carmichael was elderly, but he hadn’t seemed to have any major health issues. “What got him?” I finally managed.
“Don’t know yet. No obvious cause.” Finn choked up. “Look, I gotta… Thought you’d want to know.”
He left the store, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand on the way out. Carmichael had baptized him.
I thought of Vanetti’s story. Maybe she was onto something. The cluster of clergy deaths, the crime bosses, and now Carmichael. I regretted not pressing Carmichael about his plans for the evening. What had he gotten himself into?

      [image: ]In the wee hours of the following morning, I translocated to the morgue holding the three gang bosses. It was in the basement of a hospital, with access to a loading dock. I landed just outside the morgue’s unmarked door and peeked through a small window. No one inside. I translocated into a cold world of tile, stainless steel, and porcelain that smelled vaguely of whatever they used to neutralize the smell of decomp and add an artificial minty scent.
There were two areas: an autopsy suite and coolers of the drawer type you see in TV shows. I pulled open a couple of them, looking for the bosses. When I found them, the cause of death was evident. Dark magic hung over each body like a slowly dissipating haze.
I was pondering this when I heard someone trying to pick the lock on the morgue door. I turned off the light. After a moment, the door opened to the silhouette of a big guy dressed in an ill-fitting black suit backlit by the hall fluorescents. I flipped on the light. A large caliber pistol was out of his shoulder holster in a flash, but he didn’t fire.
I spoke calmly, matter-of-factly, “You’re not going to shoot, because the police would show up in about a minute and a half, and you’d be caught.”
Without saying a word, the man casually pulled a silencer from a pocket inside his coat. He looked down briefly as he began threading it onto the end of his pistol. When he looked up, I was standing there, wings manifested and spread as far as I could manage in the space available, my shield blazing with angelic sigils in one hand, and my gladius burning with Celestial Fire in the other. I let my Grace blast through my human eyes like a couple of quartz halogen lights for a little extra fun.
“What the fuck?”
He shot anyway. A double-tap, and both bullets slowed to a stop and hung in midair, caught in the ward powered by one of the sigils on my shield. I unmanifested my gladius to free a hand and plucked each bullet out of the air with a little theatrical flourish. The man blanched, carefully kneeled, keeping his eyes on me, and placed his gun on the tiled floor. He slowly stood, hands raised above his head, and talked fast.
“Okay. Jeez, what are you?” He forgot about holding his hands up and started gesticulating. “Look, I’m sorry. I can set you up with tickets—best shows in town; hell, I can get you on the shows, get you meetings, set you up. Imagine what people would pay to see—”
“Shuddup.”
“Yes, sir.” He put his hands back up.
“Why are you here?”
“That’s it? And you’ll let me go?”
“We’ll see.”
“Okay. Okay. I didn’t believe they found no cause of death. I figured it was a lie and the cops were onto something. I wanted to see for myself and find out who killed the boss.”
“Go on.”
“You’ve got to understand. It’s chaos out there. None of us know what’s going on, and we all suspect each other.”
I shut off the light display, dispelled my wings, and let my shield fade out. The thug relaxed. I gestured. He collapsed, alive but sound asleep. I emptied his gun and collected his spare rounds, then translocated him to the alley to protect the morgue staff when they arrived in the morning.
I zapped to the morgues holding the church leaders, starting with the pastor from up the street. It didn’t take long to discover his cause of death—dark magic, just as Ms. Vanetti had said. I found something else: a staurogram or tau-rho tattoo on the inside of the pastor’s left wrist: the Greek tau (T) combined with a Greek rho (P), used by paleochristians as an abbreviation for the Greek word for cross.
I checked the other clergy. Death by dark magic and the same tattoo on the inside of the left wrist, including Father Carmichael.
I took a moment outside the last morgue to process what I’d found. I was so deep in thought I started when my angelic alarms went off, manifesting my gladius and shield before I knew why. Looking around, I quickly found the problem—an enormous, black, wolf-like beast with glowing red eyes running toward me full tilt. I couldn’t make my human body move fast enough to get out of the way, but the hellhound bounced off my shield, its momentum and weight driving me to one knee. The beast popped back up on its feet and considered me with more caution. I waited, ready. I’d dealt with worse, but I wasn’t expecting it to teleport. It had me on my back in seconds and had just enough time to register surprise when I skewered it on my gladius and it turned to dust.
I jumped up, ready for more, but that was it. I took stock. I was covered with demon dust and had four deep claw wounds bleeding through the rips in my leather jacket. My Grace was already healing the flesh, but not so much the jacket. I liked that jacket.

      [image: ]In the morning, I translocated unannounced into Elder’s office above his jazz club. He jumped out of the office chair, his own gladius blazing and ready for combat. I may have laughed a little bit. I’d camouflaged myself with sigil welts, which allowed me to sneak up on him, but I was surprised he hadn’t warded the place.
“What the holy hell, man. I could have killed you!”
“You could’ve tried.”
He bluff-charged me. I instantly materialized my shield and gladius and made like I was about to smite him, but he caught the humor of it and laughed. We put our toys away.
“Good one. Got to give you props, man. I deserved that. I admit it.”
He took a close look at my sigil welts, nodded, stood back.
“It took some skill to conjure those, man, but why not just tattoos? I mean, I’ll bet they itch.”
“They do, but I can make them go away. Sigil tattoos would raise questions. My clientele is savvy.”
“Well, welcome to Le Palais. You picked a strange time to make your first visit.”
I filled him in about Vanetti—her secret order, the supernatural gift, the dead crime bosses, and the four dead ecclesiastics, all killed with dark magic, just as Vanetti had said. I told him the magic was fading fast and too far gone to identify. Then I told him about the Staurogram tattoos on the inside of the left wrist of each clergyman.
Elder nodded, thinking, turned to his computer, and sat down in his chair. “I’ve seen it somewhere recently,” he mumbled as he quick-typed, came up with something, and motioned me over.
I looked at the screen, which displayed the name “Gnosis Tor” surrounded by a black screen. “What am I looking at?”
“A dark-web chat-room app. It facilitates encrypted chats and allows users to create ‘rooms’ for group chats. We’re looking at the front door.”
“I don’t see any place to log in.”
“It can only be accessed magically.”
Elder waved his hand across the computer screen, which got us in. He clicked us past a message board with a list of chat topics to a page that listed the available private rooms. A title or graphic designated each one. The staurogram symbol denoted one of the rooms. A little more magic transported us inside.
“So much for privacy on the dark-dark web.”
“This site is actually pretty secure—unless you’re me.”
Elder and I scanned the content. The clergymen belonged to a loosely organized group that researched, hunted, and obtained lost religious relics with suspected supernatural powers.
“It looks like they were trying to keep magical relics out of the hands of the wrong people,” I said.
Elder swiveled around to face me. “Well, it appears the ‘wrong people’ are killing the competition.”

      [image: ]Back at my apartment, I ruminated over recent events. I’d never sensed Father Carmichael was a magic practitioner. If he acquired the knowledge, rather than coming into this world with a gift, I wouldn’t necessarily notice, but that would mean Carmichael was a different person than I thought he was.
I grabbed Vanetti’s card from the tweed sports coat I’d been wearing when I met her. Checking the clock, I figured it wasn’t too late and dialed the number. It was deactivated. Odd. Why give me a number and then deactivate it? A little investigation seemed in order, so I Googled the Tujunga Avenue address on the card. I went down to street view, took a good look, visualized it in detail, and translocated out.
I landed on the front lawn of a bungalow a couple of blocks from the Los Angeles River. The house was dark. I climbed up the three stairs to the front porch and walked over to rap on the front door. Nothing. I used the doorbell. Nothing. I looked through the windows on either side of the door. The place was cleaned out, so I translocated inside.
Professional cleaners had been through the place. Even the fireplace was spotless. Nothing in the rest of the house, so I checked the kitchen and spotted a crumpled piece of paper between the fridge and the counter. I grabbed it and spread it out on the counter. It was a page from a notepad. Vanetti had written personal reminders in Italian on the page—nothing interesting—but at the top was Vanetti’s letterhead: her name followed by the letters “OEC.”
I was about to leave when I felt a prickly sensation. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood on end. I turned just in time to see five figures in black hooded robes translocated into the living room. They rushed me.
Whoever they were, they obviously had no idea what I was, and weren’t prepared. I’m not sure what they had in mind because they didn’t try for the kill, at least at first. Maybe they just wanted to scare me. Regardless, we had a lovely dance as they tried various spells, which were ineffective against my shield, and martial tactics, which left them winded and injured.
To make it more interesting, I began to fire back at them, not to kill but to stun. I wanted answers, but one of them tripped trying to avoid a little ball of Celestial Fire, fell, hit his head on the hearth, and stopped moving. The rest panicked and hastily translocated out, leaving their comrade behind.
The man was dead. I checked his clothes. No ID, but I found a hand-drawn map and an address in his shirt pocket. I glanced at it and stuffed it into a pocket inside my jacket.
Tattoos covered the man’s body: complicated sigil designs used to hide from both demons and angels. I found another tattoo on the underside of the man’s right wrist—three small black dots.
I felt a buildup of static again but this time associated with the man’s body. I stood back. A burning portal opened in the wood floor next to it. A skeletal creature crawled out of the hole, smoking patches of flesh here and there. It took a disinterested glance at me and went to work drawing the dead man’s soul from his body and into its hole. The soul resisted, screeching and writhing, but the creature paid no attention. It was simply doing its job, and down into the hole the creature and soul went. I started to turn away, but the soul, still screeching, came crawling back, until a smoldering hand yanked it back down. I could hear the soul’s fading screeches as the portal closed and disappeared without a trace.
I vaporized the man’s body to give the realtor a break, and translocated out.

      [image: ]The next day in the store, a tall, slender elderly woman with striking blue eyes, maybe a model in her younger years, was browsing near the front of the store when Elder silently popped in behind her dressed in his usual Hawaiian shirt, comfortable trousers, and sandals. She didn’t notice at first, but when she turned to look at the shelves behind her, the man standing there startled her. But that quickly turned to bemusement.
“Oh, my. Where did you come from? Several decades ago, by the looks of you. Do you play bongos?”
He didn’t miss a beat.
“Why, yes. I’m a jazz musician. I also play the piano, trumpet, flute, and ukulele.”
“Is ukulele jazz a thing?”
“Oh, huge. The next big thing. Why don’t you come to my club and see for yourself?”
“You have a club?”
Elder whipped out a card and presented it to her. She took it, smiling.
“I think you’re a bit of a card

      [image: ]
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