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Part 1: Breakfast at Epiphany’s 

	one: murphy 

	The second fall was a lot worse—bad enough to get my attention. 

	After I got out of the hospital, I decided it was finally time to get real about this ‘getting old’ crap. I put everything in storage, put the house up for rent… and moved. 

	East Portland reminded me a lot of the neighborhood where I’d grown up and spent half my life: A place called ‘Montrose,’ in a city called ‘Houston,’ in a state called ‘Texas’… that was more or less part of a country called ‘America.’ The names are all the same, but that’s about it. I haven’t aged gracefully. Neither has anything else in this world. 

	The housing co-op I bought into reminded me of my misspent youth even more than my new neighborhood. It had been a pretty common play back in the day to get together some friends and split the rent on an old, big house. 

	More often than not, it was my name on the lease. More often than not, I was the guy who made sure everyone was kicking in on the rent, and—more often than not—I was the guy who got to talk to the cops when the parties in those old houses got out of hand, got to explain to the occasional drug-dealing roommate the house rules, and got to explain to people who didn’t understand the house rules that they were no longer welcome. 

	I never had a problem being ‘the guy’ or being the operative part of the phrase ‘I know a guy.’ That guy is long gone now. Nobody misses him. 

	There weren’t going to be any wild parties in the co-op I moved into. Everyone who lived there was also a geezer and understood the value of minding their own damn business—a pack of touchy old hippies, punks, and ex-bikers looking out for each other and otherwise staying out of each other’s way. The buy-in wasn’t exactly cheap, but it was either that, some sort of assisted living crap… or waiting until a real accident took me out. 

	But it wasn’t like I was broke. The pension package from the ‘IT consulting firm’ I’d retired from was surprisingly decent, thanks to the people I really worked for. The package from the people I really really worked for was better yet—if I needed it. In any case, the rent revenue from my old place on Morningstar’s Mountain more than covered my food and booze budget. Other than the fact that it’s falling apart, nothing in this world is what it seems. 
This goes doubly triply true for me. 

	After I moved into the coop, I wound up keeping my old Porsche in a garage up the street. Mostly, I just walked. I kept telling myself the walking stick was temporary until my hip got better… but I also knew I was probably bull-shitting myself. 

	I’d halfway thought about moving back to Texas, but I was used to the Northwest. Also, it was pretty obvious that most of the country had gone completely fucking crazy and was a crisis or two away from a bad replay of Nazi Germany… or a worse replay of the fall of 
Rome. 

	If things did unravel, the choice between winding up in the ‘Republic of Texas’ or finding myself in some sort of ‘Cascadia’ was pretty much a no-brainer in my mind. If things went the other way… it wasn’t much gonna matter anyhow. 

	There might’ve been a few places outside of North America I wouldn’t mind seeing or seeing again before dying… but it was hard to convince myself it was worth the risk. Between fires, floods, famine, and the increasing threat of war, it looked like civilization was decaying even faster than I was—that the world was as tired of putting up with humanity as it was tired of putting up with me. 

	I was still waking up in the night, haunted by thoughts of everything that might’ve been or should’ve been. I’d made some fairly bad as well as some fairly unique life choices. I’d survived the consequences a lot longer than 
I should have… but I still wondered about those other versions of me out there in the multiverse, the ones that made other choices. It didn’t help that I knew better than most people that all those other versions of me were just as real as me… and probably a lot happier, for the most part. 

	My days were occasionally a bit haunted as well. It wasn’t all that likely that some old business from my past might show up with a claim on what was left of my life or my soul… but it wasn’t impossible. That long-gone guy I used to be had managed to piss off a few folks. And even though most of them have preceded me into hell, the ones that worried me the most were not beyond the occasional day pass. 

	Old habits die hard. I followed Wild Bill Hickok’s advice on the subject of doors and seating, Cagiostro’s advice onards of protection, and Kent Allard’s advice on just about everything else. Like everyone else in the cosmos, I’m just playing my luck and playing for time. I eventually managed to convince myself that if any of those old markers ever got called in, I would willingly give up—that I would surrender what little life or soul I had left without a fight. 

	I was wrong. 

	two: evangeia 

	I had thought my father was the wisest being in all the worlds. 

	“My people see it as a duty, Aelia,” he had told me. “Very few are so favored by fortune in all the universes, and so we offer guidance and protection to those less favored. The gifts of my people are passed on to you. How you choose to use them is up to you. But to join in the ward-ship of this world would be an honor and a service to both your peoples.” 

	It would be centuries before I realized he was not only wise but also the second-most accomplished liar I have ever known, exceeded only in that art by the ageless being that occasionally humored itself with the name ‘Lucifer Morningstar.’ 

	By the time this realization came, I was so bound by the ‘wardship of this world’ that I could no more set it aside than I might set aside my own life. My determination in this has made me wonder on occasion just how much the ‘gifts’ of my father’s people really had been passed on to me. As humans age, they become stubbornly determined, often in foolish small things. Though I seem to age as my father aged, could my mind—even slightly—be touched by the foibles of an aging human? My physicians say not… but it would explain much. 

	In some ways, my wardship may soon become much simpler. My mother’s people have apparently grown bored with civilization. This is perhaps not a bad thing. Protecting them from being used as cattle by Selenites is a good deal easier when not complicated by the need to protect them and their planet from themselves. 

	It would have been great good fortune had they grown in stature. My father’s folk have few enough allies and are ever in need of more. Perhaps the next time, my mother’s people evolve something resembling technology. It will take longer next time, given the resources they’ve destroyed. Perhaps ten thousand years, perhaps as long as twenty. 

	Gods help me; I’ll probably still be here. 

	There are times when I miss the days when I could move among my mother’s people as a goddess or a spirit. They were simpler and, in some ways, less lonely those days—regardless of the occasional inconvenience of being worshipped or threatened with fire. Only in the most primitive or most advanced parts of my motherworld could I attempt any such thing now… and I suspect I would gain little in return. 

	There are other times when I cannot help but wonder how else my life might have been, lacking either certain gifts or having not accepted certain obligations. The walls between worlds have not yet thinned so greatly that I could know such things… but I do still wonder. 

	But only briefly. The worlds are what they are, the choices I made remain—and they are binding. Grief and regret are equally dangerous luxuries I cannot afford. My obligations define me. 

	I keep them. 

	three: murphy 

	Just when I thought I was out, just when it looked like I might get to die peacefully from old age… 

	Yup. They pulled me back. 

	It had been a pretty day—rainy and overcast to start out, then the sun came out around noon—and I decided to get out and enjoy it. I’d found a table at a sidewalk café and bought a paper. Sure, there was a tablet in my backpack… but it just ain’t the same. 

	I was working my way through the sports section and considering another dirty chai when a shadow fell across the page. A familiar voice, one I’d not heard in some time, asked, “May I join you?” 

	“But of course,” I gestured to an adjacent empty chair. “Daylight suits you, Evangeia—you oughta try it more often.” 

	The inhumanly tall and eldritchly beautiful woman who used to really really be my boss had not made a personal appearance in a long time… and never once in daylight. I had never really known whether it was theater or some genuine vampire-like aversion to the sun. As far as I know, there ain’t no such thing as vampires in the Hollywood sense—but given that I had never been completely clear on just what, exactly, Evangeia de Lourdes actually happened to be… let’s just say I would not have been surprised. 

	On the other hand, having her turn up in a coffee shop in Southeast Portland some decades after my retirement… that part was pretty unexpected. She was wearing a green sun dress that complemented her red hair, a scarf that concealed her not-quite-human ears, and vintage Ray-Bans to mask her not-quite-human eyes. She was even wearing flats on her not-quite-human feet. That she had not visibly aged from our last encounter surprised me not at all. 

	“Old habits,” she said. “My appearance by moonlight is less noteworthy—but even by daylight, I am hardly noteworthy here. This place you now call home is… interesting.” 

	“Portland? It’s okay. There’s definitely some folks that overdo the ‘keep it weird’ thing, but they’re sincere about it. Hell, you could even lose the scarf and the shades. Folks would just think you were cosplaying.” 

	“Another time, perhaps.” 

	I was trying to figure out where this was going… and why. Once upon a time, I’d been useful. I’d had skills in a variety of dark arts; wound up selling those skills and my loyalties to whoever or whatever wanted to pay my price. The inhuman conspiracy that calls itself ‘The Order’ had paid best of all and had also made it clear that—whether I played an active role or not—my involvement with them was a lifetime commitment. But the commitment, in my case, was pretty close to being used up. My own usefulness even more so. 

	“So,” I said. “You were checking out the new titles at Powell’s, fancied a coffee, saw an old friend, thought you’d amble over and say ‘howdy’… right?” 

	“Not entirely. I prefer the original location.” 

	“Yeah, me too. I’m still more than happy to spring for a beverage. These guys stock that herbal tea you used to be partial to—but if you want to spike it with Benedictine, you’re on your own.” 

	“Kind of you, but not necessary. This is no social call.” 

	“I didn’t really think that you’d come all the way over from—well, wherever the hell it is you come from—just to see me. But I’m having a hard time seeing much other reason.” 

	“How so?” 

	“Evangeia, in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m old, useless, and used up. There is not a single thing you or anyone else would ask me to do that someone else can’t do better.” 

	“And if that were not the case?” 

	“The ‘used up’ part would still apply.” 

	“Perhaps less than you think.” She reached into her purse and gave me a wax-sealed parchment envelope. “There is a need for you—and an opportunity, should you want it. Some things are best shared by moonlight. Two nights hence, be at the place and time named here if you would like to know more… or not. The choice is yours.” 

	four: evangeia 

	What my father had described as a ‘duty’ would’ve been perfectly understandable to any Roman officer in Gaul, any British officer in Bengal, or any American officer in Iraq. So, as well would’ve been the propensity for dallying with the local females… but that is another story. 

	When the walls between worlds had first grown thin, my father’s folk had already been in possession of advanced technology, including space travel. They had colonized the worlds of their own solar system and began to cast eyes outward, wondering how to bridge the unimaginable gulf between stars. 

	Then they found there was no such need—that across other dimensions other than space, other worlds were far closer.

	They formed a civilization like no other, a culture like no other. Fortune had favored my father’s folk with a greater cosmos, my mother’s world one among many. They found resources. They found allies. 

	They also found a threat. 

	I will always think of them as ‘Selenites,’ having seen firsthand the infestations of their hives on Earth’s moon. They have as many names as do my father’s folk… but a single purpose. Seldom is that purpose expressed in words, but 
I have seen the remains of worlds where it had been expressed in deeds. Containing that purpose became the fundamental purpose of my father’s folk. 

	The war to control the greater cosmos touched every part of that greater cosmos, including my mother’s ‘Earth’—my homeworld that I eventually swore to protect. The scars of that struggle have mostly faded from my mother’s world, but memory of it lives on in the folklore and myth of my mother’s people. 

	The Selenites are utterly ancient, utterly alien, utterly voracious. They travel between universes in ways we do not, perhaps, cannot understand. They infest worlds, and they harvest them. Even in worlds where they have been otherwise contained, sentients and beasts alike sometimes simply become… missing, sometimes later found mad or mutilated. The purpose served is unknown. My mother’s people now call these predations ‘abduction’ when they know of it at all. One purpose of my wardship is to ensure they know as little of this as possible. They are not ready. 

	My father’s folk began exploring their universe at a time when my mother’s people were finding uses for chipped flint. But the Selenites first left their own homeworld when all of my ancestor’s ancestors were swimming in various primeval oceans and growing spinal cords. Little wonder they see all others as feedstock or slaves. 
It is not possible to bargain with them. They can only be resisted. 

	Whether by evolution or by choice, they are hive creatures—either unable or unwilling to communicate with individual minds. If those hive minds are as well parts of a greater whole, that collective conscious is one of the oldest sentient beings in all of the greater cosmos. 

	But not the oldest. 

	* * * * 

	It calls itself ‘Morningstar,’ among many other things. If the tales of its creation are true, it has been continually conscious since this universe began. But all of these are tales told by Morningstar, and therein lies a problem. 

	Because Morningstar lies. 

	Whether the literal fallen angel of its own telling or simply some primordial remnant of an earlier cosmic era, it had dwelt on my mother’s world long before my father’s folk arrived. The thing we found here claimed it had been here for many millions of years, which may even be true. Regardless, thousands more years passed before it became known to us. 

	Once known, it was left unmolested. My father’s folk are pragmatists. The wardship of my mother’s world was neither helped nor hindered by the presence of this thing. It was neither friend nor foe, ally nor adversary. And if any of the tales it told for its own amusement were anything other than lies, Morningstar might well have adversaries of its own—adversaries far more dangerous than any Selenite. 

	So Morningstar was left to wander among my mother’s people. When came the time to conceal from them the existence of a greater cosmos, there was no need to conceal Morningstar; it concealed itself. I am enough my mother’s child to be intrigued by this thing, enough my father’s daughter to seek a use for it. Finding none, I followed the pragmatism of my father’s folk. 

	That all ended when Morningstar became the adversary of my adversaries—if not quite an ally. When came the opportunity for it to end its exile, the warders of my mother’s world found no reason to interfere. The question of what Morningstar truly was ceased to matter when Morningstar’s exile ended. Friend or foe, ally or adversary, angel or demon or mad elder god… it all ceased to matter when Morningstar passed beyond mortal reckoning on reborn wings of fire. 

	Or so we thought. 

	five: murphy 

	I had first met Evangeia decades earlier, back in Houston, at a party in an old mansion near Rice University. I was distributing LSD to party guests, and my first thought upon seeing her was that I had screwed up and accidentally dosed myself. By the end of the evening, I knew she was real… and that my hosts were into some really strange shit. 

	Then I found out just how strange shit could be—but that’s another story. 

	I was a feckless and fearless little monster back then who firmly believed the world owed him a thing or two. I’d recently brokered hacking skills and a capacity for casual violence into a subcontracting gig for what people like me liked to call ‘The Company.’ It had been a nice step up from dealing drugs and throwing people out of clubs… but nothing compared to the offer I accepted that moonless night.

	It’s called a lot of things. I learned to just call it ‘The Order’—and learned also not to talk about it. Being initiated into a hidden conspiracy of occultists and not-quite-human beings is nothing like being hired as a bagman for a government-sanctioned criminal enterprise… except when it is. 

	In both cases, a mistake can get you killed—or worse than killed. In both cases, you learn that the real world isn’t really ‘real’ at all… just a convenient and comforting lie. Conspiracies exploit that lie, but no conspiracy ever created it. The lie is as old as human consciousness. 

	Basically, it is human consciousness. 

	The cover story within a cover story within the cover story of who and what I really am started out complicated and got worse. But keeping the books on drug deals in my head had also been complicated, so had writing code and casting spells. ‘Complicated’ is something I’ve always been good at. 

	I also learned a long time ago that a plausible anomaly works just fine as a cover story as long as it’s plausible. As long as people want to be lied to, ‘plausible’ will always be good enough—and people always want to be lied to. It all worked until I fell in love. That, too, is another story. Let’s just say that whatever I ever thought the world owed me has been paid back in pain… and with interest. 

	I had no damned idea why Evangeia de Lourdes was turning up again, years after I’d retired from the strange shit she’d initiated me into. I had a few ideas what the bribe might be for whatever it was they wanted me to do. If it was what I suspected, not many people would turn it down. The problem is that I’m not ‘many people’—I’m just the one sad/wise old fuck who knows better than most that there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch. 

	I knew that if I didn’t go, it would be the end of it. I’m pretty far past my ‘sell-by’ date. My various former employers were all pretty clear on that concept, whatever Evangeia might think. Whether I lingered on another five years or another ten—or more, if I was ‘lucky’—I would be permitted the dignity I wasn’t even sure I deserved: Living out my life and dying in peace. Which was almost certainly the smart play. 

	I also knew that if I didn’t go, I’d spend that five or ten or however many years kicking myself and wondering what I’d missed out on—and I’ve got too many regrets already. I didn’t need another reason to wake up in the night staring into a darkness that stared back. Not only that, I had nothing left to lose. I even remotely came close to giving a damn about. 

	I was reasonably fond of my housemates, but very few of us were willing to be much more than friends. I had other friends as well, in the various parts of the Northwest I’d called ‘home’ one time or another… even a few that might miss me once I was finally gone. I’d once had cats that were the closest thing to family once my real family was gone—but once they were gone as well, I decided not to replace them. Losing them had felt too much like losing my mom and dad. 

	Somewhere out there was a woman I’d once been willing to rebuild my life for, but she had decided a long time ago that she could and would seek better options. I still think the option she wound up with is a bit of a fucking joke. One reason among many we don’t talk anymore. 

	I watched Evangeia walk away up Hawthorne Street until she wasn’t there any more. Her comings and goings by moonlight tended to be more picturesque, but I hadn’t expected anything like that in daylight on a busy street. I blinked—possibly had been made to blink—and she was gone. 

	When I ordered that second dirty chai I’d been thinking about. I was tempted to ask the waitress to describe the woman who had stopped briefly at my table… but only a little. I had found out a long time ago that the less I knew about how much other people really knew about the strange shit that occasionally happens to me, the better. 

	It was not unlikely that the answer might be, “what woman?” which would reopen a debate I’ve been lucky enough not to have with myself for close to a couple of decades. It had been kind of fun, being able to simply take for granted what was and was not real. I can see why most people prefer it that way. 

	Too bad I’m not one of them. 

	Even though I’m retired from it all, I can’t pick up a newspaper without finding myself trying to parse out the relative portions of truth, disinformation, and pure bullshit. The fact that what’s ‘true’ is bullshit—and more so, every single day—doesn’t make it any easier. Writing the disinformation had once been one of the things I’d been paid to do. The fact that I’d been producing different levels of disinformation at once for different organizations had been challenging… but not much more than any of the other complicated things I’d managed to get good at. 

	I very much doubted that I was going to be called out of retirement to write press releases. The world isn’t what it used to be. The base-level absurdity of what now passes for ‘real’ has all but eliminated any need for The Order to conceal its existence at all. 

	It was even less likely that what Evangeia had in mind involved the sort of hands-on stuff that had more or less started my career. The last time I punched someone, they actually got back up again. Shortly after that… I stopped punching people. 

	Whatever this was about, it was going to involve the ‘strange shit’ part of my resume—the really strange shit. That strange shit had made my life interesting, but it had also sort of ruined it. I’d eventually learned how to be normal, learned how to not have secrets. 

	The ones I’d kept had cost me greatly. 

	I swilled down the rest of my chai, put a couple of bills under the empty glass, stood up, and shouldered my backpack. I could put off opening that parchment envelope until after I got home. It was still a beautiful day. The mysteries and moonlight could wait. 

	six: evangeia 

	Eons ago, my father’s folk had sought to explore the universe. 

	They found a multiverse instead… but not an infinite one. There are places where space is more than empty, where the void itself opens to a deeper void. Through higher dimensions, these rifts bridge million-year gaps in probability space—the gap between a universe where my father’s folk traveled between planets and a universe where my mother’s people hunted mammoths, or the gap between either of those and a universe where intelligent saurians took the place of any hominid… or the even greater gap bridged to a universe where hives of humanoid insects acquired the appetite to consume worlds. 

	These more than empty places occur as universes expand and the fabric of their spacetime grows thin. Sometimes, those thin spots are congruent, and a rift occurs. But it is a rare and recent thing: not all universes expand; those that do expand at differing rates. Not all universes obligingly place an ‘Earth’ in the vicinity of such rifts. 

	It happens often enough, though. My father’s folk found a greater cosmos of conjoined universes, each with its own Earth, each Earth home to at least one species that had evolved into intelligence. My father’s folk were not alone in this discovery. Others, as well, knew of the greater cosmos had as well the means to traverse the places where space is more than empty. 

	And eventually found themselves with a common enemy. 

	In their own universe, it is believed that nothing any longer exists other than the Selenites themselves. What else explains the voracity with which they prey upon the rest of the greater cosmos? Having depleted a universe, they now seek to consume others. 

	The stable alliance against them has held for many thousands of years. Worlds harvested by them are worlds the alliance destroys. Knowing this, they limit their predations. Whatever they may do in their own universe or elsewhere is unknowable. In the known greater cosmos, Selenites are contained. 

	But now, the greater cosmos itself is changing. 

	The walls between worlds are growing thinner. Where once the rifts only connected across million-year gaps in probability, now they bridge gaps measured in mere millennia. The process itself seems to be accelerating for reasons we can only speculate upon. 

	For my father’s folk and the ones I serve, this is both threat and opportunity. The thinned walls between worlds means more worlds Selenites can attempt to harvest, but it also means more worlds in which those opposed to them can find allies. 

	Other threats, other opportunities are also possible. The greater cosmos is expanding. So far, no new crosstime-capable species have revealed themselves, but it is only a matter of time. The unknowable totality of the true multiverse contains everything. 

	Even a slight expansion of the greater cosmos toward that totality could undo everything my father’s folk had ever built, could unravel the alliance against the Selenites, could expose us to things far worse. 

	Already, it exposed us to a threat we had thought ended.

	* * * * 

	The wardship of my mother’s world requires much. Above all else, it requires secrecy. 

	Even now, they are not ready. My mother’s people are inventive, cruel, generous, spiteful. They have all but laid waste to their own world. They dream—as did my father’s folk—of spreading to other worlds through space. The knowledge that other worlds are already far closer is not knowledge with which they can be trusted. 

	They have not always been warded in secret, but they are now. The role I have played in warding them has changed many times involved many tools. The best tool now is their own tendency for keeping secrets—and recruiting agents from within those keepers of secrets. 

	Recruiting Murphy had been a gamble, but one in which we’d risked little. At the right time and in the right place, he’d possessed abilities that are not common in my mother’s people—and so we used him. We had hoped he might advance further in the organization I recruited him from, but he advanced sufficiently to be of continued use. 

	And now… he was useful again. I had been empowered to offer him much. Assuming he lived, he would be earning every bit of it. 

	seven: murphy 

	The ‘particular place’ in Evangeia’s note was across the river, high in Portland’s West Hills. The ‘particular time’ was, unsurprisingly, moonrise. I parked the old Porsche on a nearby residential street and hiked the rest of the way. I was leaning pretty heavily on my hiking pole, but not so much that I was worried about falling and not getting up. It had been a nice drive getting there. The winding road to the park reminded me a lot of the home I’d left behind in a neighboring state, on a midget mountain where I’d once met a fallen angel. 

	Meeting someone who convincingly claimed to be Lucifer himself had been an interesting conclusion to an interesting career. Helping him end his exile upon Earth had been profitable and enlightening. Even though I only knew and fought beside him for a few days, the impact of that meeting changed my life more than I realized at the time. At the very least, befriending the cosmic embodiment of loss, disappointment, and pain had given perspective to my own. 

	But this, too, is another story. 

	Council Crest Park is one of the highest points in the city. The only thing higher is a big red and white radio transmitter to the immediate southeast called Stonehenge Tower. This particular hilltop had been used for public meetings before us white assholes showed up and ruined the neighborhood; that’s why it’s ‘Council’ Crest. You can see all the way to Mount Rainier in good weather, with downtown Portland laid out like a jewel at your feet. 

	It was a clear night. I picked a bench with a nice view to the north and watched the air traffic flying in and out of PDX. Of course, I wasn’t particularly surprised when a light came in over the airport and kept flying in my direction. Nor was I surprised to find myself alone in the park. These things just sort of happen. 

	At the appointed time, the light grew rapidly from a gleaming point to a silver convex disc, its lower half glowing from within like mother of pearl. I knew there would be no UFO report. Craft of The Order are stealthed in multiple ways, including the psychic. Once, there had been other visitors on this world not quite so stealthy.
Explaining them away had once been one of my jobs. 

	The job pretty much went away after I retired… at least in part because so had most of the visitors. 

	The glowing silver disk slowed, orbited the park, and then came to rest directly above me. An opening grew in the glowing lower half. A Thing that looked like a gargoyle with Yiddish graffiti etched into its skull bounded like a dog down an artificial moonbeam that was suddenly there and sat on a nearby picnic table. 

	“Hi, Jocephus,” I said. “Been a while.” 

	“Indeed,” replied the Thing. 

	Then Evangeia made a similar descent, joining me on my bench. She was attired after the manner of her people for a change in what looked like a highcollared pale gray flight suit. “Quite a nice view from this place,” she said. 
“I am glad you came, Murphy.” 

	“Beats checkers at the senior center all to blazes,” I said. “So what’s up?” 

	“There are some things I wish to show you. Can you take a short trip?” 

	“I left my car parked in front of someone’s house a few blocks from here.”

	“We can pick it up on the way.” 

	* * * * 

	The craft of The Order decloaked. “So,” I asked. “Where are we?” 

	“I believe you would describe this as the current ‘Area Fifty Whatever,’” Evangeia replied. 

	“I was thinking that might be the case,” I told her. “But where is it?” 

	“Apologies—Greenland. Given the current political climate, The Order no longer considers the continental United States a safe location for sensitive operations.” 

	“The Order is hardly alone in that assessment,” I replied. “Then this is not a U.S.-operated facility?” 

	“No. It is not.” Evangeia and I were seated in the back of her craft’s flight deck. Before us, the craft’s pilot—a human woman, also in a gray jumpsuit—went about the work of landing us. On a view screen before us, our destination became clear as it came closer. 

	Soon, we were landed on a rock shelf over the base proper, lined up with other craft of The Order. Then we descended a bridge of moonbeams to the base itself. 

	The base was a remnant from the US/USSR Cold War—aging quonset huts surrounding an airstrip, repurposed for the needs of The Order. On the other side of the airstrip stood a cluster of much newer geodesic domes. 
That is where we descended. 

	“What I am going to share with you now, you will likely find displeasing,” Evangeia said. “And for that, I am sorry. But it is necessary. Necessary that you know why we have reached out to you.” 

	“I’m a big boy,” I told her. “And this is far from my first rodeo.” 

	* * * * 

	The interior of the dome was a hodgepodge of human and not-human technology. A lot of the human tech seemed medical in nature. The base staff was a mix of humans and Evangeia’s people, along with a few Sauroids in security roles, as well as what appeared to be robots. 

	At the center of the dome was a smaller dome—opaque and equipped with an airlock. A ‘clean room,’ it would seem, from the rack of suits next to the airlock. 

	“Please put one of these on,” Evangeia said as she donned a suit of her own. Jocephus remained at the airlock door as we entered. 

	Inside, even more medical tech. At the very center, the reason for it. 

	What had once been a human body hung suspended in a web of force, connected by a multitude of tubes and wires to the surrounding equipment. Parts of the body seemed atrophied and twisted, and other parts had grown. It seemed unlikely that the being I saw could have stood or walked unassisted. Despite the transformation, I could tell that the body belonged to someone who’d once been a friend… of sorts. 

	“Hello, Murphy,” said the thing that had once been Colvin Case. Unsurprisingly, the voice was hoarse and husky. “They said you’d be coming to see me.” 

	“That’s more than they told me.” Colvin Case had been my friend and later my boss back when I worked for The Company. Later still, he’d been revealed as one of the Greys’ deepcover genetic experiments. I hadn’t really believed he was a hybrid when I found out. 

	I believed it now. 

	Describing his complexion as ‘ashen’ would constitute an understatement. His hair was thinner than ever, or maybe what had happened to his skull just made it seem that way. The eyes were the same, though. 

	When we parted years before, it hadn’t exactly been on good terms. He had used psychic powers I’d not known he had, used them on me in a way that I might be inclined to call ‘torture.’ I wound up threatening to blow his head apart with a high-caliber handgun… having recently done the same to several of his masters. 

	“Typical,” he said. “They may look more human but don’t be fooled. Your friends are just as inclined to see you and I as cattle or foot soldiers as the ones who made me.” 

	“I’m not so sure about the ‘cattle’ part, but point taken otherwise.” 

	“They haven’t told you, have they?” 

	“I haven’t been told much of anything yet. Told me what?” 

	“Apparently, we get to work together again,” he chuckled huskily. “You and I are the key components in an exciting new technology, old buddy. We’re going to go huntingangels.” 

	* * * * 

	Next to the inner dome, there was what looked like a break room of sorts, complete with a coffee maker. I sat at one of the tables. Evangeia joined me after retrieving two paper cups from a dispenser. She then produced a silver flask from a pocket of her jumpsuit. “Brandy?” 

	“Absolutely,” I replied. It wasn’t as good as the stuff Morningstar used to drink, but it definitely hit the spot under present circumstances. “Hunting angels?” I asked.

	“Just the one angel, really… the one you’ve met.” 

	I laughed and pointed in a random direction. “Unless he had a warp drive in his pocket he didn’t want to talk about. Lucifer Morningstar is the better part of 20 light-years distant that way.” 

	“In a way—but in another way, much closer.” 

	“No riddles, Evangeia, no ‘oracles.’ I’m old, and I’m tired, and you want something. Best you tell me what that something is.” 

	“Of course.” She poured us both more brandy. “Your friend Morningstar is flying through deep space at relativistic speeds for one simple reason: the Selenites wanted him badly enough to bait a trap for him with something almost as uniquely powerful and valuable as Morningstar himself.” 

	“Not quite,” I said. “He’s flying home to God because that’s what he wants to do. He gets to do it because your masters decided it was safer to let that happen than take a chance on the Greys—sorry, ‘Selenites’—making another play for him.” 

	“Your masters also, Murphy—but you are otherwise correct. We have only suspicions of why the Selenites wanted Morningstar, but it does not truly matter. They are devourers of worlds. No purpose of theirs is one we can trust.” 

	“So I have been told,” I said, “from the day you initiated me.” 

	“Do you feel you have been misinformed?” 

	I laughed. “Everyone I ever worked for told me what they thought I ‘needed to know’ and not one damned thing more. I’m sure that everything The Order has ever told me about Selenites is just as operationally correct as anything The Company ever told me about the ‘evil empire’ they were at war with. The only difference is that in your case, I pretty much have to take it at face value—I’m only human, after all.” 

	“What you have been told is not merely ‘operationally’ correct, Murphy, although your cynicism is entirely understandable. You were permitted to help Morningstar. We permitted him to leave. We had to make sure Morningstar—or any like him—remained utterly beyond the reach of Selenites.” 

	“Archangel or not, I don’t think he needed your ‘permission’ to leave Earth—or that not having it would’ve made much difference.” 

	Evangeia looked into her brandy for a long moment. 
Once again, I found myself wondering what she really was, what had ever drawn anything like her into my world. All I really knew about Morningstar was what he’d told me over a couple of days. Over a couple of decades, Evangeia had told me a little more of her own true nature. I’ve been lied to for my own good, lied to for the hell of it, and lied to by people so high on their own shit they actually thought it was true. 

	‘Cynical’? Yeah, maybe… and maybe for a good reason or two. 

	Then she looked up. “‘Angel’ is as good a term as any for what he was and the term he preferred. ‘Dawn Matter entity’ is a close translation of what my… people have termed him. You are probably correct that we could not truly have hindered him. It was best, in any case, that he simply leave. Better still that no others like him present the same risk.” 

	“So this,” I said, “is why you are calling me out of retirement—so I can go ‘hunting angels’ with that thing in the next
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