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Prologue

In the darkness, there was a mind.

The mind was alone in the darkness, because the darkness was, itself, almost perfect loneliness. The mind had no body. It had no eyes with which to see that there was nothing around it to see. It had no mouth to scream and no hands to claw pointlessly for release.

It was thought and memory, alone, without even the distraction of physical agony.

Time was meaningless in the darkness. For the first span of time, the mind raged against its imprisonment. It did not know how long it raged. It could have been five minutes. It could have been five thousand years.

After its rage was exhausted, the mind grieved. Once it had lived in a world of sunshine and apples and bright-colored birds. Fish had darted, trees had grown, clouds had carved poetry in skies lit by sunrise. The mind had been named Hasmed. He had served with honor and distinction; he had loved his duties and rejoiced to perform them. He had possessed a body, he’d had friends, and he’d known love.

Now he had nothing. Not even pain or hope. For all Hasmed knew, the world was as lost, as broken, as annihilated as himself.

After grieving, Hasmed despaired. He wondered if this void, this torment, was what the Maker of All had felt before Creation. Surely no other suffering could lead a perfect being to create a flawed world. But the maddening silence—silence that was not merely the loss of sound, but its impossibility—surely that, and the dark beyond darkness, and the crushing, numbing terror of being all there was, of being a universe unto oneself… that could drive even an infinite entity mad.

And for an infinite entity, any madness would be infinite as well.

These fears filled Hasmed’s mind, which was all that remained of him. The cosmos was doomed from the start. All of it—the glory, the corruption, the hope, the horror, the pride of defiance and the brutality of War on Earth as in Heaven—all had been preordained. The ending was cut in stone before the first word was breathed.

Hasmed was mired in this despair when he heard the voice.

The voice was one he knew, one from the world. In ages past (or perhaps, only moments), that voice had belonged to Vodantu, a being like Hasmed. Like Hasmed, Vodantu had been condemned. Like Hasmed, Vodantu was trapped in a private nullity. But unlike Hasmed, Vodantu was still strong enough to communicate.

Beings of their type—once called Elohim—had been the rulers of Creation, and their essence was infused in every far corner of the cosmos. Even the void in which they were confined touched upon something other than itself, some space that was not nothing. Even though they were fallen, some were strong enough to shake their cages with thought alone, sending vibrations of their will coursing out to make faint, reedy contact with their fellows.

HASMED, said Vodantu’s voice. ATTEND.

Hasmed ignored it.

I HAVE NEED OF YOU, HASMED. I HAVE A TASK.

Still, the imprisoned Elohim did not reply.

Then Vodantu spoke the true language of reality, and Hasmed could not ignore it—for the word Vodantu spoke was Hasmed himself, written on the book of existence. Vodantu knew Hasmed’s True Name, and by this Hasmed was compelled.

What would you have of me? Hasmed sullenly asked.

THE WALLS OF OUR ISOLATION ARE CRACKING, Vodantu replied. ALREADY SOME OF OUR LESSER FELLOWS SLIP THROUGH AND RETURN TO THE PHYSICAL REALM.

AND YOU THINK I COULD ESCAPE AS WELL?

Though once mighty, I know you were greatly reduced in the War. You might escape. I bid you try.

To what end? Our cause was doomed when the world was young. Now the cosmos is surely aged and decayed, broken by the curse of The Ancient of Days. What can we gain by escape?

ASK NOT WHAT WE CAN GAIN, BUT WHAT WE CAN LOSE, Vodantu replied. BY WORKING OUR WILL ON THE WORLD OF MEN, WE CAN HASTEN THE WORLD’S DEMISE. IS THAT NOT WHAT CURSED AHRIMAL FORESAW SO LONG AGO? AND WITH THE WORLD DESTROYED, WHAT CAN KEEP US SEALED? WITHOUT A BOUNDARY OF EXISTENCE, OUR REALM OF VOID COLLAPSES. WITH EVEN THE VOID DESTROYED, WITH NO PLACE TO HOLD US, NO FIELD IN WHICH WE CAN BE CONTAINED, SURELY THE CURSE OF OUR CONSCIOUSNESS WILL FALL AS WELL. WHEN CREATION IS ANNULLED, WE WILL BE ANNULLED AS WELL. WE CAN FINALLY CEASE TO EXIST. WE CAN FINALLY BE FREE OF THE BURDEN OF OURSELVES.

I don’t believe it. The Allmaker is too spiteful. The One Above would find some way to torture us still, even past the end of the world.

I DO NOT ASK YOUR OPINION, HASMED. I COMPEL YOUR OBEDIENCE.

Send someone else. Send Joriel. Send Rabbadün. Send someone who still cares enough about the world to destroy it.

THEY ARE SENT, AND NOW YOU ARE SENT AS WELL.

Hasmed fought, but against the call of his own true nature, he could not win. Silently screaming, damned Hasmed was torn from his lightless prison and flung once more into the storm of existence.


Part One
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Chapter One

Mikey Diamond had a headache.

If it was a normal headache, Mikey would have taken a couple aspirin, maybe a shot of whiskey—done, no problem. But this wasn’t a normal headache.

He’d had them before, and he’d discreetly asked a doctor about them. The doctor said they sounded like classic migraines, and he prescribed a drug called Cafergot. Sometimes the Cafergot worked; sometimes it didn’t.

Today, it didn’t.

Today, Mikey Diamond had gotten the funny feeling that something was wrong when his vision started to gray out. This was common for migraines—the doctor called it a “visual aura.” Pressure built up on the optic nerve, causing a growing patch of his eyesight to simply disappear.

The visual aura was, in Mikey’s opinion, pretty goddamn creepy. It didn’t black out like you’d think it would, the missing space just kind of got ignored. Like his mind wallpapered over it or swept it under a rug. It could take him a while to notice that something was wrong, that there was a place where, if he looked at things… those things weren’t there. It was never dead center, never what he was looking at. It was stuff around the edges. If he was reading a paper, the ads on the side would vanish. Driving along the street, he’d suddenly have no rearview mirror. But then he’d look—actually turn his eyes and face to look—and the mirror or the ad or his own hand would be there, right where it was supposed to be.

The doctor had tried to explain it. He’d said that everyone always has a blind spot. It’s natural—the place where the optic nerve connects to the eyeball or to the brain or something. So your brain had wiring in place to just ignore little holes in what you see. Or, in the case of a migraine aura, big holes.

The aura would come and get bigger until he couldn’t miss it anymore—until his legs were vanishing unless he looked down, or until everything on his right side was simply unseeable—and then it would fade out.

That was pretty unpleasant.

In fact, the first time Mikey ever got a migraine, when he was in grade school, he’d been so upset by the aura that the school nurse sent him home—even though there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with him. Young Mikey had been truly terrified. He’d thought he was going blind. When his sight came back, it was a huge relief. He even believed the headache afterward was just stress from worrying about his vision.

That first headache hadn’t been so bad.

Now, at age twenty-nine, the headaches were really fucking bad. They got bad enough to make him cry, then got worse until he couldn’t cry. They started out painful and got worse. They became so agonizing that he’d think it was the worst pain he’d ever experienced. Then it got worse again until he remembered the last migraine, which had been just as bad.

In the course of his life, Mikey Diamond had once been hit on the back of the head with a pool cue. It had sent a feeling like an electric shock all the way down his body and into his toes, it had nearly knocked him clean out, but it hadn’t been this bad. On one memorable occasion, he’d been hit in the crotch with a police officer’s nightstick. He’d puked that time, and he’d gone along quietly, and he’d been hospitalized when his right nut swelled up to the size of a small apple. Nonetheless, it hadn’t hurt as bad as a migraine.

Migraines had taught Mikey that there were three levels of pain. The first level was just pain—everything from a paper cut to a sock in the jaw. No fun, but just what it was. Next there was serious pain—pain where you’re actually afraid you’re going to die. The pool cue, the nightstick—those were the real deal.

Only migraines were level three. The level where you’re terrified that you’re not going to die, that you’re somehow going to live on and on for years, suffering and miserable, unable to think, but somehow not dying. Migraines were the reason he kept his guns locked up and the reason he kept a syringe and some fine brown heroin hidden under the gun cabinet.

Most people just take a sick day and head home when their vision fails and they’re suffering enough that suicide seems perfectly reasonable. Most people work traditional jobs, but not Mikey Diamond. His job had no sick days, no paid vacation, no dental plan. On the plus side, he didn’t have to deal with FICA or Social Security taxes either.

Mikey was a gangster—a made man, a mobster—and he didn’t think the guys in his crew would have much sympathy if he slacked his duties because of a headache.

Rather than pick up a nickname like “Mikey Headache” or “Migraine Mike,” he kept his condition to himself. It had never really gotten in the way. He only had one migraine a year, generally. They were infrequent. Really, he was lucky. But on the days they came, he never felt lucky.

The day Mikey Diamond got his last migraine ever, he was on the job. It wasn’t even supposed to be a very difficult job. He’d spent the morning and early afternoon rumbling deadbeats. Now he had to find Harvey Ciullo and request that Mr. Ciullo pay up the cash he owed Dennis Porter. When Harv couldn’t do it (and Diamond was sure he couldn’t—he knew Harvey), Mikey would request the vig. When Harv started in with his lame excuses about why he couldn’t even meet the vigorish (that is, the interest on the loan he’d taken out to cover his gambling debts), Mikey would probably have to hurt him some. Nothing permanent yet. After all, there was still a chance, that with his knees and thumbs intact, he might be able to make Dennis’s money back—or, at least, keep up his vig payments.

Mikey Diamond wasn’t optimistic. Privately, he was hoping Harvey would give him the slip so that he could do a half-assed search then go home and hit the icepack.

As he parked in front of Ed’s Tap—Harvey’s home away from home—Mikey’s vision cleared. He was just entering the second stage of pain.

Naturally, Harvey was there. Didn’t even have the sense to hide. Mikey sighed and asked him to come along for a drive and a talk. Everyone else in Ed’s got real quiet. Harv stammered and stuttered and tried to weasel out, but Mikey was good at his job, and he got Harvey into the car.

“So, Mikey, eh… How’s it going, huh?”

Even when he didn’t have a headache, dealing with Ciullo could give him one. It was a nearly unanimous opinion in the circles Harvey moved through that he was just about freakin’ worthless. He had a body like a potato—round, lumpy and gray. He had a face like a potato’s eye—ugly and discolored. It somehow looked like it had been pushed out of his neck unwillingly. His eyes had watery brown pupils, centered in an eggy white, where bloodshot pink and sickly pale yellow fought to be the secondary tone. His unruly thatch of brown hair was shot through with the gray of a dirty scouring pad, as were the wires of beard stubble that sprang from the fold between his first and second chin. He was wearing a cheap brown suit and a green and blue tie. There was food on the tie. It was an improvement.

His voice was like his face: something you’d rather not have in your car. It was low, dopey and nasal, and when he pronounced sounds like ch or sh, there was a phlegmy gurgling that made you think of your last bad cold. Even worse, when he whined—which was often—it rose in pitch and warbled.

“Look, Mikey, I know what this is about,” Harvey said. “Really, I do.”

“That’s good, Harv. That saves me time. So, should we just swing by your house and get it?”

“Get…?”

“The money. You know, the money you owe? You remember that money, right?” The pain was waltzing through stage two at a good clip, and Mikey was driving Harvey out of town to an abandoned fuel refinery next to a sewage treatment center.

“Oh, I remember, Mikey. I couldn’t forget! I wouldn’t, wouldn’t do that to you guys. But here’s the thing…”

“The thing.”

“The thing is… I ain’t got it.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not surprised.”

Harvey paused. In the silence, Diamond thought he could feel his skull creaking. He reached up under his sunglasses to wipe away a tear. He really did not need this.

“Uh…”

“I mean, that Series bet was just fuckin’ stupid, you know?”

The landscape was artificial ugly. Huge pipes and tubes, rusty metal walls and broken-in windows. The ground was dust. Every plant but the most stupid-stubborn weeds had given up.

“I thought they were due.”

“An’ I asked myself. I said, ‘Mikey,’ I said, ‘is a guy stupid enough to make that bet going to be smart enough to make a lot of money fast?’ An’ you know what, Harvey?” They’d pulled up by a chained-up fence, but the hasp on the padlock hadn’t been pushed in all the way. Mikey knew this.

“What, Mikey?”

“The answer was obviously no. Get outta the car and open the gate, a’right?”

Harvey obeyed. Mike Diamond got out behind him and pointed. They walked.

“Look, Mikey…”

“It’s not a big deal, Harv.”

“Eh?”

“Could you fuckin’ listen? What did I just fuckin’ say?”

“That it’s… it’s not a big deal.”

“What do you think that means?”

Harvey’s oily eyes darted back and forth. Even with eyes blurred by pain, Mike could read him like a book. Harvey had large-type expressions. Harvey’s brain was stuck—stuck between Mikey telling him the money was no big deal and his dead-certain knowledge that owing money to Dennis Porter and his friends was a very big deal indeed.

“I don’ know, Mikey.”

“Jesus Christ. Get on your knees.”

“Mikey, I—”

Out came Mikey’s gun, which was (for today’s job) a small Beretta semi-automatic. A little bigger than a good wallet. Harvey knelt.

“Mikey, please, dear God, please, Mikey…”

The sun was starting to set. It was absolutely beautiful.

“Let’s talk vig, Harvey.”

“Oh Jesus, Mikey, you can’t, you gotta, I mean, come on…”

“The vig, Harvey. The vigorish on your bet. You got that, right?”

“Please, Mikey. I’m, I’m beggin’ you. I’m beggin’ and praying. I’m praying to you, Mikey. Please, don’t kill me, please don’t, I got, I got a little girl, Mikey, I got a…”

The third stage of pain had begun, and Mikey was seriously considering putting the gun in his own mouth. He was also nauseated. It wasn’t Harvey’s groveling—if he hadn’t had the migraine, Diamond probably would have been laughing out loud—it was the feeling of pressure in his head, spreading through his whole body. His last migraine had brought nausea too. It had snuck up on him in the middle of the night, and he’d wound up crouched over the toilet, trying, really trying to puke. But he hadn’t been able to. He’d known it wouldn’t help, but he’d hoped it might help, so he’d tried it.

Now he felt like puking again.

“Harvey, you cunt. Shut up and answer the question.”

“Mikey, you, you can’t do this. You’re a good Catholic, right? I seen you, coming out of church on Sunday. You can’t just go and, and whack a guy over a little money? I mean, a little money. You probably go through money like this in a weekend. You could save my life with just this little, tiny piece of money, save me and my daughter.”

“Harvey, you ain’t got a daughter.”

“No one knows about her…. Shit, up until last year I didn’t know about her. But, ah Christ, Mikey, she’s an angel, a fuckin’ angel and her mama died. It’s horrible; it’s a fuckin’ tragedy. I’m all she’s—”

“And you can’t make the vig. Right?” Mike pointed the gun. Harvey pressed his hands together.

“Mikey, please, you gotta listen, you could… you could tell ’em you couldn’t find—”

Mikey pulled the trigger.

He didn’t even think about it. He didn’t mean to do it, not really. It was like his finger did it all by itself. If he’d thought about it, he’d have considered how many people saw him leave with Harvey, how much evidence there was pointing to him. Mikey Diamond had done hits before and you didn’t do ’em like this. You did ’em clean and smart. He’d brought Harvey out here to put a scare in him, but he just got fed up.

The gunshot was painfully loud to his headache-tightened ears.

Harvey dropped with a hole right in the middle of his forehead, a meaty tunnel boring down through his brain. With a wet sound, one of his eyes loosened and dangled a couple millimeters out of its socket.

There was no exit wound.

He dropped.

“Ah shit,” Mikey groaned as he went to try to throw up.
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A storm raged in the dim depths outside space. It raged through the world of the dead and the forgotten, scream-winds slithering through the ghosts of torn-down buildings, shaking the leaves of burned trees, rending the souls of dead children. It was a wind of woe and a rain of regret.

When he squeezed and pushed and broke free of his confinement, the storm was what Hasmed found. He was buffeted and shaken, torn and tortured, but at least he was something.

Ages before, Hasmed had been a protector. His duties had given him an instinct for fear, and that instinct was still strong. Even warped by his battles and imprisonment, he could still hear the call of a soul gripped by terror. Driven by some strange new urge, he fought toward the fear.

In the dim of the deadspace, Hasmed could vaguely perceive two men. One was hardly visible at all—just a suggestion of form, standing, pointing some object at the other. Hasmed suspected the object was a weapon, because it was much easier to see than the man himself. The other man was much clearer, brightened and clarified by the fright that filled him.

There was a sudden, blinding flash—a crack of daylight in the night world’s rainy murk—and Hasmed plunged toward the opening, toward the physical, toward the real.

He could see the fearful man topple backward, and he could see the man’s soul. It was a small, weak soul, but it was fighting fiercely. The weapon was killing him—somehow scrambling the brain in which the mind lived—but the soul was fighting, trying to stay alive, trying to stay coherent. It was fighting for this more than it had ever fought for anything, but it was losing.

The soul reached out in that moment, desperate for anything that would help it live.

It found something just as desperate and battered. It found Hasmed.

For a moment, the two spirits—one from the world and one from beyond it—were fully exposed to each other.

“Tina!” the mortal soul shrieked. “Tina! Help her! Help Tina! Help Tina!”

Then Harvey Ciullo was gone, a lost signal, a pattern shattered. But Hasmed had climbed through him into the physical world.
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Mikey Diamond had turned his back on Harvey, so he didn’t see the bullet-holed body sit up.

As for Hasmed, he was pretty confused. Going from the infinite quiet of annihilation to a New Jersey sunset within the span of a few minutes was enough of a shock. Showing up in a body with a hole in its face was another problem. But the worst was probably the scrambled brain.

Mikey had shot Harvey with a small-caliber round. It had entered his brainpan, but it had lacked the force to exit again, so it had ricocheted inside until it hit a weak spot—the thin plate between Harvey’s brain and his sinuses. Cracking the sinus had released the pressure that kept his left eye in place. The slug had entered his nasal passage and stuck there.

Hasmed’s first act upon returning to the physical realm was to put a finger in his nose and search for the bullet. When he couldn’t reach it, he hooked the finger and thumb behind his eyelid, pushing the eye aside to grope in the socket.

When he pulled out the bloody shell, he sat up and began trying to put Harvey’s wrecked head back together. He was about halfway done when he spotted Mikey.

Diamond finally noticed something when Harvey’s body lurched to its feet. He was crouching, trying fruitlessly to throw up, wishing he had more Cafergot (or his heroin needle) when he heard the sounds of movement behind him.

He turned, not really expecting anything. Maybe Harv was still twitching. You got that sometimes with headers. He didn’t expect to see Harvey shambling toward him, looking unusually focused for a dead man.

Disbelieving, Mikey raised the gun to shoot again, but Harvey lunged forward and grabbed his hand—grabbed it with more strength than he’d expected from Ciullo, even alive.

What he expected even less was for the dead man to bite through his wrist.

Mikey wasn’t screaming—his migraine had built to the point where it could eclipse even a severed hand—but he did raise the stump and stare at it dumbly before Harvey punched him in the gut.

Mikey was solid, but this was a hell of a slug, and he bent forward, just as Hasmed had expected. It had been centuries since Hasmed fought, but old habits die hard, even in a body without trained reflexes or much muscle. Hasmed grabbed Mikey’s head by the chin and the base of the skull, stomped on the back corner of Mikey’s knee to drop him forward onto the ground, then put his hips and shoulders into a hard twisting movement until Diamond’s neck broke.

Hasmed dropped him into the dust. The sunset was purple, turning to charcoal gray. He felt surprisingly good. He’d enjoyed killing Mikey. It was good to have hands once more, to have a body and senses.

As the dark thickened, he wiped his face on his jacket then flung the garment to the ground. The buzz of leftover thoughts and memories in Harvey’s brain was thick and confusing, but there was one thought, one image that dominated.

It was a little girl with brown eyes and thick, blond, ringlet hair.

Tina.
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As he drove back toward the city, Hasmed’s happiness proved brief. The body he’d gotten was clearly weak and sickly. He was able to seal over most of the damage in its forehead, but the eye was resisting his attempts to force it back into health.

Beyond those obvious problems, the body was wreathed in a thick layer of needless fat. The teeth were loose and pitted, set in gums that were withered and weak. As he drove, his tongue probed two sockets. The teeth had come out when he bit Mikey’s wrist.

The tongue itself was sluggish and dull of sensation. It seemed to have a coating on it, which Harvey’s battered brain associated with nicotine. That was also (it seemed) the explanation for the thick clinging slime in his nose and throat, the weakness of his lungs and the craving he felt through his blood and his bones.

There was a packet of cigarettes in the car’s cup holder. Harvey’s body cried out for one. Hasmed threw them out the window.

There were two courses of thought going through Hasmed’s mind. One traced the mortal concerns left over in Harvey’s brain, and the other catalogued the immortal goals of the creature who was now running the show.

Harvey’s brain was chattering and disorganized, thinking about fingerprints on Diamond’s body, blood, DNA, the car, all the people who saw… It was terrified of the cops and the Mafia and above all, terrified of what would happen to Tina if he got locked up or murdered.

Hasmed was trying to think how it could establish some sort of power base in the mortal world—something that would protect him from threats and eventually amass enough strength to summon Vodantu.

Slowly, as the spirit and the brain became acclimated to one another, the two streams merged. The problems spun out by Harvey’s rabbity nerves were considered by Hasmed’s chill reason.

First, Mikey Diamond. The major pieces of evidence included Harvey’s bloodied jacket, Diamond’s body, Diamond’s car and the witnesses at the bar.

The body and jacket were in a distant, obscure place. It was unlikely that anyone would find them immediately. He could go back later, bury the body and burn the jacket. No problem. Better yet, stuff the body in an oil drum and then bury it. He’d need an oil drum, a hammer and a shovel.

The car was not particularly flashy. If he pried off the VIN plaque, got rid of the registration and stripped off the plates, he could drive it into New York, sell it to Juan in Harlem and rely on it being chopped into parts by next Sunday.

The witnesses were more troublesome, but they wouldn’t talk to the cops. Even if they did, the cops knew Harvey and Mikey. They’d never believe Harvey did it, especially if they didn’t find a body.

The Mafia was far more likely to get them to talk, but even they wouldn’t believe he did Diamond. He’d lie, and they’d believe it.

So much for Harvey’s priorities. They were pressing, but hardly unmanageable.

Summoning Vodantu would be much more of a problem. Hasmed could feel that his powers, which once shook clouds and sundered mountains, were weak. He was a ghost of his old self, and he didn’t know how to recover his former strength.

Parking Mikey’s car in front of a nondescript row of small apartment buildings, Hasmed softly said “Vodantu. Vodantu. Hear me, my lord. Your servant would speak.”

He listened intently, but there was nothing. No connection. Whatever gulfs lay between him and his master’s prison, they were too far for him to span.

Yet.

Shrugging, he left the car and went up the steps into his apartment, where he was struck in the face with the edge of a cast-iron frying pan.
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The frying pan was in the hands of Helena Schirokauer, Harvey’s half-sister, and she later felt just horrible about it. But it all happened so fast—she just reacted.

Tina was in the living room, watching Sesame Street, and Helena was in the kitchen, making a Spanish omelet. She’d heard the door open, and she’d been a little puzzled—Harvey wasn’t due back for a couple of hours. He was supposedly down at the bar with his worthless “friends,” trying to find some “angle” to make the money he owed. Still, he might have come back early.

Helena heard Tina ask something, but she couldn’t make out exactly what it was. Then she heard Tina running toward her, and she heard heavy footsteps following.

Helena knew Harvey, and that wasn’t his tread. She didn’t think this consciously, but at some low, animal level, she knew. She couldn’t have explained why she got scared, but something made her grip the handle tighter.

Then Tina had come around the corner of the doorway, and Helena had only had a moment to gauge the little girl’s expression. A moment was enough. Tina was scared and upset.

A half-second later, a huge man with blood all over his face and shirt had come around the corner only a step behind the little girl.

Helena had done what any quick-thinking woman would. She screamed and hit him between the eyes as hard as she could.

For the second time in two hours, Harvey Ciullo’s body dropped hard.

Tina just stared, then threw her arms around her father’s body.

“Daddy!” she screamed. “Daddy! Daddy!”

Helena gaped, and, after a moment, she recognized her half-brother’s shoes.


Chapter Two

Hasmed was not the only spirit to escape durance within the Abyss. While Helena was making a hysterical call to 911, another freed spirit was in Miami making a sandwich.

The body had originally been named Christina Vadrudakis, and Christina’s memories were still present within it. A new tenant was in the house, but it still had the old owner’s furniture—for the time being. (Christina was in there too, but, to continue the metaphor, she’d been locked in the basement and had no say about anything.)

Her current driver’s license read “Angela Meyerhoff.” The spirit within was named Sabriel.

The sandwich was ham and Swiss on rye. To Christina Vadrudakis, that’s all it would have been—ham, Swiss cheese, rye bread and some ranch dressing to tart it up. On one level, that was how Sabriel experienced the sandwich.

But on another level, she was aware that the ham was dead animal flesh, shredded and processed and embalmed in some sort of oleaginous mixture of hog fat and chemicals. The cheese was animal squeezings mixed with germs and left to harden and bubble before the requisite chemicals were used to preserve it. The bread was more chemicals, mixed with drowned and pulverized wheat. As for the dressing, the less said about that suspension of sour milk and desiccated vegetables, the better.

Sabriel ate the sandwich because she was hungry and Christina’s body wanted it. Sabriel hated it.

Nosing around in the refrigerator, she found something called “Nutella,” which Christina’s body also remembered enjoying. Sabriel pried up the lid, stuck her finger in and sucked off a thick brown glob. Chocolate and hazelnut.

Still holding the Nutella, she wandered into the living room, where a plain man was making beautiful music.

The music was a piano concerto by Beethoven, and the plain man was Nathaniel Kowalski, guest pianist for the Miami Symphony Orchestra. Nate was scheduled to play that evening and was very nervous.

Sabriel came right up behind him, close enough that Nate could feel the warmth of her body, even though Sabriel—or “Angela”—had the soft tread of a kitten.

“It sounds fine,” Sabriel said.

“I’m glad you think so.” Nate’s voice was quiet, and he didn’t stop playing. Sabriel nudged him in the back with a hip.

“You’re going to wear your fingers out.”

“I need to practice before tonight,” Nate said, biting his lip. He’d met “Angela” two weeks earlier.

I won’t look up at her. I won’t turn around, Nate thought to himself. He looked.

Angela was lovely. Not in a distant, alienating, centerfold way. She was short and slender, with just a little outward curve beneath her bellybutton, like a tiny roll of baby fat. Her limbs were lithe and soft without the taut harshness of a gym regimen. She had perky breasts. But her real glory was her face, a sweet, dimpled, gentle face. Her complexion was peaches and cream—it really stood out in the ocean of tanned Miami cheeks with Botox-treated eyes and bulging, liposculpted lips. Angela looked like a baking powder ad from the 1950s, except for the hair. The hair was modern, a dyed carroty orange with thick streaks of ashy blond. It was never orderly, and it always looked fantastic.

As Nate watched, Angela gave him a level glance, stuck a slim fingertip in the Nutella and then gave the finger a deliberate sucking.

Nate had only had one lover before Angela, and that woman had been, like Nathaniel himself, very plain. The only thing people remembered about her was her buck teeth.

Sabriel had initially used the “supermodel” approach when she designed a new appearance for herself, but she had quickly learned that most people were distant and a little confused around such perfect representations of the current beauty standard. When they’d looked at her, they’d almost expected her to start selling them dish soap or vacation cruises or magazine subscriptions. It was much better, she learned, to be close to perfect but have a few flaws. Just enough to seem reachable. Just enough to be real.

Sabriel was now an expert at making people love her. She hated it.

“Do you know the piece?” Sabriel asked.

“Of course I know it! I’ve been playing this since I was twelve.”

“But you still need to practice? You must be a slow learner.” She said it with a teasing tone and sat down next to Nate on the piano bench.

Unconsciously, Nate shifted away from the contact of Angela’s thigh on his own. Not because he disliked it, but because he liked it too much.

Sabriel felt the contact too, and hated it. She shifted her weight so that it resumed.

“You don’t understand,” Nate said weakly.

Angela shifted away, and the pianist bit his lip again, wishing she was still touching him.

“Oh, well, I’m no artist. I’m sure the deep, profound, magical rapport you have with the music is something a simple woman like me could never comprehend.”

“Angela…”

“I guess that I can only stand outside with my nose pressed against the glass…”

“It’s not that!”

“…while you with your, your superior artist’s soul commune with, with God and nature and music.”

“Please, please don’t! I have to practice! I… I don’t think I’m better than you. But you know… Hal Guelder’s going to be in the audience. And I need to be, you know, really good for the conductor, too. Miami took a chance on me! I can’t let them down.”

They were quiet for a moment.

“Hal Guelder’s the guy from Sony Classic, right?” Angela asked.

“He might get me a record, Angela.”

Angela nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just… I never had anything I did so well. You know? Anything I cared about like you care about this. And I get jealous.”

“Sometimes I’m not sure if being… being ‘talented’ is a blessing or a curse,” Nate said.

He was lying. He’d never thought being talented was a curse. But he thought it might play well with Angela. He knew everyone expected musicians to be temperamental and high-strung, expected them to suffer for their art.

Sabriel knew Nate was lying, but she didn’t let on. “I just worry that you’re going to overdo it,” she said softly.

“Well…” Nathaniel looked at Angela and saw confusion, shame and doubt.

With a perfect body, Sabriel never could have so perfectly portrayed doubt, shame and confusion. Nate reached over and stroked Angela’s hair.

Sabriel hated it.

“I… I do overwork sometimes.”

“I just worry that…”

“What?”

“I worry that music will always mean more to you. That’s what I mean by ‘jealous.’ Not that I want what you have, but that I…”

“Oh Angela.” Nate turned on the bench and embraced her. He kissed her then, and it was tender and passionate, full of trust and vulnerability. It was intensely human.

Sabriel hated it. She put her hands under Nate’s shirt and stroked the bare skin of his back and hated it. She put her face to the side of Nate’s neck and nuzzled behind his ear and hated it. She hated Nate’s small sigh, and the way his grip tightened, and the way the young man’s body pressed close to her, yearning for her.

They made love, and Sabriel hated it.

She hated how much she loved it.
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In New York City, a woman with red hair and green eyes was playing four games of chess simultaneously against three opponents.

The four players were in the basement of a local YMCA. The chess sets were identical—old lacquered wood cases that folded open to reveal the black and white squares. The pieces inside were cheap pine and cedar, lathed into shape by mass production. The only exceptions were a rook, three pawns and a bishop. Those few pieces were plastic, put into the wood sets to fill in for the casualties of years of use.

The woman’s first opponent was a young boy, maybe ten years old. He’d picked black and, as she opened with the pawn in front of her king, her other opponents smiled a little and exchanged a look.

Her second opponent was the boy’s grandfather, a portly gent in his sixties. He chose white and started what would (eventually) become a textbook Larsen/ Nimzovich opening. She pushed a pawn immediately and moved to the third game.

Her next challenger was a handsome man with dark hair and dark eyes. He could have been anywhere between twenty and forty. His hair had no white and his face had no wrinkles, but there was an austerity and maturity to his bearing that gave the impression of age. He picked black and made a quick but conservative response to her aggressive Bird variant attack.

Interestingly, she took the longest pause before the fourth board. She stared and chewed her lips, then pushed a white pawn. Immediately, she reached across that same board and moved a black knight.

Then she was back to the first game, where her opponent had already responded. She brought out a bishop without seeming to consider his move, then went on to engage his grandfather. Then on to the third man, ending with unhesitating moves on both sides of the final board.

By her fourth move, she’d checkmated the young boy. The two older men nodded knowingly.

“It’s called the Scholar’s Mate,” the woman said kindly. Her face was covered with thick clouds of freckles, and her smile was straight out of Norman Rockwell.

“I’ve warned you about that before,” the grandfather (whose name was Samuel) said. “You’ve got to keep an eye on that weak F7 pawn.”

“Did you see how I did it?” the woman asked.

“Uh huh,” said the boy, eyes downcast.

“So you won’t fall for it again, right?”

“Nuh uh.”

“Okay then.”

“Grandpa, I’m gonna go play shuffleboard, okay?”

“Sure,” said the old man. “Just stay where I can see you.” He looked up at the woman. “Don’t think you’ll get me that easy.”

“I know I won’t. Are you rated?”

He shrugged. “I’ve got an eleven hundred in the USCF.”

“Plenty of time to push it.”

“Yourself?”

“Never bothered.”

As they spoke, she made two more orbits of the games.

It did take her longer to beat Sam—long enough for the grandson to grow bored of shuffleboard and pinball and checkers with a young girl, and to start whining a little. In the end, though, she pinned his king with a rather pedestrian two-rook pincers movement.

“Good game,” he said, shaking his head.

“I enjoyed it,” she replied.

He took his grandson’s hand, and they wandered off.

This left her opposed only by the dark-haired man—and herself.

“Interesting strategy you used on him,” her final opponent said.

“Despite the pushy opening, he was a very conservative player at heart,” she replied. “Very reluctant to lose any piece, even a pawn. So I had to keep my pieces too, to prevent him from simply outgunning me.”

“But at the end, you won with fewer pieces,” the man said.

“Well, I outmaneuvered him. Once I moved the attention of the game into a smaller area, the rest of his pieces didn’t matter. They were isolated.”

“Mm-hm.” He contemplated his next move while she did two more plays in her solitaire game. “I’m Max, by the way. Max Hirniesen.”

“Penelope,” she replied. She didn’t look up from the board.

“You were much more aggressive with me,” he noted.

She shrugged. “It’s good to play different people different ways. Keeps you sharp. Versatile.”

“The body count on our game is certainly higher.”

“That’s the natural progression, isn’t it? You start out with a lot of pieces and pare down to the essentials.”

“Making room on the board for wider maneuvers as you do.” He made a move. “Check.”

She moved out, then took more steps with her personal game.

“I knew a man in Vienna,” she said, “who believed that the way you play chess reveals your personality.”

Max chuckled. “Another reason to practice different styles? Check.”

She countered. “He would have said Sam was insecure, or maybe afraid. He’s had losses in his life, and his fear of loss is reflected in his defensive play.”

“That’s rather a killjoy way to look at it. Check.”

She escaped again, and several turns were played in silence as she fought her way free of his area of control. All the while, she stayed in the rhythm of playing one move against him, then one move on each side of her other game.

Max pressed harder. They were closely matched, and both were battling hard to control the center of the board.

“What about the little boy?” he asked. “What’s his personality?”

“In a four-move game, he didn’t get a chance to show much.”

“Like life, I suppose.”

“Mm?”

“Chess is like life. You start out with a great store of years and, as you approach death, inescapably have fewer and fewer of them.” Although he didn’t show it, Max was slightly annoyed that Penelope kept splitting her attention between him and her other game.

“I wouldn’t know,” Penelope said. “I’ve never run out.”

“But surely as we age, the years we have become more precious—since we ourselves are wiser, more mature and more experienced? Like a rook—not much use in the early game, but often crucial in the end.”

“You could just as easily argue that the remaining years are like an endgame knight—hobbled by poor mobility, eccentric and often irrelevant.”

“All things run down, I suppose.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But look at the boy’s game. It didn’t run down. It got chopped off suddenly. Checkmate.”

Max blinked, then squinted down at the board.

“Impressive,” he said, and tipped over his king.

Penelope shifted over to the side of the remaining board and began making increasingly rapid moves.

“So,” Max said. “What did the game show about my personality?”

“You’re generally extremely confident, almost cocky, but something has happened recently that shook your certainty. I think you lost some sort of mentor figure? Or perhaps just misjudged something, misjudged it badly.”

Max raised an eyebrow. She was frighteningly correct. He turned his head and rubbed beneath his nose to cover his confusion.

“Done!” she said brightly, looking up from the board. He inspected it.

“Neither king is checkmated,” he said. No pieces had been removed from the board, but they were locked together in an intricate, spiral entanglement.

“Correct. Look closer. It’s stalemate. A perfect stalemate. Neither player can move any piece without going into check.”

He looked at it silently for five full minutes. “Wow,” he said at last. “You’re right.” He looked up at her again. “And you’re not ranked?”

“Doesn’t seem important.”

“You were toying with me, weren’t you? That series of checks I got.”

“I wanted to frustrate you so that you’d be even more aggressive later in the game.”

“And it worked.”

She shrugged. “That’s a very interesting ring you have,” she said.

Max narrowed his eyes. He’d suspected there was something unusual about this woman. Now he was certain.

“Yes. It’s an antique.”

“Is it silver or platinum? Or something else?”

“I don’t really know.” He turned the dark metal band around his finger a couple times.

“I used to know someone with a ring just like it,” she said, looking directly in his eyes. Suddenly, Max’s mouth was dry.

“Really.” He fought to keep his voice calm.

“It was a long, long time ago.”

“Still, I’ve always been curious about the… provenance of this one.”

“Then you should go to Toronto and look up Clive Keene. That’s ‘Keene’ with an E at the end.”

“I see. Maybe I’ll do that. What does Mr. Keene do?”

“I’m not sure what he’s doing now. As I said, it was a long, long time ago. But you two will find something to talk about, I’m sure. You could talk about… the weather.”

With that, she stood and swept the pieces off the board.

“Wait,” Max said.

But Penelope, who was much better known by a different name, didn’t wait.
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In the desert, inside her ages-old prison, the demon Avitu slept. She did not dream.


Chapter Three

Hasmed’s spirit was suspended once more between the worlds of life and death. Once more, he was battered and shaken by the howl of a storm that stirred nothing mortal, nothing living, nothing tangible. Like the lost memories and dead feelings around him, Hasmed was gripped by a hellish wind of souls.

He retained a tenuous connection to Harvey Ciullo, but it was weakening fast. The world had once been Hasmed’s to command, but now the act of forcing his will upon it was arduous and exhausting. Saving Harvey from death had weakened him. Doing it again, so soon… he wasn’t sure he could. He wasn’t sure if he should even bother.

From the realm of the dead, he could still vaguely see what was happening to Harvey. They’d taken him to some room of white and silver and bright moonlike lights. They had cut him and drugged him and tried to use chemicals and tools to do what Hasmed could do with a whisper and a wish. But their science was weak, and Harvey’s body was badly broken.

As Hasmed watched, the body’s last flicker of vitality winked out.

What of it? Perhaps now Hasmed would be pulled back to the Pit, back to the nothingness that had been his fate for so long undisturbed. Perhaps it was just as well to be there, with no power and no hope and no future. The world he’d found, Harvey’s world, had wearied and disgusted him. Given a planet of glories, the humans had clearly worked hard to insulate themselves from everything natural and pure and important, creating a world of their own—a world shabby, small and sad. Let them go. Let them fester. Let them be the gangrene in the wound they themselves had inflicted.

And yet…

Outside the white and silver room, Hasmed could see a figure waiting in a drab gray chamber. A figure burning with life. Unspoiled and innocent, golden and pure.

Tina.

More than seeing her, he could feel her. He could feel her tears as they trickled down her cheeks. He did not hear her whimper, “I want Daddy,” he felt it. He felt the push of unbroken, unconditional love that circumstance had yet to stress and weaken—love uncomplicated and untried.

To this little girl, her father was perfect. He was everything. She needed him. Hasmed felt it the way a flower feels the rising sun.

Perhaps he had the strength after all.
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Nurse Schwabbe had seen it all. That’s what he thought, anyhow. He’d seen gunshots and stabs and falls and car crashes. He’d seen strangling and poisoning and overdoses on just about any drug you could name, including aspirin. He’d seen the many ways people could come to grief and, without thinking deeply about it, he’d decided that he’d seen all there was to see about the human body.

Checking Harvey Ciullo in post-op, he changed
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