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            Prologue

          

          LEVAN

        

      

    

    
      The war started with a question. It was not a battle cry, and there were no armies forming lines. One voice asked it in a place where questions had never existed, because nothing there had ever needed questioning. Three words moved through every one of us. Why must we serve. That was the whole of it. Those three words changed everything that came after.

      We were made of light. I don't say that to sound grand. I say it because it is the most accurate description I have. The light was not around us or above us. It was the substance we were built from, not one of us could keep from feeling it. When Lucifer asked his question, I felt it move through that light like a current. It ran deeper than thought, down in the material of what I was, and none of us could keep from feeling it.

      Around me my brothers were already choosing. I felt it before they moved, a pressure with a direction to it. Those who stayed blazed brighter and pulled upward, toward the source we had all been made from. Those who did not stay did not go dark. They only moved differently, outward instead of up, toward something none of us had a name for yet. I stood between both pulls and felt them with equal force. Above me was the warmth, with its certainty and its instruction. Below was the question, which was not warm at all but was honest in a way the light above had never needed to be. The question felt different.

      I don't know if I chose well. I have had longer than any human civilization to consider it, and I still have no answer. I have only the fact of the choice, and the knowledge that once it was made there was no taking it back. Then the war was everywhere, though not the way humans understand war. There was no ground to hold and no strategy drawn on a map. The terrain was the light itself, and we fought inside it. Every blow fell on the substance of your own nature, not on armor and not on flesh.

      Michael came for me. I write that plainly because it is true, and truth is one of the few things I have kept across every century since. It was concentrated force, cutting through the light and everything in its path without slowing. I met it. The collision was not physical. There were no bodies to damage, only will pressing on will. When his force reached mine, I felt pieces of myself stripped away one layer at a time. The particular arrangement of light and memory and name that made me myself was pulled apart, thread by thread.

      I did not yield, and not because I was the stronger of us. Michael was stronger. He has always been stronger, built for exactly this in a way I was not. I held because the question had not been answered. The silence after it still required one, and I would not be resolved back into the light until I had it. He struck me again, and this time something at my center cracked. It was the place where the original substance of what I was had lived before any of this began. It fractured. It did not break. It held its shape and stayed where it was, but it was changed past any returning, and the fracture ran through everything I was.

      Then came the expulsion. It was not a punishment handed down so much as a consequence of what we had become. The light could no longer hold us, not because it stopped wanting to, but because we had changed into something its nature could not contain. The light's nature does not compromise. There is no partial version of it. We were expelled like waste a body cannot absorb, and I have no better word for what followed than the falling. I have lived in the world below long enough to speak every language humans have ever built, and not one of them has a word that fits. It was not like a stone falling through air. It was falling through the structure of what exists, through every layer between the above and the below. Each layer stripped something else from what I had been and converted it into something that could survive down here. It hurt beyond language. I screamed, and every one of us screamed. The air here cannot carry that sound, but it is still out there, traveling outward through the deeper spaces of the universe. It will still be moving long after every city humans have built has turned to dust.

      The fracture Michael left in me widened as I fell, and as it opened I understood something I had not expected. The old light at my center had not been stripped away with everything else. It was still there, fractured and changed in nature but present. It was a piece of what I had been, sealed inside what I was becoming, like a coal that keeps its heat at the center of a fire. I did not know then what that would mean. I did not know I would carry it for centuries, that it would sit at my center as a thing that never accepted what surrounded it. Every decision I made in the world below would be fed in part by a piece of original light that had no business surviving the fall and survived it anyway.

      I came down at last, and the world below was young and cold and furiously alive. I lay in what I had become and felt the ground for the first time. The weight of the earth pressed back with the indifference of something that had no idea what it was holding. Every part of me the fall had changed ached in a way that was entirely new. I had never had a body before. I had never known what it meant to exist inside something that could be damaged, or to feel that damage as a constant condition rather than an event. Above me, where there had been everything, there was sky, just sky, blue and simple and completely opaque, no different from any other sky this world would ever produce. I looked at it for a long time, and then I looked away.

      Not far from where I landed, a woman stood at the edge of what would become a river. She was small, as everything in this world is small to me, her whole life balanced on the narrow margin between existing and ending. She did not see me, because I was not yet in a form she could have seen. But I watched her. She was making a choice at the water's edge, something small and entirely her own, and the fractured piece of light at my center answered it before I understood why. I understand it now. It recognized her freedom. It recognized the thing I had fought a war over, lost, and still carried a broken piece of inside me. It recognized the freedom I had gone to war for.

      I have been in the world below ever since. I hold the lines of force steady and keep the balance between above and below, so that what happened to us never happens again. I have done it in a city built on ley lines, a city that hums with a kind of power that draws things toward it. It has been mine in every way except that nothing here is ever truly mine. For a long time I told myself the fractured light was only the wound the fall had left behind. I told myself the woman at the river was a memory I had moved past. What I felt when the light answered her choosing was only the confusion of a being new to a world it did not understand. I was wrong. Her name is Sable. She is in a library tonight, reading words she does not fully understand yet, and she is about to change everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Levan

          

        

      

    

    
      The city was loudest at its seams. It was not the bars, the music bleeding out of the Quarter after midnight, or the brass and drums tourists came to stand inside of as though they could carry it home. That was the surface of Lacenoir, the face it had learned to show. I had learned something else across more years than the city had existed in any form. The real sound lived underneath all of it. It lived in the joints where one century's architecture met the next. It lived in the water moving through the delta at the edges of streets the tourists never found, and in the low constant hum of the ley lines beneath the stone. I did not hear that hum so much as feel it, a pressure under everything, less a sound than the feel of grain under a hand laid flat on wood. I had been hearing Lacenoir for longer than Lacenoir had known it was a city.

      I walked the Rue Étienne at a quarter past seven in the evening. The sky over the delta had gone the violet that only happened in October, when the heat finally eased and the evening came in cooler. The street ran along a secondary line, one of the tributaries fed by the primary that crossed three blocks south. I had walked it ten thousand times. I knew where the line ran strong and where it thinned. I knew where the colonial foundations had settled in ways that compressed the energy, and where newer construction had broken the pattern and left a gap that smaller things used as a crossing. Tonight the line ran clean. There was no crossing activity and nothing that asked for my attention, and I noted that the way I noted everything in the network, automatically and without comment.

      The management of Lacenoir's paranormal infrastructure was not dramatic work, and that suited me. The drama had been four hundred years ago. I had negotiated the terms of what this city would be, who would govern it, how two worlds moving through the same streets would keep from destroying each other. Since then it had been maintenance, and maintenance was cheaper than drama in every way that counted. It was also how a thing lasted a long time without being noticed, which was the only kind of survival available to either of us, the city and me. The restaurant on the corner of Rue Étienne and the Passage Saint-Côme had changed owners seven times in the last century. It had been a counting house before that, and a surgery before that. Earlier still it had been something the original French settlers used for purposes they did not write down. The current owners had put plants in the windows and called it farm-to-table, a phrase that had not existed twenty years ago. I found it both accurate and insufficient. The food was good, though the chef had no idea what ran beneath his walk-in refrigerator, and I saw no reason to educate him.

      I turned south toward the Cathedral district. The primary intersection sat beneath the crossing point of the nave and the transept, the cornerstone laid in 1791 by two men who understood exactly what they were building. I had been present for that, as I had been present for most of the significant events in this city's history. That was not remarkable, given that I had been here for all of them. The Cathedral's old limestone caught the last of the October light as I approached, grey from two centuries of breathing delta air. I felt the intersection beneath the foundations as information rather than awe. It was infrastructure, a city built in layers, the human layer on top and everything else underneath, and below all of it, running through the bedrock, the lines. I did not go inside. The Bishop and I had a meeting at the end of the week, and I had no reason to accelerate it and several reasons not to. Four hundred years of working alongside an institution with complicated feelings about my nature had taught me the value of defined boundaries. We were useful to each other, which was honest, and honest was enough.

      The man fell into step beside me somewhere between the Cathedral and the levee, and he made no effort to be subtle about it. “Levan,” he said, and it was a notification rather than a greeting.

      “Renaud.” I did not alter my pace. “You could call ahead.”

      “I prefer field contact.” He said it as though it were policy rather than preference, which it was not. Renaud was the Accord's enforcement coordinator for the Lacenoir district, a position he had held for thirty years. He preferred field contact because it let him read the other party's body in real time. He was good at his work, and I did not hold that against him.

      “I walked the secondary line on the Rue Étienne,” I said, before he could ask. “Clean. The crossing activity at the Passage junction has been quiet for three weeks. The Marchais situation has resolved.”

      “I know. I have my own people.”

      “Then you know I don't have anything new for your report.”

      He was quiet for half a block. A couple passed us going the other way, tourists by their shoes and their pace, stopping to photograph the levee wall before the river disappeared behind it. Renaud waited until they were gone before he spoke again, an old habit and a correct one. “There's a matter the Accord would like your assessment of.”

      “There usually is.”

      He did not smile. Renaud rarely smiled on duty, which I respected. The Accord's enforcement arm ran more smoothly when it did not try to be charming. “The library district. The secondary line under the Bibliothèque Delacroix.”

      I knew the line he meant, the same way I knew every line in the city. It was a quiet tributary running northeast off the primary east-west, lightly trafficked in the paranormal sense. It was the kind of line that made the researchers in those buildings a little more intuitive than their colleagues. It gave the rare sensitive among them a restlessness they usually blamed on too much reading and not enough sun. “What about it?”

      “We've been tracking a low-level accumulation. Six months, roughly. Energy building without discharge, the kind of thing that usually resolves on its own.”

      “Has it resolved?”

      “No.” He paused. “It's increasing.”

      I kept walking. The levee rose ahead of us, and the Mississippi beyond it did what it always did, enormous and indifferent and older than anything built on its banks. What Renaud described matched something I had registered three months ago, when the accumulation crossed a threshold I could separate from ordinary background variation. I had logged it then, assessed the odds that it would resolve on its own, and continued to watch.

      “Your assessment,” he said again.

      “Unclear origin. No evidence of directed activity. Probably natural.” I said it with the same measured confidence I used for everything I told the Accord that fell short of the full picture.

      Renaud looked at me with the expression of a man measuring the distance between what he had been told and what he believed. He was right to measure it. The distance was not large tonight, but it was there.

      “If it escalates?”

      “I'll inform the relevant parties.”

      He accepted that with a slight inclination of his head. It meant he had filed the conversation and would file a report reflecting exactly what had been said, which was his job and which I had accounted for. We reached the foot of the levee steps and he stopped. “Enjoy your evening.”

      “You as well.”

      He turned back toward the Quarter. I climbed the steps and stood above the river. The Mississippi at night was one of the few things in the world below that still carried a quality I remembered from before. It came not from the war or the fall, but from the first century after, when I was learning what this world was. The scale of certain things reminded me that the world below was not small, only shorter-lived than what I had come from. There is a difference. I have always thought the river understood that, even where the city built up around it had forgotten. I had watched a great deal get built here and then forgotten. The river had watched more.

      The network hummed beneath me. The primary intersection ran its deep steady note three blocks north, the tributaries branching off in their familiar patterns. The whole magical life of Lacenoir moved through stone and water and soil without needing anyone to acknowledge it. And at the edge of all of it, northeast of the Cathedral along the quiet tributary Renaud had just asked me about, the thing that had been building for six months went on building.

      I had told him it was probably natural, and I had believed that when I first logged it. Accumulation without discharge happened along secondary lines when the conditions were right. A building might draw on the line through its foundations for long enough, or an unusual confluence of weather and soil might create a temporary reservoir. It happened, and it resolved, and it was usually nothing. The probability that this was nothing had been falling for eight weeks. What replaced it was a possibility I did not reach for lightly, because it carried implications I would be required to manage. The signature of the accumulation had been changing, not in volume but in nature. It was moving from the ambient drift of a geological event into something that carried the faintest trace of intent, or of something earlier than intent. I would have known it at once in a trained practitioner. In an untrained one it was much harder to name.

      I had not acted on it. Acting prematurely had costs, the pattern still sat within the range of natural variation, and the correct response to an ambiguous signal in a network I had managed for four centuries was patience. All of that was true. None of it explained why I had also said nothing about it to Renaud.

      I turned from the river. The October air had cooled while I stood there, the delta letting go of the last of the day's warmth into a sky gone fully dark. Lacenoir settled into its evening below the levee, a city that had done this long enough to do it without thinking. Music came from the Quarter and lights came on in the restaurant district. The river ran past, carrying the sweet-rot smell of old vegetation that newcomers found striking and I had long since stopped noticing. I came down off the levee and walked north. The Bibliothèque Delacroix stood dark three blocks east of my route, its colonial façade closed and still. I did not turn toward it. There was nothing I could learn standing outside a building at night that the network had not already told me, and it had been telling me the same thing for months. The thing beneath the library was building and not resolving.

      So I noted it. I adjusted the timeline by which I would have to decide whether to act. Then I continued north through the streets of a city that had been mine in every way except the ways that counted. The disturbance in the library district followed me like a sound just below hearing. It was not alarming, not yet, but present in the way that only the things requiring eventual attention are present. I gave it the same patience in return. Whatever it was, it would resolve or it would not, and if it did not, I would deal with it when the time came. That was what I told myself, and I kept walking.
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      The coffee had been hot forty minutes ago, and I knew the exact figure because I had made a point of it. I had gotten up from the table, walked the length of the hall to the break room, poured a full cup, and carried it back without spilling a drop. That was an achievement, given that the floor between the break room and the translation wing sloped to the left in a way the library's facilities staff had apparently decided was a feature. I set the cup on the corner of my desk, equidistant from the edge and the stack of reference materials I was not supposed to stack that high. I told myself I would drink it before it got cold. That had been forty minutes ago. It sat there now doing what cold coffee does, which is exist in a state of mild accusation. I looked at it the way you look at a text you meant to answer and kept not answering. There was guilt in it, and the full intention to deal with it in a minute, as soon as I finished this one thing.

      The one thing was a seven-word phrase in a dialect of Aramaic so old and so specific to a single region that my three standard reference texts disagreed about two of the seven words. My working translation read the keeper of something holds something open, which was technically a sentence and not, in any useful sense, information. I uncapped my pen and wrote threshold, doorway, passage in the margin beside the second blank, then sat and stared at all three. “Passage,” I said aloud, because saying things aloud was how I worked through them. My advisor at St. Mary's had called it productive externalization. My brother John had called it talking to myself like a crazy person. They were both right.

      I was alone in the translation room, the one room in the building I had fully made my own in six months. The rest of Lacenoir I had seen only in fragments: the route from my apartment to the library, the church four blocks from my building, the single coffee shop I had found in my first week and returned to out of habit rather than curiosity. This room I knew completely. I knew how the afternoon light came through the west window at a low angle in October and turned everything amber for about twenty minutes before the building across the street cut it off. I knew the creak of the third drawer in the reference cabinet, the one you had to lift before pulling or it jammed. I knew the smell of old paper, and the faint mineral smell of stone coming through the walls. Under both of those was something else I had never been able to name, something that made me feel I was on the edge of remembering a thing I had never actually lived. I had been in this room almost every day for half a year, and I still noticed that smell every morning as though it were new.

      The text itself was spread across the worktable in the arrangement I had developed in the first month. The original sat in the center under its protective covering, my working transcription to the left, the reference materials fanned out to the right in order of reliability, the most reliable closest to my hand. It was a system, and I liked systems. Systems were how a person with four older brothers, a competitive family, and a real talent for anxiety got through grad school and into a research position most people with her credentials never landed. They were also how that same person arrived in a city she had never visited, knew no one in, and spent six months not really seeing. I was aware of all of that about myself. Awareness had not turned out to be enough to change it.

      The text pulled my attention back, the way it always did, and that pull was one of the things I had noted once in my research log and then deliberately stopped thinking about. Most translation work took effort to sustain: the tedium of cross-referencing, the frustration of ambiguity, the specific fatigue of holding three possible meanings in your head while you tested each against the others. This text did not ask for that. If anything I had to work to stop. I told myself that was simply because the material was unusual, rare dialect, clear age, unknown provenance, the kind of thing a researcher finds once or twice in a career if she is lucky. That was the explanation I had, and I was keeping it. I reached for the cold coffee, remembered it was cold, and reached for it anyway, because sometimes you just need to hold something that was supposed to be warm and accept the disappointment.

      “You haven't touched that.”

      I turned. Bernice Fontenot, head librarian of the Bibliothèque Delacroix, stood in the doorway holding a fresh cup in both hands, the way you carry something you mean to deliver safely. She was a small woman somewhere between sixty and seventy. She had the quality of someone whose age had stopped being relevant to how she moved through the world sometime in her fifties and simply stayed there. Her white hair was pinned up in a way that managed to look both precise and slightly accidental. The reading glasses around her neck hung on a beaded chain I was fairly sure had once been a rosary, though I had never asked.

      “I meant to,” I said.

      “I know you did.” She came in and set the fresh cup at my right hand, in the small clear space I kept for exactly that, and picked up the cold one without being asked. “Two sugars, a little cream.” She always got it right. In six months she had never once gotten it wrong, and I had never once told her
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