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“Refusing her grand hests, she did confine thee,

By help of her more potent ministers

And in her most unmitigable rage,

Into a cloven pine; within which rift

Imprison’d thou didst painfully remain.”

—Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act I, Scene 2
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Chapter One

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

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

She didn’t have a gun, but that was okay.

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

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

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

The blonde wasn’t asleep.

The blonde hadn’t been sleeping much since she’d left her husband camping out in the desert miles away with crazy people all around him and craziness behind his eyes. She was confused and angry, and she felt incredibly guilty. Could she have been more supportive? Listened better? Cared more? But she’d listened and cared and supported for close to twenty years. How much more could she do? How much more could she have done?

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

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

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

The brunette had thought about it and decided to disable the phone when she entered the house, so that the blonde couldn’t call 911. The brunette was no electronics expert, but she’d realized during the long drive that all she needed to do was pick up an extension, dial a couple of numbers, and then set it aside. The line would be occupied, and the wife wouldn’t be able to hang up and make her call to the police without getting to that extension. Simple. The brunette let herself into the house, found the kitchen phone, and did just that. Then she looked for a knife since she didn’t have a gun.

The blonde picked up the bedside phone, tried dialing, tried hanging up and started to get scared. She slipped out of bed and put on her shoes—the pair of sensible black flats she’d worn to work.

The brunette was wearing moccasins. She’d once been told that American Indians moved silently by stepping down with the outside edge of their feet, then transferring their weight inward—a step more stealthy than the white man’s “tip toes.” So she was stepping, slowly, like that.

The wife crept down the back steps. Two stairways led up, one from the living room and one from the back hall. Like many women, the blonde had thought about what she’d do if an intruder came into her home and she couldn’t telephone out. Her plan had always been to sneak down the back stairs and go out the kitchen door.

Unfortunately, that plan was based on the idea that any prowler would be in the living room with the TV and computer and stereo equipment. Thus it was that the blonde crept into the kitchen just in time to hear the brunette rummaging through her junk drawer. She might have been able to sneak up the stairs, down the other way and out the front door if she hadn’t involuntarily shrieked.

The brunette flinched and spun toward the sound.

The blonde turned on the lights. Both women briefly shielded their eyes.

“Get the hell out of here!” the blonde shouted, her fear turning into bluster.

The brunette’s eyes adapted to the light, and she saw a pile of knives on the counter, waiting to get washed. She seized the longest one—a five-inch slicer—and the blonde’s outrage turned right back into fear. The blonde turned and bolted up the staircase.

The blonde was a good fifty pounds heavier than the brunette, and even panicked, she was slower. But she had a head start and a definite home-field advantage, so she passed the top of the stairs before the brunette could close to striking distance. She yanked the first door open, lunged in and almost got it shut before the brunette reached it and slammed her shoulder into it. The two women shoved at the door, and it shimmied back and forth between them. The brunette got her foot in the opening, but that didn’t accomplish much except to get that foot crushed when the blonde put her weight on the door again. The brunette howled and shoved once more, and this time there was no resistance. The door flew open and she stumbled into the son’s room.

The floor was covered with discarded jeans and underpants, so the brunette didn’t recover her balance before the blonde hit her in the face with a baseball bat.

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

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

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

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

The two women tumbled out into the kitchen.

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

The woman’s face had changed.

Not only had the instant swelling and bleeding and split skin of a blunt-force bash disappeared, the face had healed into its original configuration—into the shape it’d had before the brunette got all her expensive plastic surgery. It was a face the blonde knew, one of the nut-jobs from the desert. Some southern-fried bitch who’d always looked at the blonde’s husband with ill-concealed desire. Joellen something.

“You?” the blonde sputtered. “You still chasing after Teddy?”

“Oh, I’ve got your husband,” Joellen replied. “I’ve come to get your son.”

Birdie Mason—that was the blonde’s name—once again made the switch from afraid to angry. She’d been terribly frightened by Joellen—who looked even crazier holding a bloody knife in her right hand and a bloody bat in her left—but the threat to her son blew that fright over the top, into rage and right through it into something so dizzying, so intense, so pure that Birdie couldn’t have named it. Later, she might have called it “insane” or “berserk,” but neither word was really adequate for a place beyond reason, beyond pain or fear, beyond anything but the urge to act. Only it wasn’t even an urge, because no barrier stood between thought and action in that wordless place. Mind perfectly empty, Birdie attacked.

She seized a handle, yanked out the drawer and threw it at Joellen’s face. It was a heavy drawer, well made and full of silverware. A jangling cloud erupted in front of the intruder for a second and Joellen ducked, the drawer bouncing off her arm with bone-bruising force. Then she staggered off balance as Birdie seized the end of the ball bat and jerked it effortlessly out of Joellen’s grip.

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

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

But this wasn’t a simple case of domestic envy.

There was a demon involved, and that demon had given Joellen the gift of healing. She had other gifts too, but in this instance, healing was the most important. So Joellen’s arm healed and straightened itself, and she picked up a three-inch paring knife that still had some apple peel on it. She saw the madness in Birdie’s eyes and recognized it. At some level, she welcomed it—matched it. She leaped forward, taking another bruising club blow on her left arm—What of it? It was only pain, pain was nothing, Joellen had a goddess on her side—and she stabbed Birdie in the gut. Then the two were entangled, belly to belly, each trying to knock the other down for stomping, but the kitchen was narrow and cramped. Birdie had always wanted a bigger one. They bounced back and forth between the counters, Birdie slamming the base of the bat into Joellen’s skull, Joellen stabbing and stabbing into Birdie’s broad back. But the knife was better for this. Better for close work. Even crazy, Birdie was slowing down from simple blood loss. She felt herself weakening, falling. She tried to shove the other woman back but could only make a little gap. She got Joellen back enough that she could see her face, and on it Birdie saw vicious triumph. She saw the triumph of the underdog who’s always longed for the upper hand, who’s always wanted to be a far worse tyrant than her oppressor.

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

The space between their bodies was wide enough that Joellen could finally get the knife between and slash it across Birdie’s throat—a good, deep artery cut.

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

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

Joellen could heal any injury, but this one killed her straight out. She was actually dead before she hit the floor. Birdie died two minutes later, without ever moving.

A recorded voice came on the phone, saying, “If you’d like to make a call, please hang up and dial again.” It repeated this until Lance, Birdie’s son, found them the next day.
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“Humanity’s defenders have returned.”

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

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

Mitch and Chuck were men. The other two were demons.

They were all in a Chevy Tahoe, rumbling along the streets of Los Angeles toward the Pacific Ocean.

Chuck was trying to reassure Mitch that he needn’t worry about any of his possessions, all that stuff would get taken care of. Possessions were fleeting anyhow, right?

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

“Los Angeles is occupied territory,” Mukikel said crisply, making an illegal right amid a cacophony of honking horns. “Traitors to the cause are entrenched here, and we’ve got to get you out.”

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

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

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

“Us,” Shadrannat said.

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

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

“Then what I saw was…” Mitch was baffled—his attention split between the road, the muttering girl beside him and the driver’s proclamations.

“You saw the Morningstar,” Mukikel said. “Our general, and the greatest of our number.” Her eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. A moment later, Mitch heard sirens and saw flashing lights. “We seek to restore him to his rightful place.” She reached back and put her hand on Shadrannat’s knee. “Pinpoint on three…”

“You may want to close your eyes,” the young girl told Mitch, but he didn’t listen because he was wondering what a “pinpoint” was. She put a hand on his shoulder, and on Chuck’s, as if to comfort them.

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

“…three.”

And then the car was still.

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

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

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

“Buniel, report,” Shadrannat said. Then again, “Report!”

“Sorry about that,” Mitch said.

Mukikel barked out one short laugh. “I hope that’s the worst thing that happens today!”

“Buniel, no, we’ve got—” Shadrannat stopped mid-sentence, and the roar of an explosion, perhaps a mile away on the waterfront, wafted over the car a beat later.

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

“Shit,” the little girl said. “He’s deincarnated.”

“I told him to withdraw,” Mukikel said, pulling into a small marina and parking at the end of the dock. “Stupid Victory asshole.”

“Still, it feels like he bought us some time.”

Mukikel opened her door while Shadrannat jumped nimbly over the backseat and started opening the rear cargo hatch.

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

“Why?” Mitch asked, his voice plaintive.

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

“Lucifer’s Army? Wait, Chuck, you’re not… You haven’t become some kind of Satanist, have you?”

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

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

“What are they?”

“They’re ballistic cloth, so you don’t get shot,” she replied. “Lie flat.”

Mukikel cast off as soon as Mitch hobbled into the boat (he had a bad leg and needed a cane even on level ground). The boat roared out in the harbor seconds later.

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

“The whole thing being…”

“The War on Heaven.”

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

“I feel them too,” Mukikel replied.

Mitch peeked up—he couldn’t stop himself, and besides, the smell of his puke on his pants was cloying under the blanket—and saw that their small boat was rocketing along like a racer, bow toward the sky and heading toward open ocean.

He heard a sound like fireworks, and Shadrannat hissed, “Get down!” She’d opened her box and he was shocked to see her slinging a pair of sheathed machetes on belts over her neck and shoulders. They looked bizarre over her Kim Possible T-shirt, but no less so than the sub-machinegun she pulled out next.

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

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

He looked backward and saw a fast, sleek racer zipping through the water after them. Mitch knew a little about boats—it wasn’t much, but he knew that a cigarette boat like that should have easily outpaced their pleasure craft. Nonetheless, it was barely keeping pace. He saw twinkling lights through the chaser’s spray, even by daylight, and realized that someone was shooting at them.

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

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

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

She ran back and forth, mostly making for the cigarette boat, and he saw her stumble as she got hit, actually saw chunks of meat fly out of her back while a pink mist of blood mixed with the ocean spray, but she didn’t even slow down. When her gun was empty, she dropped it, drew a machete in each hand and dove under the waves.

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

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

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

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

“All clear,” she said.

“Huh?”

“It’s all right, for now. You can sit up.”

Cautiously, he did. He looked around.

The other boat still had its nose pointed to the sky, but it wasn’t moving forward. It was sinking, with thick billows of smoke coming from the engine. It was only about fifty feet away, and as he watched, the little girl climbed nimbly to the tip of the prow and jumped toward them.

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

“Let’s go!” she said brightly.

There was blood on her teeth, too.
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Lynn Culver’s murderer was back in Oswego. He was in the hospital there, visiting a woman named Glenda Fielding. She was old and had taken ill very suddenly, and the doctors were extra-comforting to her because they were extra-confused.

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

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

He’d nearly killed her.

Usiel was… what? He himself wasn’t sure. Once he he’d been the Throne of the Sundered. Now he was called the Reaper of Souls.

He was no longer an angel, he had to admit that. He’d been condemned by Michael-Word-of-God and cast into Hell with the rest, but was he a demon? He’d never rebelled. Never willfully disobeyed. Even when ordered into confinement with those he’d fought, he went without a struggle.

Now, like the truly fallen, he was free once more. Like them, he could draw on the faith of mortals instead of being sustained by the radiance of the One Above. Like them, he could kill his believers if he needed too much from them.

He’d almost killed Glenda when he was in need.

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

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

Ironic, but the Reaper of Souls had no taste for irony.

“You’ve come!” Glenda said. Instinctively, she tried to sit up, but she was too weak. Instead she hit a button and raised the bed to a sitting position.

“Yes.” Usiel didn’t know what else to say.

“Oh thank God,” Glenda replied. “I knew you’d come. I knew you wouldn’t abandon me.”

He went to her side and brushed back her white hair with his black hand. “No,” he said.

“What happened to me? Do you know? Was it… Was it that ghost again?”

“It wasn’t. It was me.”

Glenda’s forehead clouded. “I don’t understand.”

Usiel had struggled over whether to tell her, but he knew there was only one right choice.

“I was fighting another… fighting a demon. I was hurt. I could draw on you to heal myself, so I did. I’m sorry.”

Glenda was quiet a moment.

“So that wasn’t… not some evil spirit? You did that to me?”

Mutely, he nodded.

She frowned a little, then said, “If you had to, I guess you had to.”

“No, Glenda…”

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

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

(And aren’t you? he asked himself.)

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

(Don’t forget the cannibalism, either, he thought. You’ve stolen the strength of one of your own kind, just like them. And you loved it, just like them.)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t be so sure I’m your friend,” he replied.
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The scent of Mitch’s puke had stung less out in the open air, but now they were enclosed again, and it was dense. Mukikel and Shadrannat had gone off, giving only vague explanations about “making their report” to someone called the “Princess.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah,” Mitch said, “About this ‘Lucifer’s Army’ business…”

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

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

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

“This is good,” he said. “Just how I like it.”

“Two sugars, no cream,” Becky said, turning back around.

“Have we… Did we ever meet before?”

“Oh no. I just know what people want.”

“Yeah? Can you guess what else I want?”

“Answers.”

“You are good.”

On the couch, Lawrence gave a snort.

“Start asking questions,” Becky asked, sticking her tongue out at Lawrence briefly.

Mitch opened his mouth, then shut it. It wasn’t that he lacked questions. There were so many that they were forming a logjam.

“Let’s start with… Mukikel. And Shadrannat.”

“Ooh, you’re on a celestial name basis. You should be pleased.”

“Huh?”

“You don’t know about the name game?”

“Let’s… let’s set that aside. How did they do that stuff?”

“Stuff? You’ll have to be more specific.”

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

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

“So, what, the laws of physics don’t apply to them?”

“The so-called laws of physics are really just an agreed-upon set of conventions. If you speak the right language, you can temporarily appeal them.”

He just stared. “You’re serious.”

She giggled and nodded. “It’s been a long time and we’ve all forgotten ever so much, but we remember a few little tricks and shortcuts.”

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

“I saw that stuff when I was out of my gourd.”

“You saw the Morningstar?” They were the first words Lawrence had spoken. His voice was raspy, as if from disuse.

“That’s why we’re here,” Chuck said.

“Well, that explains why the knight and the overlord here were assigned to extract you,” Becky said.

“Who?”

“The two who got you. You know.”

“Mukikel and Shadrannat?”

With a secret smile, Becky nodded. “You may not want to toss those names around. Every time you invoke them, they can hear you.”

“Huh?”

“Do you speak pig Latin? Ig-pay atin-lay?”

“Es-yay,” Chuck replied. Mitch shook his head.

“You take the first sound of a word, stick it on the end, add ‘ay.’ Chuck becomes Uck-chay. Mitch is Itch-may.”

“I’m lost.”

“If you said Ukikel-may’s name properly—or Addrannat-shay’s—they would be able to listen to your words and even speak back to you. So speaking a demon’s celestial name is… unwise. If you don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Is this the name game thing you were talking about?”

“Mm-hm. You remember the old song? ‘Let’s do Jerry!/Jerry jerry bo-berry/banana-fana fo ferry/me mi mo merry/Jerry!’ Remember?”

A vague memory surfaced in Mitch’s mind. “I kinda remember that from grade school. The teacher would never do it with my name.”

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

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

“Like this Princess I heard about?”

“Mm, the Princess of Majestic Liberation.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Wait ’til you meet her. See if I’m kidding then. The two who brought you in are the Knight of Venom and the Autumn Overlord. The knight is the little girl.”

“Why all these titles?”

“Why do officers have ranks in an army?” Chuck asked. “Same reason. Lucifer is ‘The Morningstar,’ right?”

“Or the King of this World.” Becky’s smile got a little brittle. “Morningstar gets more use, for reasons you can easily imagine.”

“Don’t forget host names, either,” Lawrence said.

“Oh yes. We use them most often with mortals,” Becky said brightly, “but it’s still easy to forget. Still, I’m getting very used to being called ‘Becky’ after all. I believe the Knight of Venom is Tabitha, and the Autumn Overlord is Sally.”

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

“Nope. You can gossip in perfect safety.”

There was a pause.

“So what’s Lucifer’s Army?” Mitch asked at last.

“We are. I’ll assume you know nothing about the War on Heaven?”

“That’s a safe assumption.”

“Well, we lost and history got written by the winners. They claimed we fell because of pride or jealousy or lust for the daughters of Adam, if you can believe that! Our real reasons were concealed.”

“And those were?”

“Love,” Becky said.

Another pause.

“No, really,” he said.

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

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

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

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

Mitch sat for a moment, just thinking.

“The Holy Host—you mean, God’s angels, right?—are gone? So, like no one’s minding the store? Why don’t you just take over?”

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

“We saw Lucifer kill two of them during the earthquake,” Chuck said.

Mitch just put his head in his hands.

The door opened.

“The Princess Nazathor will see you now.” The speaker was the Autumn Overlord, Mukikel. Also known as Sally.
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Usiel, the Reaper of Souls, sat alone in Glenda’s house. She was still in the hospital, and she’d insisted he take the key. “I’d feel better knowing you were there,” she said. “Safer.”

Like a lot of things she said, it hurt him. Even though she didn’t mean it to. Even though he didn’t know why.

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

Nothing.

He was the only Elohim around.

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

Back in the guest room was a small duffel bag stuffed with tens, twenties and fifties. When he’d left Italy, he’d simply dropped his sack of lira in a bus station. Money wasn’t a problem.

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

Gaviel.

Just thinking the name brought a half-snarl to Usiel’s lips. Gaviel. That rat bastard. Cold and bright and shiny as a mirror, and like a mirror, he always showed you just what you expected. But when you reached out—in trust, in anger or for whatever reason—you found your hand stopped short and bruised by your own image.

That fucker skates through life like it’s one long Mentos commercial. Mentos commercials were from Clive’s world, not Usiel’s, but the Reaper didn’t even notice how his host’s ideas had condensed, softly, in his mind.

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

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

Usiel you fuck, you shit, you cunt, I’m getting out and I’ll fuck you, I’ll shit on you, I’ll lay my eggs in your eye sockets and watch my maggots hatch…

Usiel the Reaper of Souls is unbound from the Abyss…

Usiel, I can return you to God…

Usiel, I will return you to Hell…

Usiel, angel of night, sweep these phantoms away with your dreadful wings…

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

He changed his mental frequency.

…Reaper of Souls is trapped in the Soul-Storm, endlessly battling tormented shades…

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

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

He’d been attuned to his title, not just his name, so that he could listen as others spoke of him, even when they thought him unaware. But there was little of interest or value there, either. Just gossip or slander or speculation.

He thought about doing an invocation of his own.

Sabriel.

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

But she’d pointed out how much he was like them.

She’d brought him doubt.

She’d made him remember a time before it was Us and Them. Remember it and miss it and maybe hope he could have it again.

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

Maybe.

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

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

“Lucifer,” he said.

Usiel?

“I want answers.”

“Give me your questions.”

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

“Mind if I sit?” Lucifer asked.

“Suit yourself. Coffee?”

“Hot tea, if you’ve got it.”

“Sure.”

Usiel, Reaper of Souls, made tea. Then he said, “You think I should kill them.”

“The other demons? Yes. I think we should kill them.”

“How can you be so sure?”

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

The Reaper winced, but the Morningstar continued, “…you could look at how Gaviel treated his allies—his comrades in arms like Edasul and Joriel.”

“I won’t deny that the demons are doing evil.”

Lucifer laughed.

“But—listen! Men do evil, too. But not every man. Is every demon irretrievably fallen? Of all your thirty million followers, must every single one be corrupt?”

Lucifer sighed and looked down into his tea.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“And if you don’t know, how can you say we must fight them all?”

“Because I can’t take the chance.” Lucifer looked up again. “They call me, Usiel. They speak my name, all the time. Nazriel…” The Devil bit his lip as he spoke that name. “Nazathor, now. Each twilight, for an hour, she invokes me, begging for me to return to her. She does it every night. She has done it every night since the Fall, even when she was in the Abyss. But what can I tell her? That I’m ready to start the fight again? I’m not. That there’s a place for her at my side? There’s not. That there’s a place for her in the world? I’ve spent the ages since the Fall making sure there isn’t.”

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

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

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

“What would that be?”

Lucifer was silent for a long time, then said, “What if the Rebellion was part of the plan? What if being in this world isn’t supposed to be easy or fun or beautiful? What if we were tested, all of us, and we all failed? Oh, maybe Abel and his tribe passed the test, and maybe your old lover, Haniel, passed the test, and maybe Lailah and the others who stayed loyal to God passed the test. But they’re all gone now. Maybe the universe is over, maybe it’s all Hell and the demons are now just loosed from the lowest part so that they can complete the job of dragging down everything else. How about that? You think they’ll
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