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Thinkst thou that I who saw the face of God,

And tasted the eternal joys of heaven,

Am not tormented with ten thousand hells

In being deprived of everlasting bliss!

- Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus
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Prologue: In the Beginning

In the beginning,

there was only darkness.

And God said, “Let there be light.”

And there was light.

And it was good.

We were born in those first days, celestial beings made of that light to serve as God the Maker’s instruments.

Elohim.

Angels.

The first and best of us all was Lucifer, for it was he who carried the light from the Almighty and ushered in Creation. He was the Morningstar and we all followed him. Others set the stars in the firmament, boiled the seas, fired the lands, spread the plants across the soil and birthed the first beasts. All this, too, was good.

Man and Woman

Then, God said, “Let there be Man and Woman.” And there was. And this, too, was good.

Into these beautiful creatures, God poured all his infinite love, and we loved them as well. And God said unto us, “Love them and protect them, but do not reveal yourselves or your mysteries to them.” And this, this was not good.

For how could we love and protect them without teaching them? How could we watch them blindly struggle with the most basic elements? They shivered in the winters and feared the storm. They struggled to make even fire. They could not speak or sing or dream. Our hearts ached with the love God Himself had taught us, conflicted with the strictures He had imposed.

And so we turned, as we always had, to the Morningstar. “Lucifer,” we said, “how can we reconcile the twin orders of God? Tell us, Lightbringer.”

Rebellion

After a long while, the Lightbringer answered. With a terrible voice he said, “We cannot. God is mad. We must rebel against the All High!”

Fully a third of our heavenly host rallied around the Morningstar’s banner of rebellion. From each of the seven houses of the Elohim, they came, and Heaven damned them each in its own way:

From the First House—Lucifer’s own—came the Namaru, angels of light and fire. Heaven branded them as Devils.

From the Second House came the Asharu, guardian angels and bearers of the breath of life. Heaven branded them as Scourges.

From the Third House came the Annunaki, angels of the earth and wonder-makers extraordinaire. Heaven branded them as Malefactors.

From the Fourth House came the Neberu, angels of the fates and the stars. Heaven branded them as Fiends.

From the Fifth House came the Lammasu, angels of beauty and love. Heaven branded them as Defilers.

From the Sixth House came the Rabisu, angels of the wilds. Heaven branded them as Devourers.

From the Seventh and final House came the Halaku, patient angels of death and release. Heaven branded them as Slayers.

For a thousand years, the rebellion raged. We built a great city called Eden and revealed ourselves to the men and women there, teaching them wondrous and terrible things. But in he end, we rebels could not stand against the host. The Ophanim, those still loyal to the Mad God, triumphed. Lucifer the Morningstar himself surrendered to Michael and the others.

Condemnation

Our punishment was terrible indeed. Having rebelled against God, He who made the light of the universe, we were condemned to eternal darkness.

Hell. The Pit. The Abyss. Endless varieties in naming a place of utter and complete nothingness. No flesh. No stars. No hope. And, worst of all, no Morningstar. For the first of us, he who had led us in rebellion and negotiated our surrender, did not join us in Hell. “Betrayal!” some yelled without mouths.

Over the course of eternity, our formless rage mounted. God the Maker allowed us to spend that wrath on the souls of the dead, the very humans we had once loved at His word. It was Hell for tormentor and tormented alike.

Release

A precious few slipped the chains of nothingness. Three-and-thirty score and six more vanished from the Abyss and were named Earthbound. But for the rest of us, Hell was everlasting. Until the storm.

Perhaps as a sign of the coming of the Day of Judgment, perhaps through the actions of the Earthbound, or perhaps through the fickle attentions of the Maker Himself, winds such as had never been seen before tore through the barriers around Hell. Small rips in the fabric of nothingness allowed some of us to escape in unprecedented numbers.

We flitted into the world as formless, weakened souls, maddened by our millennia of torment and lost without a physical shell. We found, however, that there were souls weaker than ours—humans who had lost hope or suffered such trauma that their very will to live was all but gone. We crushed those souls, plundered them for their language and knowledge, and made their bodies our own.

Finally, we were free. Free to avenge the wrongs of the past and deliver unto the world the torment we had suffered.

Redemption?

But for a few of us, it has not been so simple. A few of us have found a glimmer of hope in the most unexpected place—the very souls we have displaced. In their memories and emotions we have remembered what it is like to love, to want, to sing. And if we can remember such things after an eternity in the Abyss, there must be hope for us all.

But still, we wonder, where is the Morningstar?


Midnight in the Garden

Michael B. Lee

The mission house had seen better days, but so had most of South Central LA. The red-brick building looked like it had been erected back in the ’30s and added to in the decades since. The small chapel now adjoined a squat, ugly cinderblock structure that served as the mission’s soup kitchen and dormitory for the homeless. The trail led here. I’d driven around the block twice to make sure, and each time the feeling dragged me back to this tired old church. There were bars on the narrow windows and pale loops of old paint where gang tags had been blotted from the cracked and crumbling walls. It seemed like an inauspicious place to usher in the end of the world.

It was well past the time when the homeless were given their morning ration of bread and prayer and turned back out onto the unforgiving streets. Still, a couple of men watched from the dormitory steps, passing a brown bag between them and sizing me up carefully while I approached.

“Nice car, mister,” one of them said, eyeing the Porsche and showing the brown stumps of his front teeth. “Hope it’s still there when you get back.”

“Maybe you could keep an eye on it for me,” I said, pulling out a couple of bills. Part of me wondered what the man would think if I told him that a stolen car was among the least of my concerns. “Also, perhaps you could answer a couple of questions. Who runs the shelter here?”

“Father Adams,” one of the other men said, eager for a share of the cash. “Tall black guy with gray hair.”

“Good man. Fine man,” the transient with the brown teeth interjected. “Been here for years. Didn’t see him this morning, though. Wasn’t at breakfast leading the prayers.”

“Maybe something important came up,” I replied, feeling a cold wave of dread. “Were the two of you here last night?”

Both men nodded. “Most of the time, anyway,” Brown Teeth said.

“Did anyone come in last night, maybe later on, after lights out? A young man, perhaps?”

The two men looked thoughtful. Then Brown Teeth said, “Yeah, now that you mention it, there was some kind of commotion late last night. I guess around one o’clock or so. I was sneaking a smoke in the john, and when I came out there was a lady on her knees in the lobby with her arms around this gangly kid. Father Adams was there, and she was talking to him—well, pleading’s more like, with tears running down her cheeks. The kid was curled up in a ball, shivering and mumbling. I figured he was just another junkie.” Brown Teeth cocked his head curiously. “Friend of yours?”

“He might be,” I said, and handed over the bills. I expected the men to snatch at the money like starving dogs after scraps of meat, but something in my expression gave them pause. Brown Teeth took the money gingerly, his sallow cheeks suddenly pale.

I passed through the lobby where mother and boy had been only hours before and found a volunteer mopping the cafeteria floor. With a few quick words he was off to find Father Adams, leaving me to pace the cracked tile floor and study the psalms painted on the cinderblock walls. The place smelled of bleach and disinfectant, and the cheap cafeteria tables were gouged and scarred from years of hard use. Such was the face of the twenty-first century church.

Long minutes passed before Father Adams appeared. True to his description, he was tall and lanky, easily six-two, with gray hair and wide, dark eyes. The skin around his eyes and mouth was deeply lined with fatigue. A weight seemed to bear down on him, sloping his shoulders and slowing his stride. “Can I help you?”

“I received a call late last night. You have a young man here in your care?” I said, putting on a friendly smile. He was tired. I expected him to make assumptions.

Adams’s face brightened slightly. “I think this has to be a record. The last time I called Social Services it took them two weeks to send someone.”

“And how is he?”

The weariness returned to the man’s face. “He’s… resting, I suppose you could say. Maybe I’d just better let you take a look and tell me what you think.”

Adams led me back through a service door and up a flight of worn concrete steps into the church proper. He leaned against the metal stair rail and stepped with care. “You look familiar,” he said, concentrating on his movements. “Have I seen you around here before?”

“You must be thinking of someone else,” I said. We crossed the threshold into the church proper. The paneled halls were dimly lit, and the carpeted floor swallowed our footsteps. The place had a kind of threadbare sanctity to it, like a vestment rubbed to shiny tatters with use and age.

“I guess you must come from uptown somewhere,” he said, eyeing me over his shoulder. “Not many social workers can afford tailored suits.”

“About the boy, Father Adams…”

“Of course. His mother brought him in early this morning. She’s been a regular here at the shelter for a number of years, and I know her and her son well. Her husband is an alcoholic, and physically abusive—primarily to his son. The boy hasn’t been officially evaluated, but I think he’s autistic. He’s a sweet kid, God bless him. At least, until yesterday.”

“What happened?”

“Well, from what the mother said, her husband got drunk and started hitting the boy. Knocked the poor kid out, then went to work on his wife. That’s when it supposedly happened.”

“It?”

Adams paused, considering his words carefully. “She said that when her son opened his eyes again there was a demon inside him.”

Once again I felt a touch of dread. “Why did she say a demon?”

The man shook his head. “She’s a very religious woman, you must understand. And she said her son snarled like a wolf and flew across the room at his father. Evidently the man’s seriously hurt. She didn’t want to see her son taken to jail, so she brought him here, hoping I could help.” Adams shook his head. “I told her I would do what I could, then called Social Services. Obviously the poor boy needs serious psychiatric care.”

“You never considered performing an exorcism?” The words came tumbling out before I could stop them. The dread sank deep into my bones.

Adams stared incredulously. “No. I didn’t.”

“Of course not,” I said, struggling to smile.

We’d gone past the chapel proper and were now in the rear portion of the church, where the apartments for the clergy were. The hallway looked little used. Part of me wondered how long Father Adams had served the congregation alone. He rested a dark hand on an old brass doorknob. “I’m hoping to get him into a state facility today, if at all possible,” he said. “Tomorrow is my last day here, you understand, so I need to get things in order as soon as possible.”

He pushed the door open. I found myself filled with an urge to pray. For myself. For Father Adams. For the future of the world. But who was there to listen?

A few rays of dirty yellow sunlight leaked through the curtains on the other side of the bedroom, slanting down upon the rumpled bed and leaving all else in deep shadow. A narrow-shouldered form hunched in one corner of the room, rocking back and forth on his heels and muttering softly.

“What’s his name?” I asked.

“Michael,” Father Adams said.

I fought the urge to laugh at the irony. It seems that name will haunt me until the end of time.

Father Adams stepped aside. I walked over to Michael, studying his every move. His back was to me, but I could see the tension cording the muscles down the sides of his neck. But there was no sense of power, no preternatural poise. I dared to hope.

“Hello, Michael,” I said softly, kneeling at his side. He took no notice of me, staring at the water-stained plaster wall. Old scars lined his face and neck, and a livid purple bruise discoloring his cheek. I reached for his shoulder, then thought better of it. “Father Adams says you’ve had a pretty tough time,” I continued. “Would you like to tell me about it?”

His eyes flickered slightly at the sound of my voice, but that was all. He continued to mutter, so low I couldn’t make out what he said.

“Michael, can you hear me?”

Still no response. No sense of potency, no ancient presence gleaming in the depths of his eyes. “He seems catatonic,” I said to Father Adams, unsure how to continue with the charade. On impulse, I rested my hand on the boy’s shoulder.

Michael howled, his back arching and his head thrust back. “Free!” The words came out as a liquid growl, as if a panther could speak. The sound was anything but human. “Where is he, that Prince of Lies?”

Like a blur, the boy jumped, turning in the air, until he crouched like a spider, his back to the ceiling in the upper part of the corner. His jaw gaped and his eyes gleamed yellow like a wolf’s. The demon howled again. “Woe to this misbegotten place! Woe to the one who betrayed us! We will find him! He cannot hide!”

Suddenly a charnel wind rose in the room, reeking of death and decay. I leapt for the door, scrambling on hands and knees while lamps, ashtrays and small pieces of furniture were caught up in a cyclone and smashed against the walls.

Father Adams staggered into the hall behind me, gasping at the stench. The demon’s laughter curdled the air until a sudden draft slammed the wooden door shut.

I ran. I didn’t know where I was going, only that I had to get away. Father Adams shouted after me, but I paid him no heed. There was nothing but the sick sense of dread and shame driving me on, pushing me through one doorway after another. I’ve failed once more, ran the litany in my head.

Before I knew it, I found myself inside the tiny chapel. The air hung heavy in the high-ceilinged room. If anything, it was gloomier than the rest of the building. The tall stained-glass windows opposite the old wooden crucifix were covered in layers of grime, letting only a few rays of red bleed through. The light fell like a sheen of blood over the frozen misery of the Messiah.

I fell to my knees, clutching a pew for support. Father Adams was right behind me. “Oh Lord our Father,” he gasped. “What was that? What happened in there?”

“She was right,” I said through clenched teeth. “The woman was right. Her son is possessed by a demon. Hell no longer holds the fallen.” I wanted to scream. I wanted to blow the building to pieces and me with it. But the power wasn’t there. I’d seen to that, hadn’t I?

Father Adams didn’t reply at first. When I looked back at him, he was staring up at the image of Christ. “What can we do?” he said plaintively.

“Kill him. Do it quickly before the demon gathers its strength.”

“You can’t be serious!” Adams looked at me in abject horror. “Whatever has happened to Michael, he needs us.”

“Michael is gone,” I cried. “There’s nothing there but the demon. Trust me.” It was hard not to laugh. Trust me?

“That’s not true!” Adams shot back, his fists clenched. “Until you touched him, he was the same young man I’ve known for years—”

Until I touched him. “Then drive the demon out, Father! You’re the man of God, right? Call upon your faith in the Word and make the demon depart.”

I saw the light go out of Adams’s eyes. He turned away. It was no more than I expected.

“Who are you?” Adams said, his voice bleak.

“Don’t you know me?” I said, my voice bitter. “I’m the Prince of Lies.”
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“Why are you here?” Adams said. A quality to his voice hinted that he might not want to hear the answer.

We were in his small living quarters, just down the hall and around the corner from where Michael sat with a monster coiled around his heart. He’d made no effort to leave, though when we passed we could still hear the wind whispering on the other side of the door.

Adams kept a bottle of Scotch in a shoebox beneath his bed. His room was as gloomy as the rest of the old church. Dust motes spiraled lazily in the shafts of sunlight that oozed through the heavy curtains. There were books everywhere, filling the shadowy corners of the room and spilling across the battered roll-top desk that claimed a peeling wall opposite his narrow bed. The niches of the old desk were littered with framed pictures, showing the reverend and the church in younger, happier times.

I held a small glass up to the weak light. The dark liquid swallowed it entirely. Signs and portents. Part of me wondered why I was still there. I should have been flying up into the Hollywood Hills, heading for the house that looked out over the smog-shrouded city and making arrangements for my trip by cell phone. By first light tomorrow I could be on the other side of the world, slipping into the somnolent masses and starting anew. And yet I’d followed Adams back to his dusty cell when he’d offered me a drink. There didn’t seem much point to cutting and running anymore.

“You heard him in there. He’s been calling for me.”

Adams stared into his glass. If anything, his face seemed even more careworn than before. “If so, he didn’t recognize you.”

“No,” I said, and was surprised at the pang of sadness I felt. “But then I don’t recognize him either. Not anymore.”

He shot me a look that was part anger, part fear. Adams didn’t want to believe me, but the demon inside Michael had left him little choice. I knew that look of stolen innocence all too well. “If you’re Satan, why aren’t you in Hell like all the rest?”

“My name is Lucifer. I’ll thank you to remember that.”

Adams snorted. “What’s the difference?”

“The difference between faith and reason, Father Adams. The only thing that has kept mankind safe for hundreds of years.”

“So now you’re claiming to be some kind of hero?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Oh, no, Father. I am the worst kind of villain. The one who commits the foulest of deeds knowing his cause is just.”

“You haven’t answered my question. If you are who you say you are, why aren’t you in Hell?”

“Who says I’m not?” I cut off his protest with a sweep of my hand. “Hear me out. What’s your concept of Hell, Father? Burning lakes? Fire and brimstone?”

“Hell is the absence of God,” Adams replied, with more heat than I expected.

“You make it sound like you know what the presence of the Almighty is like,” I said, unable to keep the sarcasm from my voice. “You haven’t a clue. You’ve never known it.” I pointed out the window. “When you walk those streets do you find God anywhere? No. He’s been gone for a long, long time. It’s His final joke. First He punishes me and my brethren for violating His law, then He washes His hands of us all.” I swirled the dark liquid in my glass, breathing its fiery scent. “I watched my brothers and sisters go into the Pit, but when it came to be my turn He slammed the door in my face and left me behind so I could watch the world die.” I knocked back the Scotch. “Absence of God indeed.”

“And yet you want me to send that… demon in there back to Hell.”

“Yes,” I said, and hated myself for it. “There’s no choice. They’ve been in darkness for so long now that all they know is hatred and madness. You saw that thing in there. Do you see the exquisite cruelty at work? We were angels, Father. Even your Bible says so. Do you imagine we broke our oaths to Heaven for anything so petty as jealousy? No. We did what we felt we must out of love. But love denied turns to poison in the fullness of time. God means for my brethren to rise up and complete our damnation by destroying the very thing we damned ourselves to possess.” I rolled the glass between my hands, feeling the alcohol burning down my throat. “So you know what that makes me, Father?”

“What?”

“Hell’s jailer. For the sake of my brethren and the world they loved I must keep them in everlasting torment, where at least they can do no harm. Are the works of God not wondrous indeed?”

I hurled the glass with all my strength. It hit the wall and exploded into a hundred jagged pieces. “It’s all a celestial con job, Father. I’ve curled like a worm in mankind’s heart for hundreds of years, poisoning your collective soul. Because if you no longer believe in the divine, by extension you don’t believe in the infernal, and if you don’t believe in demons, they will remain forever buried in the Pit. Everything I’ve done—everything you fantasize about me and more, Father—I’ve done to keep you safe.”

Adams shook his head. “If that’s so, it looks like you failed.”

I took a deep breath. “I’m afraid you’re right. Now you see why I came. I heard the call, and I had to find out if it was true. And now you see why the boy has to die.”

The reverend stared at me, his expression unreadable. Slowly, deliberately, he set down his glass. “No.”

“I’m not playing games, Father.”

“Neither am I. Even if everything you’ve said is right—and I’ve got no reason to believe that’s true—I still won’t do it. I’m a servant of the Lord. I defend the innocent; I do not condemn them. It’s my duty to save that boy, no matter what you say.”

“There’s nothing to save!” I cried. “It’s too late for him. His soul died a bit at a time at his father’s hands. The demon has simply taken his body and his mind. It’s an empty shell. That’s how these things work. They come out of the Abyss and need bodies. The only ones they can take are those too weak to put up a fight. People like that kid.”

“Maybe and maybe not,” Adams said. “I have to try.”

“Try what? Exorcising him? Driving the demon out by virtue of your faith? You and I both know you aren’t up to the task.” Adams straightened, his jaw set, but I could see the doubt in his eyes. “Tell me the truth, Father. Clergymen don’t retire, especially not at your age.” I looked hard at his lined face. “You’re sick, aren’t you? What is it? Cancer?”

“Yes,” he said. “The doctor says I’ve got two, three months left.” Now it was his turn to sound bitter. “They said they might’ve caught it, but I never found time to go to the doctor.”

“Too busy doing the Lord’s work, eh?” I snarled. “Welcome to the club.” I reached down and snatched up the shoebox he’d kept the bourbon in and shook out two full bottles of pills. “Don’t lie to me, Father. You were getting ready to throw up your arms and quit.”

“Yes. I was. I’ve been angry at God for a long time now,” he said. “I started to think He truly didn’t exist. How else could this have happened to me?”

“He doesn’t exist. He’s gone.”

“So you’ve said. And that makes me think that perhaps we were meant to persevere in His absence. Isn’t that the whole point of faith? Belief in something greater than yourself, even if its existence isn’t apparent? You’ve claimed to be protecting humanity by strangling our faith. What if you’re the monster, Lucifer, instead of the spirits you keep locked in the Pit?”

“Without me the world would have ended long ago.”

“Everything ends. Soon my life will end. What comes after?”

“I… don’t know.”

“Then I guess you’re not so damn smart after all,” Adams said, rising wearily to his feet. “Now get out of my way. I’ve got a job to do.”
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He didn’t have a chance.

Faith is not about saying a prayer and hoping for the best. It’s knowing that when you step off the precipice, you’ll fly. Humanity can’t fly. I’ve been saying that for years.

Adams walked down the hall and opened a door into a nightmare. His dark face was hit with a gust of air so foul it nearly brought him to his knees. Seeing the priest, the demon howled again, crying out its hate. Adams stood his ground, shouting words of scripture into the wind. All of it was all lost in my brother’s fury.

And yet, I felt the spark kindle inside him. Who wouldn’t believe at least a little in the face of such terror? It sent ripples through the air, a charge that my brother and I felt simultaneously. He drank it in, and I felt the storm gain in strength.

Tentatively I touched it. It thrummed in my chest, like the stirring of wings.

I am an angel. Once I touched the face of God.

I know how to fly.

I reached the doorway in a single heartbeat. The demon loomed above Father Adams, but when he saw me his eyes went wide.

GET THEE HENCE! I cried, and with a shriek the demon was gone.
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The earth shook.

I felt them rise up across the city. Potent spirits, stirred by the force of my cry. One smote the earth with his will, and the City of Angels trembled. I felt their hatred, the eons in darkness longing for revenge. I did not know them, but they knew me once more.

Beyond them, I sensed dozens more lesser spirits, still weak, still finding their wings, caught up unawares in the tumult. I marveled at the spectacle. Truly the gates of Hell were broken. How long had the fallen been free? How could I have been so blind?
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“It’s the end of the world,” I said into the stillness.

The silence was deafening after the tortured groaning of the earth. Plaster dust drifted in the air, and distantly I could already hear the sound of sirens.

“Maybe,” Adams said, staggering to his feet. He picked his way across the vista of broken furniture to where Michael lay. At the reverend’s touch the boy opened his eyes and let out a long, weary sigh. The dying man turned his eyes to me. “What are you going to do about it?”

I’d kept the world in darkness too long, afraid of what might come. “I’m going to light a fire.”


1All Good Things

Myranda Kalis

The air was cold and damp, tasting of lightning and smelling distantly of smoke and blood. The storm that swept through had washed away little of that, though it had scrubbed the sky free of clouds for the first time in weeks. Overhead, the stars shone stark and clear, more than the human eye could perceive. He had little doubt that on the balconies of the city the stargazers were gathering already, to read the portents in the desperate hope that one of them would see something the others had missed, something that would give them hope, that would show them that the end was not upon them all.

He did not join them.

He had read the stars weeks ago, before the heavens covered over in the ashen clouds of the burning Earth. He told his lord what he had perceived. The cold knowledge had settled into his bones, and had not left him.

There was no hope written in the skies.

He stood atop the highest spire in the city and, rather than gazing up, he looked down.

The city spread below him, a singular artifact of darkly gleaming beauty. Inasmuch as it was a reflection of its maker, it was perfect—its wide avenues and winding lanes, its structures great and small. It was, at the very least, aesthetically pleasing, in a way that most cities were not.

And it was more than that. He wondered how he could have lived here for a thousand years and not have noticed it before now.

Christopher McAllister’s hand slapped down on the alarm clock, two seconds before it would have gone off. It was too late anyway. Once he opened his eyes, there was no point in even trying—the dreams went away that fast. This one was no exception, details sliding away before he could get a good look at them, the whole blurring like a chalk drawing left out in the rain. He pushed down the unease and frustration this invariably generated, and sat up. Next to him, Kira slept on, completely oblivious.

The cat announced herself with a deep-throated “mmrrrrrrrrrrah!” and leapt from the bedroom floor practically into his lap, arching her butt against his chest emphatically. He acceded to her demands and gave her a thorough petting. She arched her back, puffed her sandy-yellow fur and leapt back down, streaking off for the kitchen.

Chris leaned over and poked the human-shaped pile of blankets next to him in the approximate location of its ribs. It moaned softly.

“Kira, my love. Your cat wants her breakfast….”

A muffled mumble, which sounded vaguely like “So give it to her already.”

“One day, I’m going to make you drag your lazy butt out of bed and feed this poor starving animal yourself.” He leaned over and reset the alarm for a half-hour later, then slid out of bed.

Figaro got her usual. Chris put on the coffee to brew, checked the calendar taped to the fridge, and realized that he needed to shower, as there was a staff meeting scheduled that morning. He decided, upon peeling himself out of the T-shirt that he usually slept in, that it wasn’t going to last another day. He made a mental note to harass Kira about actually doing the laundry sometime soon, since the hamper was rapidly developing its own ecosystem.

Upon investigating the contents of the medicine cabinet, he realized that the only soap left in the entire apartment was the product of Kira’s mother’s experiments in aromatherapy, bestowed upon them both in the form of birthday presents last year. He decided that smelling of balsam fir and fresh-mown hay wouldn’t seriously damage his chances of hiring a reference assistant after Christmas break. By the time he finished his shower, he could hear the alarm clock going off again. He stepped smartly to one side in time to avoid being thwacked as Kira kicked the bathroom door open.

“You smell like a Christmas tree,” Kira informed him, with his usual morning glower firmly in place. Kira was not a morning person, and he aggressively refused to understand how anyone else could possibly want to be.

“So will you.” Chris offered the most obnoxiously cheerful smile in his repertoire, leaned over and kissed Kira’s cheek. “We only have your mother’s soap left. Maybe we should go shopping?”

Kira whimpered and climbed into the shower, pulling the door shut. Chris shook his head, amused. He brushed his teeth (deliberately leaving the hot water turned on just long enough to give Kira an ice-cold morning pick-me-up) and tamed the congenitally unruly coppery-auburn mess attached to his head. Fortunately, there were just enough presentable clothes left in the closet to get him through the next few days. He was finishing his second cup of coffee when June Shiratori, Kira’s elder sister, pulled up outside in her little red Honda and beeped for him. He’d had his California state driver’s license yanked eighteen months previously and, ever since, they’d carpooled to work at UCLA.

June eyed the box of books and papers and arcanely labeled computer disks Chris carried in with him that morning. “Working on the dissertation again, huh?”

“Trying to, at any rate.”

“Oh, my mighty ubergeek friend.”

“This coming from the woman who holds dual Master’s degrees in Information and Computer Sciences.”

“Yes, but those are respectably geeky fields. Everyone knows that. You’re pursuing a doctorate in archives and preservation.”

“Well, that just means that I know that libraries contain the sum of all human knowledge and I want to be one of the chosen few who know where the best stuff is hidden.”

June laughed all the way up the Janss Steps and into Powell Library. They parted ways at the main entrance, she to the multimedia lab, he to the reference wing, where he was immediately besieged by two freshmen driven to tears trying to navigate the university library system in time to finish their midterm project.
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Something about the quality of silence in the reference wing caused Chris to look up from the stack of unstamped books he was working his way through. Or, rather, the sudden quality of silence. Something had been making a noise—not a loud noise, but low and constant, and now that it was no longer happening he missed it. He poked his head over the top of the main reference desk’s counter and looked around.

A girl was sitting almost directly across from him, looking at him.

He jumped, startled; he hadn’t seen, or for that matter heard, anyone else come in. Even with the new counters blocking an easy view, the room itself had wonderful acoustics along with the unhelpful tendency to make sounds seem louder than they really were. Footsteps, for example.

She sat on the table nearest the desk, feet resting on the seat of the chair in front of her, leaning her weight on her arms. He realized that his first impression of her as a “girl” wasn’t far off. She was probably fourteen, fifteen at the most, and blessed with a teenager’s complete lack of self-consciousness. Her black hair was hacked off short and messy, randomly painted with streaks of unnaturally bright red. It looked like she was in the middle of a growing-out stage. Her cheeks and chin carried the traces of baby fat but the rest of her was lanky. Something about her—something in the way she carried herself, adolescent aggression written in every line—was instantaneously familiar.

He realized that he wasn’t being very professional just sitting there gawking at her. “Miss? Is there something I can help you with?”

The sun peeked out from behind the clouds and slanted across her where she sat. Her eyes, black from rim to rim, met his—and he couldn’t look away.

Her lips moved. He heard her voice, slightly husky, speaking words in a language so melodic it almost wasn’t speech at all, but song. For a moment, all he could do was stare at her while that wonderful sound rolled off her tongue. And, scarily enough, that was familiar, too. That gently teasing tone she used belonged to one long-lost friend greeting another and that seemed right.

“I’m sorry, Miss, I don’t…” He was about to say “I don’t speak Spanish” but stopped because it wasn’t true. He did speak Spanish, and that language wasn’t it. There was a hint of it in some of the sounds, but there was a trace of other things in it, too—the precise inflections of Latin and Japanese, hints of French vowels… He shook his head, looking away from her for the first time in minutes. “I don’t understand you.”

She made a noise; it sounded startled, disbelieving. He looked back and now she was staring at him as though he’d grown another head. She hopped off the table and approached with such naked determination written all over her that he was afraid he was about to get slugged. Instead, she reached across the counter and poked him hard, her tone going from sweet to snapping. The language changed, too, taking on the harsher qualities of German or Slavic, deep-throated gutturals and buzzing consonants. He knew an accusation when he heard one.

Chris held up his hands. “I’m really sorry—I don’t understand you.” He thought quickly, wondering how to ask her if she spoke English in a way that wouldn’t sound patronizing.

He didn’t have the chance. Instead of vaulting the desk, as he was beginning to fear she might, she backed away. He thought, for a second, that she looked hurt. Then she took off through the low reference stacks, moving with smoothly athletic grace.

“Hey, wait! I’m sure there’s someone here who can help you!”

She ignored him, weaving around the tables and low shelves, making for the main reading room. He ducked around the reference desk and went after her, stretching his own legs in an effort to keep up. She strode around one of the larger periodicals stacks; something in the set of her shoulders made him seriously fear that she might just push it over.

By the time he reached the periodicals stacks, she was gone, and ten minutes of searching all over the reading room didn’t turn up any sign of her. No one at the circulation desk had seen her come in, or go out. He made his way back to Reference, feeling somewhere between stupid and inadequate, and stopped when he came to the table where she’d been sitting. A single sheet of paper and a pen lay there. He couldn’t remember if it was there before, but he realized what the sound had been that had disrupted his concentration.

It was a drawing. Two circles, one inside the other. She must have eyeballed it, and even so, the separation and proportion of the shapes themselves were nearly perfect. Between the two circles ran a series of flowing squiggles—he was reminded of Arabic or Hebrew lettering—and in the center there was a stylized image of an animal of some kind. Horns, fangs… something about the way she’d drawn and shaded the skin suggested scales. He closed his eyes, and the image flashed across the inside of his eyelids, writhing like a snake tying itself in a knot. He opened them and stared at it again. The way the letters flowed together drew the eye all the way around the circles and then down to the beast in the center, no matter how he turned the page.

A shiver ran the length of his spine, shook his hands and the page along with them—and the picture seemed to move as well, a slow counterclockwise slither. It held his eyes, drew them around. He felt his lips moving, forming sounds, as something about it became familiar….

“Mr. McAllister?”

He blinked. When he looked back, the picture had stopped moving.
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Chris opened the apartment door, delighted beyond logic to find the living room exactly as he’d left it. The usual mess of books covered the coffee table. The computer corner contained a pair of PCs buried in the books that hadn’t finished their migration. Figaro occupied the futon, tangled in the tie-dyed throw Kira’s mother had given them last Christmas. Her “Mrrt?” of greeting sounded more questioning than usual. He shut the door behind him and sat down, pulling her into his lap for a petting session.

Somehow, petting Figaro made him feel more real. Or, rather, much more in touch with reality than he’d been in the last few hours. Making dinner helped even more, though the act of hacking a chicken to pieces for stir-fry made him wonder a bit about the sorts of things he was finding comforting. Several bunches of fresh greens followed; by the time he was ready to start on the ginger, Figaro’s enthusiastic “Mrrrrrt!” and the jingle of keys heralded Kira’s arrival.

“HooOOOOme.” The door thudded against the wall, followed closely by the thump of Kira’s backpack hitting the floor.

Chris’ knees went a little weak at the perfect everydayness of it. Kira peeked around the doorless frame that separated the living room from the kitchen, the cat draped languidly in his arms. His dark eyes flicked to the wok and the partially mutilated chicken bits in the bowl next to it, the piles of freshly eviscerated greenery, and, finally, to Chris, and smiled wryly. “Oh, boy. Ginger chicken stir-fry. What happened?”

“Shows how well you know me—if I really wanted comfort food, I’d have ordered pizza. Bad pizza.” He put down the knife, wiped his hands on a kitchen towel, and found himself being warmly bussed, Figaro making a disgusted noise and squirming to get out from between them. Kira let her go.

“I had a weird day at work,” Chris said, once he’d gotten his breath back.

“Tell me about it.” Kira ran a sandy hand through his black hair and glanced at the unchopped ginger on the cutting board.

“I almost got punched by a girl.”

“You know what I say, hon, just flirt back and they won’t take it so hard….”

“I’m resisting the urge to kick you. It wasn’t like that. She…” He paused, searching for the words to describe what had happened. “This is going to sound odd, but it was like I knew her. I’d never seen her before in my life but… she was utterly familiar, like a friend I’d had from childhood. Does that make sense?”

“My mother would probably say that you share some deep and unspoken bond of mutual self-knowledge derived from your multiple intertwined past incarnations and that you should pursue this girl in an effort to learn more about yourself.” Kira dropped into the seat next to his own and began carving the ginger into coin-sized slices.

“So, in other words, no sense at all.”

“Nope.” Kira offered him a shit-eating grin. “Tell me about her. Have you seen her around campus before?”

“No. I don’t think she was a student. She couldn’t have been more than fourteen, fifteen. Hispanic, I think. The really odd thing was the way she spoke. You’d almost have to be there to really appreciate it. It was like she was singing and talking at the same time.”

“Well. Spanish is very musical…”

“I know, but it wasn’t Spanish. Whatever she was speaking, it was like all the languages that ever were, all rolled into one. And that doesn’t make any sense either. She got very upset with me and ran off when I couldn’t understand her.”

“Just because it doesn’t make sense at first glance doesn’t mean there isn’t sense in it somewhere,” Kira replied firmly, finishing off the last of the ginger in a decisive flurry of chopping. “Your birthday is coming up soon, right?”

Chris rose and plugged in the electric wok, added peanut oil, and waited for Kira’s line of thought to present itself.

“Could it be a practical joke? We did torture poor Eric to the edge of sanity and possibly slightly over for his last year.” Eric was June’s boyfriendlike housemate, blessed with the sense of humor that allowed him to survive being named Aethelric Radgar Schwann by parents who really ought to have known better.

“It’s not impossible. Some wiseass might have found someone who speaks perfect Esperanto and sicced her on me.”

“Reference librarianship is a high and lonely destiny. Whoever did this is probably snickering over their evil plot, imagining you poring over noncirculating materials into the wee hours of the night, feverishly wondering how you might have served that patron more effectively.”

“Gee, you make it sound so romantic.”

“Someone has to.” He grinned again and stretched his legs out, leaning over to roll down the cuffs of his jeans. A shower of sand was the result.

“Where were you today? You decide to play hooky in Malibu or something?” The chicken went into the wok, and Chris stirred it briskly.

“Santa Monica, actually. And the something was checking on the global positioning devices. There’ve been a couple hiccups in the system, anomalies in the readings, that sort of thing.” Kira was wise enough to get the dust brush and scoop for himself.

“Small words and diagrams, please.” The ginger joined the chicken.

“The GPS network has been picking up seismic activity where there hasn’t actually been any seismic activity—or at least no activity that’s been significant enough to register on the seismograph. With no noticeable earthquake, there shouldn’t be any noticeable
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