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Prologue

HE CAREENED THROUGH CORRIDORS OF LIGHT-DEVOURING black, endless and vermicular, as if he were trapped in some gigantic intestinal labyrinth. The only reality was the cold grip of Lilith’s hand in his, the only light the fear in her eyes, which he could somehow see in the roiling darkness.

They turned corners at random, fleeing with no map or plan, twisting this way and that through blind intersections and surprise junctions, racing up and down flights of stairs that seemed to invert under their feet—flipping from ascent to descent, like something from an M. C. Escher painting.

The world was strangely silent, except for their frantic footfalls. There were no sounds of pursuit, yet Colin knew that behind them the Headmaster’s myrmidons were closing in.

Suddenly before them was a breach in the labyrinth wall, a huge, irregular gash in the stone. They scrambled through it and found themselves at the base of one of the castle’s great corner towers; it reared above them, a gleaming black finger pointing at the chaotic sky.

Colin shook himself. He remembered that the highest towers of the Scholomance rose no more than a hundred feet above the tops of the island’s trees, yet this one seemed thousands of feet high, looming through cloudy mists over an endless landscape.

There was no time to backtrack, no other route to seek. Their pursuers, unseen but nonetheless deadly, would be upon them in minutes. Colin mounted the parapet and edged out onto the tower along a thin ledge, no more than a foot wide. Arms spread-eagled, belly flattened against the cold stone, he began to climb. Behind and below him, Lilith followed.

Though the walls were smooth obsidian, scarcely rough enough for an insect to cling to, somehow the two managed to find toe- and finger-holds. Colin didn’t pause to think about how that was possible, he simply climbed until he reached the top of the tower. There, he peered over and received yet another shock—before him stretched a sea of carved and mortared stone, a roofscape that seemed to stretch as far as the horizon, composed of domes, minarets, spires, chimneys. It was as if the Black Castle had swollen to a hundred times its normal size—an amorphous armored creature, bristling with chitinous structures. As if it had devoured the island’s shoreline and the surrounding lake.

Again they fled, this time down a serpentine stair, and thence over an endless, tumbled collection of steps, ramps, colonnades, battlements, and other impediments—some that seemed to grow up out of nowhere to divert their path. Time and again they were forced to stop and retrace their steps. Although they could see no one in pursuit, still the sense of impending capture grew with each footfall.

At last they found themselves in a cul-de-sac—an irregular cup of stone and mortar from which there was no escape. Colin had been a student at the Scholomance for years—memory refused to put a number to them—yet he’d never seen this blank courtyard. His mind protested that it didn’t exist, no more than did the thousand-foot towers or the endless cityscape.

In the moment he decided to believe this was a dream (prayed it was a dream), Lilith, her face colorless, her eyes wide and terrified, turned to him and said, “Only one of us can escape, and it has to be you. You must find the Trine, and use it to rescue me.”

“We can both escape,” he protested, knowing as well as she did that, even within this dream, it was not true. It was a truth he refused to admit. “There has to be a way…”

“There isn’t, Colin. You know there isn’t.”

And before he could protest again, before he could stop her, she twisted away from him. One step, the pivot of a stone beneath her foot, and she dropped into a sudden black abyss.

Colin lunged forward, but too late…always too late.

The entire structure seemed to melt away from around him then, and he was falling as well, falling through gray limbo, screaming Lilith’s name as he tumbled endlessly through darkening clouds….



Chapter

1

COLIN WOKE LYING ON ONE OF THE LEATHER sofas in his second-floor library, heart rabbiting in his chest, a thin film of icy sweat on his skin.

Dreaming. Again.

He’d been having too many of those lately, and, like all the others, this one did nothing to edify—only terrify. There were no discernible omens, no prescient revelations. It was simply a dream of frustration, of loss…of condemnation.

Too late.

Its very meaninglessness scared him so much that he allowed himself to pretend there must be meaning, if only he could divine it.

He sat up, swung his legs off the sofa, planted his feet firmly on the floor, and ran long, thin fingers through his riotous hair, trying to force sense into the dream.

The Scholomance had appeared out-of-proportion. Well, of course it had. It assumed terrifying proportions in all his dreams—as it did in waking memory.

He and Lilith had been trapped in its labyrinthine bowels. And why not? The Scholomance had devoured them in their time, just as it devoured a new “class” of students every seven years. In its long history, only Colin had come to it out-of-season, fetching up nameless and alone on its forbidding shores, malnourished and speaking a language no one understood.

The sense of pursuit was a horrific dose of reality in Colin’s dreamscape. Then, he had been pursued by the Scholomance’s Headmaster. Now…God, now he wasn’t being pursued so much as he was being stalked. Stalked by a predator far more devious than the Headmaster and infinitely more merciless…and whose motives were impenetrable. At least he’d known what the Headmaster wanted with him.

He rubbed bleary eyes and looked up. The walls that surrounded him now were familiar, comforting, and covered with mahogany shelving, up to what had been the ceiling of the second floor. It had been cut back to form a mezzanine, reachable by a spiral staircase. More bookshelves rose from the mezzanine almost to the third-story skylight, upon which a soft rain was falling.

Colin let his gaze range over the crowded shelves. At last inventory he had over fifteen thousand volumes: folios, scrolls, codices, opuscules, enchiridions, incunables, and other works, both fiction and nonfiction, ancient and modern.

And in none of them was the answer to the riddle of his own self.

Find the Trine and use it to rescue me, Lilith had pleaded. Well, he’d found it, hadn’t he? Twice. But that was then and this was now, and Lilith was irrevocably gone. Beyond any hope of rescue.

While he had lost Lilith, he still had the Trine—a triune artifact of such power that the Headmaster had disassembled it and hidden the elements separately about his “school” of the arcane. Colin doubted that he had expected a nameless, teenage waif to spend a year of his life tracking those elements down and using them to escape.

The Book, the Stone, and the Flame.

Deep within Colin—now a young man, now free of the Scholomance and its insidious Headmaster—was a bereft boy who would have traded the entire unholy trinity to bring Lilith back.

“Do you realize how often you fall asleep wherever you happen to be out of sheer exhaustion? You really ought to plan for sleep, Colin. You are still human, after all.”

The voice sent chills coursing down Colin’s spine and brought his mind into sharp focus.

The angel reclined, in profile, on the matching leather couch directly across from where he sat. She appeared to be reading; at least, she held a leather-bound volume open in her pale hands. She was momentarily dazzling in the semidarkness of the room—as if she sat in a spotlight—and Colin’s synesthesia caused bright chips of radiance to dance in the fringes of her aura. He looked away from her, seeking her reflection in the front of a long glass display case that ran at right angles to the sofas and in which he kept mementos of his various “adventures.”

She was beautiful, of course; even her eyes, which were blank silver discs bright as newly minted dimes, enhanced rather than detracted from her appearance. She was wearing white jeans, a long-sleeve peach T-shirt, and gray running shoes. Her hair was strawberry blond today, cut short and spiked. A Mogen David, a tiny gold cross, and a star-and-crescent dangled from the earlobe he could see. A five-pointed star hung from a silver chain about her neck.

He could see his own semitransparent reflection in the glass as well: tall, lean almost to the point of cadaverousness, wearing faded black jeans and a charcoal gray T-shirt. His skin was pale, made more so by contrast to his unruly black hair. The reflection of his face was superimposed over an ancient humanoid horned skull. Compared to the angel’s reflection, his seemed ephemeral, as if she were the flesh and blood being and he a mere phantom.

Well, maybe that was the case after all.

“Hello, Zoel,” he said. “Slumming?”

         

The bookstore was huddled halfway down a narrow side street deep in SoHo, sandwiched between a furrier’s outlet and a glassblower’s shop. Its name was above the recessed entrance: THE PALIMPSEST. A fitting name, Harrison Teague thought as he shouldered open the door. A name that hinted of secrets, of the kind of place where he might very well find what he was looking for.

He had visited the store only once, in the previous spring. It had been an unpleasant journey, requiring that he spend time in the subway, crammed into too small a space, breathing in concert with too many people. He hadn’t planned to return (he would do almost anything to avoid the subway), but somehow, as this autumn day had elapsed, the thought of going there again had grown insistently, until he found himself enclosed once again in the tin-can atmosphere of an MTA car.

A bell tinkled as he entered the store, and dust motes danced in the wan sunlight. The shop was warm—a relief from the iron chill of a New York autumn—and scented with the mustiness of ancient paper, leather bindings, and glue. He breathed deeply, letting it invigorate him.

Harrison Teague was thirty-seven years old, balding, and rotund, with glasses as thick as the portholes on a bathysphere. Beneath his coat he was dressed in sweatpants and a sweatshirt that bore an advertisement for a science fiction movie. Harrison had long since opted for comfort over appearance on those increasingly rare occasions when he left his apartment. Safe in the embrace of a trust fund that let him live comfortably, if not grandiosely, and having come to grips years ago with the fact that he would never want to be in bed with any woman who would want to be in bed with him, Harrison pursued a solitary life, with the exception of e-mail, online chats, RPGs, and the occasional physical caucus of like-minded folk. A fan of the works of H. P. Lovecraft, Clark Ashton Smith, Robert E. Howard, and other pulp writers of the 1930s and ’40s, he was far more comfortable and knowledgeable discussing the contents of an old issue of Weird Tales magazine than a current political situation or baseball team lineup. He was also fascinated by the many forms of black magic practiced through the ages, and it was this interest that had brought him here.

He unbuttoned his heavy gray overcoat and pulled off his gloves. The place was full of tall wooden shelves crammed with books. In addition, books were stacked on the floor, on carts, on ladders—pretty much everywhere he looked.

“Can I help you?”

Harrison turned and involuntarily sucked in a breath. Behind the small counter was a woman of striking beauty, her luminous dark eyes and full red lips accentuated by a rich, pale complexion, all framed by dark, shoulder-length hair done in a style popular over half a century ago. Her fingernails were coated with red polish. She looked like a femme fatale out of a Warner Bros. film noir—someone like Gale Sondergaard, maybe, or Lenore Aubert.

He was aware that his mouth was open, and no sounds were coming out. She smiled at him.

“I—I know what I’m looking for,” he stammered, then turned and plunged into the dark corridors of knowledge. Down one aisle, across to another, eyes squinting in the dim religious light, until he found a curling three-by-five card pushpinned to a shelf support. On it, in fading ink, was printed “Magic and the Supernatural.”

Harrison hissed in satisfaction. Already his embarrassing encounter with the woman behind the counter was fading. Of course, if he decided to buy anything he would have to face her again, but he wasn’t going to worry about that now.

He began running his finger over the spines of ancient volumes, checking their names carefully. The Book Of Annihilation. Grimorium Daemonum. Apokruphos. Familiar names. Comforting names.

From his vest pocket Harrison pulled a spiral-bound notebook and flipped through it, matching the titles against a list of books already in his possession. The neat and tiny loops of his handwriting began to blur, and he stopped in annoyance. The intensity of his concentration, coupled with the shop’s steamy warmth, was causing his glasses to fog. He took them off and wiped them with his scarf.

As he did so he noticed a brief flash of pale green light, fragmented by his myopia into a snowflake pattern. It flickered at the left edge of his vision, coming and going so quickly that he wasn’t even sure he’d seen anything.

He put his glasses back on and glanced at the row of titles he had already investigated, which was where the flash had come from. There didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary….

Harrison frowned. On second look, there was something different about the books—something that hadn’t been there before. He ran his index finger back along the spines, mentally ticking off each title. Then he stopped, his eyes widening in amazement.

His finger was resting on a title that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

A title that had no right to be there—or anywhere, for that matter.

He looked again at the stamped gold lettering on the spine. There was no mistaking the words.

Liber Arcanorum.

The Book Of Secrets.

Harrison carefully pulled the volume from its niche on the shelf. It was large and heavy; designed to look several hundred years old, at least. Obviously he had failed to notice it on his first pass, although he couldn’t imagine how. As for it being there at all—well, it had to be some kind of hoax, of course. The concept was not a new one—there had been several bogus publications, some quite elaborate, of the Necronomicon, Lovecraft’s fictional grimoire. No doubt this was something similar.

Harrison opened the book and flipped carefully through the pages. He had barely finished high school, but he was a voracious reader and had picked up a wide and eclectic knowledge of many subjects. This included having enough familiarity with various ancient languages to tell him that the text of this book was not in any ancient tongue known by philologists today. Its appearance was suggestive of Devanagari Sanskrit, Akkadian cuneiform, Linear A, and other extinct idioms. He could not read the writing, and yet it seemed oddly familiar nonetheless. There was one obvious reason for that, of course; he was recognizing images he’d seen used in old stories from the thirties and forties. “The Ancient Tongue,” it was called. But the text wasn’t all of the treasures to be found in the book. There were also illustrations, mostly woodcuts, some quite elaborate and disturbing, even to his seasoned gaze.

He closed the book. This wasn’t exactly what he had been looking for—his purpose in coming here had been to add real books to his library of occult arcana—but given his avid interest in magical fiction, he couldn’t ignore it. It had to be a hoax, but its complexity made it a valuable one.

He looked at the cover, then at the flyleaf, but couldn’t find a price. There was no mention of a publisher, either.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” he muttered as he headed back toward the register.

He was so excited about his find that he realized he’d forgotten about the woman until he pushed the Liber Arcanorum across the counter. “How much?” he asked with a quaver.

She smiled at him and, without so much as glancing at it, said, “Twenty dollars.”

Harrison, in the act of reaching for his wallet, stopped in surprise and looked at her. Surely she had to know that it was worth far more; even if other copies had been published—unlikely, given the lack of an imprint—the book could easily command ten times that price as a curiosity alone. He almost started to voice his surprise, but stopped himself. True, he had been captivated by her beauty, but not to the extent that he would offer more than the asking price. Instead he dropped two ten-dollar bills on the counter, took the Liber Arcanorum, and left, not even waiting for a receipt.

         

Harrison’s apartment was on the Upper West Side, not far from Columbus Circle. The building had been there since the 1920s, and the privately owned apartments were large, with high corniced ceilings and wainscoted walls. Harrison enjoyed the comfort of having four rooms and a sizable kitchen. He had been lucky enough to find this place only a couple of months after leaving his parents’ house in Queens, and fortunate enough to have been left a stipend when they died that was more than enough to meet his financial needs. He had lived here for almost a decade, and he had every intention of staying here for however many more decades were ahead of him.

It was evening when he entered and hung up his coat and scarf. The living room was full of mismatched and nondescript furniture, the walls lined with overflowing bookshelves. Dominating the room was a Toshiba Cinema Series TV, its forty-inch screen gleaming like polished obsidian, the entire thing framed by Bose speakers and wire racks full of videotapes, laserdiscs, and DVDs. The Barcalounger in front of it was where Harrison spent a great deal of his life.

Now, however, his only interest was in the book he carried. He moved quickly to the spare bedroom that served as his office, maneuvering his corpulence down a narrow hallway made narrower still by the bookshelves lining both sides. In his office were more bookcases as well as relatively neat stacks of books, newspapers, magazines, and computer games. A PC clone sat on a small metal desk.

The Liber Arcanorum had been created by Stewart Edgar Masterton, one of the lesser known pulp-era writers who had participated in what came to be known in later generations as H. P. Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos—Cthulhu being one of the more popular alien monsters that reclusive writer had dreamed up. Far from being protective of his creations, Lovecraft had encouraged writers like Bloch, Clark Ashton Smith, Robert E. Howard, and others—including Masterton—to use them in their own stories. The result was a far-ranging skein of fantastic yarns loosely connected by, among other things, imaginary books of ancient and forbidden lore such as Lovecraft’s Necronomicon, Bloch’s De Vermis Mysteriis, Howard’s Unaussprechlichen Kulten…and Masterton’s Liber Arcanorum.

Harrison put the volume on the desk and opened it, marveling once again at the sheer professionalism of it. He knew, of course, that truly obsessive fans of horror and the supernatural were capable of projects even more complicated than this, done solely for enjoyment. But how had such a rara avis wound up for sale in a secondhand bookstore? And, plugged in to the extent that he was to those people and their passions, why hadn’t he heard of it? Surely someone in some chat room or newsgroup would have mentioned it.

Harrison drummed his fingers for a moment, then got up and went to his reference shelf. This was worth spending some time on.



Chapter

2

NINETY MINUTES LATER, THE DUSK OUTSIDE THE curtained windows had deepened to full night. Harrison still sat at his desk, the Liber Arcanorum open before him, illuminated by a desk lamp. Surrounding the grimoire were several dictionaries and grammar books on ancient Middle Eastern and Indo-European protolanguages.

Tension crackled in his neck and shoulder muscles as he turned one of the heavy, stiff pages. The more he leafed through the book, the more impressed—and baffled—he was by its appearance. The pages were high-quality vellum, the illustrations exquisite watercolors and woodcuts, the binding hand-stitched with meticulous precision. If he didn’t know better, it would be easy to believe that it really was six hundred years old. It was as if someone had used a time machine to fetch it forward into the present.

It was incredibly frustrating not to be able to read the strange markings. Many of them, of course, he recognized from their inclusion in Masterton’s works. Harrison had even lifted a phrase or two from the stories and put them on the website he’d created in homage to those works. In reality, he knew that they were, most likely, no more than cuneiform images strung together in nonsensical form. Even so, they tantalized his brain, whispering dark words and phrases that he could almost hear, almost understand. He could not help but feel that, if he could only empty his mind and let this whisper of esoteric knowledge fill him, he would understand.

Foolishness, of course. Even if Masterton had based his “Ancient Tongue” on actual dead languages, Harrison had no idea how spoken ancient Indo-European or other dialects sounded—neither did anyone else, since no one spoke them anymore.

Still…

He decided to try an experiment: He tried to halt his analytical thoughts, to simply look at the ideograms and let them sound themselves in his unconscious.

He was not quite sure how it happened, but he suddenly found himself speaking aloud, shaping words in a tongue he had never heard spoken, words he did not understand, but which nonetheless seemed to fit the symbols: “Kirtitü ga-di-re îjet-so…” He felt a slight frisson of daring as he continued, even though he knew nothing was going to happen.

“San nös te Soth-Kardath…”

Soth-Kardath—now that was a familiar name. The desk lamp flickered.

“Des censu Soth-Kardath, nôc at di-tet rí iä ditus…”

Another wavering of the bulb’s illumination—then it flared blindingly white for an instant as its tungsten filament vaporized.

Everything went dark.

Harrison groaned. He stood and stretched, stiff muscles sending waves of tension rippling through him, as he pondered the perverse ability of inanimate objects to pick the worst possible times to go on the fritz.

Well, there should be spare lightbulbs in the kitchen. And as long as he was up, he might as well grab something to eat.

He moved down the dark hallway toward the kitchen, thinking about his little exercise in xenoglossia. Odd, the sounds he’d come up with. He wasn’t at all sure that what he’d been spouting had any relationship to any language, but it had sounded somehow primeval and strong. Considering that he’d been letting his unconscious make it up as he went along, it had also sounded surprisingly authentic.

He didn’t bother turning on the hall light; that bulb had burned out days earlier and he hadn’t yet gotten around to replacing it. When he reached the kitchen he flipped the wall switch, only to be greeted by another blue-white death flash from the overhead fixture.

Harrison shook his head and pulled open one of the nearby drawers. He rooted around in its dark interior and felt momentary satisfaction when his fingers found a corrugated paper sleeve. But there were no bulbs nestled within it. He groaned in frustration. He had no spare bulbs, and certainly no inclination to go out shopping for some. Fortunately there was a flashlight in another nearby drawer. He dug it out and thumbed it on.

The beam shot out, strong and bright for a moment, then faded to a dull yellow and died.

Harrison stood in the dark kitchen, staring at the useless flashlight, during which time the darkness seemed to grow thicker, to press in around him. Then he turned, quickly crossed the hall to the living room, and hit the wall switch there.

Another flash of light—and then an afterimage of green dazzle against the darkness.

Two bulbs burning out simultaneously wasn’t unusual; probably they had both been installed at about the same time. And it was true that the flashlight hadn’t been used in a while—but surely not long enough for the dry cell inside it to become inert. On top of all that, the living room bulb going out as well was…unsettling.

Just because he was fascinated by all things magical didn’t mean Harrison actually believed any of it. On the contrary, he prided himself on his pragmatism. Like Lovecraft, he accepted nothing that was not scientifically verifiable as part of his worldview and felt mingled pity and contempt for those who couldn’t separate fantasy from reality—those who believed, for example, that the Necronomicon or the Liber Arcanorum were real books capable of summoning beings from other worlds and other dimensions; beings that were ravenous for human minds and flesh and generally cranky to boot.

So he knew this business with the lights had everything to do with Murphy’s Law and nothing to do with the strange book he had brought home, a book based on a concept fabricated by a penny-a-word scribe almost seventy years ago. A book created to be nothing more than a fictional prop for dozens of short stories that no one, least of all their creator, had expected to be remembered any longer than the month it took for the next issue of Supernatural Stories to hit the stands. A book that now existed, in fact, only because some devoted aficionado with far too much time on his hands had gone to the trouble and expense of re-creating it.

On the other hand…

“Oh, come on,” Harrison said, his voice sounding far too loud and high to him. This wasn’t a movie. It wasn’t a novel. He was in his own apartment, for Christ’s sake. There was absolutely no reason to be—

A sudden loud clanging made him jump and squeal. Even as he did so he realized that it was merely the pipes expanding—the stingy landlord finally sending up some heat. With an indignant snort, Harrison headed back down the hall to the office. Maybe, just maybe, there were some spare lightbulbs in his desk.

But no sooner had he stepped into the walkway than he stopped, staring at the office entrance ten feet ahead. It should be dark, even darker than the narrow passage leading to it. There was only one small window in the room, and it opened onto an air shaft. Without the desk lamp, his office should be as dark as—well, as a tomb.

But it wasn’t.

Instead, the doorway was outlined in a faint green radiance. The sickly glow was the color of old pennies, of mold creeping up a basement wall, of gangrene in its early stages. There was also something menacing about it, like the reflective feral sheen of a predator’s eyes. It waxed and waned slowly, a languorous strobe, each pulse of light slightly stronger than the last.

It was the exact color of the flash he had noticed back in the bookstore.

Harrison felt his heart, not the most stable of his organs at the best of times, start ricocheting around his rib cage like a rugby ball. His mouth went dry faster than a diabetic’s. Seeing something inexplicable like this in his home was frightening enough—but vastly more frightening was the fact that he knew what the light was, and where it was coming from.

He moved forward slowly to the entrance of his office until he could see inside.

The Liber Arcanorum was glowing.

Just like it was supposed to.

Harrison stood in the doorway, staring at the book, at the source of the throbbing radiance. It was surrounded by it, somehow generating it, the open pages shining with cancerous light.

His first thought was: Wow, somebody really went to a lot of effort to get this thing right. He almost started to laugh, but managed to get that reaction under control. He was afraid that if he started laughing he wouldn’t be able to stop, just like Bramwell Fletcher in the 1932 version of The Mummy.

His thoughts scurried about like frantic ants in his skull for some kind of sane explanation. A battery-powered LED, maybe? Or were the pages treated with a luminescent chemical? Or had he simply fallen asleep over the damned thing and was dreaming?

Even as these and several other possibilities occurred to Harrison, he knew none of them were true. The Liber Arcanorum was glowing because that’s what it did. An oft-repeated phrase from Masterton’s old stories ran through his head: “Suffused with eldritch power.” The grimoire was supposedly charged with supernatural energy—it acted as a conduit for whatever otherworldly force was summoned when one of the spells in it was read aloud.

The luminous pulsing was quite strong now, but instead of lighting up the rest of the room, it somehow made the darkness and shadows even thicker. What was that word Lovecraft was so fond of?

Tenebrous.

Anybody else would be scared shitless and pissless—and that was a fair description of Harrison as well presently. But he managed to hold it together, because he knew something that the hapless protagonists in the old stories didn’t. Practically all the tales about summoning beings from Outside were in agreement on one thing: In order for a portal to be opened and various nameless horrors allowed to drop by, the spell had to be read aloud from beginning to end.

I didn’t finish reading the spell. As long as I don’t say the rest of it out loud, I’m safe.

He realized he was staring at the open pages—at the words that made up the rest of the spell. They stood out darkly, as if in a strange reverse backlight on the phosphorescent page.

He heard someone speaking. It took him a moment to realize that the voice was his own.

“Qu idu su isû et sïcu qu t’akh…”

Stop it! his brain screamed. Back up, close your eyes, do something, anything, just stop reading the spell!

But he couldn’t. The words tore themselves from his throat, harsh, jagged syllables that actually hurt, as if they were lacerating his larynx. He tried to stop, tried to clench his jaw to halt the stream of words, but succeeded only in biting his tongue. Even though the pain was enough to bring tears to his eyes, his pronunciation never faltered.

“Iä kingu! K’yå adkh mu ÿs!”

The last of the chant crashed and reverberated around the small room. Harrison realized he had closed his eyes. He opened them cautiously.

The room was dark. It took a moment for him to realize why.

The Liber Arcanorum was no longer glowing.

With a moan of terror, Harrison backed away from the book, afraid to take his eyes from it or turn his back on it. Once in the hall outside his office, he turned and rushed back toward the living room, his bulk rebounding off the hallway bookshelves and leaving fallen magazines, hardcovers, and paperbacks in his wake. Harrison didn’t care; his only thought was to get out of this comfortable apartment, which had suddenly become a chamber of horrors. But as he reached the living room he was blinded by an explosion of blazing white light, as if the largest lightbulb in the world had flared out right in front of him.

Harrison staggered back, rubbing at his eyes. Slowly his vision began to clear. He had to keep squinting, because the room was still filled with light—light that wasn’t anything like the wan and bilious green of the book. This radiance was shifting, kaleidoscopic, as if sunlight were being fragmented through a large, spinning crystal. It came from a spot of blinding whiteness, perhaps four feet across, in the center of the room. From that central source shafts of brilliance shot out, somehow curving as they radiated, breaking down into their spectral components: red, blue, orange, yellow, indigo. It was like a rainbow tornado. A sound—soft at first, like faraway winds mixed with faint cries and screams—began to build.

It would be eerily beautiful to anyone who didn’t know what it was. Harrison however, recognized it immediately.

Soth-Kardath. The Devourer.

The nacreous beams groped toward him, reaching blindly out like the tentacles of an insubstantial jellyfish. Gibbering in fear, Harrison backed away, but not fast enough. The streamers of light wrapped themselves about his legs—their touch on his trousers felt like strips of warm sunlight—and tugged at him, causing him to lose his balance and fall with enough force to knock the wind out of him.

The beams began to drag him toward the central vortex. Harrison struggled and screamed as soon as his shocked lungs could manage it, but to no effect. His arms were free, and he managed to grab one leg of the stand supporting the big TV as he was drawn past it. For a moment it anchored him, but the pull was remorseless—it dragged his fingers from around the wooden support. He clawed at the carpeting, fingertips leaving bloody furrows as his nails broke and splintered. He shouted again for help, but he could barely hear himself over the now-deafening wind and cries.

The tentacles of Soth-Kardath twisted him, turning him over on his back as they pulled him closer. His feet were suddenly seized by freezing cold; Harrison looked down and saw his heels touching what seemed to be a flattened disc of light—a blazing, glacially cold hole in the floor of reality.

At the extremity of his terror, Harrison heard another sound, barely audible above the din. A sound that sent a jolt of hope racing through him.

Someone was pounding on the door.

Thank God! Maybe New York neighbors weren’t as callous as they seemed to be. Or—more likely—someone had called the police.

Harrison tried to see through the swirling colors. Beyond the borealis-style curtain of lights he could dimly make out the front door to his apartment. It flew open, slamming against the wall to reveal a woman’s silhouette framed in the doorway. Harrison didn’t even bother to wonder how she could have the strength to break the three mortise dead bolts—he was too grateful for her presence. Whoever she was, if she was strong enough to break through the locks, maybe she would be strong enough to save him from whatever it was he had summoned.

“Help me!” he screamed, reaching toward her, praying that she could see him through the dancing brilliance.

It seemed she could; she started toward him. Apparently unaffected by the writhing luminescent tendrils, she reached through the rainbow with one hand. He could see her face beyond the flickering light and gasped in astonishment.

It was the woman from the bookstore.

There was no time to wonder why or how she was here. Harrison strained toward her, his hand groping frantically for hers. Their fingertips brushed. And then, at the moment of contact, Harrison saw her expression change, shifting from concern to sorrow and then to resignation. Her fingers contracted into a fist, breaking the tenuous connection with him. Harrison made a wild grab for her, but she jerked her arm back. The effort dislodged his glasses, and sent them tumbling to the floor. He didn’t even notice. He screamed again, louder than before, a scream of mingled despair and agony as his legs slid into the vortex and immediately began to freeze.

His last sight was of her moving, a blurred shadow, through the light toward his office; his last thought, as the strange chill reached his heart, was the bitter realization that he had been rejected by yet another woman.
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“GRIMORIUM DAEMONUM,” THE ANGEL SAID, AND her voice sent pulsing silver tingles racing over Colin’s skin. She held up the leather-clad volume she was holding. “The original edition was compiled by an offshoot of the Teutonic Knights just after the Third Crusade. Pedantic and riddled with inaccuracies, I’m afraid.” She closed the book and tossed it into the air. It disappeared soundlessly, to reappear in its place on the bookshelf.

“Is that kosher—for a member of the Host to read books on Black Magic?”

She smiled, making Colin feel nebbish and naïve…and all but overcome by the urge to march out and slay various and sundry dragons for her. It had been this way ever since she had come into his life some months ago. To stand in the presence of an angel—even one masquerading as a mortal, as Zoel currently was—was to fall hopelessly in love. One had no choice in the matter. Fortunately, familiarity had dulled Cupid’s arrow enough that Colin was no longer powerlessly smitten and tongue-tied in Zoel’s presence. But the feeling still sometimes took his breath away.

“Remember your Machiavelli,” she said. “‘Hold your friends close and your enemies closer.’ I read to understand The Enemy.”

He heard the title-case emphasis she gave the designation. “You need to read to do that? I would’ve thought there was some sort of celestial crash course available. You know, The Apocalypse for Dummies, The Idiot’s Guide To Armageddon….”

He felt insubordinate, and more than a little like a juvenile troublemaker, but her smile lit up the room—and several surrounding neighborhoods—again.

“Sarcasm, Colin? You’ve gotten much too comfortable with me.”

Not true. He stood and moved away from her to give his body something to do besides Snoopy-dance in the glow of that smile.

“So which am I?” he asked. “Friend or enemy?”

The question was neither frivolous nor rhetorical. Colin’s unique place in the no-man’s-land between Heaven and Hell (otherwise known as Earth, the Realm of the Formed) disposed him to questions of that sort. Questions to which he rarely received answers.

“We of the Host don’t have enemies. Our love encompasses all beings.”

He glanced at her sharply but saw no irony in her expression. He changed the subject. “What do you know about dreams?”

“Dreams? As in dreams and visions? I appear in them frequently.” The silver eyes studied him. “But that wasn’t what you meant.”

“I guess what I’m asking is, being as you’re here, are you privy to my dreams?”

“The one you were just having? No. But I can be. Why?”

He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Lately, I dream a lot about the Scholomance. About…Lilith. About escaping. Or, rather, trying to escape.”

She looked at him soberly for a moment, making him hate her impenetrability. “You did escape, Colin. From that…from him. Maybe the Scholomance is now a metaphor for…your current situation.”

“And what is my current situation?” he asked.

Zoel stood. She was nearly tall enough to make level eye contact with him. He knew she could be any height she wanted.

“I couldn’t tell you if I knew. What I do know is that I’m to stay in your association until I receive further instructions.”

Colin waited a beat. “And?”

The angel shrugged. “That’s it.”

Colin shifted his gaze, looking around the big room—if he stared into her eyes for too long his knees got shaky. The rain drummed softly on the skylight two floors above; his synesthesia caused him to experience the sound as a pleasant musky scent.

“So, what—I have a permanent guardian angel now?”

“I don’t know that ‘guardian’ is the right word. Maybe ‘observing angel’ would be closer.” She gave him another smile that would make a blind man happy. “Any more questions?”

Quite a few, actually, he thought—but it would be pointless to raise them. Arguing with an angel was as futile as trying to outsmart the Devil—that he knew, having tried to do both.

“I’m sorry I can’t be more enlightening…” Zoel began, then started, silver eyes conveying uncharacteristic surprise. She raised her head as if in reaction to a sound only she could hear. Then she said, “Excuse me,” and vanished with the delicacy of a bursting soap bubble, leaving Colin alone in the room.

He frowned. There had been a definite sense of urgency to her departure. What could be important enough to cause an angel concern? Though she was bound to a corporeal form while sojourning on the earthly plane, she was still powerful enough, he knew, to accomplish just about anything—in theory, at least. In practicality, Zoel’s abilities were limited not so much by functioning in a shell of meat as by the intricate loops and knots of heavenly red tape. The rules she operated by were far more complicated and intricate than anything invented by earthly bureaucrats; this he had learned quite well over the last three months.

In some ways he actually preferred working with Asdeon the Shifter, the second unexpected “assistant” he’d recently acquired, and one with whose aid he was considerably less than comfortable. One might imagine Hell to be lawless, but Colin knew better. The demon had his own rules of engagement; what exactly they were was unclear, but they seemed to be almost infinitely malleable. Asdeon had, on occasion, seemingly allied himself with Colin against his own Master.

The reason for that was no more apparent than the reasons behind Zoel’s interest in his pursuits. Presumably either of them knew more about Colin than he did about himself (which wasn’t saying much, since he knew so damned little), and played that knowledge close to the vest. Which made him more than a little nervous in accepting their unpredictable support.

It also angered him. He told himself he wouldn’t mind so much being a pawn in Someone Else’s Game if only someone would tell him forthrightly, “Yes, Colin. You are a pawn in Someone Else’s Game, and there’s not much you can do about it.” Instead, he seemed destined to stumble through his patently bizarre life with this cosmic Odd Couple flanking him—like a cartoon character with Winged Good and Horned Evil whispering from opposite shoulders.

An angel and a demon. Heaven and Hell. Day and night. While he stood between them, a sort of twilight man that was both or neither.

Yeah, that’s me, all right: Mr. Twilight, mage in hiding.

Maybe he should adopt it as a legal surname, since he had no idea what name he’d been born with.

No last name, no family, no real friends.

God, now that was a recipe for self-pity. But self-pity was not one of Colin’s particular weaknesses. It was true he was alone (except for the Odd Couple), but he was alive. He was also a man of uncommon and very specialized skills. Skills someone paid handsomely for him to use, although he had no idea who.

When he had come to this house five years before, led by those uncommon skills, there had been a letter waiting for him. It was typed and unsigned, and it had called him by name—just Colin—and had given him the details of a trust fund and estate deed that had been established for him in an amount over $10 million. All very legal, and all completely anonymous.

His mysterious benefactor had left very specific instructions about how he was expected to use his newfound fortune, and he had never deviated from them in the time he had lived in the brownstone. Nor had he any desire to.

People in need came to him with problems that no one else could solve, and solving them usually resulted in danger, both magical and mundane. That was the kind of work he did; he did it well, and it suited him. It was work he could lose himself in and thereby forget, for brief periods of time, that he was drawing ever closer to a confrontation he desperately wanted to postpone, since there was no way he could avoid it. A confrontation that would, quite literally, leave him damned for all eternity.

He shook away the unwelcome thought, realized he was hungry, and started to cross the room, intending to go down to the kitchen and raid the pantry. He’d almost reached the door when a minute sound, so soft or so distant it was barely sound at all, sent a tickle of unease down his spine—like a breath of cold air from a window left ajar. He peered through the door into the second-floor hall, expecting to see one of his netherworldly companions.

The doorway and the hall beyond were empty.

He stood stock-still, listening, and was just about to shrug and blame an overactive imagination when a muffled exclamation—in a male voice—seemed to fall from the ceiling above his head. If he lived in an apartment that sort of thing might be commonplace, but Colin was alone in this aging recluse of a house. Or at least, he was supposed to be alone.

He turned away from the door and moved to the curving window that wrapped around the reading alcove in the northeast corner of the room. Pressing his cheek to the chill glass, he peered out into the courtyard below. There was nothing there, of course. Nothing but chill-blasted plants huddled against the press of night and bobbing in the thin shiver of wind. Ambient light from the street in front of the house shone over the top of the garden wall and fell wanly on the wet cobbles, casting long shadows.

He caught sudden movement out of the corner of his right eye and jerked back as something scraped down the window, inches from his face. His hands went reflexively to the alpha position of the Shadowdance—left over right, palms angled toward the floor. He sucked in a breath…and let it out again on a sigh of embarrassed relief. It was only a naked tree branch, tapping at the thick panes.

He smiled. “Ah, distinctly I remember, it was in the bleak December…” and so cold even the trees scratch to get in. He’d pulled back from the window when he heard it again—muffled, inarticulate, but definitely a human voice. Coming from…

He flipped the window latch and swung open the center panel, listening, expecting to hear the sound coming to him from the street, though why he should suddenly start hearing street noises that had never penetrated these walls before, he had no idea.

The streets flung back only their signature sounds—cars, horns, tires on wet concrete—there were no voices.

The voices were inside the house.
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THE STORM WAS OVER. OVERHEAD, THE CLOUDS were slowly thinning into strands through which the stars and moon gleamed. It was an excellent moon, Gabrielle thought—gibbous rather than full, but still bright enough to hold its own against the nighttime glow of New York City. Though her apartment was only on the ninth floor, she had a fairly unencumbered view of the sky, 110th Street being far enough from Midtown to keep the skyscrapers from intruding. Of course, the view from the window of her apartment could give her only a fraction of what she could see from up here. Which was why she had climbed through her window and up the fire escape to the roof of the twelve-story building.

Lightning cut across the eastern sky. Gabrielle counted off the seconds. When she reached eight, the thunder rolled through like the gigantic footsteps of Nagenatzani, the Elder Brother. She looked at her watch: a quarter to eleven. Best that she retreat from the concrete summit and hit the sack—she wanted to be at the museum early tomorrow, to meet a new consignment coming in.

Besides, it was getting cold.

She climbed down the series of ladders, passing the three levels between the roof and her apartment. On the eleventh floor Mrs. Enchendian, sitting on an old chaise lounge and watching TV, saw her and waved. The three tenants whose apartment windows opened onto the fire escape had become used to Gabrielle climbing up and down the metal ladders. Every so often she just needed to sit out under the moon and stars.

Back on the reservation she had often scaled the thin red rock towers near her home at night and, depending on the weather, had sometimes taken off clothes, socks, and shoes, and luxuriated in the night breeze. She wished she could do that here, but this wasn’t the rez. This was New York City, and scampering around bare-assed on mountaintops was just one of many freedoms she’d had to give up here.

In another minute Gabrielle was back in her apartment. Though the rain had stopped before she’d climbed up there, the roof had still been wet. She hung her jeans and blue chambray shirt over the shower curtain rod in the bathroom and donned her terry cloth robe. She undid her braid, letting her full black hair tumble loose almost to her waist, and rubbed her head with a towel.

Going to bed would be the sensible thing to do, considering that she had to be up at six in order to be at the museum on time. But, as usual, she wasn’t sleepy.

She started the water running in the clawfoot tub and put a handful of bath salts in. A warm bath late at night always made her drowsy.

While waiting for the tub to fill she went into the tiny bedroom, which also served as her office. She had left her computer running—the climb up to the rooftop had been a spur-of-the-moment thing—and now she turned it off. She glanced around the small room, feeling the satisfaction that came from having an orderly existence.

On a table beside the bed was a pouch made of furred rabbit leather—her jish, or medicine bag—and a ceremonial rattle—a gourd filled with rattlesnake vertebrae and bound to one end of a manzanita branch. Leaning against the wall within easy reach was her staff, rough-hewn from white oak and polished and sealed with resin. Several wing feathers from a crow—her clan totem—dangled from its knurled head. Against the opposite wall, on the top shelf of a bookcase, was a row of four kachina dolls, representing the four seasonal ceremonies of the Diné.

Her spirit mask hung above the bed. She had made it from fired clay, painted it, and embellished it with turquoise nuggets, crow and eagle feathers, and hammered copper discs, all of it framed by a wild mane of horsehair. To someone seeing it for the first time, Gabrielle knew, the grim visage could be disturbing, even frightening. She was so used to it by now that it seemed like the face of an old friend.

It was more than just a mask, of course. It was her link to the Spirit Land, the Time Between Times, as the Diné called it. To make the journey from this world, the World of Air, into that other state of being was the essence of mana. Her grandfather had known this well, for he had been a hataathii—a medicine man, a shaman. Call it what you will, there was never any doubt that Black Feather of the Crow Clan had had the Power.

As did his granddaughter.

Gabrielle Blackfeather was twenty-eight years old and had lived in New York City for the last four of those years. Her father was Tom Blackfeather, whose job for the last two decades had been floor manager for the Firebird Casino, the tribe’s major source of income. It was not a job he particularly enjoyed, but it had put his only child through four years of state college, where she had gotten a degree in anthropology, specializing in Native American and Meso-American cultures. Both parents had been proud of her for that, though her mother had been taken aback when Gabrielle had decided to leave the rez and move to New York to accept a job offer at the New York Museum of Natural History.

She had been born and raised in the American Southwest and, as much as she loved living there among the yucca trees, the creosote, and ponderosa pine, she had not hesitated to take the East Coast job. She knew her mother had felt that Gabrielle was betraying her ethnic heritage—which was pretty ironic, considering that her mother was from France and as white as the beach at Calais. Her father had understood, at least partially. He knew firsthand how few possibilities there were on the rez, or even in nearby cities like Flagstaff or Phoenix. The chances were even slimmer for a woman. He had given her his blessing, and now she lived in a world about as far removed from the spires and mesas of her childhood as it was possible to be without leaving the planet.

While her mother had not understood at all, and her father had understood only the economic reasons for her leaving, her grandfather had understood completely, as only someone with the Power could. Though she had not told him, had not told anybody, she was sure that he had somehow known the real reason she could not stay.

Gabrielle went back to check the water. She had to move sideways between the sink and the toilet, as the bathroom was smaller than a jail cell. The tub—an old-fashioned one, deep if not terribly wide—was almost full. She preferred baths to the washing roulette of taking a shower, since the odds were excellent that someone somewhere in the building would turn on a faucet or flush a toilet while she was doing so.

She put up her hair, shut off the taps, and slipped out of her robe. Before getting in she stopped to check her figure in the full-length mirror behind the door. With her black hair and eyes, not to mention those cheekbones, she looked like a full-blood; few people would guess that her mother was white. Not that it

























OEBPS/images/Reav_9780345495617_epub_001_r1.jpg
TILIGHT

Michael Reaves &
Maya Kaathryn Bohnhof

B2

BALI ANTINE BOOKS « NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Reav_9780345495617_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
MR. TWILIGHT
MICHAEL REAVES
&

MAYA KAATHRYN





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Fort-Book.otf


