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Lovingly dedicated to Nicholas Keil Stolze, born September 29, 2001.

You can read it in 2017, son. Maybe 2019.

 

 

“The foliage was not green, but dingy black;

Not smooth the branches, but entwined and gnarled;

There were no fruits, but venom-laden thorns”

—Dante, The Inferno, Canto 13 (Lawrence Grant White trans.)
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Chapter One

Reverend Matthew Wallace was preaching, he was testifying, he was sharing the Good News of Our Lord Jesus Christ, but he wasn’t particularly “on.” He was warming up the crowd with a joke.

“…but then the Devil looks at Saint Peter and says, ‘Yes, but we’ve got all the umpires.’”

He waited for the laugh, and it was a good peal—but not great. Even on the worst day of his life, Matthew Wallace was a splendid speaker. He had a full, rich, booming voice that was equally suited to low, intimate intensity and loud, joyous proclamation. Today, however, he was distracted.

“…always the way, isn’t it? When you can’t win, you change the rules. We see that every day. I’ve heard you sports fans in the audience grumble about the two-point conversion. I’ve heard you discuss the designated hitter…”

He looked out over the sea of black and brown faces over white and colored shirts, but he didn’t really see them. His sermon today was clicking along like a freight train—powerful on its tracks, but predictable.

“…in electoral scandals, we see people cheat! In the disgraceful, murderous deeds of terrorists, we see people cheat! Am I wrong here?”

“No!”

“Is there some other explanation?”

“No!”

“No, what we’ve got is a group who know they can’t win a straight fight, so they get dirty. Can’t lick our soldiers? Then they attack our accountants, our stewardesses, our children. They cheat!”

A few days ago, Reverend Wallace had spoken to a demon. As his freight train voice rolled along, carrying its usual load, half of his mind kept returning to that fact.

“…cheated when they handed over Christ! ‘Oh no,’ they said. ‘We can’t execute this man. That would be unholy; that would make us dirty. Why don’t you Romans just do that thing for us?’ They cheated!”

He stood up and paused, and this was a familiar stop on the Matthew Wallace Express—a little refueling station before he switched that rambling, leisurely engine for a powerful bullet train.

“But you can’t cheat God.”

Here and there, people said “Amen.” Not too many. You don’t set off all the fireworks at the beginning.

“You can’t cheat… God!”

More noise.

“You can’t cheat God!”

“No sir!” “Amen to that!” “I hear you!”

“You can’t cheat God because God cheated death! Because even your cheating is part of God’s plan, like when the Israelites handed over His son; like when they tore down the sacred Temple of Christ’s body! They cheated, but you can’t sneak behind a God who is everywhere. You can’t hoodwink a God who sees all. You can’t break the world when it’s held in His omnipotent grasp.”

He was really rolling along when the train derailed. One minute, he was preaching like there was no tomorrow and he wanted to finish his sentence before the Rapture took him to Heaven. The next moment he just stared, eyes wide, face slack. His voice—that unstoppable voice, that magnificent voice, that voice like thunder, like waves on the shore, like a mother’s loving caress—just trailed off.

Confused, the congregation turned and saw Matthew Wallace’s son Noah standing by the entryway.

To grasp the shock of the minister and his flock, it’s important to understand three things:

First, Noah Wallace had repudiated his father. Strayed from the fold. Abandoned the faith. He’d told anyone who’d listened that the Bible was full of contradictions, impossibilities, myths, fables and outright lies. He’d become an atheist and gone off to grad school and refused to answer his parents’ letters or phone calls.

Second, Matthew Wallace had shared this, all of it, with his congregation. Since his Sunday services were videotaped, edited and broadcast in syndication, that also meant that Noah had found out (secondhand initially, but he’d eventually been unable to stop himself from watching). Matthew had never tired of praying for the return of his fallen offspring, his prodigal son.

Third, and this was something only Matthew knew, the figure before him in the shape of his son was actually the demon with whom he’d spoken.
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Gaviel, called demon, called Namaru, called fallen and rebel and God’s forsaken, had possessed Noah Wallace’s body when the minister’s son experienced a moment of pure, unadulterated confusion and despair. The first time Gaviel touched the doors of Matthew’s church, the resident faith had scalded his hands.

Today, walking down the aisle, he could feel it pressing in on all sides. The belief. The passion. The devotion. The fear and contempt and righteous anger at the idea of creatures like him.

Each step was torture, but it didn’t stop him: He’d been in Hell. He understood agony all too well. If his steps were hesitant, if there was sweat on his stolen face, if his eyes were maybe too bright and his face too stiff as he battled to hide the pain, well, it was all good theater. All grist for the mill. All part of convincing people that he really was Noah, the failed intellectual, his prideful education broken by the embrace of his father’s simple (albeit loud) faith.

Funny how things work out, he thought. In the beginning, God walked with the first man and woman every day, in the cool of the evening. They needed no faith, for He was simply there, simply present. We, the angels, were unseen as He commanded, hidden away from His precious children. But now He has cloistered Himself, and we walk among them. The wheel has turned indeed.

“Noah? Is that really you?” A parishioner, an old woman with artificially brown hair and gray roots gaped up at him. He gave her a brave little smile and a nod. He played at nervousness to mask his suffering.

In the war, we used their blasphemy, their faith in us, as our finest weapon against the Holy Host. Their belief gave us strength to contend with the mightiest of seraphim. Now the loyal ophanim are withdrawn, and humanity’s faith turns against us. He felt a flash of anger and let his mind follow it, nursing it for strength.

They are His favored children, whom He abandoned and neglected. We were His servants—like field hands, sent to work the soil on behalf of sons and daughters who would never see our faces. What did He fear? That mankind would be corrupted by lust for us? Or that we would pervert them by our love, that we would give them the gifts that they would need to defy Him? It all came to pass. But now the weapons we gave them are turned on us.

He had reached the front of the church. He opened his mouth. Noah had a voice like Matthew when he cared to use it, and Gaviel’s true voice could break men’s souls. But at this moment, like the minister, his words came out in a whispery croak. He cleared his throat and spoke again, rough and raw.

“I’ve come back,” he said. “Can I stay?”
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“What the hell were you thinking?”

The third word came strangely from Reverend Wallace’s mouth.

“I thought I was returning to the warm cuddle of God’s forgiveness,” Gaviel replied.

The two of them were facing the Mulesboro Municipal Floral Clock. Matthew had told the demon that he needed to talk right away and suggested it as a place where they could do so unobserved.

It was an overcast, chilly autumn afternoon, and most people were at home with a good book, a load of laundry or a pre-game football show. Sitting on a wood bench overlooking withered flowers and a stilled fountain, the pair could watch the dark clouds boiling across the sky.

“God commands us to be as innocent as doves but as wise as serpents,” the reverend said. “Matthew, Chapter Ten. I’m willing to help you, but I haven’t forgotten what you are.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’m not willing to hand over my entire congregation.”

“Hand over? I hardly think they’re yours to dispense.”

“I don’t want you there.”

“It’s too late for that.”

“I know, and I think that’s exactly why you did it.” Matthew turned on the bench and glared at the devil beside him. “I think you knew that if you did it in front of the entire congregation—”

“In front of God and everybody?”

“—that I’d be forced to take you back. That I’d have no choice but to invite you back in and let you be a part of the faith life of the church.”

“And what’s so wrong with that?” Matthew turned away from the defiant face beside him. “You’d prefer it if I just sit in the back of the salvation bus? After all the decent Christian gluttons and hypocrites are done worshipping, I can meet you—their adulterous minister—to accept their leftovers? I think you’ve got the church confused with your marriage, Reverend.”

“You go too far!”

Gaviel raised his hands. “Sorry, sorry. It’s just infuriating to see other sinners receiving relief while I’m left on the outside, nose pressed against the glass.”

“That’s not the issue. You’re trying to distract me. I know we’re not perfect—I know I’m not perfect—but don’t try and sidetrack me from what really matters.”

“My salvation through Jesus Christ doesn’t really matter?”

“What really matters is that they all think you’re Noah Wallace, the boy they grew up with, my son, while I know you’re—”

“Don’t.” The demon held up his hand and glanced across the landscape as lightning flickered from cloud to cloud. “Don’t say the name,” he whispered, and the thunder rolled in.

Matthew glanced out at the clouds and then back at his companion. There was an uncertain look on the minister’s face. Did he…? “I’m not impressed by cheap theatrics,” he grumbled.

“But your viewers are, aren’t they?”

“You leave them out of this,” Matthew said, his protective instincts roused again.

“Actually, that was snide. I apologize again. But you must admit, the return of the lost lamb is a riveting trope. Makes for some good TV.”

“My ministry is not theater! Don’t think you can influence me just by dangling ratings in front of my nose.”

“It’s only theater if my return is insincere. Do you think it is?”

There was a long, quiet moment. “I don’t know,” Matthew said at last. “I think that if you wanted to fool me, you probably could. If you wanted to make me trust you, you could probably just do that, couldn’t you?”

Gaviel nodded. “But I didn’t.”

“You didn’t. So I have to make up my own mind.”

“Burdensome, isn’t it?”

They sat in silence for a while, then Gaviel asked, “What are we going to do about Zola?”

“You stay away from her!” Matthew answered.

Gaviel just nodded. Zola was Noah’s mother, Matthew’s wife.

There was more silence. “I guess we have to tell her something,” Matthew said at last. He was thinking how much it would hurt her if her son returned to him but scorned her.

Gaviel nodded again.

“She wouldn’t believe the truth.”

“I could show her. Like I showed you.”

“It would break her heart.”

“Oh?”

“Knowing that her son was…” Matthew gave Gaviel another suspicious glare. He didn’t mean to, but when he thought that the demon might be somehow holding his son prisoner… Gaviel claimed that Noah was dead, but Matthew clung to his doubts, which were also his hopes.

“Let us say ‘unavailable,’” Gaviel finished for him. “It would be a terrible strain. Especially right after seeing him return.”

“After thinking she did. You are not my son. Remember that, okay? Whatever you are, you are not my son.”

The devil took this in silence. But like the minister, he began to frown.

“So why here?” Gaviel asked at last.

“Sorry?”

“Why meet at the floral clock?”

Matthew shrugged. “Father Warwell showed it to me,” he said, nodding at the church on the corner behind them. “We were working together on the interfaith food-pantry drive—”

There was a soft whump sound behind them. A moment later, Matthew frowned and asked, “Do you smell smoke?”
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It was too late for Rosemary Nevins.

She’d come out to Hollywood like a thousand other pretty American girls, dreaming of stardom but waking up to waitress jobs. Instead of swimming pools, they wound up in typing pools. Instead of the envious gaze of the fans, they caught the cynical eye of spinster landladies who’d seen it all before and had found a good, parasitic niche selling space to this year’s crop of hopeful dreamers.

Rosemary Nevins had wanted stardom, but it was too late.

Many of the girls, shiny bright and magnetic, drawn to LA’s iron inflexibility, found other dreams to chase. Dreams of marriage, motherhood or even just independence on their own terms. Some dreamed those dreams real, and some were happier that way than they would have been as stars, distant, trapped in the telescope gaze of producers, directors and fans.

But for Rosemary Nevins, it was too late for those lesser, realer dreams.

No few would-be starlets went from dream to nightmare. Too unstable or silly, or worse somehow, too proud to be ordinary, some girls scorned part-time jobs and standard romance and the dreadfulness of being normal. They found prostitution or drugs or other marginal, criminal lives, and they hated themselves and everyone around them, but more, hated the thought of being defeated. Even as they popped pills in by-the-hour motels or endured the stink and shame of a bang against an alley wall, they reached for the dream, planned their comeback, imagined the scene’s description in their unauthorized biography.

Rosemary Nevins would not achieve even that fate.

Instead, she would gain fame at last, but only after her life’s last moments. Her picture would appear in the papers, and her name would whisper from lip to Angelino lip in hushed and confidential tones: “Rosemary Nevins. The fifth victim of the Hollywood Ice Pick.”

She died in 1957.
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The two Wallaces, Matthew and Noah—or, perhaps, Matthew Wallace and the demon in his son’s body—stood and turned when they heard the crackle of flames. Matthew took a moment to stare while Gaviel immediately bolted toward the church.

When he recovered from his shock, Matthew’s first instinct was to mutter, “No, not again.” He started to say a prayer as he dug out his cell phone. He paused in the middle to dial *911 and say that St. Timothy’s in Mulesboro was on fire. He stayed on the line with the dispatcher as he ran across the street, where he could see a few people staggering out, eyes wide, coughing. As Matthew got closer he saw a woman talking to the demon and pointing. He heard her say, “Lynn! Lynn’s in there, in the church office!”

Gaviel stripped off his jacket, flung it to the ground and ran toward the flaming door.

“Noah!” Matthew called. Then he started his prayer again.

Gaviel wasn’t afraid of the fire. Previously, when he had been a minister of the world, flames had been like goldfish—something you tended to, something you ignored when inconvenient, something pretty to look at. They were not something that could actually hurt you.

Of course, Matthew had no way to know that—as Gaviel was well aware.

He felt the heat as he got closer, and a small smile crossed his face. He had Noah’s instincts, human instincts, the fear of the blaze, but he wasn’t human. When he spoke, the words were in the primal tongue of reality itself. Then he frowned.

The flames had refused his order to step aside. His imprisonment had been long and horrible and he’d lost much, but surely his sovereignty over fire…

Again he spoke his words beyond words, a question this time.

The flames grew brighter and hotter, despite his request to the contrary. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Matthew, and that decided him.

“It’s only heat,” he muttered, then took a clean breath and charged into the burning church.

What got him first were his eyes—a dirty and immediate pain started digging into his sockets. Next he felt his lungs seize up as the smoke filled them. He coughed and, prompted by one of Noah’s vague fire-safety memories, dropped down low, where the air should be better.

Me, kneeling to fire. That’s ironic, he thought as his hands and knees blistered. With an irritated grimace, he repaired them. Another frown, and the shape of Noah Wallace was cast aside.

Gaviel’s true form—a body of sculpted light and majesty—was both more and less comfortable than Noah’s flesh and blood. It was a relief to be free of that mortal shell with its hungers and farts and instinctive fears, but to become a god incarnate in an agnostic world was no easy feat. He could feel the weight of logic and reason smothering his grandeur, just as the smoke and flame had smothered his body. But he could bear the load… for a while.

Wings of sunset swept him forward at a sprinter’s pace, then faster still. He guided himself, not by human senses, but by an angel’s instinct for worship. There was only one source remaining in the building—a weak source—and it wasn’t in the church office but the women’s bathroom.

Plowing through the door, he saw a woman standing by the sink, splashing water all over herself and coughing hard. She looked up at him with panicked eyes and said, “I want to live!”

You sure picked the wrong place to be, then, Gaviel thought, but what he said was, “HOLD ONTO ME!”

Even at her most calm, the woman could not have refused that call. Driven by terror, she clung like a limpet.

Stupid-ass bitch, Gaviel thought as he swept them through the church proper. The smoke was lighter here, and the pews had not yet caught flame. The woman (Lynn, he assumed) was clutching him and weeping hysterically. He resumed his human shape as they reached a back door.

He staggered out and nearly ran face-first into a firefighter.

“Here, take her!” he said, shoving Lynn at the woman in the red helmet.

“Your pants are on fire!” the firefighter said, pointing at Noah’s smoldering trouser cuff.

“Damn,” he said, coughing. “These are Italian.”

Then he said, “Ooh.”

Then, unexpectedly, he passed out.
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When Joellen O’Hanlon walked down the street, she ignored the whispers and the occasional catcall. She was used to it.

“Hey, crazy lady!”

Teenagers, mostly. They did the yelling. Most of them too young to remember, ignorant of the truth (but they were all ignorant of the truth, young and old, all of them except her and her son, and even he didn’t know it all), only acting out in public what their parents muttered in private.

She went into the grocery store and concentrated. Joellen didn’t make much money, and it was hard enough to get by stretching coupons and food stamps and cash. Even if you were good at math, it would be tricky to figure the best deal. Is it the store brand of oat cereal, which was a dollar cheaper when you bought a smaller box, or the bigger box of Cheerios with a dollar coupon? She had her list and her calculator, she had $40 worth of food stamps and $11.15 in cash, so she could buy $51.15 worth of food and not one cent more. She had to count, keep careful track, add and subtract, and people muttered as they watched her writing numbers and erasing them. They thought she was crazy, but all she really was was poor.

Her son, Black Hawk, always wanted to shop for her, bless his heart, but she wouldn’t let him. She wasn’t going to give in and let the whisperers make her hide. Let them hiss behind their hands. Let them make her blush and feel stupid and weak and cry herself to sleep some nights. She knew the truth and they didn’t.

More, she knew they were afraid when they looked at her.
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Gaviel woke up irritated, as he often did. He didn’t care for sleep. As an angel, he’d never needed it, and wasting eight hours a day incommunicado seemed terribly inefficient to him. He knew humans needed the rest to knit up bodily injuries and to process unresolved psychological conflicts, but he could deal with physical harm directly. As for psychology, none of his battles on that field were internal.

Matthew was sitting in a chair in what Noah’s memories identified as a hospital room.

“Are you all right?” the minister asked, but his wonderfully expressive voice wasn’t full of concern. It was guarded. Not quite suspicious, but… close.

“I think it’s pretty clear that I’m not,” Gaviel replied. “But don’t worry. I’ll mend fast.”

“There are reporters who want to talk to you.”

“Pah,” Gaviel made a dismissive gesture. “Please, no.”

Matthew nodded. Then, squinting, he said, “Lynn Culver told the paramedics that an angel rescued her.”

Gaviel’s face and voice were as cool as iced tea in July. “Sounds like hysteria to me. Or smoke inhalation. Or some combination thereof.”

“What did you do there?”

“Isn’t that obvious? I went into the church and dragged Ms. Culver out.” Wincing, he sat up. “And I must say, she could use a couple hours a week at the gym.”

“Why?”

“Well, because she’s carrying at least twenty extra pounds and… oh, you mean why rescue her?” Gaviel shook his head. “You’d prefer it if I left her to broil in her own hamfat?”

“I suppose you’re used to flames.”

“Matthew, come here.” As the minister moved nearer, Gaviel pulled up his nightshirt to reveal blisters on his shoulders and back.

“How’d that…? I mean…”

On the spur of the moment, Gaviel decided to lie. “Do you remember what happened the first time I touched your church?”

“You burned.”

“Holy ground, father.”

“Then…”

Gaviel waited while Matthew figured it out.

The reverend took a deep breath, then stopped, then squared his shoulders and said, “I’m only going to ask this once: What really happened at that church?”

“I thought you saw.”

“I mean…” Matthew bit his lips, then said, “You didn’t have anything to do with it?”

“What?” Gaviel’s question was very, very quiet.

“You have to admit, it’s pretty suspicious.”

Gaviel said nothing, just stared, face blank.

“I mean, just as you’re trying to convince me that you’re back on the straight and narrow, trying to come back to God, there’s this perfect chance for you to save a life and look like a hero. Come on, anyone would think it.”

“Come here.”

Matthew edged closer. Gaviel reached out and slapped him across the face.

“I don’t believe you!” he said. “You think I burned that church to show off? You pathetic, suspicious little worm! Ignoring the fact that you picked where we were going and the fact that I hurt myself for a mortal and the impossibility of me knowing that anyone would be too stupid to escape, do you really think that you could outsmart me? That if I wanted to impress you that I’d try such a hackneyed charade? Lucifer’s wounds, rescuing someone from a burning building? That’s so derivative it would make a B-list Hollywood screenwriter roll his eyes! If you can’t grant me heroism, at least credit me with some subtlety!”

“Look, I’m sorry, but—”

“Get out of here!”

“I just—”

“BEGONE!”

And like Lynn, Matthew obeyed without question.

The reverend felt guilty for accusing Gaviel, but he told himself he was dealing with a devil, that he was right to be suspicious. The thought that the demon had done it nagged at him every time he saw a news report about the church burning—the first in the county since 1999. It tormented him when he tried to sleep, and he wrestled with it when he preached sermons against racism and hate and division.

Two weeks later, a man named George Lasalle walked into the Mulesboro police station, side by side with Father Deon Warwell, and confessed to the arson.
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The police arrested Tim Grady in September of 1957. They tried to keep it quiet, but the Hollywood press had a thousand ears to hear and bottomless pockets to pay for dirt. A scandal-sheet extra announced the capture of the Hollywood Ice Pick more than twenty-four hours before the cops did. By that time, every paper in town had printed its exclusive—his landlord, his neighbors, the officer who’d processed him, anonymous sources close to the arrest and in the DA’s office. One enterprising reporter even talked to prisoners in Grady’s same jail, and when the drunks and hopheads and wife-beaters told him only that Grady was in isolation and the guards seemed more tense than usual, he made up salacious rumors about strange threats and scuffles and unusual injuries, then printed a retraction five days later, buried in the classifieds and apologizing for trusting slick, lying criminals.

When the buzz of sensation and publicity cleared, the real Tim Grady was revealed. He wasn’t the monster everyone had feared and privately wanted him to be—no woolly-haired giant Negro with a murderous lust for white women, no beatnik pot-smoking communist Jew. Just a little man with a bland face, flat features and mild, pleasant brown eyes.

He was quiet, kept mostly to himself—no, even the label of loner wouldn’t stick, because Grady was known and liked in his neighborhood. At least, he was liked until he was accused of murdering five beautiful young girls by stabbing their left eyes out with an ice pick. Even after, there were a few who defended him: a man whom Grady had helped to move heavy furniture up steps, a woman to whom he’d given rides to the store when her car was in the shop. They said the police had the wrong man, that Tim Grady was no killer.

But he was.
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Gaviel had visited Lynn Culver in the hospital once, but they hadn’t talked long. She’d been doped up, and he’d been in a bit of a hurry that day. The first time he went to her apartment, after Lasalle’s confession, he was much more relaxed.

“You really don’t need to keep checking on me,” she said as she ushered him in and offered him coffee. He waved off the drink and sat.

“Have you heard about the ancient Chinese belief that when you save someone’s life, you’re responsible for them thereafter?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Shouldn’t it be that they’re responsible for you?” He shrugged. She sat too, stirring a coffee cup that had a teddy bear printed on it.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“Oh, well, I still have a pretty bad cough,” she said, and her gravelly voice lent the claim credence. “All in all, though, I can’t complain. Thanks to you. What about you?”

“Full recovery.” For some reason, the urge to end that statement with praise the Lord floated up through Noah and was only bitten off at the front of his mouth.

“That’s nice.” For a moment they sat in silence.

“Have you met George Lasalle yet?” Gaviel asked. Lynn suddenly seemed to have trouble drinking her coffee.

“Um, no,” she said. “No, I haven’t.”

“I understand he’s been attending services quite regularly.”

“Yes, it’s really something.”

“Quite a conversion. Not so surprising after Reverend Warwell spoke up for him at the trial, but still…”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

“He got a suspended sentence, right?” Gaviel asked.

“That’s right, yes. Conditional on, you know, counseling and… uh, good behavior. I guess.”

“Very quick trial.”

“Well, they, you know, I heard they wanted it taken care of quickly. To quell any… tensions. In the community. You know?”

“Oh, I know,” Gaviel replied. “White man burns a church with a black minister? Yeah, I know about the ‘tensions in the community.’” He tilted his head. “Have you forgiven him?”

“Well, I… I mean, I…”

“You were the only person hurt in the fire. It could look like you were holding out. You know, holding a grudge.”

“I certainly don’t… I mean, I… you know…”

“Can you forgive him, Lynn?”

“Of course,” she said weakly, too quick, not meeting his eyes.

He leaned in. “Or is it that you don’t think he needs forgiveness?”

“Every… everyone needs forgiveness,” she said.

“Even for sins they didn’t commit? Crimes of which they are innocent?”

“What do you mean?”

“Did you hear about an angel coming to George Lasalle? Telling him to confess to the crime?”

“No.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“He must not have told many people.” He leaned back again but kept his eyes fixed upon her. “And you told the paramedics that an angel rescued you.”

She gave a short, unnatural laugh. “Well I… I inhaled a lot of smoke. I was pretty worked up. I know it was you, now. Really. I mean, I know it was really you that saved me.”

“Is that what you saw? Me?”

She said nothing.

“Is that all you saw?”

Her lower lip began to tremble.

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice low, pressed down by awe and terror.

“All I ask is that you believe.”


Chapter Two

Charles Rodriguez didn’t like the new kid, Mitch. Mitch was a gringo, which wasn’t a phrase Charles (who was “Chuck” to his intimates and friends) used with every Anglo he knew. Lots of whites were all right, perfectly fine, good people. Some of them had a certain unearned assurance and arrogant blindness about them, though, a false sense that they were exempt from the perils to which others were subject. A few whites had that vibe, that easy sneering confidence that said, “Everything has always gone my way, and it always will.” That (in Charles’s eyes) made them goddamn gringos.

Even gringos could be okay in the right circumstances. If you didn’t take them too seriously or expect them to return your calls, they could be fun; could get you into good clubs and parties. Chuck had even dated a gringa chick for a while, and (as he’d told his buddies) the bedroom was a great place to be fool-proud and careless.

But Chuck, and now Mitch, worked at an asylum for the criminally insane, and that was a bad, bad place for misplaced white-skin confidence.

Mitch had already told Charles how much he could bench-press and how many girls he was dating. Mitch had been a prison guard in Colorado but had come out to Los Angeles to break into movies. Charles just nodded at these revelations and went on showing the new kid around the asylum. They were almost done.

“This is the infirmary,” he said. “This is where we bring sick patients.”

“I thought they were all pretty sick,” Mitch said, half-laughing at his own joke. “You know, like that one guy you were telling me about with the dogs? That’s pretty sick, y’ask me.”

“When a patient seems ill, he’s placed in four-point restraints on a gurney and brought down here while the on-call doctor comes in. Two guards put him in restraints, minimum. The bite plate goes on and stays on.”

“Just like Hannibal Lecter, right?”

“One guard stays with the restrained patient at all times. If the doctor decides he’s too sick to return to the population, he’s placed in one of the quarantine cells here. Can you give shots and put in an IV?”

“Sure, I got the certificate for that.”

“Good. Sickroom duty is usually okay, long as you’re careful about the body fluids. It’s only the freshies you gotta look out for.” Chuck had explained the concept of freshies already. A freshy was a new patient, one who hadn’t had a chance to get used to his new residence. One who hadn’t had time to grow soft and weak on a starchy diet and a regimen of sedatives and little exercise.

Mitch nodded. He looked bored. Charles felt like he shouldn’t care, but some part of him wanted the little punk ass to be impressed.

“Here’s our most famous inmate,” he said, gesturing to the infirmary’s Cell Two. “Take a look.”

Mitch was gratifyingly cautious as he peeked through the wire-reinforced glass on. Then he frowned.

“That old fuck? Who is he?”

“That’s Tim Grady.”

“Who?”

“Tim Grady, man! The Hollywood Ice Pick?” Seeing Mitch’s confused look, Chuck shook his head. “He killed five women in the ’50s. Jabbed their eyes out! Claimed in court they’d all asked him to do it. He’s been here ever since.”

“So he’s what, seventy? Whoo-hoo, I’m real scared.”

“Yeah, he ain’t much now. The doctors here, they been doing a real job on him. For the first three months he was here, he was getting electroshock every week. Once he quit trying to escape all the time, they dropped it back to every month, but they didn’t stop jolting him until 1959. He tried to run away three more times in the ’60s and ’70s—the last time he even made it far as the front gate before he got spotted by a part-time cook who remembered him from the papers.”

“Yeah? So he was some kind of badass?”

In the light of Mitch’s interest, Chuck warmed to his story and relaxed his formal tone. “Back in the day, yeah. Fought his way out of a three-nurse pileup once, ran down the hall and got halfway through a reinforced window before they sedated him again. In the ’70s they started keeping him drugged all day, only letting him pace his cell at night.” Charles scratched his head. “That was after he stopped talking, I think. Turned into a total caveman. They figured out that it was women set him off—old women, young, whatever—so they doped him during the day when there were ladies around and made sure to only hire guys for the night staff. His chart makes for some interesting reading.”

“He sure don’t look like much now.”

“Yeah, he ain’t done much in the last twenty years. He’ll have a freak-out every now and again, but he’s so old and frail that he can’t even do that right. He got cancer in the ’90s, and they had to do a bunch of surgeries on him. He’s in remission now, but that took a lot of the fight out of him. Whenever he gets sick, he can’t shake it, so they put him in here.”

Mitch frowned. “I’d’ve thought they’d keep a sickly guy like that in the infirmary all the time. I mean, this is where all the sick people go, right?”

“Well, you know Dr. Gould, the chief of staff? He’s been here forever, and I heard Grady got at him during his last escape attempt, back in ’76. Supposedly, that’s why Gould walks with that cane.”

The two orderlies paused for a silent moment, looking in at the peacefully resting form of Tim Grady. Neither thought anyone was watching them.

But someone was.
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Back at his apartment, Gaviel looked around. Such a human place. He didn’t care for it. Too much clutter. And dust. He dusted every week, but his keen senses still saw it everywhere. He’d have to simplify—getting rid of the stereo and CDs would be a good start.

He sat on the futon. For a moment, he just sat, back straight, hands on his knees palms up. He sat and thought, doing nothing but thinking, in a way that most humans could if they wanted, but which most were too impatient to pursue.

He was contemplating his situation.

Matthew suspects me, he thought. Despite my best efforts. But I’ve worn him down. He’ll permit me to work in his church, grudgingly. I’ll have to go slowly there. And I’ll have to backslide so that he keeps his confidence, and so that he has a chance to invest himself in saving me. Once he does that, it will blind him.

Unlike most humans, Gaviel could also think wordlessly, contemplating facts and issues without using the crutch of a verbal framework. For about five minutes, he did that.

Lynn has poor faith, but it’s enough for a little while, he thought, when he’d decided that verbal thinking was again a useful organizational tool. I must get better worshippers eventually, but for now, more like her will suffice.

When Lynn had opened herself to him, believing fully, it had been bittersweet. Inside her was a faded, guttering spark—a pale ghost of the light that emanated from God the Most High. Before his rebellion, it had been Gaviel’s duty to shape the light of God’s will into forms that could safely touch upon material reality. The faint glow of will within Lynn Culver was so very close to nothing… but then, so was she. Reorganizing her untapped potential had been fairly simple once Gaviel accustomed himself to working on such a miniature scale. With her willing faith, he’d been able to give her the strength to resist her personal “demons”—alcohol, impulsiveness, habitual shame and self-hatred, the puppet master behind her problems. He showed her own light to her and told her it was from God—which was not even a lie, really. But if she’d known it was in her all the time, she would never have believed.

He’d stolen half of it and returned the rest, and she’d thanked him profusely.

They’d also had a long discussion in which they decided it would be best for her to move far away—Minnesota, perhaps—and start over without so many memories dogging her shadow. With her newfound, newly given, strength of character, she had the courage to do so.

She would, of course, publicly forgive George Lasalle before going.

Gaviel hungered for stronger faith—more to steal and consume, but also more to work with. Lynn was poor stuff, unfit material for a celestial artist. Matthew Wallace, however… Gaviel could reshape Matthew’s soul into that of a hero, a savior, nearly a god on Earth. Or he could drain it deeply and grow fat and powerful.

If Matthew would let him.

He sighed, then frowned. He didn’t like sighing when there was no one around. It was all right as a nonverbal emotional control gambit, but doing it by oneself smacked of humanity. That was the last thing he needed.

He leaned forward over his coffee table and opened the rolled-up paper bag upon it. He removed its contents and put them neatly on the table. It wasn’t much: a tinfoil ashtray he’d picked up at Denny’s and a package of Camel cigarettes.

There was no lighter, nor were there matches.

Noah hadn’t been a smoker, before. He’d tried it once or twice but didn’t like the thought of his teeth turning yellow.

Gaviel tamped down the filter and stared at the tip of the cigarette. Then he addressed it, once more speaking the primal language of the cosmos.

Nothing happened. He tried again, different words, different phrasing.

Still no response. He spoke again, trying charm this time.

Nothing.

There was a distinctly uncomfortable sensation in Gaviel’s mind—something alien to his experience as an angel, but one he knew from his imprisonment in Hell. He had hoped that his return to the physical world would mean the renewal of his full faculties, but clearly that was not the case.

It was infuriating.

He was not a creature made for loss of any type, but it was increasingly obvious to him. He’d forgotten how to talk to fire.
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Mitch Berger really didn’t much care for Charles Rodriguez. The guy seemed touchy and uptight and badly in need of an enema—or, as they called it out here, a “high colonic.” Any time Mitch said something to him, Chuck just gave him a look like he (Rodriguez, that is) was about to take a nap. Sometimes he threw in a sad little head-shake, too.

Mitch didn’t much care—there were a lot of orderlies at the asylum, and the schedule juggling didn’t leave him and Chuck together often. And it wasn’t like the guy was incompetent or anything, just boring.

They stayed separated for most of Mitch’s first two months, but they both drew infirmary duty one night. The infirmary, like most orderly posts, was staffed in overlapping eight-hour shifts—when you signed in, your partner had already been there four hours, and he checked out after another four. That way, there was always one alert, fresh guard on duty. In theory.

In practice, most duties at the asylum were mind-death boring almost all of the time and horrible in one way or another during the remainder. Still, it paid a lot better than flipping burgers.

Rodriguez already looked tired when Mitch came in.

“Yo,” Mitch said. “What up?”

Chuck gave him That Look. “We got a freshy in room five,” he said. “He’s got some kind of stomach flu.”

“Wait,” Mitch said. “Don’t tell me. It’s Squirt, isn’t it?”

Charles gave a tired nod. Mitch cursed quietly.

Dean “Squirt” Ellis was a five-foot-two, one-hundred-forty-pound homeless schizophrenic and scatophile who didn’t respond well to medication. He’d gotten his nickname not only from his size, but from his habit of chewing up a mixture of his own feces and urine, then spraying it from his mouth at the asylum staff. He was not well liked.

“Please tell me he’s sedated.”

“He’s sedated,” Charles said. “He’s s’posed to come out of it in the morning, but given the track marks he had when he came in, I wouldn’t be surprised if he shakes it off early.”

“Cripes. Stomach flu you said?”

“Not real surprising, is it? Given his diet.”

“An’ I bet he ain’t real careful where he pukes, either.”

“Oh no, he aims. He aims.”

Mitch gave Charles a surprised look, then laughed. Chuck laughed a little too, and both men relaxed a little, even though they hadn’t realized they were tense.

“There’s more, too,” Charles said.

“What, Squirt’s got AIDS or something?”

“No, it’s the Ice Pick. He had a fit this afternoon.”

“Yeah? What kind?”

“Usual manic episode—moaning, running around, flailing his arms and banging his head.”

“They sedate him too?”

“Yeah, but nothing heavy-duty. After the cancer recovery, they had a real scare with phentobarbital—almost stopped his heart. It was touch-and-go for a while. Lucky for him Dr. Gould wasn’t around. Anyhow, since then, all we’ve used on him is diazepam, but he’s so used to it he can toss it after a couple hours. Sometimes he shifts over into REM sleep, but you can’t rely on it.”

“Whee.”

The two men sat and filled out some paperwork, but mostly they kept an eye on Cells Two and Five.

Mitch had been there three hours when Tim Grady started to moan.

“Damn it,” he muttered, standing. “Time to prick the Pick.”

“You want me to take it?” Charles asked.

“I’ll do it.”

“I don’t mind. I’ll be out of here in an hour—you still got five.”

“Thanks, man.”

“Hey, it’ll wake me up for the ride home.” Charles unlocked the medication cabinet, prepped the sedative shot, then locked the cabinet up again.

As he was unlocking the door to Cell Two, Grady fell silent. Chuck paused.

“You think he knows you’re coming?” Mitch asked.

“Could be,” Charles said, frowning.

Then Mitch turned quickly, looking behind his back down a long, dim hallway.

“What?” Charles said.

“You hear something?”

“Nuh uh.”

For a moment, both men just stood, alert, staring. Neither said anything, but both competently palmed their canisters of pepper spray.

Nothing.

Finally, Charles broke the silence. “Okay, I guess I
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