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PART I

THE LABYRINTH OF TIME


1

OFF THE RAILS



The first sign that the world had gone off the rails was the horse-drawn wagon they passed as the ambulance barreled down Union Avenue on its way to the waterfront fire. Richard Scott, the EMT at the wheel, recognized it as an ice wagon because the word ICE was painted in big red letters on the side of the white wagon hitched to an old brown nag. The ice man on the bench seat—a burly man who, despite his slouched shoulders and forward-thrust head, looked quite capable of hauling ice blocks up tenement stairs—wore a straw hat and a leather apron over his work clothes.

The sight was an anomaly for sure, but Rick didn’t pay it much attention: he had a fire to get to. The buildings along Wagner and Riverside Drive were mostly residential apartments and there might be injuries. Besides, this was Memphis, second only to New Orleans in the number of oddities that showed up day-to-day. The apparition could have been an eccentric who preferred antique wagons to classic cars or a movie prop on its way to a shoot. A single anachronism didn’t count as an epochal change in the world’s progress.

The cobblestones weren’t so easily explained.

“What the heck?” Mack, the unit’s paramedic, said as the tires jittered over the uneven surface. Rick felt the vibrations in the steering wheel despite the ambulance’s air suspension. He wasn’t a Memphis native, but he’d traveled the downtown streets often enough to know the only cobblestone thoroughfare was Main with its pedestrian mall and two miles of trolley rails. Rick would have stopped and marveled at the road’s overnight transformation, but there wasn’t time: ahead black smoke billowed over the buildings into the jaundiced sky.

The sky itself was an anomaly. Just minutes ago, when they were eating lunch in the Kwik Chek parking lot and the call came in—”Multiple-alarm fire 35 Union Avenue at Wagner Place.”—the sky was a hazy blue, the temp on the dash reading 87 and likely to top ninety before the shift was over though it was only late April. Now the temperature was dropping and the sky had darkened an unnatural yellow.

“Looks like we might be in for a real drencheroo,” Mack said, scowling at the sky.

Rain wasn’t in the forecast, but if Rick had learned one thing in the past year, it was to expect the unexpected.

“Hope that’s all we get.”

“Amen to that.” Mack knew what he meant: Memphis was no stranger to tornadoes.

The third shock came when they arrived at the fire.

Union Street T-boned into Riverside Drive. Across the waterfront highway, a wide slope of restored cobblestones, often used as a parking lot, led down to the historic Cobblestone Landing where paddle wheelers took on tourists for riverboat rides. But now…

Rick shook his head as he pulled up behind Engine 17. Was he hallucinating? If so, Mack shared the illusion. His partner’s square face was pale, his blue eyes staring in disbelief.

Riverside Drive was gone. All four lanes. Vanished as if they never existed. The cobblestone landing marched all the way down to the river, right across where the highway should have been. And covering the acres of cobblestones along the riverfront was a sea of cotton bales bound with metal bands and stacked several high on wooden pallets. The scene was like a sepia-toned poster you might find in the Waterfront Museum depicting the riverfront as it appeared over a century ago when it was a busy center of commerce and steamboats plied the Mississippi. Only they were seeing it in the here and now.

And the apartment buildings along Wagner Place, in front of which the engines of three companies were parked…they, too, were gone. Vanished. In their place an old barnlike warehouse was engulfed in flames. The sign on the white-washed façade read

Patterson Transfer Co.

Carriages and Baggage to Meet All Incoming Boats

 

Roiling black smoke mounted to the sky. It was as if Rick and Mack had been transported to another century.

Or as if the past had come to dwell in the present.

But the biggest surprise came when Rick and Mack piled out of the ambulance and rounded Engine 17.

Two antique horse-drawn pump carriages stood closest to the conflagration. Beside the wagons, firemen in peaked leather helmets and old-fashioned uniforms stared not at the burning warehouse but at the modern fire engines and emergency vehicles and Memphis firefighters that had arrived on the scene.


2

RESURRECTION



For the first millennium, Azazel raged and swore if he gained his freedom he would devour the earth and assail the heavens. But time cooled his fury, and, slowly, over the long centuries bound in his rocky crypt beneath the burning sands of Dudael, his desire for slaughter and revenge gave way to heartrending visions of green earth and blue skies, bird song, the warmth of women’s flesh, and the cool contact of sunlit water. And so, for ages more, he longed for what was lost and mourned his state.

But even sorrow has its span, and desire for all things—for bloody vengeance and submersion into fleshly pleasures—yielded to the ultimate warden, the soul-crushing lethargy of ennui.

For still more ages he squatted against the rock of his barren prison, his mind and senses more asleep than awake, without ambition or hope or even the daydream of resurrection, much less the thirst for vengeance, with only an occasional sigh or spasmodic clenching of his fist to show that he was alive.

So when the rock above his narrow house split open and sunlight drove the shadows from his lair, he cried out in agony and shock.

At first, he thought the Maker was sending His Avengers to inflict further pain, and he cringed, but a flash of forgotten rage flared and he rose, chains rattling, a long-forgotten snarl on his lips. When the dust settled, he saw the rocks piled against the opposite wall formed a ladder to the outer world.

His chains, so long a part of him, fell away.

He didn’t need to be told twice to heed the invitation. Scuttling on hands and feet, he climbed toward the sun.
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The desert was a furnace, the sun a great blazing disk. But he who loved green forests and blue waters and the warmth of woman’s flesh and the hot reek of man’s blood rejoiced and collapsed upon his knees in wonder and gratitude and cried out.

“Why have You resurrected me? What vast and immortal change has passed that You would unleash me upon Your creation?”

He blinked at the raw desert sun but got no answer.

Freed! After what seemed like eons. The Maker, who had sent His avenging angels to incarcerate him for all eternity, had changed His mind and set him free. But to what purpose? Whatever it was, the Maker never gave without taking and the price for his freedom would be great.

A fat black beetle emerged from the shadow of a rock and scurried across the hot sand. He plucked it up. Its brittle legs squirmed in protest. Unlike the blind white bugs that occasionally entered his prison, this one glittered iridescent colors. He popped it in his mouth. Its juice, bitter as bile, was acrid on his tongue that had savored all the sweetness of Earth’s delights—the vineyard’s bounty, women’s embrace, human flesh hot from the spit. Still, for all its bitterness, after his eternal fast, its blood was sweet as ripe grapes.

The beetle crunched between his teeth, its juice moistened his parched tongue, and that small repast awoke a raging hunger.

Man… He was back in the world of man. So many beating hearts and pulsing veins!

The thought brought a gush of saliva to his parched lips and made him, as always, crazed with lust for man-flesh. The forbidden fruit was his greatest weakness. The predilection had earned him special treatment when the Avengers came for the Grigori.

He closed his eyes against the white disk of the sun that burned over the cauldron of Dudael and spread his nostrils, inhaling the hot air. From beyond the Mountains of Darkness and around the great curve of the world, he caught the scent of human flesh. The blood roared in his head. In his mind’s eye he saw streets filled with teeming masses. Humans pressing through crowded bazaars and rumbling down broad thoroughfares in strange conveyances horseless and roaring, and towering buildings soaring against the burnished sky. Man had multiplied. Oh, how fruitful he had been. He had made abodes in the waste places of the earth, his industry spawning great metropolises.

Azazel sniffed again, caught the scent of the nearest oasis—and man—and began walking. His stride was long, his steps eager.


3

PACKAGE



The apartment was empty without Fergi. In the months since her abduction, coming home felt like walking into a morgue.

Mentally and physically exhausted, Rick laid his keys and wallet on the white Formica table he and Fergi had found in a thrift store when they first moved in and sat in one of the matching chrome-and-vinyl chairs. He spread his hands flat on the cool Formica and let out a long sigh. He looked out the nearest window, its glass framed by the curtains he and Fergi bought at the flea market the last day they spent together.

The day he met the Goddess and began his plunge into nightmare.

But he found no answers in the ominous yellow sky glowering over the roofs across the street.

He was a medic…well, an EMT-B studying to be a paramedic…and he recognized the symptoms he was experiencing.

Shock.

Not the shock that resulted from physical trauma, heatstroke, or blood loss, but acute stress reaction which resulted from the psychological trauma of witnessing or experiencing a harrowing event. Mack and all the firefighters and policemen on the scene had the same haunted look in their eyes. They had all witnessed the impossible.

A whole block of buildings and their inhabitants had not burned—but vanished…gone as if they’d never been. And in their place strangers from the past marooned in the present. The antique firemen had stared in shocked disbelief at the Memphis Fire Department’s gleaming trucks and emergency vehicles with their rumbling engines and flashing red and blue lights…just as Memphis’ finest gaped at their visitors with their bushy mustaches and peaked leather hats and their archaic horse-drawn steam pump. One of them—their captain—an owlish man with a huge white mustache, demanded to know what was going on. And when he found that his modern counterparts were just as much in the dark as he, he asked what year it was. When Captain Rawlings told him, all color drained from the man’s face and his lips moved without speaking.

Another of the castaways had a stroke and Rick and Mack stabilized and transported him to emergency. Though Mack stayed in back with their passenger, Rick had helped lift him onto the stretcher and into and out of the ambulance. The man—a good five-ten and close to two hundred pounds—was as solid and real as any patient he’d lifted in his time on the job.

Afterward, on the drive back to the station, Mack was pale but full of questions.

“What the hell is happening? I feel like I’m dreaming, but it was so…”

“Real,” Rick finished for him. “Yeah, it was real.”

He imagined the look in Mack’s blue eyes mirrored his own. Despite his encounters with the macabre, despite the marvels—and horrors—he’d witnessed in the recent past, he was as susceptible to shock as anyone. Driving with his siren and emergency lights off as they headed back to the station house, he’d run a red light.

“Look out!” Mack yelled, waking him from his revelry.

He hit the brakes and found himself in the middle of an intersection. Luckily, traffic was light and no one was coming.

In the days and months to come, they would all relive the event in flashbacks and nightmares. Pulses would quicken, faces would pale, pupils would enlarge as eyes gazed off at what was not there. Friends and loved ones would worry and call them back and they would start as if woken from a dream. If not overcome, ASR could develop into post-traumatic stress disorder. Rick couldn’t afford the downtime. Despite wanting no part in whatever was happening, he had to know.

The Sisterhood could tell him something, but he had no way to get in touch with them. They—or more likely their Mistress—would find him if She willed it.

The Priest might know something. But Rick wanted no part of what he offered.

“I’m not your hero…” he said to the Formica, to the Goddess, to the Priest, to the men and women lining a dirt road on a dark night with faith in their eyes. Faith in him.

Rick knew the disorienting terror of shock and disbelief, the feeling that you were walking in a dream while knowing you were not. He’d been down the rabbit hole and through the proverbial mirror more than once, but that didn’t stop his heart from racing. He had learned what the world called reality was a mask hiding a monstrous universe.

He licked his lips. His mouth was dry. A parched tongue was another symptom of shock. His gaze sought the white kitchen cabinet over the sink. Fergi’s half bottle of Jameson whiskey stood on the top shelf. He hadn’t poured it down the drain. Just as he hadn’t unpacked the suitcase she’d left when she was abducted but had set it in the closet in case she returned.

I have my work and you have yours.

He shook his head.

Focus.

Whatever was happening, he got the nasty feeling he was about to be sucked into a whirlpool. Like it or not.

Leave me alone! he shouted at the universe. I am not your hero. I will not be a pawn in your game.

Again, his gaze sought the cabinet. He thought about taking the bottle down and pouring himself a stiff one. But he hadn’t touched the stuff in so long it was sure to burn a hole in his gut.

The door buzzer sounded.

He walked over and pressed the intercom button. “Yes?”

“FedEx. Package.”

Rick buzzed the woman in.
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The watch shimmered on the table. Not from the kitchen’s fluorescents and surely not from the sickly light falling through the window. No, the watch itself gave off a subtle energy. In a long-ago world, it would have been called a fairy light and the watch would have been a magical object. But it was technology that gave the watch its glamor. It had begun life as a vintage 1934 Omega RAF pilot’s timepiece. Its black dial had large, luminous hands and numbers for easy reading in pre-World War II cockpits. A second hand appeared in a separate dial below. Its oversized crown allowed an early aviator’s gloved hand to access its chronograph function. Around the face a rotating bi-directional coin-edged bezel permitted calculations such as time, speed, and distance. While these nostalgic features might pique the curiosity of a museum visitor or appeal to a collector, it was the alterations da Silva had made to the watch that made it special. By his own account, the master horologist had created a number of complications on the astral plane which allowed the watch to operate by subtle laws while in the physical. And he’d enclosed the balance wheel and escapement in a flying tourbillon, a cage that rotated to even out positional errors. According to da Silva, the complications allowed the wearer to traverse time and space.

Rick was skeptical. But after today’s visitation from the past, he was not so sure.

Gooseflesh crept across his shoulders as he gazed at the unworldly device. He feared touching it, as if it were some coiled viper waiting to sink its fangs into his hand should he reach for it.

A note from the Priest accompanied the watch. It requested he strap it on and manipulate the crown in such a way that he would be transported to the Priest’s home in Italy.

“No way,” Rick said to the watch. He was not going to put it on or get involved with da Silva again. The previous time cost Wally his life.

His cell phone chimed in his pocket. He took it out and saw he had a message.

From da Silva.

For a second, he considered deleting it. But the Priest would have answers. Why else would he contact him and request his presence?

He opened the message. It read:

“Put the watch on and press the crown three times. Tempus fugit.”

Rick’s fist curled at his side. “I have much to show you,” da Silva had said, but he’d sworn he would have nothing to do with Her Priest. As an EMT he had the opportunity to help save one person at a time. Sometimes he failed, a patient dying on the scene or in transit, but more often he could do some good. A patient might not thank him, but he felt he made a difference. What da Silva wanted—what She wanted…

No! He would not be their pawn again.

He shook his head. He’d been battling ASR since before he knew that was what it was called. You’d think by now he’d be used to the macabre. Get over the shock of knowing the universe was a bad place, full of unexpected corners and a monster around every one. But every time another layer of reality peeled back, the experience left him reeling.

He blamed himself for the deaths in Jersey City: Frank, Shorty, Wally’s mom, Fergi’s stepdad, the waitress the cops found in his car. Those were on him.

…you were the dynamo that powered the rest.

And while he technically wasn’t responsible for the Watcher’s murders—Jewelie Light, his best friend Wally—he felt guilty by association.

Grigori blood flows in your veins, the monster told him that night on the ridge when he invited Rick to join him.

It helped that Reverend Grace assured him his blood didn’t make him evil, but that didn’t stop the nightmares that rode him nightly like the hag of legend so that he woke sweat-soaked and went to work exhausted.

And now this new calamity.

If da Silva’s “gift” were any indication—and he didn’t believe in coincidence—he was once more being drawn into the eye of the storm. The walls closed in on him as images from the day flashed before his eyes: the ancient wagon with ICE painted in red, the horse-drawn pump, the dazed firemen, the fire chief’s face paling as he learned the year, the burning warehouse that could not possibly have been there.

Except it was.

What hell was being unleashed?

His hands were balled into fists, his teeth clenched. He uncurled his fingers, took a deep breath.

Da Silva would have answers.

The watch glowed on the table. The power hidden in its miniaturized components radiated across the kitchen.

He picked it up, fastened the leather band about his wrist. The back of the watch was cool against his skin. The hair on his arm rippled as if disturbed by subtle currents.

Before he could talk himself out of it, he pressed the crown three times.


4

WHIRLWIND



The demon Azazel felled the first human he encountered and feasted prodigiously. By good fortune, a strong, burly youth had parked his ATV near the lake and was lounging with a plump young woman under a palm. The woman had fled screaming. On foot. She didn’t get far before he caught her.

As he gorged, he read the state of the world through his victims’ blood and marveled at the growth of mankind. It wasn’t just his proliferation or his sprawling cities. His puny ships had grown, and he flew. He paused a moment to marvel at that. Man flew! Not on wings of his own as birds, but on wings of his making. He had even been to the moon! Was man become as gods? Did he now vie with angels in his mastery of arts and warfare?

Man had a habit of displeasing the Maker because he was never content to serve but must forever be master of his fate, never mind that he was as ignorant of the great wheel of time as the beetle he had eaten.

“Is that it, Lord?” he said to the white-hot sky. “Have you released me to punish them?”

But there were so many. He could never eat them all.

A wind stirred the palms. Birds lifted in a great whir of wings and set off across the desert. A dark funnel rose, up and up until it towered above the trees. The whirlwind spoke. Its voice was thunder.

“I do not release you so that you may feast! I release you to serve Me!”

Azazel fell upon his knees. The sand stung his eyes. The wind whipped his tattered rags.

“How, O Lord, may I serve You?”

An image formed in his mind. He saw a young man, one destined to challenge the Maker. The youth appeared unremarkable. Above average in height but not especially powerful. There was anger in his watchful eyes, but also a sadness that suggested he’d suffered loss and shouldered great responsibility. He saw nothing that posed a threat to the Maker or to himself.

“Destroy this one and I will make you king!”

His heart leapt at the Maker’s words.

“This world perishes. Destroy the youth and I will make for you another. But mark Me well—fail and you perish with this world!”

The whirlwind vanished. Sand and palm fronds rained to the ground.

Azazel rose, excitement and purpose buoying his heart.

After washing himself in the cooling lake, he sat under a palm and closed his eyes and sought the youth.


5

THE UNMAKING



The lake was perfectly round. At least it appeared so from where Rick stood on the hillside. Dark woods cloaked the steep slopes, and above the circling rim a gibbous moon burned in a starry sky.

Rick knew where the Priest’s watch had brought him. He stood above the shores of Lake Nemi, called by the Romans Speculum Dianae, the Mirror of Diana. And true to its name, the lake reflected the moon so perfectly in its still waters that even the dark patterns of the lunar seas were reproduced with photographic fidelity.

Below, on a triangular apron of shore, was a small temple. In the moonlight, its golden roof appeared silver. The temple was built into the hillside, and though he could not see its façade, he imagined wide marble steps leading up to a columned portico. Between the temple and the lake shore was a small grove where torches glowed among the trees.

Rick took a moment to catch his breath. Da Silva may have designed a special mechanism and tourbillon to compensate for the turbulence of the transition, but the trip through

Time?

was disorienting.

When the nausea passed, he looked up the hill behind him. The little medieval town of Nemi perched just beyond the ridge should have been visible by the glow of its electric lights…were he still in his own century. In his day, only ruins remained of the temple—a few low walls, a row of broken columns. The town’s lights would have made it hard to see so many stars, and planes heading up the coast for the airport in Rome would have traversed the night sky. But the crest was as dark as the slopes, and the temple was whole.

A chill that had nothing to do with the night breeze raised gooseflesh on the nape of his neck. He was truly in another time. He suspected that, like the Goddess’ sanctuary—the Sibylline Sisterhood where Fergi now resided—the temple and the torch-lit grove existed outside time’s relentless stream.
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The Priest was waiting for him in the grove.

Reginaldo Balthazar Tavares da Silva. By his own account born in the city of Lisbon in the year 1779. Master horologist and Rex Nemorensis, King of the Woods. The “Nemorian,” as Grace—priestess of the Goddess and matriarch of the rural hamlet of Hendricks, Arkansas—had jokingly hailed da Silva when he arrived with Rick and Wally in tow because Silva meant forest and he was priest of Her sacred grove.

Incongruous with the ancient scene, the supercentenarian wore, as he had in Hendricks, a Hawaiian shirt over cargo shorts. This one featured palm trees and surf boards against what looked like a red background, though it was hard to tell since the torchlight cast an orange glow over the grass and trees. More in keeping with the priestly image, he wore sandals, thought these were rubber-soled and fastened with Velcro.

“I would have thought you’d be wearing a robe,” Rick said by way of greeting.

White teeth flashed in the olive face. Despite the full head of silver hair that gleamed in the firelight, the man’s brow was smooth and he didn’t look a day over forty. “I never saw myself as the robe-wearing type. You look like hell, by the way.”

“It’s been a day.”

“That it has.”

They appraised each other in silence for a moment, the Nemorian smiling as if genuinely glad to see him. Rick’s expression remained grim: his uniform smelled of smoke, he was tired, and he needed answers.

“What’s going on? You know, don’t you?”

“Abrupt as always. Good to see you, too.”

“Cut the crap. The last time our paths crossed, my best friend died.”

Da Silva looked genuinely grieved. “I regret that, as I regret every fallen hero. But Alwin was brave and chose to fight.”

“Not everyone is cut out to be a soldier.”

“No, but you are.”

You are my knight.

Unbidden and unwanted, the Goddess’ image rose before him. Diana, Hecate, Ishtar, Isis, Artemis, Astarte, Sophia, Kybele, Cybele…names given to Her by a thousand civilizations over millennia going back to prehistory when men in mud hovels chipped pendulous-breasted idols from stone. “Kee-vELL-ess,” Grace had pronounced Her ancient Phrygian name. “Cybele will do,” Grace told him, pronouncing the name in two syllables with a sibilant c, which he misinterpreted as Sibyl, the oracle who scribed in riddles the fate of man. But he had learned better. However long-lived, the sibyls were mortal and of Her Sisterhood, while She, their Magna Mater, was immortal.

Her hair was the blaze of evening sun, Her eyes the green of unfurling leaves. A dusting of freckles across Her cheeks and perfect nose suggested an ageless innocence that vied with the curl of Her sensual lips. She radiated sex and wisdom—Aphrodite and Athena—an exhilarating combination. He hoped to never see Her naked. He suspected the myths might be true and he would be struck blind or turned to stone.

Her kiss still burned his lips. He suspected it always would.

“She still thinking I’m Her knight?”

“Aren’t you?”

“If I had my choice, I’d have nothing to do with either of you.”

“You do have a choice. Yet you’re here.” The Priest held his gaze a moment, then gave a nod as if confirming something he already knew. “You’re not the type to stand by when people need you.”

That jolted him. Fergi had said the same at Wally’s funeral. The memory conjured an image of Delores Ferguson standing under a dripping maple in a quilted black coat against a backdrop of tombstones, the gray sky muting the emerald flecks in her dark-brown eyes, the streak in her auburn hair—more platinum than silver—adding a glamor, a mystery, a heroic melancholy that made him desire her more than ever.

But administering first aid was one thing; what the Goddess and Her people expected of him was not acceptable.

“What do you want?”

“The same as you. The world faces the gravest threat it’s faced in its storied existence.”

Rick frowned at the familiar refrain. “I thought the Nephilim were the greatest threat the world ever faced.”

“Not the world. If Talmaiel had succeeded and the Grigori wiped mankind from the planet’s memory, the world would survive. The sun would rise, the tide would keep rolling in. But this…what has gone on all over the world today—the catastrophic visitation of the past upon the present—is the beginning of the end. What is at stake is the unmaking of the world—earth, moon, sun, planets, stars. The physical universe…” He looked up at the Milky Way that hadn’t burned so brightly in the night skies over Italy in more than a thousand years. “All you see above, as well as the astral planes beyond… Everything below the Pleroma…” He spread his hands and shook his head.

Rick looked up at the blaze of stars, at the gibbous moon burning in their midst. Had da Silva lost it? Was such a thing conceivable? The scene at the riverfront today—the warehouse fire, the old-time firefighters—was mindboggling, but the entire physical plane, Malkuth, and the astral planes above…

“How?”

Torchlight flickered in the man’s black eyes. Walking down a city street, he might appear an innocuous tourist, but there was a glamor about the man that drew the discerning eye. Though half a head shorter than Rick, he appeared taller, so that Rick, not for the first time, got the disorienting feeling he was looking up at the Priest rather than down.

“What do you know about time?” da Silva asked.

Rick frowned. The Priest could be exasperating. The sky could be tumbling down and the man would wait for his response, probably wait for him to do something spontaneously since his method of teaching was not to teach but to offer useless platitudes

Truth is a pathless land…

Dogma is not the path to progress…

Experience is the best teacher…

(that last had led to some harrowing experiences)

and to ask leading questions designed to prod his pupil into drawing conclusions.

“You bring me here and answer my question with a question?”

“Time, Richard Scott. Despite the longevity Cybele has bestowed on us and our ability to traverse its waters as if to make a mockery of Heriklitos’ river, time is flying.”

“Tempus fugit.”

“Precisamente!” The Priest flashed a grim smile—the teacher pleased with his pupil.

Rick gritted his teeth. He hadn’t meant to be clever: Tempus Fugit, time flies, was the name of da Silva’s clock shop, which the Priest transported through time and space with less effort than one might expend carrying a suitcase.

Time.

Time was one of those things you took for granted. Until it ran out. Everyone knew what it was. Didn’t they?

He thought of the burning warehouse that couldn’t possibly be there but was. And the antique firemen with their antique steam pump and their chief’s wide-eyed question:

“What year is it?”

Relics out of time.

He heard a mental clicking and pictured an old analog clock, the kind that hung on the classroom wall in high school.

“It’s how we measure duration,” Rick said carefully. That felt safe. But he knew as soon as he spoke, his answer was inadequate, a thesis without an argument. It would probably take a physicist’s answer, complete with mathematical equations and words like “duration” and “velocity” and “relativity” to satisfy da Silva. Wally could’ve answered the Priest.

The Nemorian’s smile surprised him.

“Bem! A measurement. But what precisely are we measuring? Measurement implies quantity. What quantities are we measuring? Seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, years, decades, centuries, millennia, ages, epochs, eons. Do these things even exist?”

“They’re mental constructs.”

Da Silva nodded. “Man is a tool-using animal, and, if you think about it, time is a convenient tool.” The Priest’s grin was a little too broad. It was obvious he felt what Rick felt—that something was amiss, a tension in the air of what should have been a calm, mystical night. The feeling of time running out. “We might miss our dental appointment without it. But would time exist without man to measure it?”

“The earth would still orbit the sun. The solar system would still orbit the galactic center every couple hundred million years.” Wally had taught him the latter.

“The galactic year.” With the torchlight reflected in his dark eyes, da Silva looked distinctly Mephistophelian. Again, Rick was struck with the curious illusion that he was looking up into the eyes of the shorter man. There was a sea of power and knowledge in those bottomless pools and he shivered. Rick masked the sensation with a frown; no point in letting the Priest think he viewed him as anything more than an annoyance.

An insight occurred to him.

“Entropy would still increase. That’s not an illusion.”

Da Silva waited.

“In the long term, geological ages would continue to change, seas recede, expand, ice ages come and go. The sun would burn off its hydrogen and expand and cool. The earth and, eventually, the sun would die. So, yes, time would pass regardless of humans—or at least the changes that we associate with the passage of time.” He felt the explanation would have gotten him at least a nod from any undergraduate science professor, but he suspected da Silva was after something more specific.

“So, time is not merely a mental construct but a discrete thing?” da Silva prodded.

“Well, I’ve heard it called the fourth dimension of space-time. And maybe it’s a force—like gravity—that physicists don’t yet entirely understand.” When the Priest’s expression did not change, he felt his anger rise. “I don’t know. And you know I don’t know, so why don’t you cut the bullshit and tell me what’s going on. I know what I saw today isn’t an isolated event or you wouldn’t have contacted me.”

A wry grin lifted the Nemorian’s lips. He looked at the temple visible through the trees. Rick followed his gaze. The edifice was white, but ensconced torches burning on either side of the wide doors gave the columned vestibule a ruddy glow. Behind the temple, the hill rose like a black cliff.

Da Silva’s gaze returned to his. “You’re right. Let’s corte a besteira. Two ways philosophers, theologians, and scientists have looked at time: one is as a fundamental structure of the universe—a force like gravity, or a dimension, as you said, of space-time; the other as an intellectual concept, an illusion that has no real existence outside our deceptive perceptions…in other words, time as a by-product of how our mind rationalizes the information provided by our limited senses. Neither interpretation is precisely true.”

It was Rick’s turn to outwait the Priest.

Da Silva continued. “Remember what I told you about emanation?”

Rick remembered. According to da Silva—as well as others, including Her priestesses, the Sibylline Sisterhood, and the citizens of Hendricks, Arkansas, who were descended from the ancient tribes of Anatolian Phrygia, a race devoted to the Goddess—a First Principle, the Ein Sof—literally “without end,” the Infinite Source, the Ancient of Days, not a god or even a being, but the conscious potential for all things—emanated the higher, spiritual planes. Each of these succeeding super-subtle planes were ruled by a pair of male-female Aeons, themselves without physical form but reflections of the infinite light. On the lowest spiritual plane, the Aeon Sophia dwelt alone. Consumed with a desire to know the Source—what some would say to know the mind of God—certainly an act of hubris—Sophia inadvertently and spontaneously in an act of autogenesis emanated a being that should never have existed.

Knowing She had overreached and fearing the Aeons would be appalled and seek to destroy Her offspring, She hid the misshapen one, a shadow of a shadow, reflection of a reflection, in a cloud. And in his narrow kingdom, this offspring, Yaldabaoth, this Demiurge, without knowledge of the Ein Sof or the Aeons in the Pleroma above, or even of the existence of his parent Sophia, but flush with his mother’s curiosity and overweening pride, felt about in the darkness and seized the light that flowed unseen around his cloud. And the light, which was not a physical light but the creative impulse emanating from the Source, inspired him. And without knowing the origin of his inspiration, thinking it proceeded from his own fecund mind, he cast the light that was not his to cast down into the void that some call chaos and others potential, and so created the gross material universe of gravity and time and death. The world of man.

Rick thought these things but to da Silva he simply nodded. “I remember.”

“Remember also what I said about each succeeding plane being a corruption, a shadow, of the one above?”

“A light is brightest at its source, but as it spreads, the photons become diffuse and the light grows dimmer.”

“Precisamente! So, by the time the light reaches the physical world, it is a shadow of a shadow. The process of emanation proceeding downward through the Sephiroth is the process of involution, wherein spirit becomes enfolded in matter. But when it reaches the material world, something wonderful happens. The physical world is the world of reflection. It is the mirror of all other worlds. When the light reaches the physical world, the process of involution stops and the process of evolution begins. Just as a mirror reflects light, the physical plane reflects the light of emanation back into the subtle planes. As spirit is involved into matter, so matter is evolved into spirit.”

Da Silva paused to let his words sink in.

“I’m not talking about survival of the fittest or the random mutation of genes. Evolution is goal-oriented. It tends toward greater and greater complexity and ever-increasing consciousness. All matter is evolving into consciousness, and man into superconsciousness.”

Complexity…consciousness… The man—if man he still was after so long a life—was making some sort of sense, but Rick was too impatient to pursue it.

“What does this have to do with time?”

“Once, people believed the sun rose in the East and set in the West; therefore, the earth was motionless and all things revolved around it.”

“Geocentrism.”

“Precisely. And like the rising and setting of the sun, time’s arrow is an illusion of apparent motion. But apparent motion of what?”

The question was rhetorical. Rick waited.

“Time’s arrow is our perception of the rising tide of consciousness, the light of emanation, reflected off the mirror of the physical plane returning to its source in the Infinite One. And as it rises back through the subtle planes, it carries on its tide the consciousness of man. It is this process, this perception of rising consciousness, that we perceive as the progress of time.”

Rick thought about it. Like most things that came out of the Priest’s mouth, the proposition sounded utterly fantastic. But he’d seen for himself how many of his pronouncements turned out to be all too true.

“Okay, so time’s an illusion. Is what I saw today an illusion, too?” He told him about the warehouse, the changed riverfront, and the antique firemen.

Da Silva showed no surprise. “No, I daresay, it was all too real. Such occurrences are happening all over the world. You’ve been busy, but the news is full of such events. And as the world is swept into temporal chaos…” Da Silva shook his head. “Those who have only logic and modern man’s foolish religion of science will feel their world crumble, their comfortable faith in the solidity of the material universe scatter like chaff in the wind. The sons and daughters of Abraham will smugly assert the prophesied end has come.”

“But why? Why are these things happening?”

“Because Yaldabaoth is discreating the world.”

“‘Discreating’?”

“Uncreating…devolving…destroying…reclaiming the light he unleashed into the void.”

Rick held up his hand. “Time out. If I hadn’t seen the Nephilim with my own eyes, I’d think you were a raving lunatic. Or else I was having one long fucked-up dream. But this—” He shook his head and wagged a finger under the Priest’s aquiline nose. “—this is too much!”

“But you have seen. And you will see more. I understand you need time to—what is it your generation says—to wrap your head around it? But we don’t have the luxury of time. After all you have seen and after all I have tried to teach you, you are still in denial. The pragmatic bedrock of your upbringing keeps asserting itself, grasping for logical explanations for your experiences. But we don’t have the luxury of rationalizing, of forcing the genie back into the bottle.”

Rick unclenched his fist. Though he knew deep down da Silva was not responsible for Wally’s death, he couldn’t help thinking if he could just punch the man out of existence, he could go back to his blissfully ignorant life.

He expelled a deep breath. “Why would Yaldabaoth destroy his creation?”

“Jealousy.”

“‘Jealousy’?”

“Fear. Caution… At present, only an awakened few travel the subtle planes, and even then, only the lower realms. The Pleroma, the hypostasis of the Archons, the Infinite Source, all that lies above the middle kingdoms, remains beyond man’s reach. For now.”

“‘For now.’”

“Umm. But, in time, as consciousness rises, more and more humans will explore the astral planes. And as the astral planes become populated, those humans will evolve to the next state, and so on, until consciousness reaches a point where man will confront his maker.”

“Yaldabaoth.”

“He is a jealous god.”

“How do you know this?”

“My Mistress told me.”

As outlandish as da Silva might look in his tourist getup, the man’s gaze was as sober as any Old Testament prophet’s. The dark eyes showed no trace of the shining light of the zealot or the self-deceived. He truly believed what he was saying.

And so help me, Rick thought with a shudder, so do I.

…storm clouds roiling on all sides of the mountaintop, a whorling tempest funnel…

…the night sky irising open like a great eye…

…the Pleiades vanished, in their place a swarm of alien constellations that had no place in Earth’s sky…

As much as he would have liked to remain ignorant, he had seen too much to doubt. “But why now?” he said, pulling himself back from the images burned into the retina of his mind’s eye. “I don’t see a lot of evidence that man’s consciousness is going anywhere soon. Why now?”

The Priest studied him. There was no humor in his eyes, only a great sorrow and compassion.

“It seems,” he said, “the future is upon us. You, Richard Scott, have entered the arena.”


6

DEFEND YOURSELF



“Me? Why would your Demiurge be jealous or afraid of me? I’ve made no effort to follow in your shoes. All I want is to be left alone.”

That wasn’t true, of course. He wanted back what he had lost: Frank, Wally, Fergi…his good old ignorant life where the sidewalk was solid beneath his feet and the sky didn’t open to admit monsters.

…the stars falling…not stars but the Shining Ones, the Grigori descending to reclaim the earth…

“What one wants and what life gives us is not always a matter of choice,” da Silva said. “Your destiny will not permit you to be ‘left alone.’ The world—or rather the unmaking of the world—will pursue you wherever you hide. None of us can escape. I wish I could tell you differently, but you’re the only one that has the remotest chance of stopping Yaldabaoth.”

“Why me?”

But he knew the answer.

…the world has not seen one as powerful as you in a thousand years.

…you were the dynamo that powered the rest.

Grigori blood flows in your veins.

He experienced a moment of vertigo as he was forced to face a reality he wanted no part of. Suddenly his hands were sweating and he was cold all over as he thought of the implications.

Mom… Dad…

Da Silva waited, his countenance furrowed with immense compassion.

“Fergi…tell me she’s safe.”

Da Silva shook his head. “Nothing is safe: no one, no thing. All will be lost.”

“But she’s with your Mistress. And Cybele…Sophia…whatever you want to call Her…you tell me is Yaldabaoth’s mother. Why can’t She stop him? Jewelie Light told me Fergi would be safe so long as she remained with Her.”

“That was then. This is different. The Sisterhood exists in the astral world, which is still part of the Demiurge’s making. He will destroy all of his creation. All!”

“But She’s the Goddess.”

“She is. And Her powers are great. But She incarnated Herself into this world to serve as its protectress. She is of this world.”

Beyond the crackle of the torch flames, water lapped the stony shore. The languid sound cast the illusion of the eternal. Caligula would have heard it when he floated his giant barges and it would have accompanied the meditations of the first Nemorenses. But eternity, if da Silva was right, had an expiration date.

Somewhere a night bird warbled. Eerily beautiful, the trill of a creature blissfully ignorant that change was inevitable.

Rick turned his gaze to the heavens where the stars—so many, so bright—blazed above the treetops.

All…earth, moon, stars…gone!

Again, as he had last November when he faced Talmaiel, who plotted the return of the Watchers and the Nephilim, as he had the Christmas before when he faced his doppelgänger, who wrecked a bloody path across his life in its efforts to replace
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