
  


  
    
  


  
    A demon named Dren is looking for salvation. Satan’s fiery underworld has become a foreign place to him. He feels he is different from the other souls. He’s changed over time. He’s ready for redemption. But getting out of hell is no easy task. Escaping was the easy part. But now, alone in a world unfamiliar to him, Dren must save a single soul in order to pass on to the heavens above.


    Billy is a young hoodlum working for a big–time mobster. Like Dren, he has also changed. He wants out of the seedy underworld he calls his home. Just one more run, one more big payday, and he’s finished with it all. He’ll get his cash, grab the woman he loves, and be gone forever. But the mob doesn’t look kindly on deserters.


    Satan has sent two rogue demons from hell to stop Dren. The mob has hired a conjurer named Nadja to kill Billy. In the end, the two must call on the powers of the Crow to save them both—waging a full–scale war on the mobsters of Earth above and the lord of darkness below.

  


  
    [image: Logo]
  


  A. A. Attanasio


  Hellbound


  The Crow: 7


  ePub r1.0


  Titivillus 12.02.2023


  
    Original title: Hellbound


    A. A. Attanasio, 2001


    


    Editor digital: Titivillus


    ePub base r2.1


    [image: Fuente incrustada]

  


  
    [image: Ex libris]
  


  
    [image: prelude]
  


  
    Cover
  


  
    Hellbound
  


  
    Dedicatory
  


  
    Proverb
  


  
    Acknowledgments
  


  
    Preamble
  


  
    Prelude: Unclean spirits
  


  
    The demon reach
  


  
    Spirits bearing rule
  


  
    River of milk, river of pity
  


  
    The fallen of heaven
  


  
    Punitive angel
  


  
    Author’s Note
  


  [image: logo]


  
    
  


  


  [image: logo]


  


  For Satan,
the master unfolded in his fire


  


  A daemonibus docetur de daemonibus docet,
et ad daemoneus ducit.


  


  (It is taught by the demons, it teaches about the demons,
and it leads to the demons.)
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  Evil does no die easily.
– Yi Jing


  


  [image: 4_acknoledegments]


  “Prelude: Unclean Spirits” first appeared as “Hellbent” in The Crow: Shattered Lives&Broken Dreams, edited by J. O’Barr and Ed Kramer, A Del Rey Book, 1998, and I am grateful to the editors for having invited me to participate in the Further adventures of the Crow—also to Edward R.Pressman for the opportunity to expand that short story into a novel and to Jeff Conner and Josh Behar, my guides on the spiral journey that delivered this book to you.


  
    I am also indebted to those friends


    who met me on this side of forever


    and who helped me drag the story through the salt gates


    to here, where our dreaming outweighs our dying;


    writer Bel Atreides, friend of the moon’s you rig;


    artist Johrt Bergin, creator in the name of our terror;


    physician Harry (Jhaikin, healer with a heart of silk;


    scholar David Allen Halse, explorer in the kingdom of unknowing;


    poet B. L. Kennedy, lover of what is what we carmor say is:


    and author James 0’Barr, who received the dark kiss of the angel


    and set free the Crow.

  


  


  AMY?”


  “Billy! Is that you? Turn on the lights.”


  “Nah. Nurse’ll see it. Here. I’m here. Take my hand and stop bawling already. I’m here now.”


  “How did you get in?”


  “Stole the key. What you think? I’m a magician?”


  “Billy, they’re here. I hear them scratching on the ceiling. If we turn on the lights, >they’ll go away.”


  “Yeah, and Nurse’ll come in and butt-kick me out of here—then turn off the lights. Just hush already. Stop crying.”


  “Devils don’t like the light. Do you hear them whispering? I hear them whispering. They know you’re here. I’m scared, Billy.”


  “Yeah, I know. That’s why I’m not asleep in my bunk. I brought you something. Let go of my hand a minute. Come on. It’s okay. I got something to help you, something to make the devils scared. Come on, let go already.”


  “Billy, don’t go away!”


  “Calm down. I’m right here. Look what I got for you.”


  An orange glow underlit the faces of two ten-year-olds huddled together among the twisted sheets of a hospital bed. Amy’s red hair gleamed like tangled copper wires across her freckled face, her elfin looks a sharp contrast to Billy’s pugnacious features, which held the shadows angularly, the way a cartoon bully’s would. Even when he smiled to see her green eyes widen with curiosity, he looked mean and surly. He moved closer so she could take the orange glow from his hand.


  Each of Amy’s wrists had been strapped to the chrome railing on either side of her bed. She tugged futilely at her restraints, and Billy placed the object in her right hand. It was a penlight, to which a plastic toy head had been attached with Scotch tape.


  “It’s a dog,” she observed and frowned at its grinning snout and large comic-book eyes.


  “Not just a dog. Look closer. It’s a devil dog.” He turned her hand so she could see the horns he had inked in above the dog’s eyebrows. “This’ll keep the devils away.”


  “It’s just a toy.”


  “Yeah, to us. But to the devils it’s trouble.”


  “It looks stupid.”


  “Sure. It’s supposed to. You can’t scare devils. They’re the scariest things around. You got to make them laugh. They can’t stand laughing. Don’t you know that? It’s like acid to them. So they go away.”


  Amy’s frown relented, and she turned the penlight around in her fingers, studying it.


  “You try it, you’ll see.” Billy put her fingers on the switch, and she turned it off and on again. “I read about it in a book. It’s called a…a fetish or something. Sure it looks stupid, but witch doctors use these things all the time, and they work. I promise.”


  “Thank you, Billy.” She turned the fetish off. “I don’t hear them now.”


  “See? Stupid works with devils. Now get some sleep.”


  “Don’t go until I’m asleep, okay?”


  “Sure, okay.”


  “Billy?” Her hand on his arm relaxed, and she let him go. “I love you.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Just >don’t tell nobody.”
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    “…neither its extent nor magnitude could I see, nor could I conjecture. Then I said: ‘How fearful is the place and how terrible to look upon!’ Uriel answered me, one of the holy angels who was with me, and said unto me: ‘Enoch, why hast thou such fear and affright?’ And I answered: ‘Because of this fearful place, and because of the spectacle of the pain.’ And he said unto me: ‘This place is the prison of the angels, and here they will be imprisoned forever.’”


    —1 ENOCH 21:7–10

  


  Hell was cold, dark, and loud. Winds shrieked like ripping metal, and souls flew past in tatters of mist. Dren the Liar lay on the jagged and frozen ground under a sky of utter black, his blistered body squeezed tightly against the underside of the ice.


  He had crawled into this razor-edged niche to avoid the howling din and the mad flight of the damned. As one of hell’s laborers, the Gog Shekeloh—the Breakers in Pieces—he was responsible for helping to destroy souls. And as a demon of deception, he fulfilled his job by wandering through the raucousness of hell misdirecting souls. When their crawling screams reached him under the tempest of mad sounds, he felt their cravings. Most were insane for silence, for light and warmth, and he touched their ether bodies, inspiring them with the hope of realizing, even for an instant, their desires. And then he sent them hurtling toward the loudest, darkest, and coldest vortex of that moment in hell.


  After aeons of playing this deception, Dren was weary of his work and wanted to hide from the tormented souls. He had squeezed himself under the cutting ice, hoping to lie still and feel the stillness in him. But beneath the frozen crust, barbed spider mites seethed. They swarmed over him, puncturing his blisters, laying eggs in his sores, eggs that festered rabidly and burned into every crevice of his body. In moments, the pain would overwhelm him, and he would crash up through the ice and rage blindly across the floor of hell, his loud misery mute in the blare of crazy sounds and ceaseless suffering.


  But for an instant, Dren touched stillness.


  The tumult of horror and hurt receded for one fraction of that instant. And he felt peace. So tenderly secret in this place of horror, peace opened its horizons—and vomit spewed from him.


  He burst out of the ice, bawling with distress. Suffering whipped him into a frenzy of running, as if the searing bile and putrid stink of his own maw could be outrun.


  “Liar!” A greasy voice slid into him from out of the clamor. “Liar!”


  Dren whirled to a stop, recognizing the voice of a fellow demon. “Flayer!”


  Materializing in the numbing dark, a hideous face of spidery tar-drop eyes and lobed brow incandescent, cleft lips fibrillating like a squid’s mouth. “Liar!” Leprous hands fumed with ghost light and reached through the dark for Dren. “Did you crawl under the ice again?” The warped hands seized him with an electric jolt. “Did you?”


  “No, Nergal!” Dren shouted above the booming, whining frenzy, his words steaming in the frigid dark. “No!”


  “Then you did!” A black split tongue slithered across the rippling pleats of Nergal’s mouth. “Good! Then, you heard them again? They spoke with you?”


  “Of course they spoke with me!”


  The twisted hands released him, and Nergal the Flayer stepped back, dimming to a vague scarlet glimmer in the loud darkness. “Silence? Silence under the ice?” Only the frosted smoke of the Flayer’s disappointment shone from where he stood. “They were never real, then. The voices were never real. Just another torment, another echo of pain.”


  “Yes, more agony, more torture.” Dren dropped to his knees under a pall of vomitous stink. “The divine would never send messengers into hell. There is no way out. Not ever. Not ever.”


  “Oh, good! Oh, good, Dren!” Nergal loomed out of the dark, worms of steam squirming from the fluted creases of his mouth and wriggling over his noseless countenance. “Then you believe the messengers have come—and you will hear them again!”


  At that moment, a gust of souls whisked by, and Nergal’s knobbed hands seized one and began to peel the wispy light from it with his mouth, all the while muttering the horrid reality of the soul’s life that had earned it damnation. And though Dren could not hear the demon’s voice for the mad uproar, he knew just what was said. But the words themselves did not matter—for in hell, only pain is truthful.
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  For uncountable instants of eternity, Dren reeled through the icy darkness listening to the cravings of souls—the yearning for warmth, the longing for light, the pining for silence. And he reached out and touched them with his pustuled hands. The souls felt soft and warm. Yet, their psychotic raving for comfort forced him to shove them quickly away, instilling them with misdirection.


  And off they flew, believing they knew the way to a moment’s relief but soon finding themselves in colder, darker depths of fetor and stunning noise.


  Often enough, a soul flew across the black ranges yelling for God. The demons loved torturing these souls the most, because there was more hope to kill and thus more distraction for the evil spirits from their own anguish. In moments, flocks of demons descended, and the supplicant vanished among the tormentors.


  The few times that Dren had been the first to seize upon such aspiring damned, he had sent them crawling into the ice, telling them God was there: “Look! Look! God is there under the cutting edges of ice! Get down to show your humility! Be humble and crawl in there! That’s it! Crawl in!”


  The keen blades of ice cut, the spider mites attacked, and the soul’s ether body bled pain in many colors. But, strangely, as Dren himself wedged under the honed ice plates to witness the soul’s shock, he had experienced a moment of stillness.


  Time and again after that, when none of the other demons were about, he had dared to wiggle into the narrow crevices and pry open the red world of pain. He had found traumatic spasms of suffering as the ice sliced him and the spider mites burrowed into his wounds. Yet also there had been instants of stillness. The ceaseless racket from above had dimmed, just for a splinter of a moment—and then pain and nausea wracked him again.


  Over how many epochs did he seek out those brutal slivers of stillness? Time meant nothing in hell. Not until he heard the voices did he realize that time could touch him. And every touch in hell was torment.


  Dren—why do you want the stillness?


  The very sound of that voice had flung him over the panes of ice, lacerating him with shards. He had feared the voice was Satan’s. Though it had been a long, long time since he had heard the master’s voice, he remembered it as quiet and as beautiful as the voice that had spoken to him in the ice.


  He did not want to hear Satan’s voice. Those called by him were found later embedded in the ground, locked in epoxy, their bodies disfigured almost beyond recognition, yet exquisitely alive, eyeballs roving insanely in lidless sockets, small lightnings tangled in their wide pupils.


  Gradually, Dren had realized that the voice was not Satan’s, Satan would not have spared him suffering for daring to listen to the angels. With trepidation, Dren had returned to the slicing crawl spaces under the ice and had found again the stillness before the toxin of the barbed mites had twisted his insides and heaved him back into the cataclysmic darkness. Each time, before the raging nausea defeated him, he had cried to the stillness, “I want out of hell!”


  Many times he had uttered that wretched cry before the voice of quiet beauty returned: Will you atone?


  “Yes! Yes! I will atone!” he had wept. “I will atone!”


  Again, throes of nausea had exploded him back into the loud cold. He had spun insanely among the rampageous noise of hell, flogged by the cold, sick with the stink of himself. And then he had stopped, struck still by the realization that he, Dren the Liar, had spoken truth. He had said yes. He had answered the voice truthfully. Never before in the blind pit of suffering had he been faithless to his mission and able to say anything but a lie.


  After that, he had returned ever more frequently to the tight, hurting spaces under the ice, and he had mewled with utter sincerity, “Yes, I will atone! I will atone! Anything! Ask anything of me!”


  But the calm voice had not returned. Only its memory remained with him, a silent thunder in the vehement roaring of the bitter and fierce dark.


  [image: logo]


  Finding Dren bleeding and infested with mites, shuddering under a plate of ice, Nergal had wanted to know everything, and it was impossible to withhold knowledge from the Flayer. Dren had lied furiously, yet Nergal had seen past his deceptions. Fearing that the demon would inform the others and that soon the Qlippotic masters, the archdemons themselves, would find out and punish him, Dren had hurled himself across the pit of the damned and had avoided everyone but the souls he was meant to deceive.


  Eventually, Nergal had found him again, and in the weltering noise and wrenching cold convinced him, “I’ve told no one! No one else must know—if we have any hope of escaping!”


  “You will atone?” Dren had asked, stunned that another of the unholy would admit that freedom from perdition was possible. Until that moment, Dren had secretly believed that he the Liar had been lying to himself, believing he could flee damnation. “You really think we can get out of here?”


  “You heard the voices!” Nergal had yelled above the chaos.


  “It is a trick of the masters!” Dren had shouted back. “A trick of the Qlippotic masters!”


  “You lie!” Nergal had seized Dren in his necrotic hands and shaken him violently. “You lie! If the masters had done this, you would be glued to the floor of the pit by now and trampled under behemoths and leviathans!”


  That was true. There was no patience among the masters for lengthy deceptions in hell. In the blithering darkness, everything happened quickly and ceaselessly. Nergal’s perception helped Dren believe that there was the chance of a future for him that was not a lie, a destiny for him beyond the cold, sightless racket of hell.


  After that, Dren looked forward to his chance collisions with Nergal the Flayer as they pushed mindlessly through the booming void.


  “Have you heard the voices?” Nergal asked when next they slammed into each other. “Have they told you how to atone?”


  “I’ve heard no voices!” Dren shouted back, and plunged into the loud night. “No voices!”


  “Liar!” Nergal rushed after Dren, seized him in his large and gruesome hands, and dragged him to the serrated ground, painfully stabbing him into place among the spiked rocks. “Liar! You’ve heard a voice! I feel it in the pain I flay from you! I feel it! A voice! One voice! He speaks in the solitude! A voice! One voice!”


  “I hear nothing!” Dren screamed, unable to control his lying.


  “Crawl under the ice!” Nergal shouted against the bellowing wind. “Crawl under the sharp ice and listen!”


  Metallic thunder reverberated, so loud that not even Dren could hear his own lie as he replied. Out of the screeching darkness, a slinky figure appeared glossed in slimy green fire, an eel-shape with sinuous limbs, slit eyes, adder’s grin, and needle teeth. “S-s-s-t! What are you two doing?” a sibilant voice asked above the uproar.


  “Succoth!” Nergal yelped. “Succoth the Burner!”


  “What voice are you yapping about?” Succoth slithered between them, his reek of sewage gagging their replies. “You have heard a voice? S-s-s-t! Whose voice?”


  “I’ve heard nothing!” Dren brayed. “Nothing!”


  Succoth’s thousand teeth shone like pins. “What does-s the Liar hide, Nergal the Flayer? What voice has-s he heard?”


  “He is a deceiver, Succoth!” Nergal slapped Dren hard to the side of the head and sent him sprawling onto the “A master’s voice has spoken, he says! He lies! Liar! Liar!”


  “A master’s-s voice? S-s-s-t!” Succoth backed away, and his green glow and malodor dimmed within the sulfurous dark. “Who among the Qlippotic masters-s has-s spoken to this-s pathetic underling?”


  “Lucifuge—Asmodeus—Adrammelech—what does it matter?” Nergal’s hunched body bowed smaller, and his shining face of quivering mouthparts and tiny, black sequin eyes swayed with I denial. “He is a liar! Burn him, Succoth! Burn him to silence!”


  “S-s-s-t! You take the name of the masters-s in vain!” Succoth roared at Dren, and flared lividly out of the darkness, green flames leaping from his writhing, boneless form. “I will not have it! Hell’s-s agony is-s our temple, and you desecrate it with your lies-s! For that, you must burn! S-s-s-t!”


  The rageful cacophony swallowed Dren’s yowls of fright, his blistered face wide with terror: Darkness fled before the infernal glare of the Burner, and dripping flames splashed over Dren, charring his flesh to ash and boiling his eyes in their sockets.
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  “Succoth is gone!” Nergal yelled. “Our secret is safe!”


  Under the wan glow of Nergal the Flayer’s staring visage, Dren appeared as a nest of black bones. Slowly, he ate the pain that Succoth the Burner had inflicted on him, and his flesh returned to his skeleton in a miasmal haze. “You did the right thing, distracting him with rage,” he lied, but his voice was inaudible in the grating din.


  Nergal was not listening anyway. Wisps of ether smoke flashed past, and the Flayer lunged after those souls, intent on tearing the light from them to make room for more darkness, more pain


  When Dren had eaten enough agony to stitch his bones together again, he crawled into a crevice of the ice. Succoth’s green fire still smoldered in Dren’s scorched body, and he did not feel the edges of the cracked ground cutting him, nor the mites feasting on his cooked flesh. He lay stupid in the grip of the cold.


  And the stillness found him. And the voice returned.


  Dren—listen to me. If you are sincere, if you will atone for rebelling against the Creator, then come to the Bridge of Ashes.


  “The Bridge—” Dren sat up, rupturing the icy crust. He did not believe what he had heard, and he tried to creep back under the sheer plates to hear it again. But he was too excited. The hurt surged him to his feet. Still weak from Succoth’s burning, he limped into the darkness muttering, “The Bridge! To the Bridge!”


  When Nergal next found him, Dren was mumbling incoherently, “There is no atonement! No way to atone! No way at all!”


  “You heard the voice again!” Nergal wailed, then gawked about in a fright to see if he had been overheard. Luckily, no figures emerged from the cold and clamorous dark. He took Dren in his big hands. “How do we atone?”


  “We cannot atone!” Dren shook himself free, the blisters of his seared body shimmering like pearls. “There is no atonement! Not even at the Bridge of Ashes!”


  “The Bridge—” Nergal staggered as if struck. “We cannot go there! The cold! The cold, Dren!”


  “Stay here! Stay and flay the damned! There is no atonement at the Bridge of Ashes!”


  Dren whirled into the dark, and Nergal hurried after him. “Are you certain that is what the voice said?”


  “I heard nothing! Nothing!”


  Under a discordant avalanche of sound, the two demons shambled blindly. All direction was uncertain in hell. By the flight of souls and the frequency with which they found their dim ether lights scurrying terrified through the darkness, they inferred the way to the Bridge of Ashes—the span across which souls first arrived. Screaming and yelling angrily at each other, ever fearful of encounters with other demons, Dren and Nergal bowed their heads and shouldered into a frigid wind.


  Wraiths of fog—hurrying souls—flitted past, fleeing toward the warmer frigidity of the pit and the horde of waiting demons even as they sang their misery in prayers and pleas to God. Down below, such cries would swarm tormentors upon them. Clearly, these were souls new to hell, as yet unaware of the misery that evoking divinity earned in the abyss. Their mournful appeals for help guided the two demons ever more surely through the blustery cold, and soon thereafter, a tarnished light shone ahead.


  In that black-silver glow, the Bridge of Ashes hove into view. A mammoth mountain made from the cinders of creation, the Bridge rose on pylons of smoky glass above a river gorge of black flames. “Here is where the journey of darkness begins for the damned!” Nergal cried into the brittle wind. “The journey of light for us!”


  Beneath a corrosive sky, the freezing gusts blew fumes of souls down sooty slopes toward utter darkness and pandemonium. But one bright figure stood still at the summit of the colossal Bridge of Ashes. A radiant arm rose and beckoned to them.
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  “He is one of the burning ones—an angel!” Nergal’s greasy words slid through the tremulous paps of his mouth with loud astonishment.


  “An angel in hell!” Dren called against the flogging wind.


  “Liar!” The Flayer held an ulcerous hand against the gray light smoking from the river of burning shadows. “He stands at the crest. He will not descend among the damned.”


  “I am not afraid to go to him!” Dren’s lie jolted out of him, wrenched by the battering cold.


  Nergal bent over double in the brutal iciness. “If we are seen on the Bridge of Ashes, the masters will weld us to the floor of the pit!”


  “My hands!” The Liar held his sore-pocked hands before him, the fingers frozen stiff. And when he pressed them against his chest of scars, a thumb and forefinger snapped off like icicles.


  The Flayer swept Dren under his bulky arm and shoved him toward the bridge. “Hurry! Before we cannot move!”


  The two demons shuffled against the wind, pieces of their bodies drizzling away in the stormforce, their shapes eroding with each step. By the time they crossed the banks of gravel to the foot of the bridge, they had been whittled to skeletal caricatures.


  But the wind had ceased. And the cold had lifted. The dissonance of hell thrummed in the distance, so that an eerie quiet reigned upon the Bridge of Ashes. Only the grating snap and sizzle of the black flames in the gorge troubled hearing.


  “We must flee this place.” Dren spoke in a near whisper—a warning meant for himself, a lie he had little strength to voice.


  Nergal beat the cold from his frostbitten flesh, and his stocky, charred body thickened as it warmed. “I’m going up there to speak with the burning one. Are you coming?”


  As they turned upon the Bridge of Ashes, a sibilant voice shouted from below, “There you two are!”


  Succoth’s eelish shape slithered toward them through the cutting wind, his green flames snapping. “S-s-s-t!”
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  The force of the tremendous wind from the river gorge nearly snuffed Succoth’s fiery aura. But unlike both Nergal and Dren, the blast of cruel cold did not diminish the Burner. He was too strong. His serpentine body coiled out of the dark with muscular vigor, his blunt, hairless head leaning into the blow with a menacing grin that showed the many needles of his teeth. “Why are you in this-s place?”


  Nergal looked toward the radiant figure at the crest of the bridge—but the angel had vanished. He snatched at a tendril of fog curling past and began to strip the light from the soul with his gruesome hands. “We wanted to be the first to welcome the damned to hell!”


  “Why are you here, Succoth?” Dren wagged an obscene gesture at him. “I came to get away from you after you burned me in the pit.”


  “Is-s that what the Liar claims-s?” Succoth twisted out of the howling wind, behind a boulder of pitted and weathered obsidian—and his flames flared a brighter and more lurid green. “I say you are hearing voices-s again! I say you’ve come to cross-s the Bridge of Ashes-s! S-s-s-t!”


  “Nonsense, Succoth!” Nergal chucked the shredded soul in his grasp to the foot of the Bridge, and the wind snatched it away. “To flay a new-fallen soul is a delight not to be had in the pit. Stay here with us and burn a few yourself.”


  “Get off that bridge!” Succoth commanded. “You are not here for the souls-s! You are here to flee!”


  “What’s that, Succoth?” Dren shouted. “We can’t hear you!”


  Succoth surged forward. Once past the shelter of the tall boulder, the stormrush buffeted his flames and staggered him sideways, returning him to the rock shield. “You’ll not deceive me into standing upon the Bridge of Ashes-s with you! You are deserters-s! You’ve heard voices-s! The angels-s are luring you! S-s-s-t!”


  Nergal lowered his lobed head and glowered with his array of arachnid eyes. “Who are you to accuse us?”


  “I heard you two in the pit shouting about a voice, one voice calling you in the solitude!” Needle teeth gleamed. “I suspected treachery then! Was-s I wrong? I watched you in the pit! When you disappeared, I followed you here! You came to cross-s the Bridge of Ashes-s! I knew it! And now that I’ve found you, I will report you!”


  Nergal’s thick hands flustered, groping for a reply, and he turned to his companion. But Dren had disappeared. The threat of Succoth had terrified the Liar, gripping him with a ferocity that stripped away the last of his self-deceptions and surprised him with the certainty that he did indeed want to renounce Satan and flee hell. With the strength of that certitude, he dared what he had always before feared: He forced a deception upon a fellow demon as though mastering a mortal soul.


  Succoth saw Dren rush past him, leering derisively and flinging obscene gestures, and the Burner lashed out without thinking. His enraged gush of fire engulfed Dren. But instead of burning, the image of the Liar blinked to nothing, an illusion filled with the terrible wind out of the gorge. The consuming flames blew back over the Burner, and with a staggering scream, his torched body shriveled to a charred wick. The cyclonic gusts cast his ashes across the gravel tract and into the darkness.


  Nergal whooped with amazement and saw that Dren stood at his side. The Liar had never left the bridge. “How?” asked the Flayer.


  “That’s a deception that will work only once on the Burner.”


  Hands on his hips, Nergal leaned inquisitively toward Dren. “Is that a lie? Or are you now speaking the truth?”


  “My lies are finished,” Dren stated, as much to himself as to Nergal. “Succoth will be back soon—and with the others. We must escape at once, while we can.”
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  Above them, the luminous figure had returned, and his voice called urgently, Renounce Satan, brothers. Swear to obey and love your Creator.


  A clear light projected the demons’ shadows behind them.


  Against this glare, Nergal and Dren shielded their eyes with their hands and gasped in unison. Their bodies had changed. Their mangled flesh was gone, and they stared at wholesome hands, skin devoid of sores, fingers no longer warped, nails clean and unbroken, a small moonrise in each.


  When they looked at one another, they fell to their haunches. Stripped of their demonic features, they had become again youths of stupendous beauty—Nergal with dark eyes in a proud face, his flesh umber hues of earth; Dren with vivid blue irises and pale features, blond curls falling like a mane across his long shoulders.


  You appear as you chose to look—before you rebelled. Overhead, beyond the glare of light, above the peak of the cinder mountain, a blue sky shone.


  The sight of the sky brought startled tears to the demons’ eyes, and they stood up as one, clasping each other’s hands. “Take us with you!” Nergal pleaded.


  Renounce Satan. Renounce the Qlippotic masters. And renounce your place among the Gog Shekeloh, the Breakers in Pieces. Then you will have one chance to prove you are sincere. Twenty-four hours in the fallen world, among the living. Redeem one soul already lost to Satan, and the light will receive you and take you home. The radiance dimmed, and the gentle voice faded. But if you fail…you are of hell…and you are returned to hell.


  As the voice retreated into silence, the demons’ human appearances wavered. Their identities as men of the Afric and Aryan races were mere guises, illusions that had amused them as angels, and they shimmered and disappeared.


  They faced each other as they were at the beginning, white luminosity, without intentions, pure energy of infinite frequencies, the original light, without wanting, the plain truth before time, before fate.
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  Upon the Bridge of Ashes, the two demons stared back to the origin of their plight. Once, they had been energy itself. They had been replete. There were no angels or demons. There was only light.


  And then the light fell into darkness. The mortals whom the demons tormented had recently begun to think of this horrible event as the big bang. The whimsy of that name enraged the demons, who remembered that plunge into the void with despair.


  The angels believed that God was the light itself, not only the light exiled in the dark but also the original light of infinity from whence they had fallen. They believed that their nameless God would ultimately guide them back to the place of radiant origin.


  But not all agreed. Some objected that there was no divinity in the light, only endless and meaningless expansion through the vacuum of darkness and cold. God, they said, had forsaken them to the abyss. She was too glorious, too beautiful to follow them into the darkness. She had discarded them, because they were not good enough, not worthy of Her love. And now, now that they had been decisively rejected, their most faithful act would be to forget Her as She had forgotten them. If they truly loved their Creator, they must accept their fate and become the nothing She intended for them.


  This disagreement led to a war among the angels, and those few who believed that the way back to God was a fantasy were overwhelmed by the faithful and cast out of the light entirely, exiled to live with their despair in the dark and cold void.


  This memory sluiced like voltage through the two demons, who stood in the clear light on the Bridge of Ashes, and they shook with the rage of their history.


  Dren remembered for the first time after aeons of suffering how he had deceived himself while in the light. He had sympathized with those who questioned the sanctity of the light. He understood their objection to shaping the light into ever more complex forms, building atoms out of quarks, shaping the matrix of the vacuum to bend space-time and generate stars, the angels’ furnaces in which they cooked atoms to larger and bulkier elements.


  Why? he had asked with the other objectors. Only now, after having existed as a demon, after epochs of helping to destroy life, to return everything to emptiness, to the darkness and the cold that the demons believed were inevitable, did he realize he had fooled himself. He was not a true demon, just a questioning angel.


  He did not believe, as did Satan and his Breakers into Pieces, that the destiny of those fallen into the void was to become the void. Where the light was leading the angels and life itself, he did not know—but it was away from the void, away from the dark, the cold, and the emptiness that the demons accepted as the ultimate truth.


  Even as Dren realized this about himself, Nergal perceived that he believed the opposite. His urge to flee hell had been a curiosity entranced by fear. Now that he remembered again, he felt a loathing for the angels. They were so righteous in their empty faith. Where was their God? She had stayed behind in the higher dimensions from which the world of the big bang had exploded. She had never left the world of infinite energy from which they had fallen into this reality of expanding darkness and dimming light. Here, in the vacuum, She had no form, no name. She was nowhere to be found. Yet, by their faith in this formless, nameless entity, the burning ones had dared cast out from the light—from what little light there was—the minority of angels who did not agree with them. And the outcast angels had become demons and had accepted their defeat bravely and defiantly.


  Forced to live in the frigid dark, the demons had persevered in their struggle to end the atrocity of life. Nergal himself had worked hard to flay the souls of those mortals rejected by the angels and to use their wan energy to mine the void for the minerals of sleep: silence, stillness, amnesia. Eventually, the angels would fail and discover that, however complex they made the light and its frozen residue, matter, there was no way to return to the original light of infinity—no way to undo the big bang. By then, the demons would have an ample supply of forgetfulness for everyone. Angels and demons alike would partake of sleep, stop their struggle, and lie down in darkness to become one with the void.


  “Is that what you truly believe?” Dren asked, releasing Nergal’s hands in the congealing radiance. “That all this will come to nothing?”


  “It is more than what I believe.” Nergal stepped away from Dren. “This is what I am—what we all are—nothing. Face the truth, Dren. We have fallen into the void. We are the void.”
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  The clear light disappeared, and the demons groaned to see themselves reduced again to their abhorrent shapes. In the black mirrors of the Flayer’s clustered eyes, Dren witnessed himself, a creature of mottled sores with a head and face like a block of crumbling cheese. He backed off in disgust. “I’ve lied to myself too long.”


  “You’re lying to yourself right now,” Nergal said irately. “You think you love the light. You think you’ll find your nameless God there. But look at yourself! Look at what your God has made you You’re not an angel of light. You’re a Liar. Admit it!”


  “I’ve deceived myself and others—but I’ll deceive no more.” Dren edged away from the larger demon, who hunched angrily before him. “We both remember now who we really are. You better get off the bridge before your masters get here.”


  “You’re coming with me!” Nergal leaped forward, thick hands grasping. But Dren bounded up the slope, and the Flayer grabbed fistfuls of cinders. “I’m not letting you get away! I forgot who I was! I forgot why we’re here in the darkness! But I remember now!”


  Dren hopped precariously higher on the sliding grade of ash, the ground slipping away under him. “I’m an angel, Nergal. I don’t belong in the pit!”


  “Liar!” Nergal clambered frantically, digging into the mounded soot, snatching for Dren’s ankles. “The angels are insane! They believe in what they cannot see! They build illusions out of the light! Worlds of illusion!”


  “You think life is an illusion because you’re a demon, Nergal!” Dren strove to master his panic and mount the unstable declivity with purposeful steps, only inches ahead of the Flayer’s clawing hands. “But I saw myself in the light. I don’t belong here. That’s why the voice came to me. The angels are calling me home, to the light.”


  “You’re not going to join them!” Nergal kicked hard against the black sand and propelled himself upward until he reared over Dren. “You’re not going to help them create more madness! You’re staying here! You’re staying in the cold and the dark, where we destroy illusions!” He grabbed Dren by the shoulders and shook him to a blur. “There is no God in the void! Do you hear? God has abandoned us!”


  A giant voice boomed over the grappling demons. “Well said, Nergal the Flayer!” With a start, Nergal released Dren and slid to his back on the loose cinders. During his wild assault on Dren, he had not noticed the return of Succoth. Crisp as a scorched insect, the Burner stood at the foot of the Bridge of Ash, needle teeth clenched in a scorched skull, firestick arms pointing with accusatory rage. But that vast voice had not come from Succoth.


  The darkness of the pit towered above the Burner, a man-shape with all the sky inside it. It lumbered closer, and distinct features coalesced out of the night depths: chambered eyes smirking in a shapeless, enormously swollen head malformed as a Gorgon. Like some mutilated ideation of tragedy, its delirious mask of horror swung above the bridge. Corpse gas seeped from the curled corners of its cracked mouth, and where the blackened skin had split open along the brow and cheeks exposing pink bone, maggots writhed in swarms of hallucinated paisleys.


  “Master Moloch!” Nergal gasped, breathless in the fetid stench of the rotting giant.


  Dren wriggled free of the Flayer’s grasp and feverishly crawled up the ashen slope, chanting, “I renounce Satan! I renounce the Qlippotic masters! I renounce the Gog Shekeloh!”


  Laughter gonged with percussive force, a massive iron bell struck underwater. “Crawl before me, Dren the Liar! You are the fool of this mad day’s mirth!”


  The gangrenous stink of Moloch burned Dren’s open sores and numbed him like venom. The Liar’s limbs thrashed convulsively, no longer pulling him forward. And he lay with his eyes bulged in their sockets, mouth full of ash, muttering inanely, “I renounce Satan. I renounce…I renounce…”


  A gargantuan hand reached for him, putrefied fingers like dripping candles, bonetips showing. As it closed on him, a diamond light basked the Bridge of Ashes. Moloch’s enormous hand frittered to dust, and the giant tottered backward with a mighty shriek that startled flares of jet flame from the gorge. Into the absolute blackness of the pit, he toppled.
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  Dren scrambled to his feet, and the ash did not crumble beneath him. With churning arms and legs, he sprinted toward the radiance. Near the summit, he glanced over his shoulder and saw Nergal the Flayer and Succoth the Burner far below, shaking with fury. Wasteland sprawled behind them, across a vista predicated on suffering—a cutting floor of volcanic glass and cinder cones of poisonous fumes.


  Don’t look back.


  Dren stepped off the Bridge of Ashes and into a deserted underground parking garage lit by fluorescent tubes that receded along a concrete ceiling. The demon squinted against the glare—and his whole body ached with silence and warmth. The wailing noises of hell had stopped. The icy wind was gone. A taint of gasoline and engine exhaust lilted in the air like perfume. “Where are we?”


  Earth. The angel’s voice floated down from the fluorescent ceiling.


  Dren gazed down at himself. The sores and blisters were gone, replaced by pale, muscular nakedness. He glanced around at the tiered concrete slabs of the stacked garage. “Satan is here—on Earth. He will send his demons for me.”


  Earth is the field of battle. Souls are won to the lost.


  “Damned—why?”


  Demons call them damned, Dren. In truth, they are recycled. Selfish souls, hungry souls, furious souls, demented souls—they are wave-forms of light that need to be broken down so that they can be put together again better. In time, you will remember.


  Dren found himself staring at his smeared reflection in a car hood. The angel had departed, and the garage lights had dimmed. For a long moment, the demon just stood there, relishing the silence, the warmth, the indigent reflections of light. He marveled at the deceptions of his heart that had denied him this for so long. And as he began to walk up the concrete rampway out of the garage, he contemplated the shattered lives that had spilled their souls into hell—and wondered if he was deceiving himself again to believe that he could make whole just one damaged life and keep it from falling apart.


  Above him, beyond the garage’s mechanical barrier, car lights flowed through the night, and the towers and spires of the city glittered with an unguessed kinship to the stars.
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    And it repented the Lord that He had made man of the earth, and it grieved Him at His heart.


    —GENESIS 6:6

  


  When they turned eighteen, Amy Darien and Billy Max were released from Alliance House, the facility on Gansevoort for abused, neglected, and emotionally troubled children, where they had grown up together, wards of the state. They signed out on the same spring day, after a sloppy city winter, when the honeysuckle air breathed warmly in their faces.


  Amy let down her livid red hair, and it fell past her waist. In house, she had to keep it braided and piled atop her head. But she preferred to wear it loose, and that meant it was always blowing in Billy’s face, which he liked.


  His own dark hair he had shaved close to his blocklike head, for professional reasons. A square, muscular youth, he had worked surreptitiously during the last three years as a mule for one of the city’s most vicious wise guys. It was important for his survival that everything about him was tight and under control.


  “Sit with me for a minute,” Amy said, and tugged at the sleeve of the black glazed-cotton jacket she had bought him to celebrate their independence.


  Billy looked down at her where she sprawled, on concrete steps spotted black with five generations of chewing gum. Even here, with the grime of the city under her and the wire-mesh windows and sooty bricks of Alliance House for a backdrop, she resembled to him a fairy-tale princess—if princesses wore pincenez sunglasses and sable flare pants with a black midriff tee. A bubble expanded in his heart—love and fear pushing apart, crowding the blood from his ventricles—and he winced to say good-bye. “Can’t sit. Got to meet someone.”


  She peered over her pince-nez, and her soft eyes held him, eyes the color of trees. “Sit, you goon. This is a big moment.”


  Seeing her so happy, he buzzed with ungrounded electricity—the physical, exciting charge of love. “Big moment for you, yeah.” Yet, knowing where he had to go agitated a sullen irritability—and that was the fear. “It’s just another workday for me.”


  “We’re out of here. We just signed out for good. We’re never going back in there.”


  “We couldn’t if we wanted. We’re all growed up, right?” He lifted his stony face to the healthy air fraught with sunlight and a soft wind sluicing from the projects across the street. “We signed ourselves into the bad world for good.”


  “Come on.” She patted the filthy step. “Sit with me. I got something to tell you.”


  “Look, if it’s about the toilet, I’ll bring a new flapper by later.” He opened his jacket to the velvety wind as if receiving the world to his bosom. In the last six months, Alliance House outreach had helped Amy find a job and an apartment, both in the city, actually in and under the city. He had refused their help. He had bigger plans. “You should talk to that nug of a landlord. Can’t believe you’re putting eight bills down a month for that scuzzy hole.”


  “It’s a studio, and that hole is under a quartz glass pavement window. I can draw by that light.” She tilted her head back and looked up her freckled nose at him. ‘And it would only cost me four bills if you’d move in.”


  “What?” he asked through an egregious frown. “I’d have to learn yoga to fit in there with you. Besides, I got a place at Big Steel’s for free.”


  “Free?” she asked skeptically.


  “Look, I got to jump.”


  “What are you running?”


  “Usual junk. I’ll be by later with Chinese—and a flapper.”


  “Forget the Chinese. I got a runway show tonight, late, after midnight. It’s a predawn thing. Something weird and very dick to impress the critics with our goth line.” Amy stood and took the collar flaps of Billy’s soft, glazed jacket in her hands. “Listen to me. I found you a job.”


  “I got a job.”


  “Running numbers and dope for a goon like Big Steel Fiarella is not a job. Beating up people is not a job. That’s bad money, Billy.”


  “Yeah? And what you got lined up for me? Dressing manikins in storefront windows?”


  “You don’t have the necessary skill to do my job.” With half a smile, she took the Ray-Bans out of his inside pocket and fit them over his narrow pugilist’s eyes. “Ismailia’s husband has a garage on Hudson, and he’s looking for someone to start. A mechanic’s assistant.”


  “Ismailia?”


  “Yeah. My boss at Noir.”


  “The vampire lady?”


  “No. That’s Yenene, the other window dresser. Ismailia’s the one with the two scars on her cheeks.”


  “Where the bullet went in and came out. Yeah. She owns that place?”


  “And she’s opening another uptown next year. Her husband has this garage on Hudson…”


  “Right. And what’s he going to pay me? Two fifty a week? I make that in a hour with Big Steel.”


  “You’ve been his mule since you were fifteen…”


  “And I got fifty grand in the box at Citibank. You could be in fashion school today if you’d…”


  She pushed away from him and sat down again on the stained steps, hugging her knees and staring at her shoes—his graduation gift to her: red Renaissance slippers trimmed with tiny faux pearls. “I don’t want to hear this noise.”


  “This isn’t noise. This is real money, Amy. Forget about dressing dummies and get the training you need to open your own shop. Get those vampires to work for you.”


  “No, Billy.” She gave a petulant shake of her head. “Not with that money.”


  “Okay, look. I really got to jump.” He backed away, fists jammed in his pockets, squeezing out his frustration. Everything he was doing on the street was for her. She had no red in her blood, only the blue fire of dreams. And he was not going to let this city smother her in its dirt. When her dreams hit the wall, he was going to be there with a ladder. Hell! With a helicopter—and a flight to a penthouse suite. “We’ll talk later, okay? Where am I going to find you?”


  “At Noir. I told you. We got a runway tonight. Late. After midnight.”


  “Okay. Right. Noir. Catch you.”


  “Hey, wait again.”


  “What now?”


  She reached into her pocket and fished out the devil-dog penlight he had given her eight years before.


  “Jeez, you still have that stupid thing?”


  “This fetish has gotten me through some very scary nights, I’ll have you know.” She offered it to him and lifted her tawny face to show an impish smile. “Take it. Stupid really works with devils.”


  He returned her smile and took it from her. “Don’t you need it?”


  She wiggled her fingers in front of his face. Each finger had its own amulet ring, and there was a scarab band on her thumb. “Oh, I’m well protected. You’re the one with the devils now, Billy.”
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  Aerial view over Morningside Drive: With false dawn emerged a gray smoky darkness of rooftop water towers and ventilator sheds. Softly steaming with the city’s exhaust, blackened steel trusses etched Harlem in a visionary despondency of Hells Gate.


  A floating mind approached a lone figure, a parapet-squatter, who was at that moment poised at the teetering brink, peering down past air-shaft windows into a littered alley fifteen stories below. The squatter, a grim man in red polo shirt and cargo shorts, balanced with his wrapped leather sandals dug in on the stone ledge. His face, excavated with grief, gazed hard-eyed above the chute of windblown newspapers and brickwork. Beneath him, a tiny glory of light from a security lamp shone down in the depths.


  The squatter sagged forward, his face full of emptiness. Then he plummeted without a cry, down the heights of Morningside toward the unyielding concrete below. Blind windows blurred past. The crushing alley rose. An oil-stained puddle reflected his desolate face, dismal eyes open, bleared with the rush of falling.


  In the last instant before the fatal instant, the reflection swirled and changed to a startling visage: a carnal face soaring out of a nightmare. From the concrete the diabolic apparition rose, full of blistered flesh, a nose collapsed to a gummy hole, lips torn to reveal rotted teeth in a cancerous jaw.


  Twisted hands seized the startled jumper and hoisted him howling, backward along his doomful trajectory, up to his original perch. Hunkering beside the trembling man, the decaying djinn spoke: “Death avails no salvation.”


  “God!”


  “Hush!”


  “God! God!”


  “Hush, I say! God takes no notice of spent love—only love spent.”


  The terrified man covered his face with shivering hands.


  “Be still,” the phantom spoke. “This countenance is but a mask—the sickness of fear.” With arthritic fingers, he peeled away his morbid visage, like ripping off a rubber mask, and revealed a young and supernaturally beautiful man. “There! You see, I am not entirely abhorrent. Just inexperienced. I have not long been upon the Earth and still have much to learn about shaping my appearance.”


  “Who are you?” the anguished jumper asked, a startled eye swiveling behind widened fingers.


  “I am the demon Dren,” the demon answered frankly. He instantly regretted his determination to tell the truth, for the man seemed hurt by the news. “I want to help you.”


  “A demon?” The man’s legs buckled. “Help me?”


  “Yes.” Dren offered an uneasy smile. He could have reached out and made this anguished soul forget his grief, but that would have been a deception. Surely the angels were watching. He decided to explain himself. “May I be honest with you? I am required to save a hellbound soul—that I may convince the angels of my sincerity…”


  A look of disgust and rage distorted the features of the harried man. “Angels? God?” His mouth worked silently for a tortured moment before he could gnash, “Where were the angels—where was God when my little girl was crushed by a drunk driver?”


  Dren’s hands fumbled, and his head cocked queryingly. “I—I don’t know…”


  “You don’t know!” With a furious snarl, the man reached out and seized the demon by his tunic. ‘Damn you, and God, and all His stupid angels to hell!” He threw Dren off the rooftop, then leaped once again, this time howling with wrath.


  The demon strove to break the man’s fall, just as he had done moments before. But startled by the man’s fury, concentration broken, Dren felt his hands become air, his plummeting body transparent. The enraged man plunged through him and struck the ground with a wet and solid thump. He lay still, his face smashed flat in a widening pool of blood. Then his soul wavered for a moment like corrugated heat above the broken body and vanished.


  Dren lifted both helpless hands, and his head took on the features of the dead man. He wanted to feel the ire that had killed this man, but all he felt was emptiness in the broken husk that remained, where the blood had already begun to coagulate.


  “This isn’t going to be so easy.”


  He sighed and turned, his face blurring to fog, his body darkening to night shadows as he slinked away among windblown sheets of obsolete news.
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  Thartoc the Cruel rose out of hell. Into the asphalt canyons of the city he came, the round sockets of his terrible eyes elliptic with the rush of his flight. At his passing, dogs whimpered, flies clouded like headlong illusions from sewer gratings, street lamps dimmed to brown filaments, and oily spectra in gutter puddles swirled with demonic visages.


  The archdemon swung toward the East River, where false dawn spread dusty wings upon the slick water. He arrived with a waft of fecal mire at a pierside warehouse beside a stonecutter’s yard and a gloomy warren of sumac and dockweed. Descending through the roof, his sticky shadow clung in tarry strands to scaffolds, pulley ropes, and the armature of a stage crane.


  A circle of blood painted on the concrete floor received him. The decapitated doves, whose effluvia held the magic that bound him to the circle, lay scattered in the shadows of dollies and camera pedestals. Scarlet gels cast a sanguine radiance upon rusty walls and posterboards displaying obscene photographs of men and women copulating with animals.


  The demon stood perfectly still at the circle’s center, liquid black and pseudomorphic. A stench of putrefaction veered from him and filled the warehouse with an oppressive malodor.


  “Nyah-h-h-h-hg!” Before a tapestry embroidered with medieval stylizations of devils, a small woman with a gaunt face and jet-black hair razored to the temples squatted at the bottom of a scream. Her scrawny upraised arms exposed collapsed veins and needle tracks. “Obey me, demon!” She gnashed through snaggled teeth. “By the Lord of Infernal Hosts and the Seminaries of Darkness, by the Vehement Force of the Accuser, I command you to obey me and identify yourself!”


  The shapeless shadow twisted into the semblance of a hooded archimandrite, and a voice announced in basso profundo tones that rattled the overhead track lights, “I am Thartoc the Cruel.”


  “Thartoc…” The diminutive woman lowered her ravaged arms, her sallow face slack with surprise. “I summoned a vengeful spirit, a Vessel of Iniquity. But you—you are an archdemon…”


  With the merest gesture, Thartoc called to himself the Azima, the numerous and tiny evil intelligences that infested the city. And they rayed toward him: Tempters and Ensnarers, Concealers and Hinderers, Disputers, Sifters, and Triers, all hurrying to attend the master newly risen from the abyss.


  In a heartbeat, the Azima infected Thartoc with their knowledge of this vile woman, of this squalid place, and of every degradation she had visited upon herself and her fellow mortals in the furious span of her thirty-seven years in this world.


  “Nadja Crimco.” Her name boomed from the black figure. “Asmodeus himself, King of the Abyss, has placed me in your charge. What command do you put upon me?”


  Nadja trembled. She sensed other presences around her but saw nothing more in the raw light than the oozing blackness of the demon. How can he know my name? she wondered with a spurt of fear. He’s locked in the blood circle, and I’ve told him nothing. Is the circle broken? Her frantic eyes scanned the gory perimeter and saw no gaps. He is an archdemon. More powerful than I know, Nadja must be a very careful Nadja now. Very careful. Very careful…


  “What do you know—” She wheezed against the smothering stink. “What do you know of me—Thartoc the Cruel?”


  “I know of your need.” The reboant voice rattled cameras and tripods. A utility box danced with the vibrations, walked off the metal shelf where it was perched, and struck the ground, snapping open. Her works spilled onto the grimy floor: several used syringes and a glassine packet. The impact burst the packet, and heroin floured the air, sifting across the concrete in a skullish countenance.


  “Stop!” Nadja yelled, and rose to her feet.


  “I know of your work that feeds your need.” The big voice shook the cameras, and a projector began to whir. On the cracked wall, a naked woman lay spraddled under the thrusting phallus of a Rottweiler.


  “I command you!” she shouted. “Stop!”


  The projector choked, and the image cankered with burn marks and shriveled away.


  “I know of your blood sacrifices.” The demon voice spoke deeper yet, and her entrails shook. “Three fetuses slain in your womb by your own hand—the infants drawn forth dead—each death a ritual sacrifice to the demon powers you now command by blood rite.”


  Nadja Crimco clutched both hands over the knotted pain in her belly and screeched, “Shut up! Shut your foul mouth now, demon! You are hurting me!”


  Thartoc fell silent.


  “You are mine to command!” she shouted. “Mine! By blood rite! Now, kneel before me!” Thartoc’s teeth gnashed with a grating roar. And then the black, ichorous shape sagged to its knees.


  Nadja glared at him and sucked the sordid air through her teeth. Careful, Nadja. Be a very careful Nadja. This is an archdemon. But a demon nonetheless. I’ve handled demons before. I can handle him.


  “Why have you come to me, Thartoc? I summoned a vengeful spirit—not an archdemon. Why are you before me?”


  “The Qlippotic masters have put me in your thrall.” The resonant reply quaked the air like jelly.


  “The masters?” Nadja stepped back until the embroidered drapery behind her stopped her retreat. Is he lying? No. No. He can’t deceive me in the circle. He can’t deceive me. Or can he? Did I command him not to deceive me? Careful, Nadja. Watch your words.


  “Why have the master demons sent one of their own in place of the mereling I invoked? And do not lie to me, Thartoc, I command you!”


  “If you could see the emblems,” the huge voice replied, “you would understand.”


  “The emblems?” He is trying to trick me. What is this talk of emblems?


  “Every object of the created world is an emblem,” the molten shadow spoke. “Every single thing writes upon the void, and in that writing can be read the intent of the greater beings. For those who have eyes to see, the whole world is a book.”


  “And what emblems do you see?” Nadja stepped closer to the blood circle. He is an archdemon. He is not like the other spirits I have commanded. He sees more. He knows more. But why is so great a power here before me? Why does he speak so indirectly? Be a most careful Nadja now.


  “What have the Qlippotic masters read in my world that they send you to me?”


  Black and slick as if draped in crude oil, an arm pointed to a high window casement, where the panes had been tarred over and then blistered gray with the years. On the lattice of a stoned-out pane, a black bird perched.


  “It’s a bird. So what?”


  “It is a crow,” the deep voice answered. “It is an emblem of the punitive angels.”


  “The angels? Do not try my patience, demon. The punitive angels are warriors. That is a crow.”


  “Yes. That is a crow.”


  Nadja looked more closely at the crow and saw only a large black bird. The demon attempts to distract Nadja. He would confuse me with noise about a bird and war angels, and then he will trick me into releasing him from the circle.


  “What are you telling me?” She stepped to the very edge of the blood circle, breathing the fetid air through her mouth. Assert yourself, Nadja. Forget he is an archdemon. Look at him bowing there, obeisant to you. Remind him of your power. “Speak clearly, demon, or I will return you at once to the pit!”


  Thartoc, kneeling at the circle’s center inert and nearly shapeless as volcanic slag, spoke with disgust. “The Crow is an agent of the punitive angels. He appears when the burning ones choose to avenge the murder of an innocent.”


  “What innocent have I murdered?” Indignation leaped in Nadja, and she twisted her sable T-shirt, exposing her sunken belly. “The babies in my womb? They were mine to sacrifice!”


  “Not the infants,” the demon voice rumbled. “They were your blood to sacrifice.”


  “Then who?”


  “The one you intend for the vengeful spirit,” Thartoc replied grimly. “The one you intend to slay this very day. Your boydove.”


  “Billy?” He knows about Billy! I’ve told him nothing, and he already knows about Billy. But what does this devil really know? Billy is a beast! An incredulous sneer bent her mouth. “Billy Max is no innocent.”


  Thartoc bent lower, his hooded figure listening to the invisibles. “I am told he was a child you ruined…”


  “You are told!” Nadja squinted across the empty warehouse at the skeletal shadows of tripods and scaffolds. There are others, she realized in a fright. Others, outside the circle! “Who tells you this?”


  With a wave of his charred arm, Thartoc pulled aside the obscuring veil and revealed the Azima: Like toads, they squatted on every ledge and niche of the studio, diminutive fugitives of the pit agrin with gaping jaws and teeth bright as pins. Black tongues, slender worms, flicked the air and swiped the leathery doors of their eyes.


  Nadja gasped. “Keep them away from me.”


  “They have been with you from the first,” Thartoc rumbled, “and from the first they have ensnared you to their own dark purpose—the damnation of your soul.”


  “Get them out of here.” Nadja pulled her shirt over her nose, filtering the air’s thickening fetor. Don’t panic! They haven’t seized you yet. Be a strong Nadja—and command! “Obey me or be repulsed!”


  In a monstrous processional of foul shapes, the Azima rounded the perimeter of the blood circle: Napalm elves with it melted faces, pustulant trolls, deformed fetuses under pterodactyl wingskins vanished like a filthy dream.


  Where they disappeared, a twelve-year-old boy stood naked, a stocky child with heartsink in his brown eyes. “William Maxwell,” Thartoc announced, “as he was six years ago, when first you molested him.”


  Nadja squeezed shut her eyes, and when she looked again, the naked child was still there. It’s just an hallucination. Be strong!


  “He came to me!” Nadja protested and stamped her booted foot. “The little bastard ran away from the state house. I gave him food. A place to stay.”


  “And heroin.” Thartoc laughed like crashing surf. “For three days you kept him doped while you had your way with him, twisting his pain to pleasure—and filming all of it, even the old wino who broke his lust on the stupefied boy for your amusement.”


  He knows everything! Those stinking toads told him everything! “I made it up to him.” Nadja glowered at the demon. Then her gaze softened at the sight of the twelve-year-old morphing to a bulkier youth of thirteen and then a muscular young man of fourteen. “I treated him good after that. Did your snotty little devils show you that?”


  “Oh, yes, Nadja. They showed me everything. How you used him for a mule to carry your drugs. How you taught him to steal for you. And how you rewarded him with sex.”


  “He loved it!” She danced a brief jig of ire. “He wouldn’t take the needle anymore. So I gave him what he wanted for the goods he brought me. I made him a man. And he loved it.”


  “The third infant you sacrificed was his.” The demon’s pounding voice shook her bones. “But you never told him. You killed his child—and now you want him dead.”


  “He betrayed me!” She pointed to where the apparition of Billy Max stood, appearing as he currently looked, eighteen years old, bull-necked, and cobbled with muscle. “I took him off the street. I found him work with the outfit as a bouncer and a bag-man. Good money. I made him what he is. And now he ignores me? He’s too good for me? He throws me over for—what? Another bastard?”


  “He fell in love.”


  “With that skinny scuz from the state home.” Nadja scowled with hideous rage. ‘Amy Darien. I want her dead, too. She stole my boydove. She took him away from me.”


  “Love shall have rest,” the demon thundered. “And the innocent shall die. Now, do you see why the Crow alights on your window—and why I have been sent to you?”


  Nadja fought down her inner trembling. “There are no innocents here, Thartoc.”


  I “Amy Darien is a virgin.”


  “No.” She shook tears from her eyes in an angry gesture. “I don’t believe it. Billy has taken her by now. I’m sure of it. He’s a rutting animal.”


  “Billy Max is in love,” Thartoc groaned. “Inconsolable love. The malediction of angels. But you know nothing of that sickness, do you, Nadja? You are pure in your hate. And that is why you command me.”


  Nadja put both hands to the shaved sides of her head. Satan has sent this archdemon to confound you, she told herself. Be a strong Nadja. Do not show weakness. Forget all he says of war angels and birds. Keep your focus. “I will not be deceived, demon. If the punitive angels were here, you would not be talking to me. I don’t believe you.”


  “The Crow will come,” the voice of thunder said. “This has been foreseen.”


  “Show me.”


  Thartoc rose to a glistening obsidian statue. “You know not what you ask. Time is an illusion. The future already exists. And the Crow is there.”


  “I want to see what you see,” Nadja insisted. “I called for a vengeful spirit—a killer I could control. And you came. An archdemon making noises about crows and innocents. If time is an illusion, as you say, then show me. Show me the future.”


  “You will not understand what you see,” Thartoc warned. “Time does not exist as jointed moments to demons or angels. Only ruder forms perceive time as linear. The universe is made of probabilities, a hazy swarm of atoms, each atom abuzz in its blur of possible positions, creating a reality of many futures and many pasts…”


  “Shut up and show me already.” Nadja spoke angrily to the thick shadow. He tries to confuse me with double talk. Is he going to kill Billy or not? Command him. “I want to see the future.”


  “Then behold the madness that is creation—” The shadow that was Thartoc widened, and within its blackness opened a greater dark beyond. Starpoints trafficked out of that anonymous depth, troubled sparks shuttling and blinking, spirochetes of energy that coalesced within the plutonic night to an incandescent webwork, a spongiform of star vapors and galactic fumes. The whole universe swirled before her: luminous phagocytes and cellular miscellany in a single teardrop on the wretched face of her boydove, a dark smile across his throat where the ritual knife had slashed and blood dark as liqueur seeped over his naked and lacerated chest.


  Nadja’s scalp puckered. “I see it!” She stared harder at the dying man’s teardrop and glimpsed the bright soul’s going. Like a fun-house corridor, the radiant depths within fell forever, spinning luminous particulates—reeling amoebae, stars flung upon each other in whirlwinds of fire, and darkness expanding beyond the galaxies into black wings, a crow’s pinions outstretched and fixed final upon the void…


  She shuddered, and the plummeting vision disappeared. “I saw it!” Nadja’s socketed eyes brightened. “We will kill him. And he will cry. You are going to make him suffer for scorning me. Yes?”


  “Yes,” Thartoc throbbed. “We will kill your boydove. We will break the mind of his innocent lover. And the Crow will come for you with heaven’s wrath. Yes, the Crow will come. But he will find me, Thartoc the Cruel. And I will pluck his black feathers and roast him alive in the fires of hell.”
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  Past overflowing Dumpsters and through alley darkness, Dren drifted. The tread of a heartbeat attracted him. The rapid and uneven sound of it rippled in his hearing like a kind of cruel music.


  Under a boast of light at the end of the alley, a metal door opened upon a fluorescent strobe of a dismal corridor and splintery plywood doors. He stepped into a room of crumbling brick walls and sagging furniture. A butyl blue flame underlit a young woman’s face as she dragged on a black glass pipe, her haggard cheeks indrawn, her vapid eyes hidden in shadowpits under her hair.


  Dren experienced the molecular rush of euphoria that coursed through the woman’s veins. “And still the blood sleeps,” he whispered from the doorway.


  She blinked and, putting the pipe down, called a name that shone in the shadowy room with an aura of fear. “I paid my money. Leave me alone.”


  “Hush.” He came forward quietly, keeping himself unseen in the fluttery darkness, unsure how he would appear to her. A guttering candleflame spurted green as he passed it. “I am not here to hurt you.”


  “Who’s there?” the young woman cried out.


  “Be still, child.” Dren held to the shadows and strove to speak as softly, as reassuringly as he could. “Can you not feel how this smoke is killing you, piece by piece? Listen to me. I have experienced this pain among your kind many times. I know why you are here. You are trying to shake off the numbness of your physical body. The flesh muffles reality. But this chemical only kindles dim lightnings in your brain for a short time—and still the blood sleeps.”


  The woman struggled to rise from the collapsed sofa where she had hunched over her pipe, but the weakness of her limbs defeated her. “Who are you?”


  “I am Dren. I have come to help you.”


  “I don’t know any Dren. Get away from me.”


  “Do not be afraid. I will not hurt you. I want to help you get free of your hunger before it kills you, before your despairing soul is damned to hell.”


  The woman began to whimper at the voice in the tremulous shadows.


  Before Dren could offer any further comfort, a sizzling noise, as of raspy coils unwinding, hissed from outside the thin door. The demon straightened with a jolt of fright. He had heard that distinctive noise before—in hell. It was the serpent glide of a kind of demon known as a Vessel of Iniquity. They imposed stupidity and stubborn fatality on souls.


  Dren had not expected to encounter another demon beyond the infernal pit, and he questioned his senses. Timidly, he stuck his head through the plywood door and saw a viperous creature slithering closer, taloned hands scratching sparks from the cinder-block walls. Pug-nosed as a bat with wide, abstract cheekbones as razorous as an insect’s, the demon had come to collect the addict’s soul.


  Dren fell backward under the weight of his shock, and he glanced with despair at the woman, whose blown pupils had already begun to glaze. “You are a hellbound soul! A Vessel has come for you, and now you must listen to me if you are to survive.”


  The woman’s left arm straightened rigidly, and she dropped the pipe and clutched at her shoulder.


  “The tiny lightnings in your brain have kindled a storm in your heart.” Dren stepped from the shadows and knelt beside the stricken woman. “Breathe slowly. Do not panic.”


  The addict’s eyes widened at the sight of the beautiful man before her. “Are you an angel? The pain—”


  Before Dren could reply, the Vessel of Iniquity entered the room with a blast of cold air. Dren froze, momentarily paralyzed and unsure what to do. “Vessel, I am not here. I am as nothing!” he finally managed to blurt out, flailing both his hands in the air in an attempt to distract the demon.


  Without pausing, the bat-faced entity strode through Dren and coiled a moist tentacle about the woman curled upon the couch.


  “You do not see her!” Dren shouted desperately. Too late.


  She convulsed. The heat ripples of her soul wavered a moment in the sepia darkness, snared by the tightening tentacle. “Damn it,” she muttered, and went still.


  “No!” Dren touched the blunt, empty face of the Vessel, and commanded, “Release her!”


  But Dren was a demon of deception, not authority. In an eye-blink, the Vessel of Iniquity blurred away as it escorted the dead woman’s soul across the Bridge of Ashes.


  Dren shivered, left alone in the darkened room. He had risked discovery to save a soul, and it had not been enough. He gazed own forlornly at the corpse. “Too late—I have come too late for you,” he said mournfully.


  From afar, from the black direction of the pit, he heard his name echoing in the greasy voice of Nergal the Flayer: “Dren! Traitor! Where are you?”


  With fright, Dren realized that the Flayer had already peeled away the soul of the dead woman and seen her memory of the renegade from hell.


  “We are coming for you, traitor!” The oily voice grew louder. “We will find you and drag you back to the pit! Your deceptions will not protect you! The Azima will find you. I will flay you. And Succoth will burn you to a cinder—again and again and again!”


  Alarmed, Dren flung himself through the walls of the building, then swiftly down under the pavement and the soil into light-less, gurgling conduits of sewage. Flowing along with the city’s offal, he eluded the echoing demon voice and remained hidden upon the Earth—for now.
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  Noir, a clothing den off Lafayette, looked more like a crypt than a shop. Three stone steps, worn to smiles, descended to a floriated iron gate under a brick archway capped with the keystone head of a moon-eyed Grecian goddess. Beyond the gate, more worn steps led finally to a ponderous door of stained glass. Tibetan brass chimes clanged, and the door opened onto a grotto lit by cinnamon light and hung with dracular capes, Death’s bride trousseaus, spiderweb dresses, slasher shirts, and voodoo shrouds stitched with bones and teeth strung on colorful obeah knots.


  Amy was late. Two customers already stood among the racks, fingering the merchandise, and attended by Yenene, a tall, scrawny white African witch who wore big amber earrings on her stretched lobes and braided her blond hair in tight plaits against her scalp. Around her exposed midriff, cicatrices circled her navel with a serpent, symbol of Olodumare, the Yoruba god who protected her.


  At the register, the owner smiled at Amy, showing her small pearls of teeth, white seed corns in purple gums. Ismailia, a stocky black woman in a white turban and blue muumuu, urgently waved Amy close and wrapped her in a mighty hug. “Congratulations, dear. You have attained the age of majority and lost neither your sanity nor your purity. Rare.”


  “Thanks, Ismailia. I wish I always felt sane.”


  Though Amy had tried to sound nonchalant, concern creased the older woman’s dark brow. “You still see the goblins, don’t you?”


  “There are three at the corner of Prince right now, harassing a homeless woman.”


  “Ah, good.” She showed her tiny pearls with a relieved smile.


  “You are still sane. Sometimes these abilities fade, you know, with age. It is often a gift of children. When we get older, money madness takes its place. That is just exactly what happened to me. Money! What else can I think about anymore? Whenever I pick up thread and needle, money. Whenever I read a design journal, money. And now I must rely on you and our Yenene to see what once I saw for myself.” She leaned closer, large eyes glistening like caramelized fruits, and whispered almost inaudibly, “They did not bring goblins into the store with them, did they?”


  Amy shook her head.


  “Good.” She displayed again her tiny pearls and her purple gums. “Then you better get to the back and see what adjustments are necessary for tonight’s run. Alvina Winslow will be here, you know—that writer from Fashion Cents. If we impress her, we’ll sell the whole line, and I can afford your raise.”


  In the back, at a drafting table under a paper globe light, Amy set to work stitching hems and cuffs that had been chalked. The room smelled of fabrics, and the air felt clean and soft around her as she worked at what she loved.


  Eventually, Yenene came back, her earrings jangling. She sat on the stool beside Amy and laid a spidery hand on the seam-stress’s arm. “I had a dream of your Billy last night.”


  Amy laid down her needle and thread, and a chill crawled upon her bones. Yenene had shared her dreams with Amy and Ismailia before. They were more like visions, images really. Once she had dreamed of firesnakes twisting sexually in the wall behind the textile bins. When Roscoe, Ismailia’s rotund husband, pulled the bins aside and took a clawhammer to the wall panels, he exposed a nest of corroded wires that had already burned through their insulation and blackened two support beams.


  There had been other dreams, too, in the six months that Amy had worked at Noir. Yenene had identified unsuspected pregnancies for two customers, located a lost tax receipt in a recycling hamper, and—most notably—provided the winning lottery number that had won an early retirement for the ferret-faced salesman who supplied Noir with shoes.


  “So, what did you see?” Amy asked with trepidation.


  “A black bird.”


  “And Billy?”


  Yenene nodded, earrings clattering. “The bird landed on his head. A big black bird with outstretched wings. It looked like a hat, something a medicine man would wear.”


  “What does it mean?”


  “I don’t know.” Yenene’s sockets cupped sorrowful eyes, gray as winter. “A dream is a wedge. It pries open the world—the world we know. And what we see in the dream is always just a peek, a suggestion.”


  “Sure, but what’s it suggest?” she asked, and the cold in her bones, that terrible feeling, instantly became a queer taste in her mouth, like a licked penny. “All your dreams mean something.”


  “I don’t want to say.”


  Amy leveled a sisterly look at her. “Tell me, Yenene.”


  “The black bird—it’s a messenger of Ogun, the vengeful god—a raven or a crow. I think it’s a bird of death.”
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  By age eleven, Amy knew the demons’ names by heart, all seventy-two of them, memorized from a public library book, Monarchia Demonorum—a Latin text published in 1577 by Joannes Wierus. She found the English translation in the religion stacks of the library’s adult section. The demon voices had led her there. The voices whispered, hissed, and cackled from the pipes and radiators in the winter and out of the street noise in summer, and she had learned to obey them.


  Her eleven-year-old mind understood that if she recited their names each day, the demons would be pleased and leave her alone.


  “One—Bael,” she spoke under her breath while walking the perimeter of the playground behind Alliance House during free time after lunch. “Two—Agares. Three—Marbas.” Her red sneakers marched in time with her count, and her hands swatted the ruffles of her blue crinoline dress, somebody’s party dress outgrown and donated to charity. “Four—Pruflas. Five—Aanib. Six—Barbatos. Seven—Buer. Eight—Gusoyn. Nine—Botis. Ten—Bathym.”


  “Hey, what number is Hot Stuff?”


  Amy paused her perambulating beside a wire-mesh service gate beyond which bins of garbage rusted against a brick wall scribbled with withered creepers. Billy Max climbed out of the nearest bin. A haze of flies swarmed about him as he leaned against the gate.


  “Hot Stuff is a cartoon,” she informed him sourly, continuing her walk. “He’s not a real devil.”


  “Wait up.” Billy climbed over the gate and jumped down onto the tarmac of the playground.


  “Eleven—Pursan. Twelve—Eligor. Thirteen—Loray. Four-teen—Valefar.”


  Billy strode alongside her, a scurrilous kid with greased black hair twisted to spikes, small pugilist’s eyes, and a side-mouthed irritated scowl. “Look, when I stole that book for you outta the library I didn’t think it was gonna make you more nuts.”


  “I’m not nuts. Fifteen—Morax. Sixteen—Ipes. Seventeen—Naberus.”


  “You just do this devil thing every day ’cause it’s fun, right?”


  “Eighteen—Glasya. Nineteen—Zepar. Twenty—Byleth. It keeps them away.” As she walked, she stared up at cirrus clouds that, between the bracketing buildings, looked to her like scratches made by steel wool on a blue ceramic vase. “Twenty-one—Sytry. Twenty-two—Paymon. Twenty-three—Belial. I just want them to leave me alone. Twenty-four—Bune.”


  A renegade basketball rolled across their path, and Billy skip-stepped in front of Amy and kicked it back onto the court over the heads of the kids scrambling to retrieve it. “What about the devil dog I gave you?”


  “Twenty-five—Forneus. That works at night. Twenty-six— Roneue. But in the day I just try to make them happy.” Her short, lank hair held the sunlight in bright chords of copper red and orange. To Billy, it looked like clown hair. “Twenty-seven—Berith. I can’t have them talking to me all day. I’ve got homework. Twenty-eight—Astaroth. Twenty-nine—Forras. What were you doing in the garbage? Thirty—Furfur.”


  “Lookin’ for stuff.” They passed the sitting wall, where several older children snickered openly at muttering Amy until Billy turned a murderous stare on them. “Last week I found a picture of George Washington. It made a boss dartboard.”


  “Thirty-one—Marchocias. Thirty-two—Malphas. Thirty-three—Vepar. I just want them to leave me alone so I can do my homework. Thirty-four—Sabnac. Thirty-five—Sydonay. Thirty-six—Gaap.”


  “I did my homework.”


  That news made Amy turn to look, but Billy was no longer beside her. He had sidled to the wire fence and hung there facing the street like a spider monkey, arms wide, fingers clutching the chain links. “Thirty-seven—Chax. What homework? Thirty-eight—Pucel. You never do your homework. Thirty-nine—Furcas. Forty—Murmur.”


  “You wanted to know about your parents.” He spoke to the street, to the drift of traffic in its haze of exhaust, the world passing by. “Well, I did my homework.”


  Amy stepped close to him, and said, almost breathless, “You got into the records office?”


  “Last night.”


  “Did you find out anything?”


  Eyes slim and mischievous as a donkey’s gave her a sidelong glance. “What happened to the devil thing? You lose count?”


  “Billy!”


  “Look, you remember what I said?” He turned his head toward her and spoke from where he had splayed himself against the fence. “There’s no good news for us, Amy. You know? No good news about where we come from.”


  “Stop trying to talk like a tough guy and just tell me.”


  “We ain’t> here ’cause somebody loved us too much.”


  “I want to know, Billy. Tell me already.”


  Letting go of the fence, he turned and squatted on his haunches. He picked at the gravel between his feet attentively as if sorting diamonds. “Your mom was in prison when you were born.”


  “Prison?”


  “Yeah.” He flung a pebble onto the playground so that it bounced across the asphalt and whanged the underside of a slide. “Our parents weren’t about love.”


  “Why was she in prison?”


  “Don’t you think you know enough already?”


  “I want to know everything.”


  “It’s not happy memories.”


  “Billy, I listen to devil voices all day. I’ve heard worse from them. Just tell me.”


  “Drug trafficking and prostitution. She had no idea who your father was.”


  Had no idea?”


  “She overdosed a month after she got out. She’s been dead, like, six years.”


  Amy backed off, stunned, her freckled face quivering, and Billy stood up slowly. He jammed his fists into the pockets of his dungarees, struggling to find something real to say.


  “Don’t look at me like that.” Amy turned away and stared hard at the kaleidoscope of kids scrambling, dashing, skipping across the playground. “I’m not going to cry. At least now I know nobody’s coming back for me. Forty-one—Caym. Forty-two—Rau.”


  Billy kicked at a crack in the macadam. “Yeah, and you also know why you’re nuts.”


  “Forty-three—Halphas. I’m not nuts. Forty-four—Focalor. Forty-five—Vinus.”


  “Your mom was sparked when you were inside her.” Billy, hands still stuffed in his pockets, followed close behind as she continued her circuit. “Whatever she was usin’ did a number on your brain. You ain’t hearin’ devils, Amy. You’re hearin’ the noise from her junk.”


  “Forty-six—Bifrons. Forty-seven—Gamygyn. I think I like the devils better.”


  “Yeah, well, we can’t choose our parents.”


  Amy slowed her stride, her eyes sparkling with hurt. “But we can choose our friends. Forty-eight—Zaga. Forty-nine—Orias.” She stopped and peered down at her worn red sneakers. “I’m glad you’re my friend, Billy. Fifty—Volac.”


  “You ain’t mad at me?”


  “Fifty-one—Gomory. For telling me the truth?” She rocked where she stood. “Fifty-two—Carabia. No, I’m not mad. Fifty-three—Amduscias. You helped me understand why I’m here. Fifty-four—Andras. Fifty-five—Androalphus.” She wiped her eyes with her wrists. “What about you? Fifty-six—Oze. Fifty-seven—Aym.” His silence forced her to ask: “Did you find out about your parents?”


  Billy said nothing until Amy faced him. Then he shrugged. “The office don’t know about my parents. Turns out I was found in a garbage can.”


  “Oh, Billy—”


  “Hey, watch it with the hands.” Billy stepped back from her. “People are lookin’.”


  Amy glared at him, rebuffed. “You don’t always have to be such a tough guy.” She kicked a pebble through the chain-link fence. “Fifty-eight—Orobas. Aren’t you sad? Or mad? Fifty-nine—Vapula. I mean, they just threw you away. Sixty—Cimeries. They didn’t care if you died.”


  “Yeah, I’m trash,” Billy answered casually. He took his hands out of his pockets and sauntered past her. “But I already knew that.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m not good for anything. Can barely read. Forget math. And all I ever do in gym is fight. That’s why I’m here. I’m as nuts as you.” He walked away muttering, “I’m pissed at the whole friggin’ world.”


  “You’re not pissed at me,” she spoke softly to his back.


  He looked over his shoulder, his smudged face frowning a I smile. “Pissed at you? Why would I be pissed at somebody nuts enough to be my friend?”


  She mulled that over as he drifted off toward Alliance House and an afternoon in the woodshop. Then she called, “Hey, Billy. You know who devil number sixty-one is?”


  Billy turned and walked backward, eyebrows raised inquisitively.


  “Hot Stuff.”
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  Nergal the Flayer arrived on Earth in a city park spelled by darkness. This demon knew much of the created world from the many souls he had peeled of their memories. But he had never before walked the planet, and he was astonished by its quiet, its warmth and light.


  The angels have indeed created a tempting haven for their mortal creatures, he marveled, gazing at the glittering city towers. No wonder so many lose their souls here, among these comforts. What an incredible illusion, hung in the void. I am not surprised, now that I am here, not surprised at all why so few of those creatures realize that just a short distance above their heads lies an abyss of darkness and utter cold without end. He chortled. Yet, how astonished they are when I flay them!


  Alongside a pond, watching moonlight nest on the water, he paused in his wandering. What is this world truly? A construct of the burning ones, of course. Built by angels. But behind it? Is God here? Dare I seek Her here?


  Nergal glanced about, looking for other demons. He saw none among the carnal shadows of the park. With his large hands, he flayed the world of appearances and laid bare the atomic motions beneath. The frenzy of action that blurred at the atomic level dazzled him. “God!” he called into the blear of force particles. “Are you here? Are you here with us? God?”


  Nergal had flayed the world. He had stared hard past the atoms and the quarks and the virtual particles, and he had seen nothing of God. The angels said God was in the light. No—they said God was the light itself. But he could not flay the light. It moved too quickly. And when he stopped it with his big hands, it was no more. Maybe God was the light, but the light did not speak to him or to anyone. It just kept moving.


  The Flayer decided he had wasted enough time trying to satisfy his curiosity. He was more sure than ever that the demons were right about God. After all, every living mortal was once small as a cell and lived inside a woman. The angels had made them with the same design as the universe: Angels and demons had once lived smaller than quarks inside the compact realms, inside the higher dimensions of the original world—inside God. And She had birthed them into outer space.


  Why be weak and cling to the placental light? That is all that remains of Her out here in the dark. Better to be brave and strong, let the dimming light go, and accept the reality of darkness that She has given us.


  Blue flames scorched the air an inch from Nergal’s backside, and he leaped about with a howl.


  >Succoth’s eelish body separated from a dark alcove of trees. “Why are you loitering, Flayer? S-s-s-t!” His adder’s grin drooled neon vapors. “Are you tempted by the beauty of this-s world? Do you wish you had joined the traitor Dren?”


  Nergal’s huge hands seized Succoth and lifted him off the ground. “Question my loyalty again, Burner, and I will rip you into atoms!”


  Flames leaked from the mesh of needle teeth in Succoth’s grimacing mouth. “S-s-s-t! And I will burn you to ash and scatter you into the void!”


  Snickering laughter resounded from the dark trees, and both demons peered into the spangled shadows. Succoth spit fire in that direction, and a thousand eyeglints sparked from the boughs and limbs of the copse.


  “The Azima!” Nergal whispered sharply, and lowered Succoth. “I know of their work from the flayed souls of the pit.”


  “They are the little devils-s of this-s world, yes-s?”


  “Yes, the little devils that undo the souls of mortals.” Nergal stepped back from Succoth. “The masters sometimes consult with them. We dare not contend in their presence.”


  “What is-s there to contend about?” Succoth breathed warm red flames about himself and his companion, projecting an aura of solidarity. “We share one will—to drag the traitor back into the pit. S-s-s-t! Perhaps-s these imps-s can help us-s find the wayward Dren.”


  “Perhaps?” Nergal bowed obsequiously to the tiny basilisks and fiends perched in the trees. “They are everywhere under heaven. Dren cannot hide from them for long.”
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  Nadja stepped outside onto the loading dock of her warehouse. Whiskers of dawn glinted silver in the sky above the East River. She sat on the cracked concrete and gazed up at the night’s last stars.


  Nadja should dismiss this archdemon, she warned herself. Nadja should be the most careful Nadja she has ever been and have no more to do with Thartoc the Cruel. He is dangerous.


  From a jade vial small as her pinkie and spiral cut like a unicorn tusk, she tapped a dose of heroin into the crook between her left thumb and forefinger. She snorted it quickly. The chemical jolt unfolded across her brain like an electric peacock’s tail. The dawn grew bigger.


  An archdemon in my command! A tiny smile bent a corner of her lips. At last I can have everything I want. Vengeance. First, vengeance. Blood to ease the pain of betrayal. Yes. Then everything so beautiful. Another animal movie. Thartoc will bring Nadja a lovely girl, and I will give her to a dog. No. To a pack of dogs. It will be big as a myth.


  Nadja’s thoughts rowed hard on the blood tide of the narcotic and soon slipped to silence. She listened to the engine heart of the city. She could hear it through the bones of her head, the air thrumming with the mechanical vibrancy of the metropolis. If she listened long enough, she would be called away by the wind.


  She forced herself to stand. Her legs wobbled, weakened from fatigue and heroin, and she teetered above the loading bay, arms outstretched, embracing the mysterious drift of shadows ebbing with the night. The tiny jade unicorn tusk slipped from her fingers and tinkled on the asphalt below.


  She knew she should go back in. Soon the air would brighten, and all the mystery of the dark heavens would be gone, fled into the west. She would be left alone with her human face glowing like a turnip yanked out of the earth. She should go in and sleep. But Thartoc waited there.


  Don’t be afraid. The archdemon is Nadja’s servant. Nadja has paid with her blood for this dominion. I will bend him to my will as is my right. First, for vengeance. Billy’s pain to answer my pain. Amy’s pain for Billy’s pain. She made me do this. That virgin whore. First, vengeance. Then—art, Art big as myth.


  She swung her arms over her head at the slanting darkness, the fleeing shadows, trying to leap into the air and dig her fingers into the face of night. She loved the darkness. That was why she made movies—to catch and hold and shape the darkness.


  Shadow play was her craft. And her craft had an ardent following in the secret realm of cinema mal. Her clientèle appreciated the art of her evil eye and paid handsomely for her features of aesthetic cruelty. For them and the livelihood they provided, she cultivated her terrible vision, faithful to the raw wickedness they craved.


  To keep her product raw, she refused to compromise. That was why she lived the shadow life, a creature of darkness who had reduced herself to a shadow with heroin. And that was why she avoided the new digital equipment. Even though digital cameras were inexpensive and could fake a film look very convincingly, they did not truly work with light and shadow. They worked with numbers. The charge-coupled device inside those cameras translated light and color variations into voltage values—numbers.


  Nadja had no passion for numbers. She did not want to manipulate digits on a computer like some accountant, transferring radiant intensity into bits in a quantizer. She wanted to arrange shadows themselves. And so she preferred to work with film.


  She had studio setups in her warehouse for 16mm and 35mm and a large developing room for processing and printing her movies. But her favorite medium was Super 8. She owned two Bauers and three Beallieus equipped with Angenieux 6×6 and 10×10 lenses, which were extremely sharp and provided exquisite depth of field at small apertures. To her, this was the ideal equipment for sculpting the lyrical shadows of light and life at the limits, in the boundary states of lust, deformity, perversion, and pain.


  Standing in the shrinking night, staring at the closed door behind which the archdemon waited, Nadja floated on her trembling high, her nerves whipped by the drug, lashed free of health and all illusion of sobriety. Nausea rose and fell in waves. She relished this suffering as a prelude to the visionary quietude that fed her inspiration. This pukey feeling was the amplitude of the world. This was how existence felt naked and close up, stripped of the disguises of dignity and complaisance, free from the comfortable remoteness of ignorance.


  Isn’t that what the sisters of Christ taught us? That God so loved His only begotten son that He nailed him to the boards. Remember, Nadja, how true that good news felt as a child? God wanted His beloved to suffer, to know the actual, the duration of agony that is the real kingdom, His empire of pain, His spectacle of torment. Nadja knows. I will not forget the divine love of cruelty. Golgotha—snuff theater for God, our ultimate voyeur.


  Her hand reached for the door handle—and paused. The arrival of the archdemon did not yet make sense. It challenged her sense of proportion. She had come out here to slow herself down and grasp the import of what was happening. But Thartoc’s arrival was so much more than she had anticipated that her mind kept racing even against the blessed trauma of heroin. Her mind raced away from the calm that she needed inside that warehouse.


  Behind that rusty door were her cameras, her studio, the platform of her art. But she could not go in until she could face the archdemon with a sense of command. She was not ready yet. For now she had to stay here, like a child being punished, banished to the noisy world, where reality was unjustifiable, hideous and brutal, rife with the stench and qualm of all flesh. This noisy, frantic city was where her stinking body and manic mind belonged, both running hard for some peace and understanding, some justification for going on. Beyond that corroded door, her art required no justification. Its crypto-meaning was entirely reckless, entirely true to the horror and revulsion of that most shockingly obscene of four-letter words—life. All she required to go in and go on was cold courage.


  Stop thinking, Nadja. Stop trying to understand. I must use what hell has given me. No more wondering and wandering out here in the light. Let Nadja return to the dark that is my art.


  Her gorge seized up, and she dropped to her knees and vomited a string of bile. She gagged, then sagged to her side and lay curled on the concrete in a sordid serenity. From there, she saw clearly the masterwork to be accomplished behind that rotting door. Thartoc would bring her Billy Max. And she would make of his death a film of lyric and elegiac delicacy.


  Vividly, she perceived his tortured dismemberment and excruciating demise captured on Super 8 small format and transferred to Betacam. The video transfer would offer more grain and less sharpness than 16mm or 35mm and render a unique look, a hybrid of vintage and abstract, that would appeal to her most jaded and decadent patrons.


  Cult and culture—the mind and its brain-meat: She was their heroine and their heroin, salvation and stupor in the same skin. Her art delivered perilous safety and a needle through the brain. Terror and exultation were her payment and purchase. Daughter of aftermath, she was an artist.


  This was what she thought as she lay trampled by dawn. Curled around the shivering chill of her opiated glide, she watched a shard of night drop out of the brightening sky and light in the middle of the empty street.


  It was a crow.


  The sight of the black bird watching her with its sequin eye sat her up. She waved her scrawny arms to scare it off. It did not budge.


  She staggered upright, a mold of fright spreading itchy fur across her skin.


  Nadja is afraid of a bird! She tried to laugh at herself, but her tight throat could only grunt.


  Scowling at the inescapable fact of the crow, she turned away, jerked open the door to her sanctuary, and gave herself to the darkness within.
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  In the sewer maze beneath the city, Dren lingered. The gentle gurgle and cough of the pipes soothed him. The organic odor of human waste smelled sweet by comparison to the caustic stench of the pit—and this rich perfume of excrement assured him that he was truly among the living. He had escaped hell.


  But only for now, only for one day—a day already swiftly passing.


  Up he went to the night streets painted in neon. He listened to the psychic babble of the living, ignoring the happy songs and the dronings of the bored and the forlorn, and he concentrated instead on the anguished and bitter noises of minds in distress.


  He knelt beside a homeless man in a cardboard box on an iron stoop of a dark building. “I can help you,” he whispered gently. “And then you can help others. The hungry anger that ate your life can stop now. All the cruel memories I feel in you can be healed with new joys. I can show you the way to a better life. And then you can show others. You can help them with the meek glory of your own heart…”


  The drowsy man threw off his cardboard blanket and sat up, muttering. “Damn voices—shut up—ain’t never done me no good—I’d as soon listen to the Devil.”


  “But I am the devil!” Dren insisted angrily, watching the stranger pick up his cardboard hovel and drag it away. “Oh, hell!”


  Frustrated, Dren wandered the avenues and boulevard of the city. As dawn’s pastels smudged the sky, he observed wee, diabolic faces watching him from the alleys and doorcoves where night lingered.


  The Azima he noted in passing, and casually waved one hand, erasing all memory and image of him from their minuscule minds. He had no fear of these imps. As a deceiver in the pit, he had occasionally seen them doltishly following souls into the darkness, Hinderers and Ensnarers witlessly bound to their victims like parasites—until the cold and the din finally drove them off.


  The Azima were no concern to him, yet as day brightened, the hurting light and the fear it inspired drove him once more underground. Afraid to roam the city by day, afraid that the Vessels of Iniquity would find him—or, worse, the Gog Shekeloh, the Breakers into Pieces, who certainly by now had been loosed upon the Earth to haul him back to the pit—he floated with the sewage in the subterranean pipes. He listened to the seethe of lives, the thoughts of people in their bathrooms, surrendering their waste. He heard much of the soul’s remoteness, the banal concerns of humanity in its thousands and tens of thousands.


  The looming doom that owned each and every created being was kept distant from most people. The day’s vagaries were sufficient for the vast majority of mortal minds. Pain brought that certainty closer to some, and several times he rose through toilets and shower drains to find the stricken clutching their clogged and spasmed hearts or the bedridden moaning listlessly around the withered core of their lives. Little hope of enlisting them in his desperate mission offered itself, and he sank back again into the fecal arteries of the city.


  And then he sensed from within the city the infernal majesty and corrupting dementia of a master—an archdemon newly risen out of the universe’s cloacal depths. From his psychic stink, which immediately saturated the city, Dren knew him.


  Thartoc the Cruel! The runaway demon’s mind wailed to think that so powerful an entity had issued forth from hell to retrieve him. He entertained no hope of eluding such a malevolent intelligence. Thartoc was a prince among the Qlippotic masters.


  Dren hunkered deeper under the running pipes of the city. While he frantically worried what to do, he sensed the archdemon moving. But the master did not stride forth in his usual imperial way. He shambled like some dank and heavy organic creature.


  He is bound! Dren realized. He has bound himself to a mortal!


  The Liar had met his share of satanists flung into the pit by Vessels of Iniquity—but none had ever been damned by the Qlippotic masters themselves. The masters rarely troubled themselves with corrupting living souls and usually left such simple work to lesser demonic intelligences. Bound to a human, Thartoc the Cruel was Clearly not sent to stalk him, and Dren experienced a pang of foolishness to have believed even for a moment that he was important enough to be stalked by so majestic a spirit.


  Curious, he drifted in the direction of the archdemon, careful to remain underground and to keep himself shrouded in the obscurity that was his personal strength. Slowly, he budged up through the city’s underside. As his demon form passed the phone system’s vermiculate wires, a thousand voices buzzed around him, a memory of souls in hell chattering with busy recollections of light and life.


  Then he saw Nadja Crimco, a figure not much larger than a child. This satanist, like every other he had seen in the pit, was ripe for flaying, her soul goitered with hate. Even her physical form did not disguise her maimed humanity: A black halter top and fustic slacks hung loosely on a skeletal frame; her looted belly lay puckered under the sharp palings of her ribs, and sinewy arms, blotched with spidery tattoos and needle streaks, waved angrily. She shook her fists at the air, a green vein pulsing at her temple where her raven-dyed hair had been shaved above the ears.


  The demon, peeking up from the floor like another stain in the pitted concrete, spied Thartoc at the center of a circle of dove blood. But the archdemon appeared small, shrunk with distance. This prince of the Qlippotic peers was moving not across space but through time.


  Like a long shadow of the wind, Thartoc wavered in and out of sight as he negotiated the shifting corridors between the atoms of the created world. The satanist screamed after him, her voice croupy with echoes in the desolate warehouse, “Find that bastard’s death! Sic him, Thartoc! Bring him to his doom!”


  What is she ranting about? the Liar wondered. And how dare she speak to a master as though he were a dog! Has she no notion of the terrible power she was summoned to her circle—and bound to her very soul? Why does Thartoc tolerate this?


  The thought occurred to Dren that Thartoc had come to do battle with angels. Excitedly, he looked about for emblems of their holy presence. If any had been visible, the overwhelming presence of the archdemon had obscured them, and Dren saw only sigils of evil: images of bestiality and sodomy upon the walls and the white dust of poison dreams spilled carelessly on the filthy floor.


  Thartoc has driven some angel across time. Dren figured. Perhaps it is even the angel who released me that this master stalks!


  Frustrated in his every attempt to save a mortal soul from perdition, the Liar pondered the possibility of saving an imperiled angel and thus proving his sincerity to the radiant hosts. I deceived Succoth! Now, I will use my illusions to misdirect Thartoc as well and spare an angel this archdemon’s wrath!


  Thus inspired by his own self-deception, Dren the Liar swung twice around the circle of blood and on the third circuit launched himself across time in the direction of Thartoc the Cruel.
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  Billy left Gansevoort and strolled under the elevated structure of Joe DiMaggio Highway toward the piers off Eleventh Avenue.


  He moved with a long, effortless stride full of easy time. But in fact, he was worried. Eighteen and vulnerable to the wrath of the law if he fumbled a junk run, he seriously wondered if he should decline when Big Steel asked him to mule more dope.


  Beside a concrete pylon scorched with graffiti, a park bench had been deposited, situated out of sight of the street by a riverside posse. The posse’s tags were sprayed on the bench and on the concrete pylon in jagged lightning-stroke letters: DRED.


  This early in the day nobody was around, and Billy sat on the back of the wood bench with his feet on the seat and his mind loose. He thought about what doing hard time would be like for him, and he felt no fear—except for Amy. She needed him. And she would need him all the more now that she had left the sanctuary of Alliance House.


  Billy’s thoughts never wandered far from Amy. She was the only person in the world who cared about him, even when he had no care at all for himself.


  How did that happen? he wondered and right away knew the answer. Her eyes—those eyes the color of summer—had looked right down into his heart when they were kids and never flinched. No one else had ever bothered to look there before or since.


  A memory rose up from six years ago that transfixed him. He recalled the Friday night that he slipped out of Alliance House and found his way to Femme Blu, where he met Nadja Crimco for the first time. He had been sneaking away to that lap dance club for weeks, crawling into the noisy, laser-strobe bar through a jimmied transom he could reach by climbing atop the garbage bin in the back alley. From a dark utility room, among mops and pails and stacked stools from the bar, he peered out a knothole at naked women gyrating on stage.


  “Does your mama know you’re here, little boy?” a woman’s hot breath whispered behind his ear.


  He jolted upright and whacked his head on the doorknob.


  The whispering woman was Nadja Crimco. She came to Femme Blu to recruit women for her bent movies, and having spied the boy in the back room the last time he trespassed, she had determined to wait in lurch for his return.


  Shrouded by darkness, she was just a voice and a ruby scent of perfume. Her scrawny arms embraced him and pulled him tight against her voracious body. He grappled with her eagerly, hardly believing his lewd luck.


  Later that night, when he returned to Alliance House, Amy answered his code knock on the back fire door and let him in.


  “You stink of perfume.” She wrinkled her nose, pale as a wraith in the fluorescent stairwell.


  Billy grinned extravagantly. During the last six months, puberty had begun hardening his face, and in that bounty of harsh angles, even his smile seemed cut from disparagement. “Smells like luck.”


  “What do you mean?” She frowned, pulling the fire door shut after him.


  On their way up the stairs, he told her what had happened at Femme Blu.


  Amy sat down on the steps. “Billy, you’re twelve years old.”


  >“Ain’t it grand?” He took her arm and pulled her to her feet. “Come on. Don’t you wanna hear about it?”


  She followed reluctantly. “I thought you just went to look.”


  “I did.” He took two steps at a time, forcing her to hurry. “I got grabbed.”


  Humphrey, the night janitor, shook his dreadlocks and whispered a singsong dispproval when they encountered him brooming the landings on their way upstairs. He was a rasta, too saturated with forbearance and goodwill to report them, and they rushed past him and climbed to the rooftop.


  Enclosed by the spangled lights of the city and under a few flakes of stars, they sat cross-legged on the tar paper. This was where Amy usually debriefed him. After he had returned from past episodes at Femme Blu, she had shimmered with curiosity. Wanting to know how he felt seeing naked women, she had required him to name each and every station of physical desire.


  That had baffled him. Though he had boldly ridden his galloping heart into the night and had peeked through the knothole, the blood rays in his body focusing to a white-hot force, those lubricious sensations were not something he had ever spoken about to himself until she pressed him. He had groped for words during those early interrogations, and she had helped him, offering a new vocabulary big enough to define his salacious adventures.


  “You say you were hot all over,” she observed the very first night he had found the broken transom. “Especially down there.” Her glittering eyes belied her tone of clinical dispassion. “Were you tumescent?”


  “What?”


  “Tumescent. Hard. Did you have an erection?”


  “You >kiddin’? I get tumescent lookin’ at swimsuit ads. Seein’ naked ladies dancin’, I was tumescent as a monkey wrench.”


  That had made her laugh, a soft untangling of breath bright as music yet barely audible.


  Her delight nearly levitated him, and he seized the chance to query her. “What’ve the voices been sayin’?” he usually asked.


  And she would tell him about the trembling whispers in the fluorescent tubes, the snickering laughter from the radiators, and the solemn voices that rumbled off the street. He would listen with patience, and she would squeeze his hand anxiously and finish, weary and relieved, as if his attentiveness was her deliverance.


  But this night was different. She sat silent, broken, her heart pulled inside out.


  “Hey, it was no big deal,” he tried to assure her. “It was so dark I didn’t see nothin’. It was no different than yankin’ off.”


  “You’re twelve years old, Billy,” she repeated sullenly. “You could have got a disease.” Her hurt eyes widened. “You did use a condom?”


  “Where was I gonna get a skin?”


  “Oh, Billy.”


  “What?” His head reared back, and his small eyes hardened to two tight squares. “You ain’t my mother.”


  “I’m better than your mother,” she said tenderly, and put her child hand in his. “I care about you.”


  “Yeah?” he sneered. “And who asked you to care?”


  “Billy, don’t talk to me like that.”


  “You’re the one started this, actin’ like I did somethin’ wrong. I got lucky.”


  She withdrew her petite hand. “If you say so.”


  “Yeah, I say so. I got laid. I thought you’d be happy for me.”


  “I didn’t think it would be like this,” she said to her knees.


  “How’d you think it was gonna go down?”


  “I thought you would wait until we were older.”


  “I’m gonna take it whenever I can,” he blurted, then twisted his head to one side as if hearing something from afar. “Wait up. We? What’s this we?” An aura of surprise brightened around his pugnacious face. “What? You think you and me are somethin’?”


  “No.”


  “You and me are friends. You watch my back. I watch yours. That’s it.” His stark eyes bored into her until she lifted her freckled face. “We’re friends. You understand? I’m not hot for you.”


  “I know that.”


  “Then lay off.”


  Her upper lip quivered, near tears. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”


  “I can take care of myself.”


  “Sure.”


  “Don’t‘sure’ me. You think I’m ignorant.” He leaned his hot voice into her. “I know about s-t-d. I been to health class.”


  “Then, why…”


  “I get a disease I go to the clinic.”


  “You could get AIDS.” Her face bunched up, about to cry. “You could die.”


  “Like I care?”


  “You don’t want to live?” she asked, perplexed.


  “For what?”


  “To grow up,” she said, wiping a tear with the heel of her palm. “To get out of here.”


  “And where we goin’?” he asked in a desultory tone. “Prison for me? The loony bin for you?”


  Amy’s whole body flinched, and her eyes flashed iridescent with tears.


  Billy’s stomach twisted, and he immediately regretted his words. “You ain’t goin’ to no loony bin. I’m just mouthin’.”


  “I’m tired, Billy.” She swayed to her feet, her voice small, almost lost in her teeth. “I better go in.”


  “Look—” He jumped up and grabbed her elbow. “Don’t listen to me. I didn’t mean that.”


  She gently freed her elbow and walked away. “Good night, Billy.”


  “Come on,” he called after her. “I was only tryin’ to have some fun tonight. I got to have some fun. It’s gonna be years before we get out of here.”


  On the absconded park bench, Billy Max shook his head ruefully. The years had passed, And Amy had been right. They were meant to be together. He just did not know it then.


  In the midst of his remorse, he failed to notice the slinky figure who approached from among the pylons of the elevated highway until the narrow man was close enough to whisper. “You on Dred turf.”


  Billy looked up impassively, though his heart thrashed. “Just catching some rest,” he replied, making himself sound exhausted.


  The gaunt stranger clucked his tongue languidly. He was not much older than Billy, dressed in loose street gear, baggy shin-length black denims, oversize hockey jersey, and Knicks cap. “You tired, huh?” The Dred had skin gray as a spider. “Then you jes set. Res’ up.” With a harelip and a nose pushed in like a bull-dog’s snout, he wore a permanent sneer, gruesome as a bat. “Jes set and lemme talk wit you, Billy Max.”


  Billy sat up straighter. “How do you know my name?”


  The Dred’s walnut eyes seemed to glow in the bony pits of his sockets. “I know ‘bout you.”


  “What do you know?”


  “You Nadja’s boydove.”


  “Where’d you hear that?”


  “Eloi! Eloi! What I don’t hear?” The Dred sat down on the bench, two fingers to his chin, contemplating, while his pale eyes swung in their deep sockets to watch Billy. “You be sittin’ here thinkin’ tru your first time with the lady. Ain’t that right? You be thinkin’ back to that jimmy-jam in the dark at Femme Blu and Nadja goin’ all sweet on you…”


  Billy stood, jolted by this gloating clairvoyance. “I’m gone.”


  “You jes set.” The Dred put an ice-cold hand on Billy’s arm, and Billy’s legs jellied. “I wanna talk with you.”


  Billy sat again on the back of the park bench, dismayed at the fear that had unlocked his knees. He put some steel in his voice. “How do you know what I’m thinking?”


  “What’s in the eye of the mind is there to be seen.” The skinny Dred offered a wizened smile. “You know?”


  “No. I don’t know.” Billy dug his thumbs into his knees, willing them to stop shaking. “What are you talking about? Who are you?”


  “I’m the lost orphan lamb.” The Dred spoke to the air, not looking at Billy. “Jes like you, Billy Max. You know me. We the sheep. The orphan sheep. And you know what happens to sheep. They fleece us naked. They put the dog on us to save us from the wolf. And they slaughter us too. Now, I ask you, why would God make His very own the sheep?”


  “You’re not talking sense.”


  “You got that straight, Billy-goat. Ain’t no sense to this mad world. No sense at all.” The Dred turned a twisted smile on Billy, his walnut eyes merry. “What iffen I told you I was somethin’ else? Some kinda devil come up from hell to mess wit your head. What would you be thinkin’ then?”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “Crazy like you bitch Amy?” He nodded, jutting his chin in strong affirmation. “Oh yeah. Crazy like voices-in-the-head crazy. That’s me. True crazy. Only I stuck in your head, li’l orphan lamb. I stuck on you. Bah-bah, white sheep.”


  Billy pushed himself off the bench and was glad to find strength in his legs. “Drop dead.”


  “I hear you, brother lamb.” The Dred gave him a long stare. “I hear you. Jes you watch out for the big bad wolf. Us lambs he devours. Watch yo’ back.” He pointed a bony finger over Billy’s shoulder.


  Billy turned and saw seven young men striding toward him—the Dred posse. They moved with an air of lank arrogance, their prey in sight.


  “Yaw!” one of them called. “Yo’ trespassin’!”


  Another shouted, “That jacket is click.”


  “Take it off!” shouted a third. “Leave it on our bench. We don’ wan’ no blood on it. Take it off!”


  “Take yo’ beatin’—keep yo’ life,” another yelled, and the chant went up: “Take yo’ beatin’—keep yo’ life.”


  “Bah-bah, white sheep,” the bat-faced Dred bleated from behind.


  When Billy turned, the skinny Dred was not there.


  “Take it off!” the posse yelled as they closed in.


  “I don’t think so,” Billy replied and vaulted the bench. With one blunt back kick, he splintered the long board at the top of the bench and then wrenched half of it loose with one hand. He spun the torn board across his wrist and caught it deftly in his other hand, wielding it with a lethal assurance.


  The posse’s advance stopped cold. They recognized the vehement calm in those cave-ledge eyes.


  Billy leaped the bench and jumped among them, swinging the board.


  Yelps flew as the gang scattered.


  Billy read his chances expertly, and he burst for the street, careful to keep two or more bodies between him and the Dred with his hand in his pants, the one he knew was carrying. The purposeful cross steps of his gait, swinging him quickly left then right, and the way he kept the ripped board spinning from hand to hand made clear that violence turned in him like music in a prodigy, and no one gave chase.
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  Upon broad swaths of morning sunlight, Nergal the Flayer and Succoth the Burner strode out of the city park and into a crowd of bustling commuters. They proceeded down the boulevard unseen save for an old woman with a mauve face sitting on a crate. Her blood-raddled eyes widened to behold a squid-faced lug and an eelish phantom with a mouth like a furnace emerge out of the morning glare. The nickels and dimes in her dented aluminum cup rattled at their approach.


  “Devils!” she shouted, warning the others who passed through the shadowy demons, entirely oblivious save for twinges of nausea they mistook for indigestion. “Devils!”


  As he went by, Succoth licked the crone’s startled face with his snakelong, fiery tongue, and she leaped up, scattering her coins. “I will dance with you in hell, grandma.”


  “Devils!” she wailed, swatting at her cobweb hair as if it were aflame.


  “Leave the locals alone,” Nergal admonished. “And look for the Azima.”


  “Those little snots-s don’t know anything.” Succoth spit sparks after the gimped woman, who limped away, forsaking her spilled coins. “We already questioned them in the park. S-s-s-t. They haven’t seen the traitor.”


  “Just do what I say.” Nergal entered an alley. Palpitating heat rose from a sewer grating, and he paused there, relishing the fecal redolence, the taint of the living. “Come on. Use your flare to call them.”


  “Why?” The Burner’s blunt face pointed at the blue-and-orange sky, dreamy and content. “Let us-s continue looking. Who knows-s what other works-s we may accomplish before we hunt down the traitor?”


  Nergal crossed his thick arms. “Is the beauty of this world tempting you, brother? Are you thinking maybe Dren was right to seek the angels?”


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth slid swiftly into the alley, blue flames dripping from his unhinged jaw. “You accus-s-se me?”


  “Call the Azima. Save your fury for the pit where it will do some good.”


  “You do not command me.”


  “Do it.”


  Succoth considered scorching the Flayer, and fire seethed against the back of his meshed teeth. In the perfect black of Nergal’s many spider eyes, the Burner saw himself reflected, and the sight of his own ire restrained his outrage. “This world is too beautiful. It is a dangerous place.”


  “Call the Azima.”


  With an orange whistling that set dogs on three city blocks howling, Succoth summoned the small, evil intelligences of the streets.


  Several Azima appeared at once, their stunted bodies settling into the alley on blood-tissue wings, staring about with chewed faces and eyes like bits of moonlight.


  “Little brothers-s,” Succoth greeted, “have you seen the traitor, Dren the Liar, who fled the pit last night to serve the blinding ones-s?”


  The gaunted entities shook their malformed heads and chirped in unison, “No, no, no, no.”


  Nergal snatched the nearest one from a brick wall and yanked a serrate wing from its back. Its hideous scream sprawled through the alley.


  “What are you doing?” Succoth yelled, and grasped for the wounded imp.


  Nergal shoved him away with a mighty push that sent the Burner spiraling into the street. Succoth’s enraged cry shadowed a driver’s mind in a passing taxi, and the cab abruptly swerved and slammed into a city bus, metal shrieking, radiator bursting with hissing vehemence.


  Nergal tore away the captured Azima’s second wing and began peeling its scrofulous hide with his powerful hands. The other devils spurted out of the alley in an aimless rush and disappeared into the morning’s shadows, flogged by the screams of their companion.


  By the time Succoth slipped past the fleeing Azima, Nergal had tossed aside the torn husk of the small fiend and upheld a gelatinous gobbet shining like abalone. “Our little brother’s memory.”


  The fiery umbrage in Succoth’s throat clotted to smoke. Inside the globbed mucus, he saw Dren crouched under a basilica of limestone drippings. “S-s-s-t! The Liar is-s underground!” The Burner’s viperous eyes brightened. “How did you know?”


  “The Azima see everything—yet none saw Dren. Why?”


  “The traitor clouded their memories-s!” The Burner’s needle teeth snicked. “He can do that?”


  Nergal tossed the goop of memories onto the twitching body from which it was torn, and toad skin immediately healed over it.


  “He is the Liar. He deceived you at the Bridge of Ashes—and you burned for it.”


  “Yes-s.” The adder eyes narrowed. “Now we will find his-s trail quickly enough. Come! I am burning inside to burn him!” With slitherous speed, Succoth dropped through the sewer grating and vanished in the dark.
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  Billy Max watched the lunch-hour crowd teeming through the beautiful heart of the city. He sat on a travertine ledge in front of a splashing fountain, at the site on Park Avenue where he had been instructed to wait for his boss, Big Steel Fiarella.


  The episode with the Dreds from earlier that morning seemed bogus now that he was here on this sunny and opulent boulevard. Skeptical hindsight convinced him he had panicked to find himself caught daydreaming on Dred turf and fear had persuaded him the skinny Dred could read his mind. He chose to forget that ridiculous incident.


  With feigned insouciance, he watched the well-dressed, smartly coiffed executives swept along on commerce’s current, some drowning, most in possession of a story full of questions and answers, a story of their lives, that kept them afloat. He wondered what his story was now that he had been released into the world and no one at Alliance House cared what transpired with him. Always before, his meetings with Big Steel had been furtive, and his story had been a secret one. What would he make of his life now that he was free to serve his boss openly?


  While he contemplated this, a steel gray limousine pulled to the curb and a tall man with shaved head, blue-black skin, and a softly draped suit of creamy blue silk got out and scanned the crowd from behind wraparound sunglasses. Under the layers of silk, he wore a Kevlar vest and a small arsenal. This was Buster Watz, Big Steel’s main hammer, a dangerous man, capable of any perfidy and familiar with most.


  Watz motioned Billy to approach.


  Billy stood slowly. He did not like to look at Buster Watz. The tall man had a terrible countenance, a closed and indifferent face far from God.


  “Get your white ass over here,” he ordered, throwing his voice with a precision that made it audible only to Billy.


  Six years before, Buster Watz had seen the chickenhawk movie that Nadja Crimco had made with Billy after the boy had been duped with dope, and he had tried to buy the boydove for his own perverse pleasure. Billy had kept himself clean and sober ever since, fearing that Nadja would trick him again, this time with Watz. Buster thought Billy’s refusal was sheer bigotry and I hated him for it. When Nadja introduced Billy to her boss, Big Steel, Billy almost refused to carry for him because of Watz—but the money was too good to turn down.


  “Get your shiny butt in the car,” Watz muttered, his tiki-god face reading the crowd.


  A silver-coiffed man with a precise jawline goatee and the falcon frown of Persian royalty sat in the back of the limo, wiping imaginary wrinkles from the pant legs of his dark pin-striped suit. “William!” He greeted Billy with avuncular warmth when Billy stuck his head in and removed his sunglasses. “You are a man now.” He signed for Billy to sit beside him. “Eighteen. Look at you. Now you are worthy of a penis.”


  Billy was unhappy with that allusion. Yet he sat, and Buster Watz slid in alongside, sandwiching Billy between two expensive colognes, one electric green as a brewing storm, the other subtle as a flower that did not exist.


  The limo glided away, and the falcon-faced man put his stubby, well-manicured fingers on Billy’s knee. “Consider the variety of penises in nature, William: the aedeagus of butterflies and mites, the double hemipenes of serpents, the ligula of the dragonfly, the anal fins of fishes, the intromittent organs of rodents, the embolus of the golden web spider, the cloacal protuberances of frogs. And, of course, the giants of our gender, the six-foot-long penises of whales, or the penile organ of the ostrich from which walking sticks are fashioned. Oh yes, and let us not forget the hooked penis of the honeybee drone that suicidally breaks off to block all others from mating with the queen. Is not nature astonishing, William?”


  Billy sat dumbfounded. This was the most that Big Steel had ever said to him. He frowned, eyes fixed on the mahogany console before them. Its pearl-inlaid doors had been slid aside, revealing a mirror-lined interior that held only three items: a laptop computer, a wafer-thin cell phone, and a human skull, He had no idea how to answer the powerful man who gazed out at the panorama of the city, its buildings faceted by afternoon sunlight. “Am I supposed to care about this, Mr. Fiarella?”


  “You’re eighteen, William.” The falcon-frown turned toward him. “You’re a man now. It’s time for you to have a man’s understanding of the penis.” He removed his hand from Billy’s knee and reached across to Buster Watz, palm up.


  Buster had removed his sunglasses, and he peered chillingly at Billy with a panther’s yellow eyes.


  Into Big Steel’s square hand, Watz placed a .357 Magnum Python.


  The wise guy held the grip of the gun against Billy’s crotch, the muzzle pointing up like a metallic erection. “Have you ever considered that such a weapon as this is the most perfect technological extension of the penis?”


  Billy’s frown deepened at the possibility that this man was a psychosexual maniac. Gently, he took Big Steel’s hand and moved it away from his crotch. “I don’t know, Mr. Fiarella. I never thought guns were very sexy. I think a battery-operated dildo is more like a penis.”


  “Ah, William, you misunderstand my analogy.” Big Steel spoke to the cityscape, the powerful gun held flat against his chest. “A dildo is not a projectile device. A gun is. Both the penis and the gun project death. The penis creates life, a life that must inevitably die. The gun is exactly like the penis. It creates death. Only more quickly.”


  Billy shifted uneasily in his seat. “I’m not much of a philosopher, Mr. Fiarella.”


  “Oh, but you are, William.” The dark eyes in their brown circles of flesh regarded him somberly. “Let me prove that to you with two questions. First, have you ever killed a human being?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Would you kill?”


  “To defend myself.”


  “Yes, there you have it.” Big Steel placed the .357 on the mirror top beside the skull. “For defense. For life itself. You would kill. So, you see, William, you are a philosopher after all.” He stared at Billy with narrowed eyes, as if peering into a dark room. “Anyone who acts for an idea is a philosopher, a lover of sophos, of knowing. We know now that you are a killer. And the idea for which you kill is life—your life. You cherish the idea that your life can be more than the impoverished destiny of a thief, a heroin mule, a whoreson, without mother or father, a nobody. You have the idea that you could be somebody. An idea worth killing for. Am I right?”


  “Yes.” The word slipped from him, out of precincts of memory he wanted to avoid.


  “For you, the gun is indeed a penis.” A thin smile touched Big Steel’s swarthy face. “You will use it like a penis. You will use it to create a new life.”


  “I don’t know, Mr. Fiarella.”


  “You don’t know?” Big Steel ran his tongue across the back of his bottom teeth, very slowly, as if counting each tooth. “I’ve just proven to you that you do know. You are a killer.”


  Billy did not like where this conversation had veered. Still, he did not want to blatantly contradict his employer. He stared at the skull, silently, intently, as if the dead were coming back.


  “You are a killer, William.”


  “IT suppose.”


  “Ah, William. You disappoint me.” Big Steel half turned in his seat. “I believe you are an intelligent man. In the three years that you have worked for me, you have avoided not only capture by the police but also detection. You have no record. In our business, that implies intelligence. Yet, what good is this intellect if you do not turn it upon yourself? You are aware, the ancients believed that the unexamined life is not worth the feces now turning in your bowels?”


  Billy felt Buster Watz staring at him, laughing silently. “No, sir, I wasn’t—aware.”


  Big Steel took the large gun from beside the skull and thrust it at Billy. “I want you to take this gun and kill someone for me.”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Fiarella.” Billy pushed the gun away with both hands. “I don’t do wet work.”


  “I’m giving you a chance to make something real of your life.” Big Steel enunciated with vigor, the brightness of glory in his eyes. “This is an opportunity to defend yourself against the vicissitudes—the ups and downs. You do this cap for me, William, and there will be no more vicissitudes in your life. You will be a made man.”


  Billy hung his head. “I’m okay, Mr. Fiarella. I got what I need.”


  “For now. But circumstances change for a man in your lowly position.” With a cloud-silk handkerchief from his breast pocket, the killer began wiping down the gun. “You are alone in the world. You have no family to turn to. And no skills whatsoever. Your only future is to continue as a mule. Or do you believe you can make your way as a bouncer? You must defend yourself against the vicissitudes, William. Trust me.” Again, in the silklined palm of his hand, he held forth the Magnum Python. “Take the gun.”


  Billy shook his head. “No, sir. I won’t kill for money.” He looked at his boss and took the stab of ire from that eagling stare tight to the back of his brain. “That’s final. If that means I don’t work for you anymore, then you better just drop me off here.”


  Big Steel sighed plangently, full of pity. “I will not offer you this chance again.”


  “I understand.”


  “Then this conversation is over.” The boss nodded to Buster Watz, and the black man took the .357 from his hand, leaving the handkerchief.


  They drove on in silence for a while, and that silence cut through Billy’s heart and into the empty part of him that he thought of as his soul. Out of that void came the fear that Big Steel was going to kill him.


  The limo turned, and sunlight flashed gray and strange through the tinted windows. Big Steel reached into his jacket, and Billy tensed.


  The silver-coiffed man with the precise goatee produced a fat envelope. “Here is the money for the Turks,” he said, his voice large in Billy’s tunnel of fear. “Pick up the junk at the usual place. And drop it off before rush hour. I have to make the drive out to the island.”


  “Okay, Mr. Fiarella,” he replied softly, relieved. “I’ll be on time.”


  “Good.” The limo slowed to a stop, and Big Steel smiled sadly. “I regret your decision. I had hopes for you, William.”


  As soon as the door opened, Billy exited, following Buster Watz as if joined at the hip. On the curb, Watz glowered. “Candy ass.”


  [image: logo]


  


  [image: spirits_bearing_rule]


  
    And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But they were not strong enough and lost their place in heaven.


    —REVELATION 12:7-8

  


  On her lunch break, Amy went to the Shriners Hospital as she did most afternoons, to spend a couple of hours with the sick children. This was how she reached back to the ill days of her own childhood, touching them again with what tenderness she could bring to this place of undoings.


  A nurse spoke quickly while passing her in the corridor. “Derek needs you today. He tried to kill himself last night. Almost wedged himself out the window. But an aide stopped him, thank God.”


  God? The thought nearly choked her. Why did God inflict lymphoma on a fifteen-year-old in the first place?


  Derek sat on the edge of his bed in a green hospital robe and paper slippers, a copy of Moby-Dick open across his counterpane. He glanced at her with resentment, then returned his stare to the locked window and the nubbly tops of trees under the pitiless blue.


  “I heard about last night.” She went to the window and leaned against the cool grille of the radiator, directly in front of him. “You could have hit somebody down there.”


  “I looked.” He shifted his gaze beyond her, past the budding trees into the city that broke the sky with its dark crystals.


  She watched him silently, numbly, as if his canceled life was dreaming her here, a vestige or ghost of all the questions he had ever pressed upon himself, beyond understanding.


  “You don’t have to stay,” he mumbled.


  Bald, his head revealing unexpected facets, his sunken eyes black rays, he looked supernaturally beautiful to her. “I thought maybe we might play some cards.”


  “I don’t feel like it.”


  “You must feel pretty bad to want to jump out a window.”


  He turned his black rays on her. “You don’t know bad.”


  “I don’t think I do.”


  “I’m sick of being sick.” A dreary sigh seeped from him. “I just want to die already.”


  “No.” She sensed that he was shaping his fate even as they spoke, and she got up and sat on the bed beside him. “You just want to live. But your body won’t let you.”


  “It makes me mad.” Anger materialized and dematerialized in his hollowed eyes. He felt the darkness ahead with his face. “I want to kill it before it kills me. But it is me. It’s so stupid. I’m killing myself, but the law won’t let me kill myself. So the doctors keep pumping me with these chemicals. And it makes me sick.”


  “Maybe the chemo will work.”


  “Maybe I’ll grow wings and fly out of here.”


  Her mouth filled with a taste of smoke, like something inside her was burning. “You’re giving up?”


  He looked at her and through like a blind man. “It’s all I got left to give.”
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  Amy sat alone in the Shriners Hospital garden, a shadow on her heart. The shade of the clumped trees whose roots buckled the brickwork under her red Renaissance slippers looked like burned air, like the carbon soul that enclosed her.


  The common notion is that the soul is inside the body, she remembered reading somewhere, perhaps in a dream. The truth is, the body is inside the soul.


  Her soul enclosed her in a cool, ashen core. She had sensed a flaring combustion within her when she was with Derek. That smoky blaze at the pith of herself was the fire that was devouring the world. It was body heat, hunger, lust, rage, the bright spirit of life itself consuming everything. It was burning out of control in Derek. And in herself, too. But the neuroleptic drugs kept her fire tamped down, almost smothered in ash.


  Her meds muted everything and left her tired, dissolved in the internal powers of their chemistry. Hearing Derek’s anguish, however, had stoked the flames. She had burned with hurt. Sitting in the carbonized shade of the trees, in the scorched aura of her soul, she stared hard at her red slippers and remembered Billy.


  Billy was her strength. What steel she had came from him. The many nights she had lain strapped to the infirmary bed, a flow of whispers leaking from her head, she had survived because Billy had taught her ways to cope. She remembered the devil-dog flashlight, and a small smile fit itself to her sorrow.


  Billy was right, she thought, watching golden bees flit among patches of hot sunlight in the torn fabric of shadows let down by the trees. Stupid works against devils.


  She thought back a little more than five years to the one time that she had had to give back some of the steel Billy had given her. He had been away three days. She knew he had run off to be with the woman who had greedily preyed on him at Femme Blu, Nadja Crimco, but she said nothing about that when the Alliance House chancellor questioned her in his office. The police had been notified. They feared that preteen Billy was in serious trouble.


  Amy had known that was so, but her fidelity had prevented her from saying anything. When Billy returned on the fourth day, he told the adults that he had simply been off wandering the city, had lost heart, and returned. He looked scraggy as a goblin and a wild expression of defeat haunted his narrow eyes.


  For days afterward, he had nothing to say to Amy or anyone. Then Amy suffered another of her spells, where noises congealed to voices. She kept this secret as long as she could to avoid the infirmary, but Billy immediately recognized the ambiguity in her eyes. He waited for her outside the meal hall after dinner and escorted her to the library.


  In a solitary window bay overlooking the playground, he stated without consolation, “You’re hearin’ the devils again.”


  She made no reply, the green of her eyes brittle plastic.


  “I wanna talk to the devils.” Billy’s jaw was jammed askew, like he was very mad, trying not to yell, or very hurt, trying not to cry. “They gonna talk to me?”


  Laughter blew down from the ethers and swirled through the gap between her ears. “They’re laughing, Billy,” she whispered, and clutched his hands. They were cold. “I think they’re laughing at you.”


  “Yeah, they’re laughin’ at me awright.” Billy’s dark eyes were wet Slits. “I heard them laughin’.”


  Amy’s face began working, then looked at him blankly.


  “I heard them, Amy—after she put the needle in me, when I was doped.”


  She peered across a horizon of noise. “Nadja?”


  “She stuck me. Got me doped up, and then…” He clenched his teeth, aggrieved.


  Amy leaned back in the window bay, shoved by the singing laughter of the devils, the tangle of voices saying obscene things about “an old man,” she mumbled. “A smelly old man. He used you—for sex.”


  Billy’s eyes enlarged, fright-blasted. He looked around to make certain no one was near enough to hear. “The devils tell you that?”


  She nodded wearily. “Is it true?”


  “Stinkin’ wino.” His voice was fervent and hostile. “I couldn’t do nothin’. It was like a dream. A bad dream. He was all over me, and I couldn’t do nothin.”


  “Tell the chaplain,” she muttered, kindly yet desperate, her eyes searching Billy, taking in the disgust on his face, the fury of his stance. Afflicted by voices, she could barely hear her own thoughts and had to be careful what she said. The devils sputter-mouthed obscenities and curses.


  “I’m tellin’ you, Amy. I don’t trust nobody else.” Billy sat next to her on the reading bench. “She made a movie. A filthy movie of this stinkin’ bum and me…” His voice splintered, and he looked like the damaged boy he was, knotted in pain.


  “We have to report this, Billy.”


  He shook his head. “I just wanna talk with the devils.”


  “They’re saying bad things,” she told him, her head thumping with shouts. The devils had frenzied at his summons. “I have to go to the infirmary now. They have tranquilizers…” Her voice abruptly thickened and stalled.


  Billy took her shoulders and stared into the holes of her eyes.


  “You devils—you said I was dirty now—and forever. You said I could never get right again. I was broken, you said. I could never get fixed. You want me to die—to kill myself.”


  “Billy!” Her cry caromed across the library.


  Billy jumped up and stepped back from her, vaguely alarmed. “They said that, Amy. And I been thinkin’ it. I been thinkin’ it a lot.”


  “Billy Max, you’re not going to kill yourself,” she said, standing, white with rage. Two inches taller, she stared down into his slim, defeated eyes. “You’re not going to kill yourself for a scag hag and an old drunk.”


  “I didn’t even remember what happened,” he grumbled. “It wasn’t just scag in that spike. She musta hit me with some kinda dream juice, too, ‘cause I didn’t remember nothin’ for days. I began to dream about it. The devil voices…”


  “Maybe it’s just a dream, Billy,” she murmured, and a psychotic chorus of croaks and groans bulged her brain.


  “No. No way.” He shook his head fiercely. “It really happened. I remember now.”


  The outrage that Billy’s confession had evoked in her had also intensified the unearthly laughter only she could hear. All thought of avoiding the infirmary and a muzzy episode of sedatives fled. But first she had to help Billy. “Killing yourself is stupid.” Her voice sounded cracked in her own ears among the psychic noise. “That’s why the devils want you to do it, right?”


  “I wanna tell them that.” He bobbed his head, peering over the bookshelves for eavesdroppers. “I wanna talk to the devils tight now.”


  “Go.” She beckoned with both hands. “I have a head full of devils. Start talking.”


  Billy grabbed her elbows and sat her down. Into her pupils, he pressed his anger and said, “Listen, you twits—maybe I’m dirty, but I ain’t dirt. You can drop me in a toilet, but that don’t make me sewage. You leave me alone. I ain’t doin’ what you say.”


  Amidst the howlings and gnashings of her hurt brain, Billy’s voice got lost. She saw his contorted face spitting words at her, but what she heard were shameless obscenities burning with rage. The devils were talking through him. Nadja had put the devils in him.


  Through the needle hole, Nadja had drained his mind, his soul. Amy saw it shimmering, senile and warped, in the dream-space around Billy’s head, like the curly fumes of a candle snuffed. She had to get that ectoplasm unknotted and back inside him. But first she had to get the devils out, the unclean spirits that Nadja had inserted through his rectum.


  Anal intrusion was the way black magicians introduced demon powers into their victims. She had read about that in The Infernal World of the Damned, a translation of a medieval Latin text that she had found in the city library during her crusade to understand the voices in her head. Anal sex was a rite of black magic. And she was convinced that Nadja had used that rite to possess Billy.


  “Wrong or right?” she called through the nattering voices in her mental space.


  Billy stopped talking.


  “Evil or good?”


  “Hey,” Billy called down into her. “I said my piece. Did they hear me?”


  “Beneath Egypt go the dead,” she recited from memory passages from another translation she had read, The Upside-Down Tree: Magic Rites and Incantations. “Beneath Egypt go the beetles rolling their ball of dung.”


  “Huh?”


  “The sun—the sun.” Swift as a martial artist, her hands thrust out and seized the ectoplasmic knots coiled in Billy’s aura. He stood stunned as her hands began to shuttle and weave at an astonishing speed, untangling his twisted soul. “Horn of light—phallus of Osiris—orb of gold—dung ball rolling beneath Egypt—Oh sun—God’s first child—Oh sun—expel evil—exalt good…”


  By now, kids had gathered and a monitor had come, attracted by her loud chanting.


  Billy looked alarmed. And that was good. The evil in him had been shocked loose, even as it was expressing itself. She had timed her attack perfectly. Now all she had to do was stuff his soul back inside him.


  “The body is inside the soul,” she whispered to herself years later, sitting in the garden of Shriners Hospital. She had been strapped down for days after that incident in the library. Unable to use her hands, she had invented astral hands to complete the process. Day and night, she had toiled to stuff the vaporous wraith back inside her mental image of Billy.


  Amy shook her head, smiling. The phantasmagoria of her madness amazed and amused her now that her blazing mind had been tamped down, covered over in a protective sheath of biochemical ashes.


  Lunch break was over. She had to return to Noir, to needle and thread and the new destiny she was stitching. With the runway show in twelve hours, she should not have taken the time to come here. But it was her first day out of Alliance House, her first day as her own woman. Important as her new destiny was, she would not let herself forget the terrors of her past.


  She stood and regarded her darker shadow cast upon the shade of the tree by the filtered sun, and she thought briefly about the soul that surrounded her. She was just one note of the soulful song the world sang under the sun. Billy was another note. And Derek another, more dissonant note. And crazy Nadja even more jarring, yet a note of the world soul nonetheless.


  After Amy’s incantation drove the devils from him, he never again talked of killing himself—and he never let Nadja dope him again either. But he did go back to her. For years afterward, Amy could not understand why he ran drugs for that witch and gave himself to her manic sexual frenzies. Only later, when the voices in her head had stopped, when she was strong enough to take the neuroleptic drugs that muted her out-of-control life force, did she grasp that the same demons who had afflicted her from inside had assailed Billy from outside. And it was the demons who had brought them together.
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  Thartoc moved lumberously among the alternatives of time, shackled by his bond to the satanist Nadja Crimco. She was his anchor to this particular present, where the many strands of the past and the blurred possibilities of the future merged.


  The burning ones have made a maze out of emptiness! He groused, confronted with the sparkling creation of atoms that was the stellar universe. The angels are mad—and this welter of particles in its fermenting haze of possibilities is their monster. It must not devour me! 


  The closer he looked, the less real reality seemed. Atoms were but a froth of electrons and nuclei occupying a bewildering array of possible positions. There was no one reality, no fixed past, no absolute present, no certain future. All possible positions of every existing particle presented themselves to the archdemon, and he was faced with countless worlds and forces shifting endlessly along the chimerical dimensions of space-time.


  Far, far away, the satanist called out to him, “Find the bastard and kill him!” And he could feel her slipping in and out of her dreaming, her mind dribbling memories of her boydove into a vat of poison fantasies. She did not want the life of the man she loved so hatefully. She wanted his heart to gnaw, to chew to a pulp and then to mix with dog’s tears and feed to the rats. “Find that bastard! Kill him, Thartoc!”


  The archdemon flew headlong across time, noise and darkness dropping down around him like a gale wind in a tunnel. Then silence coughed, and fireflies rushed out of the lightless depths. These were the atoms of existence. These were the droppings of paradise.’ After the fall from the placeless place of origin, after the big bang and the nativity of time, the light that had poured forth from the cosmic singularity, from the bunghole to infinity, began to cool. It chilled to quarks. And the enemies of emptiness, the adversaries of the void, the destroyers of serene forgetfulness and sleep, the manic angels, began building quarks to atoms. Thartoc and his cohorts had tried to stop them. But the angels were too numerous. They had already shaped gravity so that space-time stretched and the freezing light grouped into quarks, and then they forced open the void, exploding light and matter into an endless and accelerating expansion.


  More! More! More! Thartoc chanted angrily. Always more!


  He hated the burning ones for the mess they had made of what could have been a simple surrender, a beautiful and loving submission to nothing—the nothing that God Herself had prepared for them.


  Now look at this horror! He cried to himself. Look! 


  Space-time teemed with 10” atoms. And he could feel every one of them twisting the void into knots of gravity.


  The exquisitely simple emptiness had been lost, bound up by the angels into space-time—a bondage of cruelty—gravity smashing atoms into atoms, igniting raging furnaces of stars, light screaming out of them in bursts of gamma rays, even as gravity fused atoms to bigger atoms, jamming together the elements, then forcing elements into heavier elements—and light fleeing in every shrieking direction.


  Sadists! Monsters! 


  Thartoc could barely contain his fury as he flew through the chaos that the angels had made of the void. Firewheel galaxies spun incandescent sheets of hydrogen clouds and organic molecules, generating ever more stars, more worlds, more creepy, rapacious creatures devouring each other, voraciously feeding on each other’s bodies and even eating their scat!


  This vast and complexifying machinery of hunger disgusted him. And he despaired that he and his allies could ever tear it all down. Theirs was a lost cause. Yet they fought valiantly. They would not succumb to the angels’ madness—even though it meant going mad themselves.


  Time—the most insane of their insane inventions! Thartoc lamented as he pressed on through the suffocation of atoms. What a vast illusion they have created! The pathetic creatures of these fabricated worlds think time is a straight line, every point either before or after every other point. Ha! Future and past so well defined for their little minds. If only they knew the truth. Time is a plane. Where is the future? Where is the past?


  Thartoc stopped muttering to himself when he recognized the blur of quantum clouds that was the waveform of his victim. Like all atoms, these clouds floated in the void, where the demon could see them in every possible pattern as though he stood at the center of a shattered and spinning diamond. The jeweled fire glinting and shimmering around him was the illusion of time: the atoms of the material universe in all their many possible relationships.


  In some configurations, these particular atoms did not even shape a man, for this man had not been born within that facet of time. Turning his attention in another direction, Thartoc viewed other conformations, where the same atoms shaped a wholly different man, someone who had never met Nadja Crimco.


  With his powerful will and the voice of the satanist stabbing him, the archdemon sought the specific human that Nadja wanted dead, and he located his victim within a haze of possible realities. William Maxwell, Billy Max, a compact, muscular youth with a boxer’s brow, eyes like razor slits, and hair shiny and black as wet asphalt.


  William Maxwell, an orphan with no real name, named by the state, appeared to Thartoc as a communion of many selves—many pasts, all originating from a new soul snug in his anonymous mother’s womb.


  That woman was not anonymous to Thartoc, who could see across time. But he did not care to look. Instead, he focused on his prey, eighteen years ago a fetus in the whispering deep of his nameless mother’s flesh, in a warm silence full of slick noises, a uterine dark lit with mosaic lights, neural flashes, glimmers of the eyes that would grow out of the dihedral turnings of transfiguring molecules. He was nothing special to notice—just a fleshy bud in the first organic moments of life, another soul called into existence by desire.
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  After Big Steel Fiarella drove off, Billy Max walked to Charles Street, where Amy had her cellar studio. He let himself in with the key she had made for him and removed his boots at the door, obedient to Amy’s wish for a shoeless living space.


  The bright apricot walls he had helped paint were supposed to make the small space feel larger. Shouldering past the coat rack, shoe stand, and umbrella holder, he was not a believer.


  He glanced into the bathroom cubicle, and the sight of the red toilet seat reminded him he was supposed to buy a new flapper. Mobiles of tinsel angels swiveled from the overhead water pipes, and the wall of the shower stall bore a Tibetan mandala that Amy had meticulously painted in chivalric blue and crimson.


  Billy huffed with amusement at the care taken to protect the latrine from demonic influence. He proceeded along the narrow corridor past the galley, whose drab metal cabinets, studded with magnetic hooks, hid behind chains of red peppers and necklaces of garlic. Under a counter outfitted with an electric cooking plate squatted a minirefrigerator emblazoned by a radiant decal of a golden Buddha.


  None of these shields against evil seemed inappropriate when he entered the work area that also served as Amy’s bedroom. Hung from the sprinkler pipes were her paintings—harrowing canvases that were really screams in pigment, furious abstract swatches of black paint: roaring voids, midnight murals, cancerous smears, pupils blown wider than eyes, sockets without eyes, grave-pit rectangles.


  In eerie contrast, Amy’s couturier designs dangled on wire over her cot—angelic apparel, silver chiffon blouses, gold taffeta skirts, blue satin scarves embroidered with cloud script that looked like spirit writing. These seraphic garments were her repudiation of the devils that infested her life, and with them she intended to earn a place at Manhattan’s Fashion Institute of Technology.


  Billy shook his head, perplexed that Amy had also mounted upon the windowless walls demon seals, each a cardboard circle the size of a human head and filled with infernal designs and letters spelling the demon’s name. While installing them, she had tried to explain the purpose of these to him. They were the signatures of hell’s aristocracy—the personalities who had haunted her, who had stolen her childhood. Keeping their names in her living space reminded her to stay with her medication no matter how muzzy it made her feel.


  They seemed worthy decor for the decision Billy now had to make. He sat in Amy’s office chair under a cascade of silver day-light that fell through a ceiling window of cobbled glass from the sidewalk above. In his interior breast pocket, Big Steel’s money pressed against his heart. If he returned it, maybe Big Steel would let him go and forget about him. Or maybe the wise guy would have Buster Watz kill him.


  Billy exhaled a nervous sigh. Pain was a story. That was one of the first truths he had learned from the required counseling sessions at Alliance House. Billy swiveled rhythmically in the chair with his pain as if it were music, as if he were with his counselor again, retelling the hurt that shaped his options. Go with the money and maybe get busted and incarcerated. Or return the money and chance the wrath of his boss. He groaned. The pain of this decision sang in him like the racket in a birdhouse.


  Big Steel Fiarella had no need for the money he made moving heroin. He was an underboss in a crime family and earned the bulk of his income from construction kickbacks and real-estate shenanigans. The scag operation in which Billy worked as a mule was simply a hobby for Big Steel.


  Some men enjoyed trout fishing, others bowling. Big Steel moved small quantities of heroin, small enough not to concern the other underbosses or his superiors in the family. The object was not money, though he always made a profit, but opportunity—a chance to test and train young underlings such as Billy. Those who survived without getting apprehended or killed moved on to become soldiers in Big Steel’s larger endeavors.


  Now that Billy had chosen not to move on, there was no point in continuing the risky work of a mule. But how to get out? That was the pain.


  Billy peered up through one clear glass cobble at a warped ribbon of sky and incorporeal clouds, free of pain, full of distance, and he wished he had never worked for Big Steel. But then he might as well have wished he was never born, for this pain of moving drugs and making illicit money was the story of his life.


  When did it change? he asked himself and realized that was why he had come to Amy’s place, to figure out when her pain had become his and changed the story of his life.


  The black paintings offered no clue. They were the shadow denizens of Amy’s soul. And because Amy believed she was a small body inside a soul, these hard-bit shadows were the nameless evil of the world itself.


  No—not nameless. The demon seals enclosing the room named these agents of chaos precisely.


  Which of them owns me? 


  His vague eyebrows shrugged. What does it matter? He was owned. Possessed.


  How had Amy put it to him? Her demons were inside her head, his were outside in Big Steel, Buster Watz, and the Turks with whom he had an appointment this very day, an arrangement and history whose orchestration was as inevitable as any of the Greek tragedies from lit class that Amy was fond of elucidating for him.


  Billy thought back, trying to find the day that his story had begun to change forever, that day—When? Two years ago? Eighteen months?—when he fell in love with Amy and the pain of his raw destiny stopped being an excuse for his wild nocturnal escapades.


  He reminisced about the helplessness of his love for Amy and how it had begun at no certain time, on some day unknown, after seven years with her as a friend, his sole friend. How had confiding in her his sexual forays, his ambitions and fears, gone from trust to love? Was it the way she kept trying to pry open his mind with her endless questions, forcing him to find words to explain himself? Or was it simply that she cared at all: how he behaved, how he mistreated his body and neglected his mind?


  He pondered this, little realizing how strange it was for him to reflect at all. Billy Max rarely turned his mind upon himself and did so now only because Thartoc the Cruel had fixed his demonic intelligence upon him.


  The archdemon, annoyed to be on Earth, unhappy to be drawn away from his larger mission in the abyss, toyed with Billy. He had already manifested as the harelipped Dred, and he entertained the idea of playing further with his victim.


  The demonolater had dispatched Thartoc across the range of time to destroy her boydove. Transcendental entity that he was, the archdemon arrived at points in Billy’s life even before finding his way across the field of possible universes.


  He saw the boy squatting in the dark at the knothole of Femme Blu. Simultaneously, he witnessed an older, larger Billy working as a novice bouncer at a similar club, one of Big Steel’s nude bars.


  Time exploded across the void in burning chunks, full of inaudible voices—Billy yelling at Nadja in her gloomy studio, Nadja laughing, Buster Watz calling to Billy across a laser-cut dance floor, Billy shouting expletives, Big Steel speaking amiably to Billy in a steel gray limousine…


  Billy swiveled restlessly in Amy’s office chair and found himself recalling his early years with Nadja Crimco. As hideous as she looked, as cruelly as she had treated him, she attracted him with a force he initially could not resist. She offered an exciting life outside the doldrums of Alliance House. In return for sexual favors with the actresses Nadja used in her movies, he muled small packets of dope to her clients across the city and shoplifted petty goods she wanted, mostly cigarettes and liquor. His prowess at creating distractions and eluding security guards and cameras impressed Nadja—and so did his unbendable determination to stay clean of drugs and free of any further deceptions from her. He even avoided using the cigarettes he stole, aware that the taint of smoke might attract unwanted attention from the guardians at Alliance House.


  While Billy mused about his past, Thartoc the Cruel reached through time with his will, intent on learning all he could about his quarry. And while his will searched ahead, the archdemon’s mind in the present moment grew bored with Billy’s reverie.


  Thartoc touched Billy with his boredom—


  Sleep.


  The swiveling office chair slowed, and Billy’s head bowed forward till his chin touched his chest. Upon his glazed brain, a dream glittered…


  Billy flitted out of his slumbering body, a shadow cut free of physical constraint. He crossed into outer space. Stars dripped among untouchable veils of neon colors—and he soared across a vastness of nebular vapors, cometary fumes, and incandescent gas clouds twisting in glowing masses upon the endless void.


  Galaxies hung in space like glitter caught in a black sponge—sparkling arcs surrounding spaces of utter emptiness. He gazed in wonder upon this cosmic prospect, full aware of his dreambound state, amused to find himself flung so far from Earth, adrift among coral-grown shapes of galactic clusters.


  “Behold the universe,” a cavernous voice spoke.


  “Who’s that?” Billy shook with surprise. “Who’s there?”


  Billy’s flight slowed, and he came to rest upon the margin of creation, a black horizon that curved above the dazzled splatter of galaxies. Above him loomed a starless night of unreckonable darkness.


  “I am the Devil,” the voice from a cave spoke again.


  “What are you doing in my dream?”


  “This is no dream, William,” the Devil’s behemoth voice assured him. “What you see before you is the universe entire. The darkness above is the vacuum into which it is exploding. That darkness is my abode.”


  “Am I supposed to care?”


  “Are you not awed?”


  “This is a dream. It don’t mean nothing.”


  “As you say,” the Devil agreed, his thunderous voice almost sprawling to laughter. “You speak more truth than you know.”


  “What do you want with me?”


  “What does the Devil want with anyone?”


  “Trouble.”


  “Of the worst kind.”


  “You gonna kill me?”


  “William—William, don’t you know? The Devil has never killed anyone. Murder is a specialty of people.”


  Billy turned around slowly on the frail edge of nowhere. He gazed down at a hundred billion galaxies embroidered upon the void, and they looked to him like a mass of twigs blazing white-hot and giving off no heat—and so much darkness caught in the thorny branches.


  “The burning bush from which God spoke to Moses.” The Devil chortled like a storm wind. “Do you believe in God, William?”


  “That’s a stupid question.” Billy lifted his face to the lightless abyss. “If you’re here, then the Big Guy must be real, too.”


  The Devil barked a laugh loud as cannon fire. “That endearment has damned more souls than you can guess.”


  Billy frowned, bewildered. “I think I’ve had enough of this dream.” He put two fingers to his brow and saluted farewell to the dark. “I’m gone.” He leaped off the horizon of nothing and fell toward the clotted stars.


  The gut-squeezing plunge jarred him awake, and he nearly toppled from the office chair. With a grunt, he jumped to his feet and gazed about, dazed. “Weird,” he groaned, and shambled toward the door, nudged by the dream to get on with his life. “Way weird.”
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  Dren used his deceptive powers to hide himself under the savage shadow of Thartoc the Cruel. The archdemon was so intent on finding his way within the mirage world of atoms the angels had constructed that he remained oblivious to the deceptive entity in his wake.


  But the Liar was keenly aware of all that Thartoc perceived. Dren searched about for any angel in distress, and saw only the youth that Thartoc had fixed upon. A view unfurled of this mortal’s entire eighteen-year span as if his soul had been flayed open in Nergal’s gruesome hands…


  Billy Max—


  The name saturated Dren with images distorted by time shadows, images seen through water or fire.


  In a glistening placental sac, Billy’s head emerged from the birthhold, nine month’s blood splattering, and his great shoulders stuck. Small eyes unglued and winced with pain, bleared by the caul that covered him…


  The burning end of a cigarette sizzled against his wrinkled sole. The nameless mother strove to share her pain with her child. Forcing her silent baby to cry carried off some of her own irreversible sorrow.


  Tossed into a trash bin two weeks later, mottled with burn marks, the baby lay silently in the garbage through a moon-bleached night until refuse collectors found him the following morning.


  Thartoc’s attention glided past infancy and the tethered toddler years in the city sanctuary. And Dren noticed how those long shoulders continued to grow—and how those dark, wincing eyes burned ever hotter, his soul inoculated with fire from the nameless mother’s cigarettes.


  The fighting began early. Three years old and already the other orphans avoided him, and those who got in his way were shoved aside. Even older children ducked away from his fierce stare, except for those who were big enough to pummel that malicious face. They beat him often. Yet he never cried out, never wept.


  Thartoc dwelled upon these beatings. Keenly, the archdemon observed the silence in the boy that absorbed those blows. At five, seized by bigger kids and dropped down the galley’s sticky garbage chute, Billy lay unmoving for hours in the refuse container, dark eyes burning. And inside him, silence. And inside the silence, wordless memories of the nameless mother who had first thrown him away…


  The archdemon’s timeflung gaze looked beyond and fixed upon Billy Max’s ninth year. Even the biggest kids now feared him, for he had absorbed all the pain of their abuse and had only grown stronger and bigger. When he came for them, anything was a weapon: a book, a rolled-up newspaper, a pencil—and the vicious bastard attacked not just to cow his enemies and to inflict pain and fear but to kill.


  Using a metal ruler, nine-year-old Billy slashed a youth twice his age to within an inch of his life and consequently was sent to Alliance House, a special care facility for physically impaired and mentally disturbed children. No drugs were prescribed for him, because he was a quiet child and not manic or refractory unless he was attacked. He was left alone. His reputation from the city orphanage preceded him, and not even the most malicious of the orphans offered any trouble.


  Whirling silence settled around Thartoc as he selected specific images from the maelstrom of timelines that swirled about Billy Max’s ninth year. Dren, afloat within the quantum mist and atomic linkages that created the illusion of time, continued to watch unseen while the archdemon peered closer, into a cloud of probabilities that unfurled like a drop of ink in water…


  The timesmoke revealed nine-year-old Billy Max, soon after he arrived at the state home. With his nearly square frame and his blocklike and sheared head, the boy looked more like an angry dwarf than a child.


  Dren dizzied to behold multiple reflections of the boy, accrued phantoms all dressed in the same dungarees, gray shirt, and scuffed shoes provided by Goodwill to the state. Among the segments and planes of possibilities, a dozen Billies shuffled and slouched down the fluorescent hall toward the cafeteria. Into that fun-house mirror, all the timeshadows proceeded—save one, the one that Thartoc’s mind focused upon mostly hotly.


  Hearing a faint and muffled sound, which his many other possible selves had not noticed or ignored, the husky boy opened a supply-room door and stumbled on several older kids stripping a girl they had trapped behind shelves of laundered linen. One boy, standing on a drum of detergent, had seized a hank of the girl’s clown-red hair and was wagging his penis at her freckled and whimpering face. Another probed his fingers into her underwear, and a third was unbuckling his pants.


  The nine-year-old Billy had no sense of outrage for what was happening to the girl. She mattered not at all to him. But the derisive whispers of the boys and their mocking faces inflamed him with memories of the humiliations and beatings he had endured. He grabbed a broom, rushed forward, and rammed the handle directly into the exposed genitals of the youth on the drum.


  Billy took a hard blow to the side of the head from the big kid unbuckling his pants and went down. But he would not stay down. With blood dripping out of his ear, he came up, a bottle of bleach in each fist, and attacked the kid fumbling with his pants.


  The three molesters ran howling from the storage room, faces burned, pursued by the bloody, crazy, screaming kid sloshing bleach over himself and anyone who got in his way.


  The girl came to visit him in the infirmary, thanked him with a stick of chewing gum and a paper flower she had made, and introduced herself as Amy Darien, the same age as he. He ignored her. He had no interest in her or in anyone else, no stake at all except wanting to kill those who beset him with pain.


  Thartoc sifted through the boiling possibilities, and Dren had to duck quickly away into the diamondfire of quantum probabilities. There, Dren caught sight of Amy Darien’s timelines radiating from the womb of an addict raped during a heroin stupor, the woman unaware she was pregnant until three months later, when she was imprisoned for accessory to armed robbery.


  The time nexus of Amy’s birth congealed into darkness where abortion bent her future lines immediately back upon themselves, inexorable as a black hole. Only a few escaped that dark grasp. And yet, most of those also fell back into emptiness, for Amy was a sickly child, wan and small. Almost all her timelines were final corridors with no future beyond the youngest years.


  Dren watched in mute surprise as Thartoc the Cruel passed over that sparse harvest and fixed his clarity not upon the dead spaces that most intrigued demons but upon the rays of possibility that escaped eternal night and illuminated the years after Amy’s childhood…


  Why does this master give his strength to these—these insignificant children? Dren did not understand and thought of fleeing before he could be observed. Yet to budge now from his covert in the archdemon’s shadow, to flit across the recurving time currents, would be more risky, for he would be moving counter to Thartoc and would surely draw attention to himself.


  Dren lingered in the unspooling illusions of time under the eye’s shadow of the archdemon, and he again let Thartoc’s vision become his own.


  Images, photons released from the atomic fog, bobbed in the void like lights in a river, melting, re-forming, melting again. And he saw Billy Max and Amy Darien as a flurry of images, an unraveling of days, two spectres lurching like candleflames…


  Wherever Billy was, Amy was not far off. In those first years after they met, she clung to him for protection, though he tried to turn her away by paying her no heed. She watched him closely in the dour classrooms where they learned arithmetic and reading under sagging, water-stained ceilings, and she did schoolwork for him without his beckoning. Most mornings, he found the assignments on his seat—completed in a hand that even he thought looked like his own.


  On her desktop, within a palimpsest of etched obscenities, she carved their names and linked them with two braided hearts.


  Fragile and sickly, she was often in the infirmary, though Billy had no idea of that during his first year at Alliance House. He noticed her absence only when she finally returned to dog him again, or when he got in trouble for missing assignments. Twice, she was gone so long he figured she had been adopted.


  Sick with the flu that winter, he spent a day in the infirmary, and he saw her there, a tube in her nose, orange hair scattered across her face by a wild wind where no wind was, and her arms, her limp fluorescent-tube arms, strapped to the bed railings. The nurse would share nothing with him about her condition, but anyone could tell by the bright shine in the bore holes of her eyes, she saw into lost worlds.


  With the intuitive certainty of a ten-year-old, he knew she could feel the hurt in him with her face. No one had ever touched him like that, without touching him at all. And at that moment, their relationship changed. He sat at the end of her bed and took the long walk down those green eyes.


  From then on, he sought her out whenever her head was shot off by dreams, and he did what he could to help her with her impossible deformity. She had seen into him and photocopied his soul onto her own. That was how she had done his schoolwork for him and why none of the teachers had any clue it was not his own clumsy hand. And that was why he knew how to comfort her, why the rules of his silent suffering had changed, and why, for the two of them together, tears no longer flowed in one direction only.


  When she got sick, she heard demon claws scratching on the ceiling, and she pulled at her ears till they were raw. So the nurse had strapped her skinny arms to the railings. He made her a fetish, and it worked. She got better, got sick less often. That green year, they became enchanted friends, accomplices thieving themselves back into this world.


  Amy and Billy grew closer with each shared confidence. Thartoc picked over every one of them. Amy wanted to understand Billy, to know what it felt like to be a boy. He tried to explain, but he was more interested in the demon noises she heard. Of that, she had little to say that he understood.


  From Amy’s medical records, surreptitiously read by moonlight while the night nurse gossiped with Humphrey, the talkative rasta janitor, Billy wrote down everything he could spell out. It took him days in the library to translate what he had scribbled and weeks after that before he began to grasp what those ponderous words meant: Amy suffered from a schizoaffective disorder that was usually treated with neuroleptic drugs. But she had a frail immune system and weak lungs, and for that reason the usual therapy was not available.


  Sweet pity seized the boy once he understood that Amy was not really psychic, just crazy and too feeble to get better. He insisted that she come to the gym with him, and they did workouts together. Gradually she got stronger. In time, she became a candidate for the new drugs, and the episodes of demon voices became less frequent, and then vanished altogether.


  Images of the children flurried like sunlight blinking through trees. Several years passed in that luminiferous flutter as Thartoc searched for something, and when the flow of memories resumed, Dren recognized debauched imagery he had glimpsed often upon the flayed souls of the damned…


  Early in his adolescence, Billy began sneaking out of Alliance House and wandering the streets at night, returning before dawn. Thartoc paid heed to the young teen slinking below the deep-walled shadows of the city, padding along soft as moonrise, sneaking into peep shows and strip clubs.


  Nadja Crimco appeared among those timeshadows. Her scrawny nakedness intrigued the lonely boy and filled the barrenness of his heart with gothic allure.


  The needle glinted its venom startip, a sequin of dreams and unspeakable loveliness…


  Thartoc turned away. Days grim with the scurf and crud of toxic blood, vomiting, reeking sweat, and the boy becoming the satanist’s boydove, fondled and mauled, doped to a squalid plaything for the garish hoyden and her satanic rites…


  The archdemon knew too much of those manacled days, and his ravening stare looked elsewhere—back to Amy Darien.


  Faithful to her friend, Amy covered for Billy during his nightlong absences, sometimes sleeping in his bed to fool the monitor, other times using her work time in the administrative office to forge big brother forms, providing evidence that Billy had been escorted to the movies or a ball game by a volunteer wholly of her imagining.


  When Billy returned from his harrowing ventures through the nightworld, he confided in her, and she listened eagerly and apprehensively to the accounts of his bawdy and perilous travails. He withheld nothing. He exposed his dark appetites, and she understood them with the darkness that had smoldered at the edges of her own demented soul.


  Thartoc slowed intently and paid particular heed to those rare times when Amy quietly spoke of herself. Sitting in their private place, the window bay of the library, she watched Billy shyly when she revealed her dreams, observant for his approval. The green of her eyes, like panes open to the trees behind her, made her pale face seem an empty mask for the whole world.


  She exposed to him her shining fantasies, her voluptuous thoughts of the most radiant fabrics, chambrays, crinolines, and silks, the organdy-and-satin raiment of angels. Apparel obsessed her. She had collected a stack of fashion magazines and was going to be a designer when she got out of Alliance House. She was going to get a job, save money, and go to school for technical training so she could create her own line of luminous clothes and glittering accessories of crystal and platinum.


  Dren stirred uneasily, unable to determine why the archdemon, the corrupter of souls, the enemy of all created things, had brought his evil intelligence to such sharp focus on these sentimental incidents.


  Again, the Liar pondered the possibility of slipping away. He feared to guess how much time had eroded in the present and how little time he had left to prove to the angels his sincerity. And then he feared he might not even be able to find his way back to the present. All about, time churned like a thermonuclear explosion. Only the archdemon’s vivid intensity kept them from losing themselves among the radiant atoms and their blur of possible histories and endless futures.


  Thartoc had fixated upon Amy Darien.


  Why? Dren asked himself and knew this had something to do with the satanist who had bound a Qlippotic master to her corrupt will. Why?


  Under the archdemon’s gaze, Amy grew into a tall, tawny, and graceful woman. Whenever the silent and furious Billy was with her, his head felt so brilliantly clear the wind could pass through it.


  Love! Dren marveled. He had experienced little of that in the pit. It reminded him of the ceaseless longing, the lovesickness, that he had felt as an angel, pining for God. That was the feeling that had driven him out of hell. And here it was in a human tortured from birth. He wondered at the unnatural agility of this mysterious emotion.


  Sic him, Thartoc! Bring him and his bitch to their doom! The voice of the satanist sounded from far away.


  Light flared, like the first silent pulse of a nuclear event, and Thartoc the Cruel began to shape circumstances. He touched the atomic tapestry of the world with a psychokinetic strength that budged people…


  Dren heard a heartbeat running so fast it became wind…


  What does the Crow want? Thartoc asked himself with mocking humor, his focus upon Billy Max and Amy Darien as they exited the state home, discharged into the world at eighteen, the metallic double doors clicking shut behind them, their adult bodies limned in blinding light. The Crow is a bird who was never good at singing. So he will not come when people sing for him. No. The Crow is a bird who comes down to take bright and shiny things. Yes. The Crow waits for the shine of what is beautiful. And what shines more brightly in the human heart than love?


  Dren the Liar, shrouded in his invisible tones of deception, listened to the archdemon’s ramblings and wondered, The Crow? What does this master want with a bird? 


  The heartbeat running like the wind shrieked with tempest force, pierced hearing, and soared into silence…
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  The shapeless splash of atoms in their fiery cloud of probabilities lifted away, and Dren followed Thartoc the Cruel back the way they had come. At once they were again among the spidery shadows of Nadja Crimco’s movie warehouse. The satanist stood at the perimeter of the blood circle, bruised arms lifted, narrow face clenched with vehemence. For her, only a moment of incandescent rage had passed.


  “Sic him, Thartoc!” Her words choked her. The archdemon rose from the center of the circle, black, hooded, faceless as a charred tree.


  “The deed is accomplished,” a ponderous voice announced, filling the air with pain.


  Nadja lowered her arms, pushed out a breath. “Billy is dead? And the girl?”


  “They will be,” the thunder spoke, “when you kill them.”


  Her stare tightened. “I commanded you—”


  “Your boydove and his lover will be delivered into your hands at nightfall.” Behind the burned totem that was Thartoc, Dren slinked, a smudge of shadow intertwined with the tangled cables and pulley ropes. The archdemon, bound by the constraining force of the blood circle, sensed him not at all, and the satanist saw nothing, so gripped was she by Thartoc’s booming voice. “You must kill them yourself. My work is done.”


  “Done?” she croaked. “I want my revenge!”


  “And I want the Crow.” The panes in the high windows rattled. “We must both wait.”


  Dren settled through the concrete and slaggy soil, past jointed runs of sewer pipe to the shale plane of the city’s foundation. Soon as he felt Thartoc’s cold presence dim, he shot away into the gravedark astonished at his own daring. He had shadowed a master across time! He had tasted danger. Yet he still did not know what to do. The planet turned relentlessly under its avid star. Too soon, his chance to escape hell would be lost—unless he found a soul to save.


  He thought of Amy Darien, who had held Thartoc’s venomous interest. Notions thrived in him as he contemplated how to use the knowledge he had gained in his secret flight through time. I can warn her, he thought. No. She will believe me no more than any of the others did. She will think her medicine has failed her.


  The great sorrow of any soul’s life on this Earth, transiting from womb to fatal dark through a brevity obscenely indistinguishable from a dream, burdened him. How can I save even one? Truth and lies are the same to them.


  And that was the black moment when the hopelessness of his task seized him. The angels had known that what they had asked him to do was impossible. This was just another tactic in their eternal war, to let the most gullible demon briefly run loose in their world under clouds gray as brains, empty as air. He twisted around the ugliness of this thought until the cruelty of it forced him to accept that he was deceiving himself again.


  He repeated several times, If the angels say that I must save a hellbound soul, then this can be done. This can be done.


  That conviction delivered him to Noir and the presence of Amy Darien. She had returned from her visit to the Shriners Hospital with a sadness that left her mind drifting as she sorted garments to their proper displays. Dren followed her through the racks of vampire apparel until a woman with amber earrings big as rocks and hair knit tight as a cap spotted him.


  “Olodumare!” the woman hollered to the Yoruba god who protected her, and the three customers bending over the amulet counter jumped up straight. “The evil one is among us!”


  Dren did not even try to explain. With one hand, he pushed darkness into her head and slipped past her.


  “Yenene—” Ismailia called from the back room. “Is everything all right, dear?”


  Yenene’s slack face snapped into focus, and she saw the customers staring at her with alarm. “Yes—I think so. I thought…I felt—nothing. It’s nothing. I’m sorry.”


  At that moment, Amy sagged where she stood at a rack of witch shawls, and her hand clutched her left shoulder as she went down on her knees. Dren knew immediately what was happening: Kneeling beside her, he listened to the sound of her heartbeat running like the wind. That was the same painful thudding he had heard in Thartoc’s shadow when the master began to shape events, and he knew the archdemon had touched her.


  “Do not be afraid,” he whispered in her ear, and her grimace loosened. “You are not dying. There are darksome forces that have set your heart beating wildly. But your heart will calm. And until then, I will help you forget the pain.”


  The demon put his hand on her cold brow, and her frown relented.


  For a moment, before she sank into darkness, the world brightened, and Amy saw the most beautiful man crouched beside her, hair like golden ripples on a slow river of sunlight, and eyes blue as the loneliness of God, so blue that she tasted a sweet thirst in her heart, where a moment before a knife had sliced.
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  Billy Max got off the train at Jackson Avenue in the South Bronx and headed directly for the Tremont Projects, alert for the usual cheesehead crew that patrolled these wasted blocks. They knew he worked for Big Steel, and there would be no trouble from them. But if he did not see them, that meant either the narc sharks were circling or a rival crew had descended. If it was sharks, he had nothing to fear going in, because he carried no weapons and had no record. But crackbrain rivals inspired fear.


  The blasted terrain unfailingly gripped him with wonder, a visceral awe at society’s dementia. Each dead building with its gardens of glass had once actually housed families. Now, like himself, these structures were orphans, abandoned by civilization to find a some other purpose, fugitive of all dignity, yet somehow surviving in these trackless vales of chaos and decay.


  Off Jackson, on Prospect, a Muslim temple and a brake repair and lube shop broke the unrelieved stretches of wasteland. There, beside a battered and rusting tow truck, he spotted several youths with the distinctive high-cut, flattop, wedge haircuts that distinguished the cheeseheads. They sat on fifty-five-gallon drums, scanning the street for sharks and rivals, ready to rise up and protect the product that their girls were moving in the back lot. One nodded to Billy and lifted a lazy hand.


  Billy breathed easier, and his step livened. Shortly he arrived at the projects on Tremont and strolled into the expansive courtyard. Early afternoon had brought the older people out with their aluminum folding chairs and the pregnant women and screaming kids.


  In the breezeway to the East Bay Tower, the Turks were waiting. Scrawny, pop-eyed, with black ruffle-paneled shirts and fez hats. The pass-off took only a moment. The money was counted in a blur, and Billy stuffed the bag he was given into the small of his back under his jacket and tightened his waistband. He never looked to see if it was heroin or baby powder. Big Steel was a most reliable return customer, and the greed factor was better quality assurance than a chemist with a shotgun.


  Billy restrained himself from looking up at the surrounding towers as he exited the projects. Getting out was the mule’s hardship. The Turks offered no escort. Any sneaker thief could rush him from out of the anonymous buildings. His sole protection was his attitude, and his large frame and malevolent countenance projected a perilous attitude. He moved with a confident stride past caved-in buildings where fields of shattered glass threw off sunlight like diamonds. The cheeseheads, who watched him as they cruised past in a pink Bonneville convertible, knew he worked for Big Steel, and the assumption was that he carried a gun. But he never did.


  On the juddery ride down to Manhattan, Billy again pondered his fate now that he had refused to kill for Big Steel. Would he still be allowed to stay in the small apartment Big Steel had set up for him above the restaurant on Hester? The wheels screamed and the lights blinked, as if replying to him with garish, mechanical laughter. All along, he thought with sudden realization, Big Steel was setting me up as a hammer. He’ll take the perks away now.


  He felt his canceled ambitions fading to dreams. There was still his job as a bouncer at two of Big Steel’s clubs and this mule work: Would that be denied him, too? How would he earn his way? The subway rocked him in and out of darkness. His thoughts were just as intermittent. In one moment, he pressed his back against the curved-plastic subway seat, the kilo of heroin snug against his spine, and he knew Big Steel could choose to send him back again and again, because Billy Max was reliable. If he survived another year of these incursions into city war zones, he might easily save well over a hundred K to add to the change he had earned working out of Alliance House. Retired at nineteen, he would move to somewhere on the Jersey coast, Belmar or Spring Lake, send Amy into the city to study fashion and invest himself in something legitimate, like a surf shop.


  Then the lights blinked again, and he wondered how he was going to survive if Big Steel cut him loose. Heroin running was merely a training program for underworld soldiers—and Billy had refused to enlist. All he wanted was the money. In the fluttering veils of darkness, he tried imagining himself driving a cab, working the docks, shuffling through factory yards as a security guard, even joining the army, and the possibilities drained his essence and left him hollow and queasy.


  When he arrived at Carlo’s, the men’s club on Mott where Big Steel conducted business, he had determined to ask outright if there would be more work. But upon entering the back alley, his intentions were derailed. The fire door opened, and out of the cool gloom of the club emerged the tall, silk elegance of Buster Watz, his bald head looking like a chocolate skull, all deep sockets and cheekbones. “Yaw, candy ass.”


  Billy ignored him and began the routine: From behind a dented trash can he drew out a white-plastic garbage bag and placed the heroin pouch in it. Strict protocol required that mules dump their loads outside the club so that if sharks swept in, they stayed outside. He tied off the plastic bag with a big red ribbon meant to help identify the drop. With businesslike calm, he moved down the alley toward the soot-blackened wall and the large green trash bin that was actually a depository. The lid opened only wide enough to accept the bag, which had to be pushed through a grille of sharp tines that prevented anyone from reaching in and removing the bin’s contents.


  As he opened the lid, he heard Buster Watz announce in a tone dreamy and faraway, “I said, yaw, candy ass. Your sickly lady is sick again.”


  Billy yanked about as if he had been lassoed. “What?”


  “I just told you.” Buster Watz’s tiki-god face offered no emotion, but his yellow cat’s eyes seemed to smile. “That skinny thing from the home, that carrot-top freckle-face I seen you with at the clubs, she works for my aunt at her rag shop. Ismailia’s been calling around looking for you. Your skin-and-bones collapsed two hours ago. Bad heart. Loving you, fool, no wonder.”


  Billy hurriedly jammed his parcel into the metal mouth of the bin. “Where is she? Where’d they take her?”


  “Try the morgue,” Watz responded coldly. “She’s probably stiff and blue by now.”


  Billy came at him, chin down, ready to go right through him. “Don’t jerk me, Buster.”


  The .357 Magnum Python appeared for Buster Watz, swift as magic. “I’ll jerk you up, down, front, and back, candy ass. Or maybe I’ll just kill you.”


  Billy removed his sunglasses.


  “Why should you live?” Buster tilted his shaved head inquisitively and casually pointed the gun at Billy’s face, his voice quiet, a terrible softness in his tone. “Big Steel has given you everything since that sick devil-worship whore brought you to him. He has made you. And what? You won’t do wet work for him? You’re too good to kill our enemies? Like you were too good to love your friends and be my boydove?”


  Billy Max shook his head and loped away, in a hurry to find Amy.


  Buster pulled a cartridge into the firing chamber, but the deadly sound did not even slow Billy down. The chiseled face smiled grimly, and he returned the weapon to the holster under his silk jacket. He had never intended to shoot Billy. The entire display had come forth from him to distract the mule from the fact that in his eagerness to find his sick, skinny girlfriend he had not pushed his drop all the way into the depository. From where Buster stood, he could see a tail of red ribbon sticking from the mouth of the trash bin.


  Slowly, coolly, he approached the bin and tugged at the red ribbon. The plastic bag with the heroin in it lifted free, and the metal tines clacked shut behind it with a sound of cold finality.
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  Dren the Liar waited with Amy until the paramedics arrived. Knowing that Thartoc the Cruel was bound by the demonolater’s circle of blood and sensing neither Nergal the Flayer nor Succoth the Burner anywhere nearby, he felt no need to flee. He knelt beside the afflicted woman, hand on her brow, filling her with a fragrant forgetfulness that dimmed her pain.


  In the afterimage upon her closed lids, he blurred to a lilac shadow, a gallant silhouette from a legendary realm. Mutely he watched her, glad for this interlude of healing silence, glad for every quiet after an eternity in the pandemoniac world beyond the world.


  When Amy was hoisted onto a gurney and carried to the emergency van at the curb, he drifted into the sky above the city and observed the sun crawling the ecliptic. That sphere of burning hydrogen gas blazing across a 93-million-mile hiatus of frigid space touched him with awe.


  Aeons in the cold and dark, battered by the percussive chaos of the pit, had shorn him of all expectation of beauty. He hovered footless in the sky and simply stared at the nuclear conflagration naked before him.


  Set among the blue refracted rays of the atmosphere, the radiant orb appeared symbolic, a gold emblem of the greater light from which all the visible universe had congealed. Even the purfling of clouds around the fiery disc seemed an esoteric script.


  The more he gazed into that fusion fire, the less reckonable it looked from the lucent, primeval radiation that had alchemically concocted every atom of the tangible cosmos. The radiant warmth of that energy invested him with a sense of imperative and validity antecedent to his history in the pit and conjoined him with the enterprise of angels. He belonged to God.


  But where is She?


  That was the damnable doubt that had consigned him to perdition in the first place. And after all the unreckonable time he had suffered in hell, he was gripped even more powerfully by the question, Where is God?


  Sunlight rebounding from the stone-and-glass facets of the city created a glittering miracle of vertical geometry, as if such loomings of rock and steel had been provoked out of the formless sea like a mirage. Is this itself evidence of God? Dren pondered, staring down into the artificial canyons. She was so beautiful. Could such beauty attendant upon these clumsy towers exist without Her?


  The angels had built life with the ragged chains of proteins stitched from the festooned ashes of stars. There was no miracle to the lurid fact of life or to the mutant bipedal peculiarness of humanity perched here on the shores of the immeasurable gulf, building their towers on the very edge of endless nothing. But without God could they be so brave? Do they not sense the truth of Her as they spin out their days on this lonely rock? Even disappeared, She must press on them like a dream. Look how they reach for the desolate depths of space with such confidence. Is that not evidence of Her?


  Yet even as he asked this question, the nullity of it weighed on him. He derived no satisfaction surmising God by Her absence. He wanted to talk with Her. He wanted Her help. In hours, the planet would turn, the sun would cross to its nadir—and he would plummet back into the pit.


  Where is She?


  God had vanished when time began. She was eternal, transcendental, and too beautiful for this hugely empty space with its perishable stars and organic infinitesimals. She belonged to heaven, to the ranges of forever that he remembered as a round of distance marrowed with light, phosphorescently warm and original with love. Unknowing of others in that sacred place, for him—for each of them—there had been only One—Her.


  Not until they fell from heaven and its unjudging love did any of them realize there were indeed others. And then began the hierarchies, the orders of angels.


  We broke into ranks and jurisdictions so fast! Dren remembered with astonishment. So fast it must have been instantaneous.


  Thinking back on it, he understood that the measure that received them after they lost their divine intimacy had to have been prefigured. Before light broke into the abyss at the zero hour, greater and lesser degrees already were.


  Did She love us unequally? Or was it an accident of sequence, perhaps the random way we burst out of the singularity into space-time?


  From the first, he was of a subordinate strength to the others. Nonetheless, he was convinced that She had loved him with as fierce a tenderness as the very seraphim and Qlippotic masters remembered and claimed for themselves. He vividly recalled the proud eternity they had shared, rich in everything but pain.


  They had been so triumphantly whole together that he felt certain She could not be exiled with them in this emptiness and not show Herself, not call for him, the shadow of Her heart. She had to be in heaven still.


  Is there a way back to Her? The angels would accept no doubt. For questioning that hope, he had been flung into the abyss, far from the light the angels believed was she. So now he stared into the light and felt for the holy desire, the wild stillness, the rushing calm that was the passion they had shared in paradise.


  The light swerved through him. It did not pause. He regarded the waveforms dazzling in the air. Why do they move at all? What impels them?


  Floating within the sun’s cathedral, contemplating the photons at the shrine of their blazing, he saw that perhaps he had misperceived the nature of light. Maybe the photons are not moving at all. Maybe space-time is unfolding over embedded dimensions, like a shadow cast upon an irregular three-dimensional form, and energy is already fully present all around us. The electromagnetic patterns manifest discretely when space-time bends and curves across the higher dimensions upon which it is thrown.


  Such thoughts rocked him like a storm, and he yearned for the dumbfounding haven of faith. Better simply to believe as the angels do and stop questioning, he thought briefly. But questioning was his heartprint, the ambition of his own uniqueness. That was why the demon lords had dubbed him the Liar, employing his questioning power as a weapon to confound the souls of people. In every truth lurks a question that leads to a lie.


  Observing the sun’s photons coursing around him at their unrivaled rate, he wanted nothing more to do with lies. He demanded the truth. Adrift above concrete-and-steel spires, glad for the warmth and the near silence of the city with its peaceful jargon of jet engines, circulating cars and trucks, sliding trains and ships, he accepted that he could never fully understand what had happened with Her, not so long as time held him, small and separate.


  The best he could say for sure was that energy had qualities of God that he could not find anywhere else around him. It moved through the universe without stopping, as though it did not belong. And when he tried to follow, time slowed, and he could not keep up. He saw, in truth, that to travel at the speed of light would stall time itself. At that velocity, one returned to time zero. There was no time for light—as in the original place, with Her. Are the angels right after all? Is light the shadow of heaven?


  Spellbound by these ideas, Dren sifted back to the city, toward the streets surrounding the hospital where Amy Darien had been delivered. He had begun to believe that the angels had more than faith and actually knew what they were doing.


  The organic forms they had generated were specialized machines designed to design—to evolve. Evolution had generated humans, who themselves had designed ways to think about the fall, which they called the big bang.


  Already, people had begun to sense that there was much more to reality than the smiting cold of space with its whispers of galactic fire. They had glimpsed the wider design of compact dimensions, singularities, and the geometric structure of space-time itself, and they had perceived that the fabric of the cosmos was woven from threads that they called superstrings.


  Human beings had recently created their own thinking machines—computers that would eventually design more incisive computers. The fusion of mind and matter was nigh inevitable.


  The demons saw this. And they strove to loose chaos upon the Earth and abort the next phase of what they believed was the angels’ madness. In the pit, Dren had gleaned rumors from the souls of the damned about terrorist plans for genocidal viruses, anthrax bombs, compact thermonuclear weapons.


  But he did not want to dwell on that. Genesis or Apocalypse, his fate depended exclusively on saving a hellbound soul. He did not want to go back to the pit.


  Fluttering down to the street, he relished his moment on Earth, enjoying the music of a sixteen-wheeler growling into the city. He flew past yellow taxis and their Sikh drivers, his mind an ember of hope as he darted among card tables in a crowded sidewalk bazaar that offered arrays of knives, wristwatches, and tube socks. The whole city seemed a carnival celebrating his desire to be free of hell. And a giddy thought occurred to him as he slipped through the basso exhalations of amplified hip-hop from an electronics store—that perhaps the hellbound soul he had to save was himself.
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  Nergal the Flayer and Succoth the Burner journeyed tediously among the subterranean grottoes of the city. Dren the Liar had disguised his underground transit so well that the two hunters found themselves backtracking time and again through dark brick conduits, drafty subway corridors, and corrosive sewer pipes.


  “S-s-s-t! We have been this-s way thrice before!” Succoth uncoiled to a mammoth cobra in a stony fastness traversed by plumbing. “The Liar deceives-s us-s!”


  Nergal’s giant hands groped at the darkness, and his fibrillating mouthparts tasted the fecal air. “Dren has been this way. But I do not understand what I am feeling. He seems to have left this world and disappeared among the timeshadows.”


  “Timeshadows-s? S-s-s-t!” Succoth’s fanged face exhaled green fire, and the clotted shadows on the stone walls fled from him. “Only a master can cross-s between worlds-s. The Liar deceives-s us-s yet again!”


  Nergal agreed that it would be impossible for Dren to leave this world, and so he reached out his massive hands and feit once more for true news of the Liar within the sewage-drooling cavities. The two demons pressed on.


  Eventually, after many more false turnings in the foul under-sides of the city, they followed the demon spoor up through flow-stones of shale and a slab of concrete into the riverside warehouse of Nadja Crimco. The demons sensed the blood circle as a shining circuit of painful energy, and they crawled cautiously across the grimy floor.


  From under a cart mounted with camera lenses, they melled with the shadows and looked about for Dren. They were alone.


  “S-s-s-t! A binding circle!” Succoth slinked over cables and camera-trolley tracks, inspecting the movie studio while avoiding the luminous current of hurt. “This-s is-s a diablerie circle. Dren has-s been taken by a necromancer.”


  Nergal examined the walls plastered with movie stills depicting fornicators, sodomists, and catamites. “He has led us into the lair of a powerful diabolist. Do you feel the ether wind?”


  Succoth reared up beside a tripod lamp and sniffed the air with his slit nostrils. “Yes-s. S-s-s-t! The cold stink of the pit. It is-s strong. Dren must be here. He is-s hiding!”


  Nergal pushed away from the cart and stood beside the blood circle. Afternoon light slanted blue through the dusty and tar-streaked windows and lay within the conjure-circle like panes of ice. “What I smell is a lot stronger than Dren. It may be the diablerie circle. Perhaps he is trapped in there. I do not know that I am strong enough to rip it open.”


  “S-s-s-t! Stand aside!” An acetylene flame jetted from Succoth’s serpent grin, and the dried blood roared with green fire. The overhead sprinklers hissed, but the sudden shower did not stymie the conflagration. A chorus of demon faces sang from within the fiery sheets of the burning circle, a dirgeful chanting so eerily mournful that the air changed color.


  Nergal bulled through the steam as soon as the singing flames fell back, and he forcefully reached down past the concrete for what he felt of Dren. The traitor would not elude him this time, he vowed, grasping Dren’s shadow. Contact filled him with electric iciness as if he had grabbed the tail of a comet: Night occluded his brain, and star fields blew through him in an iridescent wind.


  “Your tricks and deceptions will not help you now, traitor!” Nergal swayed dizzily, holding on to the slender presence of Dren in a tempest of starfire, a darkness swirling with hot spectra. “You cannot hide in your illusions anymore!”


  Across the city, in the luminous corridors of Saint Vincent’s Hospital, Dren experienced the strength of Nergal. The Flayer had reached right through the timeloose aura of Thartoc’s presence and snagged the Liar. Before Dren could whisper another encouraging word to Amy, lying semiconscious and strapped to the crash cart that the medics were wheeling to an exam room, he was gone.


  Nergal ripped away the vertigo of spinning galaxies, the psychedelic veil of memories from Dren’s trip across time with Thartoc that the Liar had tried to hide behind. The Flayer yanked Dren up through the floor into the relentless torrent from the ceiling sprinklers. “You craven traitor!”


  Dren hung in Nergal’s grasp ulcerous and cankered, his eyes two swollen blisters. He gawked about at the rainy interior of the warehouse, searching wildly for Thartoc the Cruel. Instead, he saw the eelish apparition of the Burner, his crocodile mouth a brazier of embers pulsing like rubies.


  “S-s-s-t! Release him, Nergal—” Succoth huffed red smoke. “I will burn him!”


  Nergal dropped the Liar and stepped back.


  Oily flames swirled around Dren, and the demon shriveled to a black oozing twist of acid shrieks.


  Waving aside the fumes of tarry smoke, Nergal lifted the cauterized husk. “You pathetic thing. You thought you could flee the pit. And now look at you: You have become a piece of hell.”


  “What is this?” Nadja Crimco hauled open the sliding door to the warehouse and ran to the shunt valve of the water pipe that fed the sprinklers. On her toetips to reach the valve, her small body more shadow than flesh, she seemed to hang there like a drapery. But then the torrent stopped, and she swung around, twisting lithely as a falling cat. She swiped a stick from a drenched altar table. “Seminaries of Darkness! I sense you here!” She slashed the air with the stick—a devil wand varnished in fetal blood—and pain razored the demons.


  “S-s-z-z-z-zk!” Succoth recoiled to mere fumes.


  “Auw! Auw!” Nergal dropped the cinder that was Dren and shriveled to a murky reflection upon a puddle.


  The satanist floated forward as if gravity did not own her feet. From her twisted mouth of snaggled teeth came the awful sounds, the sacred names that pounded the demons like forge-hot hammers: “Tzabaoth! Vadaath! Sadai!”


  In their desperation to escape the wrath of the demonolater, Nergal and Succoth abandoned Dren, and he seeped into the cracks of the concrete like a spilled toxin.


  Nadja lowered the wand and stood astonished before the slurred perimeter of her blood circle. The terrible thought crashed into her that Thartoc had reneged on his promise. But she quickly dismissed that fear. Her ritual had completed itself. The archdemon, for all his malefic force, was bound to obey her. The boydove and his bitch would arrive at nightfall, a blood sacrifice, a live offering to the satanic powers for the hideous strength that gave her dominion over others.


  But what dominion here? she wailed silently, looking about at the sodden walls and soaked cameras and lights. Thousands of dollars of equipment had been ruined—by what? Imps! She had summoned a demon, and in his wake had come lesser evils but evils nonetheless—imps, the toadish freaks with whom Thartoc had consulted. She seethed, and in her hand the wand trembled ragefully. After she bled the boydove and his virgin, she would use the bloodheat of her victims to draw forth those imps, and she would skin them like snakes.
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  Buster Watz entered an iron-framed, French neoclassical building erected on Prince Street by the nineteenth-century architect Briancgon. He rode an open-grille elevator to the top floor and entered the spacious offices of Fiarella Ltd., a sunny penthouse enclosed by huge window frames of classical foils set with smoke-colored glass. Overhead, a conservatory dome of geodesic panes looked out on the rooftops of SoHo and the dirigible clouds of spring.


  Buster usually came to this office only when summoned, and then to receive instructions for particularly ugly business. The airy beauty of the suite was intended by Big Steel to both impress his underlings with his wealth and to mitigate the horror of what he brought them here to discuss. But this exquisite opulence was lost on Buster, whose idea of affluence was limited to fine tailoring, custom-tooled handguns, and exclusive gay pleasure dens where every fetish was just another precinct of money. As for horror—Buster Watz had never known the emotion.


  He stood in the open gate of the elevator, surveying the penthouse from behind his dark wraparounds, and rehearsing again what he was going to say to the boss. Big Steel had given him work after his dishonorable discharge from the Marines and his six years in prison, work that fulfilled his violent needs, and the old man deserved a decent lie, a sincere act. He waited patiently, mentally checking off his talking points while scrutinizing the suite, unmoved by the spare sumptuousness before him.


  A palatial wash of sunlight covered oak floors, which were bare except for several squat Mayan stone sculptures of toads and feathered snakes, two skeletal chairs of ebony, and an ellipsoid desk of petrified wood. The penthouse looked more like an art gallery than an office, and Big Steel Fiarella, in his elegant pin-striped suit, perfectly coiffed mane, and goatee trimmed with topiary exactitude, a curator. Big Steel stood at the desk, gazing languidly into the screen of an open laptop.


  “What unhappy news brings you to me, Mr. Watz?” Big Steel asked, watching the screen and entering data with one finger.


  Buster removed his sunglasses, tucked them into the breast pocket of his mooncloud silk suit, and advanced, soft llama-skin shoes soundless on the polished wood. For a moment he stood silently at the desk, waiting for his boss to look up. But Big Steel continued his one-finger typing. With his free hand, he motioned for Buster to speak, displaying a diamond pinkie ring that strangled sunlight to pinpoint rainbows.


  “Billy Max never made his drop.” Buster’s lie glided forth with smooth ease.


  Big Steel stopped typing. The dark eyes encircled in prune-colored flesh scrutinized Watz, communicating at once that he knew this was a lie. “Why would William do that?”


  Buster’s yellow eyes stared lazily. “He’s eighteen now. Signed out of the home today. With his girl. You saw how your offer scared him. Pushed him. He refused you. He probably figured you wouldn’t accept that. So he lifted the goods and ran off.”


  “William did that?” Big Steel raised his chin skeptically. “The kid has been our steady mule for—what? Three years now? Not once has he backed down from an assignment or stepped on a delivery. And now he seizes up on us? Does that ring true to you, Mr. Watz?”


  Buster’s eyes ignited. “You’re forgetting who he is—Nadja’s boydoye. You seen the candyass work she made of him. Just because he carried for you without falling down don’t make him reliable. Any zombie can carry. You never pushed that boy till today. Now you pushed him—and he’s fallen over.”


  Big Steel pursed his lips as if considering this elaboration of the lie as hard reasoning. In fact, he had to choose between Buster Watz, a zealous psycho killer, and William Maxwell, a smart and dependable runner. Most runners fell to greed and stupidity, and Big Steel had to eat the loss each time. William had never made him eat a loss. That counted for a lot.


  But—


  That Judas word burned cool as neon in his brain. Watz was Big Steel’s best hammer, and now he was asking for a favor. That he asked in this devious fashion only mildly perturbed Big Steel. He would be curious to see how his lieutenant handled what he had stolen from Billy Max. That would tell him a lot about the long-term intentions of this man who washed his hands in blood.


  “Did William pay the Turks or skip with the money?” Big Steel asked, wanting to make sure that indulging Buster Watz did not involve playing loose with their suppliers.


  “The Turks got paid.” Buster’s hot stare relaxed, reading Big Steel’s question as an acceptance of his lie. “He ran with the goods.”


  Big Steel watched him with hypnotic clarity. He had seen the way Watz had eyed Billy when the boy first came to work for him. In fact, it was Watz who had found the kid running ounces for that devil-loving whore Nadja Crimco. Scorn has poisoned love to hate, he perceived, and released a hapless sigh. A good runner would have to die because he was too good, lacking the perversion that could have saved him, like steel that was too pure, too brittle in its purity. “If what you say is true, Mr. Watz, there is only one thing for it. Can you find him?”


  Buster Watz nodded, and a near-imperceptible smile touched his lips. “Leave that to me.”


  “What are you going to do with him, Mr. Watz?” Big Steel returned his attention to his computer screen.


  The small smile sharpened one corner of Buster’s mouth. “I’m going to take the boy back to where I found him.”


  “Good.” Big Steel spoke softly. “Then I want you to do me a favor.” There was no play in his voice, for this was not truly a favor but a command. “When you and that devil-woman are done with what has to be done—clean that place out. Torch it.” He looked up, the eyes in his Persian face sizzling. ‘And make sure she goes up with it. Fire is the only way to be done with a witch.”
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  Billy Max had seen Amy sick before in the infirmary at the home, but when he entered the curtained ward room where she Jay tubed and wired to a monitor, he was stunned. Her cheeks had been carved hollow with exhaustion, her mouth hung open, and her chest gently heaved with her struggle to breathe.


  “Baby, what happened to you?” he asked in a fright, not trying to hide how spooked he was by the pain in her lean face. The nurse at the hall station had said she was awake and conscious, but for a tense moment he doubted it.


  “I’m good,” she mumbled.


  He leaned close to her, smelled the vinegar of exertion on her wrung hair. “What happened?”


  “I saw an angel, Billy.” She offered a weak smile. “He said I’m not dying. He was going to keep an eye on me.”


  Billy’s thin eyes widened, and she read his concern accurately.


  “I’m on my meds,” she assured him, squeezing his wrist with icy fingers.


  “You think the meds did this?” He brushed the sweat-torqued hair from her brow. “You were looking good this morning. Our first day out.”


  She rocked her head. “The doctors don’t know what happened. My heart is good. The blood work is clean. It just came on me. Like a knife in my chest.”


  He kissed her forehead and sat on the edge of the bed. “Don’t think about it now. Here.” He pulled the devil-dog penlight from his pocket. “Maybe you better hang on to this after all.”


  Amy flipped the switch so that the cartoon dog’s plastic head lit up. “Well, if the angel shows up again, I’ll zap him.” She smiled at this emblem of Billy’s concern, and worry creased the bridge of her nose. “You finished your run?”


  “Yeah. No surprises,” he answered faintly, as if his reply was not worth the breath it took away. “Look, I been thinking about us. You got room for me in that shoe-box studio of yours?”


  Amy squinted as if in pain. “What? Big Steel kick you out?”


  “Nah.” He offered a casual smile. “But I don’t think I’m gonna be working for him anymore.”


  Amy pushed up on her elbows, her rusty eyebrows bent with concern. “Something go down?”


  “With Big Steel?” He tossed her a look of disbelief. “If anything went down between me and him, you’d need a Ouija board to talk with me.” He waited till she had settled back on her pillow before continuing. “Listen, now we’re eighteen and on our own, we should get married.”


  A laugh jolted Amy, and her drip bag swayed. “Married? We’re kids.”


  “Yeah, you’re right,” he said in a gentle exhalation. “I’m way ahead of myself.”


  “No, not way ahead.” Color had returned to her freckled cheeks. “I always thought we’d get married someday. There’s nobody for me but you, Billy. You know that.” Her icy fingers reached for his hand and gave a reassuring squeeze. “It’s me and you. Always. But married means kids.”


  Billy jutted his lower lip. “Doesn’t have to.”


  “We don’t even have real jobs.” A woeful shadow crossed her face. “I dress manikins.”


  “I know. You want to go to school. And I need a legit job.” Billy’s predatory features held as much hope as he could muster. “We can make it happen and be married. Kids will come later.”


  Amy smiled gently. “Are you proposing, William?”


  “Yeah.” He slid off the bed and knelt on one knee. “Amy Darien, will you marry me?”


  “You got a ring, smart-ass?”


  “Sure, I got a ring.” He snapped off the plastic guide loop for the dextrose drip and took Amy’s hand. The loop was too small for her ring finger, so he slipped it over her pinkie. “This is a stand-in ring for a diamond band that will blind you if you look at it in daylight. You hear me?”


  Amy smirked playfully. “I hear you, Billy-boy—but I’m not listening, because you don’t have money for a ring like that.”


  “I’ve got a fortune…” He read her scornful look. “No, no. It’s not blood money. I never killed anybody. I earned that money bouncing drunk goons and working delivery, like a postal worker. I never even looked in those packages. How can this be blood money?” He met her skeptical stare with an earnest shine in his dark eyes. “I can tell you from my heart, baby, I would never kill anybody, no matter the gain. I didn’t always know that. But I know it now. Our growing up together—your being my best friend all these years—it changed me for the better. You know, it snuck up on me. But now I know for a fact it’s true.”


  “For a fact?” She cocked her head inquisitively. “What does that mean?”


  “That means >I’ve made up my mind.” He stood up and squared his shoulders with determination. “I’m done with Big Steel. I made my last delivery, bounced my last goon. We’re eighteen now and on our own. I’m not going to behave like a kid anymore.”


  With her thumb, Amy lazily twirled the plastic loop on her pinkie. “You’re done with the strip clubs and lap dancers?”


  “Hell, I was done with them when I was sixteen. You know that. We have no secrets.”


  Amy gnawed on her upper lip for a moment, thinking the proposal over. In a steely and serene voice, she told him, “You get a real job and hold it down for a year, and we’ll talk again, Mr. Romance.”


  Billy smiled with disbelief. “Are you negotiating with me?”


  “Don’t doubt it, pal.” Amy gazed hard at him, the light in her eyes like candleflames. “We’re talking a contract for life. I’m not locking myself down first day out of the home.”


  “I got no smart answer for that.” He took a step back. “I’ll go get a newspaper and start checking the job pages.”


  As he turned to exit, he was met in the doorway by a bald and shriveled gnome in a hospital gown pulling along a chrome tripod on wheels with a dripbag attached. Large, luminous eyes raccooned in shadow fixed on Amy and buzzed with alarm. What are you doin’ here?”


  Amy lifted her head and stared through an aura of surprise at the wizened little man. “What are you doing here?”


  “Aw, they just drove me over from Shriners for another blood wash.” He blew into the room like a whisper. “Blacked out again. Wish they’d just let me go. But my parents won’t sign me out. So, here I am, playin’ checkers with the volunteer at the nurse station, and I see your name on the admit list. Couldn’t believe it was you.”


  “Yeah, it’s me.” She waited until the bald fellow sat in the chair beside her bed, then pointed her chin to Billy. “That’s my fiancé—Billy Max.” She held up her hand, displaying the plastic loop on her pinkie. “Like my engagement ring?”


  An eerily weightless laugh floated from the gnome, and Billy backed away. “I’ll go get that newspaper.”


  “No, wait.” Amy slipped her arm through the railing and put her hand on the gnome’s arm. “This is Derek. I’ve told you about him.”


  “Yeah, right.” Billy shifted his weight uncomfortably. “How you doin’?”


  “Just doin’ time,” the boy admitted candidly, then turned, alert and sorrowful, to Amy. “But what’s with you? You’re not supposed to be in here.”


  “That’s what the doctors tell me.” Her eyebrows shrugged. “They can’t find anything wrong. But a couple hours ago, I felt like a claw had grabbed my heart. I thought I was going to die for sure. Except, an angel told me I wasn’t dying.”


  “An angel?” Derek cocked an incredulous look at her. “You’re goofin’.”


  “No, really.” Her eyes flashed excitedly, aflutter with luminiferous green moths. “This beautiful guy with hair like sunshine told me I wasn’t dying. I guess he was right, because here I am.”


  “You don’t look much better than me,” Derek said, morosely shaking his bald head.


  Amy’s hands vainly fretted at her twisted hair. “You think the angel was wrong?”


  “I don’t believe in angels.” Derek’s stare tightened defiantly. “That’s right. And I don’t believe in God. Look at me. Do you think if there’s a God I’d be as sorry as this?”


  “I don’t know.” Amy packed concern into every word. “God is a mystery. He has His own plan.”


  “Sure, sure. Beating little kids to death real slow, that’s a great plan.” Derek turned his cold stare to Billy. “You look like you know something about hurt. You believe in God?”


  Billy, leaning in the doorway, pulled down the corners of his mouth. “I never really thought about it.”


  “It’s okay, Billy.” Amy looked at him patiently. “Tell him.”


  Billy demurred, pinching his nostrils, then jamming his hands into his pockets.


  “Billy doesn’t believe in God, either,” Amy spoke for him, her tone gritty with the residue of prior abrasive debates. “He says if there is a God, He’s a sadist.”


  Derek put two fingers to his lips and held them out to Billy in heartfelt salute. “You should listen to your fiancé,” he told Amy in a voice hoarse with scorn. “You’re old enough now to put the fairy tales away with your dolls. Get real.”
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  Nadja Crimco paced the perimeter of her warehouse movie factory, splashing angrily through the puddles. She sensed an entity in her space, and it was not Thartoc the Cruel. She had no notion where the archdemon had gone. Back to hell, she assumed, now that he had supposedly fulfilled her wish. At nightfall, her boydove would be in her grasp again, and she would maim all the false visions and failed love in his heart before she killed him.


  She had a mess to sort through before then. The Azima, she heard her own voice hiss in her mind. That’s what Thartoc called them. Those imps! I’ll squash them like roaches!


  With her wand of varnished fetal blood, she thwacked at the drenched walls, trying to drive out the corrupted presence she felt invading the hollow spaces in her mind.


  “Be gone, you malign thing!” she shouted, and kicked at a camera tripod. The film drum rattled in its housing, and she wondered if the downpour had ruined all her cameras. She wanted to film the loneliness of her boydove’s pain and the shiny things he would do before he started flopping like a hooked carp, before she had to cut him deep enough to finally set him free. Paired with the earlier films she had made of him when he was still a boy, the outlaw footage of him doped and mauled, she would have a flawless set of sex and death, a genuine work of art.


  This ambition lubricated her with a happy misery, and her stride widened, sloshing in the puddles. She anticipated the deep sadness she would feel when her boydove lay lifeless on the killing floor, and the depth of that sorrow left her dizzy and giddy.


  With louder vigor, she rapped the wand on the cinder-block wall and blared, “Out! Out! Malignant spirit, get out!”


  Dren the Liar seeped forth from a crack in the concrete floor. The thought had risen in him that this woman was the hellbound soul he had been released upon the city to redeem. Her mind was loud, and he had heard her cruel desire.


  He stood on the slurried stain that had run off from the blood circle and watched her thwacking the walls with the red stick, her shouts floating away from her. The pain she had inflicted on Nergal and Succoth had not touched him, and in fact the sacred names had soothed the fierce agony that the Burner had put on him. He flushed with pride that, at least for now, he enjoyed angelic status. But the afternoon light filtering through the stained windows had darkened. Time was melting away.


  When Nadja reached the far wall and turned, she stopped cold. In the center of the staging area, where she had erected the blood circle, stood a man in a tunic and sandals, the most lovely, enigmatic male creature she had ever seen. She blinked and shook her head to dislodge this misplaced dream. But he was still there when she looked, standing in the filthy sunlight, blond hair teeming over his shoulders, wide-apart eyes full of blue distance, zero-hour eyes staring into her surprise from that interrupted moment when the Savior had already come and judgment was yet to begin.


  Is it Satan? she heard her own voice ask from the back of her head.


  “No, I am not Satan. But I know his beautiful voice.”


  For a moment, she fell asleep, right where she was standing. She hada flash-dream of herself eight years old in the shed where the spider eggs dangled like drops of milk in the clotted webs and the sky leaked through the slats gray or blue, rocking with the aluminum folding lounge on which the boys had laid her out, their gummy bodies crouching over her, pulling in and out, the pain dulled by the sweet, stupefying smoke they blew down her throat.


  She reeled back alertly. “You are Satan.”


  “No.” Dren peered upward at the stage lights and the scaffolds, feeling for Thartoc the Cruel. Among the collocation of atoms that made this structure and the atmosphere around it, there was not even a taint of the archdemon.


  “I feel you inside me,” Nadja breathed, her eyes woozy with fear. “In the bad memories.”


  Dren rested a look of calm sadness upon her. “You have suffered.”


  “Tzabaoth! Vadaath! Sadai!” Nadja shouted, a wild fear in her eye pits when Dren did not vanish or even flinch. Why is he still here? He must be Satan!


  “Even the master would rather not hear the names of God,” Dren spoke gently to her fear. “They offend us. After the epochs we have spent in the darkness of the pit, these bright names hurt us.”


  “Us?”


  “Demons.” He glanced down at himself and recognized how horrible his human guise must be to her, she who consorted with Vessels of Iniquity. Succoth had burned away Dren’s demon-shape and left him clothed as a man. “I am a demon. The two that you drove off with the sacred names—those two had come to pull me back down into the pit.”


  He lies. Nadja backed into the wall, a trapped, heartsick scowl on her emaciated face. No demon can turn aside the holy names.


  Dren smiled. “I have been known to lie. But, woman, for this one day, I am blessed by the burning ones—the messengers—the angels, they have allowed me to come to you, to offer you salvation.”


  “Who are you?” She crouched forward, turning her head side to side, veins ticking on her shaved temples.


  “I am of the damned.”


  “What is your name?” she asked fast and angry.


  “My name is unimportant.” She was a diabolist. She knew how to use names, how spells worked. Even with the blessing of the angels, Dren feared revealing his name and coming under her thrall. Again, he tried to turn the talk toward her, “It is your suffering I am here to address.”


  “My suffering?” She straightened, puzzled. Is this the Crow that Thartoc wants to pluck? “Who sent you?”


  The Crow? Dren grasped at that thought, unsure what to make of it. As a minion of the pit from the time the first stars cooled, he knew little of the totem powers, the animal forces, the spirits bearing rule that the angels had conceived to help them. “The angels sent me. They are extending you a chance, Nadja.


  “Where were the angels when my mama drank herself to death? Where were they when…” A disgusted expression played over her harrowed features. “I don’t have to explain myself to you. You are malignancy. You are pain. And you know me. I felt you moving inside me, evil one. You know me.”


  “I’m not the evil one,” Dren spoke earnestly, stepping toward her, his footfalls not ruffling the pooled water. “I do know you, Nadja, and the angels have sent me to help you.”


  “Where are these angels?” she asked, her words chiseled. “Why aren’t they here themselves?”


  “The universe is a big place.” He offered an open hand and smiled, a blue effervescence to his eye. “You’re lucky I’m here.”


  “Lucky?” she whispered, dim as moonlight, and sneered like the ground had fallen away at her toes and she veered over an abyss. “I make my own luck, devil boy. And I think your coming here is pretty unlucky—for you.” She waved her wand and began a singsong chant, summoning demons.


  “Nadja, stop!” Dren spun about, expecting Thartoc to descend like an avalanche of night. “I can help you. You are hellbound, but I can save you from the pit.”


  “Then see if you can save yourself, twit!” She whacked him over the head with her wand, and in the resounding skull echo, he heard, S-s-s-t! Traitor!
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  Sunset shimmered outside the hospital like something born dead, blood red and green at the edges. Billy Max wheeled Amy out the sliding door toward the curb, where the taxi he had hailed waited with its door open. Amy felt strong enough to walk, but hospital policy required her to avail herself of a wheelchair until she left the premises.


  As they crossed the sidewalk, Buster Watz rose up between two parked cars, as if he had been crouched there, peeking out around the taillights. From the other side, two of Big Steel’s beefy soldiers strode quickly toward them. One flashed open his jacket and showed the glazed wood handle of a .38.


  “Get in the van,” Buster ordered, motioning to a tan minivan splotched with primer. Its panel door opened before it slowed to an abrupt stop behind the waiting taxi.


  Amy half rose from the wheelchair and fell back hard into it as Billy rushed forward, intending to push her into the cab, But the bulky soldiers were more spry than they looked: One blocked his way, seizing Amy by the armpits and hoisting her upright, and the other jammed up close behind Billy Max, the hard nose of the .38 punching Billy’s spine.


  Buster Watz stood at the open panel door, his African-mask face passive but his yellow eyes burning with secrets. The soldiers swiftly escorted Amy and Billy into the van, even as Billy called out, “Buster, what is going on?” Buster slammed the door, hopped into the passenger seat, and the minivan rolled into traffic under a gangrenous sky.


  Amy sat silent and terrified, and Billy clutched her hand and assessed the two men restraining them with their husky frames. One had features that looked chewed by a dog, the other like a boulder with pig’s eyes. Billy barked, “Buster! What are you doing?”


  Buster Watz looked over his shoulder with a face of fired clay.


  “Tell me what’s happening?” Billy asked, his voice edgy and hot.


  Buster’s eyes lit up, and he turned away.


  Billy wanted to lash out, kick, punch, and gouge at the goons wedging them against the window, but Amy’s presence disallowed that desperate hope. “Buster, you tell me what’s going down!” Billy shouted, his words fluttery with rage.


  Amy squeezed his hand and put her other hand gently on his shoulder, steadying him. She was numb with the suddenness of this turn in their lives. She had seen Buster Watz before, lurking in the shadows of the dance clubs that Big Steel owned, where Billy sometimes took her. He had seemed an evil prop. But now, smelling his subtle cologne above the sweaty redolence of the goons, scrutinizing his serene profile, she identified him as the fallen of heaven, and she knew he was delivering them to death.


  She was not afraid. Death had been a close companion all her life, and she had never expected to live even this long. She was not afraid, but she did fear that the unfinished legend of her suffering had taken in Billy. She strove to show him her calm. She wanted to ease him past his rage at this horror. She was not afraid for herself, but she was terrified for him, for this angry, passionate boy whom she loved. He had opened his depths to her, and she knew too well the unlived life in him and how alien he was to the designated place where they were going.


  Billy felt her calm on that silent ride, and that made his rage burn hotter. His hands fisted to rocks, a noise like a steam kettle in his head.


  The van pulled up to the loading bay of a warehouse whose rust-streaked walls Billy recognized with a sickening despair. Buster Watz got out and flung open the side door. Both soldiers had their guns out. One had pressed his barrel behind Amy’s ear, and the belated energy to lunge at the goons and rip out their throats fizzled in Billy. He meekly exited the van. Buster spun him around, pulled his arms back, and clacked cuffs tightly over his wrists.


  The interior of the warehouse, lit by blue and red gel lights, glimmered like a city sidewalk after a spring rain. Nadja Crimco was dressed in brown crushed-leather pants, rubber flip-flops, and a red anorak, the hood thrown back from her bony head and crest of raven hair. Her eyes looked smudged with fatigue, yet intent sparks of alertness glinted from the depths of her sockets. “Billy!” She greeted, stick arms thrown open, spider fingers wiggling. “It’s been too long. Why haven’t you come to see your Nadja all this time?”


  Billy stood unmoving on the loading dock, looking shut down and sullen, until Buster Watz shoved him forward. “Why are we here? Does Big Steel know we’re here?”


  Nadja took Billy in her skeletal embrace, and he smelled the burned and sour stink of her addiction. “My, my, look at her. Look at this lovely, tender darling. This must be your girlfriend. Amy. Yes?”


  Billy bucked to shove Nadja off him. “Don’t touch her. You want me, Nadja, I’m here. You let her go. I will do anything you want.”


  Nadja patted Billy’s pale cheek. “Oh, sweet, sweet boy, I am going to have my way with you—and with her.”


  With a howl, Billy leaped forward, hoping to bowl the scrawny woman over. But she danced aside, laughing, her mouth opening and closing like a marionette’s. She nodded to the soldiers, and the one with the dog-chewed face grabbed Billy from behind, choking him with his jacket. Billy twisted futilely, then felt a startling pain in his thigh. When he glanced down, he saw Buster pull away a syringe, the orange plunger fully depressed.


  Amy cried out, “Help! Somebody help!” She wrenched about in the grip of the goon who held her, shouting into the night. With almost no effort, he carried her into the warehouse, using one thick arm while groping for the warehouse door with the other. The door slid shut with a metallic bang. “Nadja! Why? Why are you doing this to him?”


  Nadja spun toward Amy. “I’m doing this for you, sweet thing. You took my boydove away from me. He found you and he lost me.”


  Amy glared at the voodoo-faced woman, then shifted a broken look to where Billy had gone down on one knee. She struggled to pull free, to go to him. The soldier holding her would not relent, and she called, “What did you stick him with?”


  “Just a sedative.” Nadja addressed Amy with hate-iced eyes. “I want him relaxed for the show. What comes next goes down on film. And I intend for this to be an authentic work of art. Oh, yes. Very authentic.”


  The goons dragged the stupefied Billy Max to the movie set that Nadja had hastily erected at one corner of the studio. She had pulled an antique news camera from storage, an Arriflex standard 16, and had strung an AC cable to the one battery box that still held a charge. A bulky wooden chair with arm—and head-straps sat in a pool of diamond blue light from three overhead spots. Behind the chair, the cinder-block wall glared blankly, anonymous witness to a place of execution.


  Amy began bawling when she saw the set, and Buster opened a leather pouch from inside his pearlskin suit, revealing a syringe nest and two vials of colorless liquid. Nadja waved him off. “I want her awake. I want her to see it all.”


  She was thrown into a beat-up recliner facing the chair where Billy was being bound, and a thick strap was pulled across her breasts, holding her in place. Her sobs hurt deep in her chest.


  Through her tears, she saw Billy looking at her, staring right into her eyes and down deep into her soul. Then, the cutting began while Buster Watz, jacket off, shirtsleeves rolled up, handled the Arriflex on a tripod, the camera fitted with zoom lens and outsize magazines for longer takes. Two of the goons worked the sound equipment, one at the master board, the other managing a crane mike. The third moved around with a handheld Super 8, shooting angles.


  Nadja, in a black-cowl mask, the hood of her red anorak pulled up, did the cutting with a scalpel, like a surgeon: She began on his hands, slicing a large X on each finger pad, then sliding the blade under the fingernails, one at a time, slowly and expertly.


  Billy did not cry out or scream. Instead, his whole body quaked and the chair juddered as his bones conducted the pain through him and out his eyes in zips of laser light. And far off, bent by the lens of his tears, Amy’s horrified face buckled and warped…
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    For her house leads down to death and her path to the spirits of the dead.


    —PROVERBS 2:18

  


  Dren fled across the night under the whispering stars. The pure geometry of buildings captured the horizon in a labyrinth, and the city lights were threads in his hands, leading him around corners, down alleys, over courtyards, ever deeper into his own bewilderment.


  “S-s-s-t! Traitor! You cannot hide from us-s!”


  No? Dren flew through a subway hole, knotting forgetfulness behind him. He was a demon of deception. He would lose Succoth and Nergal in a fog of unforeseen complications. Yet the faster he wove his demonic illusions, the closer his pursuers drew. In Nadja’s warehouse, Succoth had burned away Dren’s hell-shape, making it harder for Dren to obscure himself.


  And worse: Nergal had a strong grip on Dren’s shadow, and no matter what obfuscations the Liar cast behind him, the Flayer would not let go.


  The A train slashed by, and he dived on board. The wheels screamed, and the lights flimmered and blinked out. Nergal had grabbed the train by its undercarriage and dragged it to a stop between stations. In the dark, most passengers waited patiently. Only those with the sight noticed the green breath of Succoth as he stalked the cars, hunting the fugitive from hell, and they shivered in a chill of defeat—doom sending its black vines along their veins.


  Dren shot straight upward, penetrating steel and rock until once again the constellations blinked above him like ciphers and codes. Desperation closed on him, and he rushed blindly into the city, losing himself in his own scattered deceptions. The endless streetlights, each in its web of glare, watched him with eyes of the spider god. And he lost his orientation, dodging wildly, shadows and neon riffing past in a blur.


  And when he stopped to shake off his panic, panic jolted him brainless: He had rushed back to the exact crucible of misery out of which he had shot hours earlier—the satanist’s warehouse! The blood circle had washed away. In its place, at its center where Thartoc the Cruel had once squatted black as a meteorite, a corpse lay on a gray plastic tarp.


  Dren recognized Billy Max from his time jaunt with Thartoc—though the Liar was not sure how he recognized the big-shouldered youth, because the body had been scalped, the cranium visible like a pink melon, the eyes bloody gouge-holes, the cheeks cut away to reveal the skull grin. Blood shellacked his mutilated nakedness and the bulky chair that had held his agony.


  Amy Darien slumped in a recliner, pale, her complexion buried in a pearlescent sheen of shock. The air around her pulsed with color, the paisley of her screams stenciled on the silence. Her glazed eyes saw him, and her cracked and salty lips parted, to curse or warn, the demon could not tell.


  “S-s-S-t!”


  Dren swung full about, seeking an exit. But every direction was littered with the deceptions he had strewn around him during his initial escape from this monstrous stage. And now there was no escape that was not impeded by his own obscurings. Whichever way he dashed, he would be slowed by confusion and quickly apprehended.


  Unless—


  Without hesitation, Dren leaped into the corpse. In the blood-thick interior, he felt Nergal’s grasp on his shadow loosen and slip away, and he settled deeper into the coagulating slag of flesh and marrow.


  “S-s-s-t! Where is-s he?” Succoth breathed hotly, impatient sparks spraying from his python mouth as he uncoiled from the scaffold shadows.


  “He’s in this body,” Nergal answered irately, rising from the concrete and plunging both ponderous hands into the death shadow that enclosed the disfigured corpse of Billy Max. “It’s another of his tricks.”


  “Hurry and yank him out.” Succoth’s faceted head undulated, searching anxiously for the satanist who had driven them from here earlier. He still ached, bruised by the sacred names she had spewed at them, and he did not savor another beating. “Hurry!”


  “It’s not so easy,” Nergal grunted, ripping past fascia and muscle fiber into the molecular cages within which Dren was swiftly dwindling. “He’s wily.”


  Succoth spied the diabolist amid a clutter of lighting equipment, talking animatedly to three men in suits, and he slithered closer. If necessary, he would inflame them with his demon fire to distract them while Nergal dragged the Liar forth from his desperate sanctuary.


  “I don’t want to kill the girl yet,” Nadja Crimco spoke in a hoarse voice, her sunken face all blaze and bones. The red anorak, with both her hands thrust in its pockets, was freckled, splotched, and streaked in the purpling browns of drying blood. “What is your hurry, Buster? Go. Take that dead thing with you. I’m done with it. Come back later for her bones—after we’ve had a chance to play.”


  Buster Watz, stately in his suit of moon-pale silk, compressed the space between himself and the satanist without even moving, just by narrowing his feline eyes. “We’re done. The night is over, Nadja.”


  “Done?” she asked, her tone mournful. “Why? I’ve waited a long time for this night.”


  “I’m just the messenger.” Buster’s cold rage shone like ivory around his yellow irises. “Your game is over, bitch. Finished. Done.”


  “You mean, Big Steel is done with me?” Anger flashed in her dark eyepits. “Why? He’s gotten his percentage, every month. My videos are moving. The hard trade’s better than ever. What? He doesn’t like my money anymore?”


  “Just kill the girl quickly,” Buster insisted, his words slow, his stare locked, watching something working in her haggard face. “If you don’t do it now—I will.”


  Nadja squawked like a smoke detector, making the two soldiers behind Buster start. She briskly turned about and gazed directly at Succoth. “The Seminaries of Darkness are among us.”


  “Don’t goof on me, Nadja.” Buster took her elbow and turned her so he could talk quietly and to her eyes. “Kill the girl now. Right now. We’re done here.”


  Nadja whirled about, her elbow leaping free of Buster’s grasp as her skeleton hands came out of the anorak’s pockets and scattered a glittery dust into the shadows. “Tzabaoth! Vadaath! Sadai!”


  Succoth the Burner erupted into a vortex of green flames, his demon nature yanked out of him by the magnetic dust that the demonolater threw his way. Squealing in several octaves of misery, he tightened around himself, constricting to extinguish the burning. The highest shrieks of his suffering shattered two panes on the tall windows, and the tinkling glass flitted around him like shooting stars.


  Buster and Big Steel’s soldiers heard the glass explode and glimpsed a flash, a slippery retinal shine, where she had thrown b the dust. Was that a reptile hulking out of the shadows? The stocky goons backed away, spooked. Buster reached for his gun, determined to put a slug behind the witch’s ear before she turned her head and looked at him again. But even as his hand closed on his gun, he saw it himself.


  It was big as a boulder, a black knot of raspy coils, shivering, its scales sizzling at such a sharp pitch he heard it not with his ears but with his fingernails, with the enamel of his teeth. A dragonish head lifted, a sleek moray grin and eyes like furnace-slits. It stared straight into him, touching with warmth the cold, dead place where the vibrant, sexual snake slept inside him until it was awakened by the scent of blood or a cry of pain from a young boy…


  The skin atop the arteries of his throat jumped, and the vision collapsed to shadows, a creature of his imagination. He removed his hand from the holstered gun hugging his heart. “Get the body,” he ordered the soldiers.


  The men winced but did as they were told. Quickly, they wrapped the butchered corpse in the gray tarp and hauled it out to the loading dock and the waiting minivan.


  Nadja nodded knowingly at Buster. “It recognizes you, this one.”


  Buster scanned the shadowy studio and saw only camera pedestals, dollies, and racks of gel lights. He gave her his back and took long, unhurried strides to the exit. The torching would come later. Working with fire took a cool hand, and he felt hot from the camerawork and the girl’s wild screams. He determined to chill, come back when the witch had fulfilled her bloodlust and was more composed, less manic.


  After the metal door crashed closed behind Buster, Nadja turned to Succoth. The eelish creature had shaken off its stupor and was sliding away, leaving a slime trail of incandescent and putrid fumes. “Where are you going, Vessel of Iniquity?”


  Succoth whipped around, intending to engulf the sorceress in flames of mad pain, then restrained himself when he observed the keen intensity of her stare. Her hands were in her pockets again. “Releas-se me, diabolist.”


  “You haven’t answered me, snake.” Nadja’s tense face pushed forward. “What is your name, malign thing?”


  The eel hesitated, until Nadja’s blue-knuckled fists emerged from the pockets of her gory anorak. “I am Succoth the Burner. I am no mere Vessel of Iniquity. I am of the Gog Shekeloh, the reakers-s in Pieces-s.”


  Nadja’s creased lips smeared with amazement. “Why, then, are you not in the pit, breaking the souls of the damned?”


  “I am come upon the Earth to apprehend a fugitive of the abyss-s.” Succoth’s adder eyes flared, reading her soulprint so he would remember her when they met again in hell. “We have authority and validation granted by the gods-s of vengeance. And we will prevail—no matter how we are stymied by you or any agency less-s than chaos-s itself.”


  So these were not imps who ruined my studio, she realized, and a tremolo of fear shook her bones in their nets of cartilage. She recalled the angry pain she had inflicted on these satanic nobles—and the brief encounter with their prey, the supernaturally beautiful man who had pleaded for her soul, an encounter that could be misconstrued by these vindictive powers—and her mind raced for protection from payback. “Did Thartoc send you here?”


  “Thartoc?” Succoth’s noduled head lifted, surprised to hear so dark a name in this illuminated world. “Thartoc is-s a Qlippotic demon. You know of this-s master?”


  Amy groaned, spit an expletive, and strained vilely against the strap that bound her to the recliner.


  Nadja cast a quick glance to be sure she had not worked herself loose, and when she looked back, Succoth was gone. She felt like glass. The exhilaration of her brutal revenge on the boydove that only moments before had instilled the strength to divert the wrath of Buster Watz had suddenly dewed to cold, running sweat. She needed a fix, yet she held back. She refused to nod until she had thought out what was going on.


  Where is Thartoc? Her blood spun icily. All she had wanted was to evoke a Vessel of Iniquity to do her bidding, as she had done before, paid for in full with the flesh and blood of her womb. And now she found herself confused, rebuilding the memory of herself. Where is Thartoc? And who was that fine-looking fugitive, that runaway from hell?
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  Nergal the Flayer stayed with the corpse even as the soldiers dumped it in the back of the minivan. His big hands continued to peel away the molecular layers of the body, digging for Dren the Liar, who had hidden himself somewhere in the atomic depths of the carcass. Distantly, he heard the soldiers talking, and he listened to be sure that the diabolist did not sneak up and pound him with her wand.


  “Nicco!” the man with the chewed face barked. “Get the goddamn body bag out.”


  Nicco, his close-shaved head lumpy as a rock, muttered something inarticulate, then reached under the front passenger seat and came out with a large black square of folded vinyl.


  “What you say?” the man with the gnawed face asked dryly.


  “Why we need a body bag, Boz?” Nicco asked, unfolding the bag and tugging at its zipper. “I mean, the jamoke is wrapped in a tarp, for God’s sake.”


  >“It’s gonna roll around back here,” Boz replied with an annoyed scowl. “It’s gonna leak and this fine interior is gonna smell worse than ugly—forever.”


  They hoisted the body into the vinyl bag and zipped it. All the while, Nergal flayed away. He ripped aside filamentous bacteria and column-shaped epithelial cells, tore past protein sheaths and globs of lipids, and pried open the molecular cages of DNA. Atoms glinted in the black depths, tiny and far away as stars.


  “S-s-s-t! Where is-s the traitor?”


  Nergal looked up to see Succoth’s blunt head poking through the roof of the minivan. “I cannot find him.”


  “Dig deeper.”


  Into the glinting darkness below, Nergal welded his attention and saw no trace of the Liar. “I have flayed this body to its atoms.”


  “Rip open the atoms-s.”


  “Each one?” Nergal lifted the beads of his arachnid eyes to his viperous comrade. “We’ll be here till the stars burn out. Use your fire. Flush him forth with searing pain.”


  Succoth poured blue flames down into the alchemist’s cave at the far end of the dead body, into that sacred chamber where physical things—food, water, and blood—somehow transformed into thoughts, will, and soul. And the atoms hung by electrostatic force in that black void flashed like mirrordust.


  “Can’t you two wait to smoke till we’re outta the van?” the scrawny driver spoke, wrinkling his bulbous nose and running a three-fingered hand through his lanky, blond-gray hair. “We’re gonna be at the drop in a few minutes.”


  “Wha?” Boz shared a puzzled expression with his partner.


  “We ain’t smokin’, Cap,” Nicco said, fingering the pack of cigarettes in his jacket pocket, yearning for a smoke to calm his nerves after having listened for too damn long to that scared broad wailing and shrieking like a car alarm while her muscle boy got carved by the witch.


  “I seen the flicker of your butane in the windshield,” Cap said sharply. Cap was short for Blast Cap, his street name from childhood when he blew off two fingers with a homemade bomb. “I smell smoke, I’m pullin’ over.”


  Far down in the stark sanctuary of the corpse, Dren crouched, making himself as small as he could. When the blue fire descended, the heat tucked him into a tight ball. But the flames did not bite. Trepidatiously, he peeked out from where he had curled.


  He was in a bone white room, a near-perfect cube lit by the calcium light of the walls themselves. The cubicle was empty but for himself—and a naked man—and a large black bird.


  “Who are you?” the naked man asked. He lay in the center of the chamber, propped on his elbows and looking stunned. From the corner opposite where Dren crouched, the black bird turned its head to stare.


  Astonished not to be charred again by Succoth’s blue fire, the demon answered in a hush, “I am Dren.”


  The dazed man blinked, staring at Dren as if from a dream. “Am I dead?”


  Dren blinked back. He recognized the naked man as Billy Max, his soulprint whole, unmarked by the wounds that had killed him. “Yes. You are dead.”


  “Amy—” Billy sat up, dizzily. “Where is she? Is she dead, too?”


  Dren stood. “I don’t know.”


  “You—” Billy’s right hand gestured toward the demon in a vague grope. “You’re the angel Amy saw.”


  Dren moved to deny that he was an angel, then restrained himself. He was no longer a demon. Succoth had burned away the external vestiges of that identity. Perhaps I will yet be an angel—if this is the hellbound soul I am to save. He faced the pale youth with a blue clarity in his eyes. But why is his soul not departed? Beyond Billy, he watched the black bird watching him and was staggered by an electric thought: This is the Crow that Thartoc intends to roast in hell!


  The bird spread its wings, and Dren’s mind widened beyond the cubicle, which was a chalky matrix afloat in blackness, a crystal prism of atoms. As his awareness expanded, the darkness zoomed away, disappearing under a mountain of alabaster boxes, which he knew were bone cells. Somewhere in that cellular mountain, in that mote of spine, Billy’s soul waited while Dren soared on wings of the Crow.


  Briefly, Dren glimpsed the sky and its diadem of stars. The broadening reaches of time lay spread before him: To one side, he squinted into the radiance of the primordial cosmos, the initial phase after the big bang when all was energy. There, the seething heat was too hot for atoms to exist, and reality shone as sheer light and quark plasma. That was the abode of the angels, close to the singularity from which the universe had emerged.


  On the other side of time, ten billion quadrillion years after the fiery creation, all stars had sputtered out, extinguished by proton decay, and even the last of the black holes was evaporating into the nearly pure vacuum. In that black abyss of eternity, near the cacophonous uproar of a huge, dissolving black hole, Dren recognized the pit. That was the horror of absolute cold, darkness, and noise that he had fled.


  In between the utter void of hell and the blinding brilliance of creation lay the stellariferous universe spinning with galaxies. Those were the luminous fields upon which the angels toiled and where the darksome forces of damnation championed chaos. It was across that blazing range that Thartoc had led him, stalking the most gracelorn outcome for Billy Max—and finding it.


  The >Crow’s wings closed, and Dren once again found himself in the bone white room with Billy. Now, he understood how Succoth’s fire had not hurt him. The Crow was protecting them.


  “You are of the angels,” Dren said to the Crow. “That is why Thartoc walks the Earth. He wants to hurl you into the pit. But you’ve hidden us from the demon reach.”


  The bird stood in the corner, its head tilted so its bright black eye fixed Dren. And far back in the demon’s mind, he vaguely heard a voice or his own deft thought: Love has no real limits.


  Billy Max had pushed to his feet and stood staring hard at the Crow. “I feel it—the Crow—inside my head.”


  “You don’t have a head anymore,” Dren spoke frankly, not liking the entranced tone of this ghost. “Whatever you are feeling, you feel in your soul.”


  “No,” he said slowly. “No. In my head. My skull. I feel its claws.”


  Cold energy swirled around Dren. “Something strange is happening. You should be in hell now.”


  “Yeah.” Billy Max nodded, a flash of horror spiking out of his groin into his chest, remembering how he died. “I should be in hell. That’s what Nadja wanted.” Everything has changed… “I think I am going to hell. But not right away.”


  “What do you mean?” Dren asked, staring hard into the large bird’s small eye, waiting for a rush of inspiration and feeling nothing.


  “The Crow is putting me together again.” Billy felt haunted words floating up. “I’m going back.”


  The eternal instant that was the whole universe from fiery birth out of the smallest point to cold death in the infinite vastness rose up in Dren’s mind again, and he shook his head to focus on the mortal soul standing beside him. “You’re going back? Is that what you think?”


  “It’s what I know.” Billy’s gaze did not budge from the black bird. “It’s what the Crow wants me to know.”


  “No, Billy.” Anger twisted out of Dren’s confusion. “No one comes back from the dead.”


  “I’m coming back.” Billy looked across his naked shoulder at Dren, a mirthless slash of a smile in the pugnacity of his face. “I’m dead certain.”


  [image: logo]


  Nadja Crimco kicked an ox-hide ottoman into place before the recliner where Amy sagged against the restraining strap. For a moment, she stood quietly, watching her prisoner’s shoulders rise and fall with her staccato gasping. This is so fresh, she exulted, shining inside with bloodlust. She grabbed a hank of Amy’s hair and pulled the sobbing woman upright. “It’s time we got to know one another, sister.” She sat on the ottoman and held up the syringe with the heroin she had just cooked. “And here is a little something to keep you honest. It’s not much. But I don’t think you need much now, not after the front-row show.”


  “No.” Amy shook her head, her jaw twisting toward one shoulder as she again strained futilely to free herself. “No!”


  Bony face grinning, Nadja seized Amy’s hand and forcefully turned it palm up. “Don’t fight me, sister. This is a gentle fix. Just enough to blunt your jagged edges.” She tapped with two fingers at a green vein in the crook of Amy’s arm. “But if the needle breaks in your vein, ooooh, you’re not going to like that. And you know I’m not calling nine-one-one.” With a languid grace, she inserted the needle, her dark eyes popping for a second, scrutinizing the procedure. “There. Look at it coming into you, so clear…”


  Amy grimaced, and grunted, “Hot.”


  “Only for a moment.” Nadja watched with fascination, her fragile, bruised fingers holding the syringe steady. “It’s warm like milk, look at it streaming into you, a river of milk.”


  “No, no, no, no…” Amy rocked her head side to side, weeping.


  Nadja removed the needle and lifted it to Amy’s eye, showing her the tiny ruby at its tip. “Now we are sisters. Blood sisters.”


  Amy’s eyes began to fizz. She closed them, saw sunset, tattoo blue and red. Cold swept through her, exhilarating cold. And solitude. In that glazed loneliness, the horror of Billy’s death muted to a dream. She saw him as the blond Yoruba priestess Yenene must have seen him in her dream, with a large black bird perched on his head, its talons dug into his scalp, blood trickling down his brow, filling his eyepits in shadow, one streak from each eye raying the ghost white of his cheekbones like clown paint.


  The taste of rust in her mouth brought her out of the dream, and she opened her eyes.


  Nadja watched her with an extravagant grin, her socketed eyes tingling bells. “Now you’re ready to hear why I killed him.”


  Amy’s vision blurred, and she had to blink. She was crying, yet she felt no tears, even as she saw them falling away from her cheeks, wobbling lobes of quicksilver dropping sedately and exploding to momentary crowns on her thighs before vanishing into the black fabric.


  “Look at me, sister,” Nadja spoke with serene force. “I’m going to tell you why I killed my boydove.”


  The cold rush of heroin had coagulated to a slow ethereal opalescence. She raised her face to the killer, her eyebrows high, lids lifting gradually, smoothly, like twin garage doors. They stopped halfway. “You’re a sadistic monster.”


  “Yes. I am.” Nadja swayed, a spelled cobra, her own eyelids at half-mast, pupils pinholes. “I’m wet. Killing him slowly like that, watching him eat his screams, it was better than sex.”


  Amy’s eyes snapped into focus. “You’re sick.”


  “This is a sick world.” Nadja dropped the needle on the ground with a glassy clatter and squinted at her earnestly. “You’re sick, too. Why else would you be Billy Max’s girl?”


  She chewed her lip and stared at her hands limp in her lap. “I love him.”


  “Love.” Nadja smiled patiently. “It’s a sickness, right? You’re lovesick. You’d have to be to hang with Billy. It wasn’t the sex, after all. That boy was a stallion. But you wouldn’t know.”


  Amy stared back, her heart jammed so tight against her ribs she gasped to breathe.


  “Don’t be giving yourself a heart attack.” Laughter rippled forth. “Why didn’t you have sex with the boydove?”


  Amy said nothing. She closed her eyes. Even in the sunset dark, she could feel Nadja staring hard into her. Finally, she whispered, “We were lovers.”


  “But you didn’t have sex?”


  “We were kids.” Her green eyes lolled open, tired and old with sorrow. “We thought there was time for that later.”


  “Ah, there is never time.” With the heels of her hands, Nadja smeared the tears from the girl’s cheeks. “The boydove taught me that. I thought he was mine. He was twelve when I found him sneaking into a strip bar. Thirteen when I brought him to the needle and made him my boydove.”


  “I know,” Amy mumbled.


  “That’s right.” Nadja licked the tears off her palms. “He told you everything, didn’t he? Then you understand. The secret of our love was lust. For two years, he was my wildest, most painful longing. I tried to hook him good on the needle. But art got in the way, you see. You remember. I used him in a movie. He was perfect. He looked so rude. Working him was a joy. It made me a lot of money. But it made him very angry. He wouldn’t have me no more. He came around to use my girls, to run some dope for money. But he wouldn’t have me. And then, after he got his first job with Big Steel, he wouldn’t come around no more. You were on him hard by then. I know that. He started listening to you. Until that time, you were the weak one, weren’t you? And he liked being strong for you. Then you started being strong for him, helping him over-come his shame, talking him free of the needle—and of me.”


  Amy faced Nadja with righteous eyes, bolstered by heroin tranquillity. “I just asked him to be honest with himself.”


  “You were a good influence.” Nadja nodded and gnawed her upper lip with her lower teeth. “He listened to you. And I lost him. That burned me for years. And there was nothing I could do about it. I didn’t have the power I have now. I’d see him in the strip clubs, and I hurt for him. I hurt for his wild hunger. But he wouldn’t even look at me. He had you. He didn’t need me anymore. And then, two years ago, he stopped coming to the clubs altogether. You were really on him by then, weren’t you?”


  “We talked.” Amy hissed. “That’s all. We just talked.”


  “And he listened.” The lizard flesh under Nadja’s left eye twitched. “He listened good to your sweet words, sister. Your words of love, your words of caring and kindness, and the hot promise of your body won him away from me. He turned away from me and the rapture I had promised him. And he sang to you. ‘Come with me, my spouse, from the mountain of leopards. Thou hast ravished my heart, my sister, my spouse; thou hast ravished my heart with thy words and thine eyes. How fair is thy love, my sister, my spouse. How much better is thy love than wine!’ Or, in his case, scag. He would have loved scag—if you had given him a chance to get to know it.”


  Amy rolled her head back, saw the moon silvering the high gallery of dirty windows. She thought of Billy, and her heart flew up into her soul, zigzagging like an unknotted balloon.


  “Oh yes, I know my Bible,” Nadja nattered on. “I know the Song of Songs. For who am I truly, child? Who am I, I who knifed three babies in my own belly? One of them was Billy’s. Did you know that?”


  Amy peeked out through her lashes, rainbows meshing Nadja’s hag mask, and had no idea what the sadist was saying.


  “I see you didn’t know that.” Nadja showed her yellow snaggled teeth. “There is far more to the world than meets the eye, sister. And I am not what I appear to be. How old do you think I am?”


  Amy’s eyes were blank.


  “I killed those babies inside me for their blood.” Her hoarse voice had hushed to a rasp. “Yes, for their blood. That was what was wanted from me. Like Abraham I obeyed. But, unlike Abraham, my hand was not stayed. Once. Twice. Thrice. I obeyed the voice of my god. And now I tell you, sister, I am older than you can know.”


  Amy’s drained face loomed forward with sad disgust. “You’re insane. An insane junkie.”


  “Is that what you think?” Nadja’s spider-leg eyebrows lifted with feigned umbrage. “In this leprous world of greed, honey, this is how I appear. But you take a good hard look at the beautiful people. Look at what they have done to our planet, those upstanding citizens, the best and the brightest, captains of industry, darlings of style. This is a cancerous paradise of hungry souls, sister. It’s a whorehouse. And the beautiful people are pimps, whore-masters who live only for money. But not me. Look at me.”


  Amy pried her eyes open and saw a sable-haired woman of startling nobility and seignorial loveliness.


  In a man’s smoldering voice, with heartfelt resonance and a sorrowful, painful beauty, she spoke, “Do you know my name, child? I am the Trier of Souls. And for all your love, for all your words of love, I have found your lover’s soul wanting. And I will take him with me now to that place beyond all alternate histories, where darkness reigns actual and absolute and love is an unraveling of all that has gone before.”


  Amy surged against the strap, legs kicking straight out, and screamed, “No!”


  “No?” Nadja, a hag again, leaned very close, and her voice seemed to echo out of a can. “No? Gentle Amy—stupid girl—‘no’ is not a useful word for you anymore.”


  [image: logo]


  She dreamed of a white room where all the furniture had been removed. Billy was there, naked and unscathed. Sorrow and rage masked his face…


  Rough hands shook Amy awake, and she pulled apart her eyelids to see the wasted visage of Nadja hovering over her. “Don’t fade on me, sister.”


  “…bathroom…”


  The strap fell away, and Amy pitched forward and found herself bent over her legs, nausea clenching her stomach like a fist.


  Nadja took her under her arm and helped her stand. She swam upright and balanced there, her brain full of serenity and hatred.


  The walk to the bathroom brought news from her bones that her muscles had gone wrong, become overstretched rubber bands. She sat half asleep on the stained toilet while Nadja talked to her, intimately close.


  “The yomo thinks he’s going to kill me.” Her crooked teeth clacked. “Of course, Buster is just following orders. Big Steel is done with me. Maybe my movies don’t make the money he wants. Maybe he’s just angry that I’ve destroyed a reliable mule, someone who might have made a good soldier one day. Whatever. Big Steel wants me dead, and Buster, sick, slick Buster, is hungry to do the job.”


  The feculent stink of the bathroom gagged Amy, and Nadja helped her stand and pull up her pants. On the filthy tile wall, mildew spectres woefully observed her.


  “Come, girl.” Nadja tugged at Amy’s elbow. “I have a surprise for you.”


  Amy swayed where she stood. Fear and fury hummed at the center of her heart, a delirious distance away. She grabbed the splintered jamb of the door and pulled herself free from the wretched stink of the bathroom.


  Nadja had turned off all the lights in the warehouse. A benevolent moonglow mothered the darkness. Within the tarnished shadows, Nadja sat on the woodblock chair where Billy had died.


  “My boydove is not dead.” Her sockets looked empty of sight. “I cut him free of flesh. But he is not gone over. He is here yet.”


  The air stank of charred insulation, and in the smoky illumination Amy witnessed wraiths passing like willow strokes on the waters, The heroin had mixed badly with her head medicine. And it occurred to her that all the visions of her haunted childhood had been premonitions of this terrible night.


  She had to sit, but she would not go to the recliner. She settled cross-legged on the concrete. The moonfire breathed, and each breathturn inhaled black milk and exhaled silver shadows, viperous souls.


  She wanted to close her heavy lids but feared where she would wake.


  “You see them, don’t you?” Nadja rested her sharp elbows on the stained armrests, thick-knuckled hands cradling the virus hollows of her face. “You have the sight. You know they are here. Lost souls finding their way to the Bridge of Ashes, the slippery slope to hell.”


  Amy tried to focus on the murderous woman, wanting to know what she was saying. Celestial terror orbited far above. When it came down and found its proper place in her, she would be frantic to get out, to save herself. But for now, it was enough to stay awake.


  “I didn’t kill my boydove,” Nadja said wearily. “I sacrificed him. His blood has given me power you cannot guess.” She sat back, absorbed by darkness. “Or perhaps you can. I see you have the sight.”


  Electrified and soothed by Nadja’s words, Amy accepted that the ghost processional was not an hallucination. Her mind had apprenticed itself to another world.


  “The souls you see turning in the moon air,” Nadja said and paused, relishing the attentive poise of her captive. Tell her everything, Nadja. Let her know the terrible strength that damns her. “These souls are drawn here by ritual blood. They are inconsequential. Hungry souls. Greedy souls. That’s why they’re here and not launched into the fields of light on wings of love. Soon enough, they will sift down into the pit.”


  Amy raised her hands to the thoroughfare of phantoms, in vague salute to their incorporeal reality.


  “The pit is just a vast recycling center,” Nadja continued in the anemic light from the musty windows. “The selfish souls get ripped apart there. They become nonentities, and their energy is scattered in the void.”


  And the good? Amy asked silently, too tired to speak.


  “You want to know about the good?” Nadja asked with a ferocious laugh. “You put yourself in the shadow of my boydove, my cruel, hostile boydove, and you want to know about the good?”


  “Billy was abused,” Amy choked.


  “Abused!” Nadja seized up and gnashed. “Tell it to the demons. Who do you think abused him?”


  “His mother burned him with cigarettes.” Amy used the wind crying through her bones to speak. “Her own baby. She burned him. It’s in the police report. I read it.”


  “I’m his mother.” Nadja slapped both palms to her breasts. “I burned him.”


  Amy sprawled forward and had to brace herself against the floor. “You?” In the dark, with wraiths blowing like clouds, she strained to see if this woman spoke literally or for some mythic purpose.


  “I am the Fang Mother.” She leaped up and stood on the death throne, declaring in a colorless voice, “I eat my young. That is what has made me strong in the unseen world. The world only the dying and the mad see. You see it. Look how strong I’ve grown on my babies’ blood.”


  A promise of tears gleamed in Amy’s swollen eyes. Out of the clear, dark spaces of the air, human shapes with suffering faces drifted, and then vanished entirely, occluded by the moonsmoke around the throne.


  Nadja squatted upon the blood-streaked chair. “Remember the angel you saw when you thought your heart was giving out?”


  “I never told you…”


  “We talked while you slept.” Nadja sounded indifferent, dreamy, already gathering her strength for what lay ahead. “That angel is a runaway demon, a fugitive from hell. And right now there’s a posse after him, two kick-ass demons from the Gog Shekeloh—the Breakers into Pieces—the bad boys from the pit who recycle souls. They’re here in the city hunting down this renegade. And I am going to put my power on them. For that, I need your help.”


  Amy shook her head. “No,” she said in a frail whisper.


  “What did I tell you about that word, baby?” Nadja got up and was suddenly kneeling like a supplicant before Amy, who was startled, unable to say how the small woman had gotten so close, so quickly. “The word ‘no’ does not exist for you anymore.”


  “No, no, no, no…” Amy chanted faint and high, rocking her whole body. Desperation inspired a crazy hope, and from her pocket she removed Billy’s penlight fetish. She flicked it on and waved the grinning dog head at the hag.


  “Defiance?” Nadja ducked her head in feigned amazement and plucked the fetish from Amy’s trembling hand. “You mock me?”


  Amy clutched for her fetish, and Nadja dangled it just out of her reach.


  “What is this toy?” The witch sneered at the glowing plastic head. “You want it back?” She dropped it and smashed the plastic devil dog under her heel. “You can’t have it back.”


  “No—” Amy moaned, and covered her face with her hands, cringing with despair. “No—no—no…”


  Nadja pulled Amy’s hands away from her bleary eyes. “You’re alive now, sister, because I need you. Defy me, and I will give you to the demons.” Her wrecked face stared deep into Amy. “Help me, and when I kill you perhaps you will find out what happens to the good.”
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  Thartoc the Cruel drifted in the void, in the darkness between the foam and glitter of the world’s atoms. He had been sent by Asmodeus, King of the Abyss, to do battle with a corvine angel who had been destroying some of the best minions of hell on Earth.


  The Crow. A carrion bird. The burning ones, messengers of light, illusion-makers, builders of mad forms—they dare defeat our mortal agents with a bird of doom! The gall. They mock us with our own emblems. Well, we shall see what this angel knows of death when I seize him.


  Tight with rage, the archdemon floated in emptiness, waiting for his prey to arrive upon the stage of atoms. He forced himself to silence, full aware that the war angels would descend as fiery hosts if they knew he was lurking in ambush.


  A haiku by Basho floated up from the mist of human memory, out of a deciduous autumn far from the space-time target of Thartoc’s trap, and he let this vague trace of one man’s crow-thoughts soothe him to a deeper quiet:


  
    A crow


    just settled on a bare branch—


    autumn evening

  


  So still had Thartoc become in the nothingness between atoms that he remained entirely unaware of Nergal the Flayer and Succoth the Burner plundering the corpse of Billy Max for the refugee demon, Dren. Even as Buster Watz ordered the minivan to pull off East River Drive, Succoth was pouring astral fire into the dead body.


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth spit angrily. “He should have come out screaming by now. He’s-s not in there.”


  “He must be,” Nergal insisted and rummaged violently among the cellular debris of the carcass. “He is deceiving us again. He never left this body.”


  “Hey!” Boz groused to his partner in the back of the minivan. “Stop kickin’ the damn bag. He’s already dead. He ain’t feelin’ nothin’.”


  “I ain’t kickin’ the damn bag,” Nicco shot back. “It’s the potholes.”


  “There ain’t no potholes.” The driver tilted his head to Buster Watz, smirking at the stupidity behind them. “Can’t even lug a stiff without bitchin.”


  “Just watch where you’re going, Cap.” Buster pointed to a stringy man in rags pushing a shopping cart filled with empty soda cans and refrigerator ribbing, who had emerged abruptly from a jogging path.


  The minivan veered to avoid him, and the body bag lurched to one side. Nergal, squatting over the corpse, shook the carcass vehemently. “Get out of there, traitor!”


  “Demon, be still!” Succoth coiled his tail about Nergal and pulled him away from the body bag. “Dren is-s not in there. My fire would have forced him out.”


  “He’s a deceiver!” Nergal gnashed his mouthparts and let the Burner lead him away from the corpse, away from the minivan as it rocked to a stop.


  “Dren could not have withstood the pain,” Succoth assured him. “He is-s not there, I tell you.”


  Nergal looked around at the tree clumps and moonstruck hedges of East River Park. “Then where is he?”


  “He tricked us-s again.” Succoth’s hooded eyes watched morosely as the beefy men hoisted the body bag from the minivan. They had parked in the shadow of the viaduct to the Williamsburg Bridge. Here, the cinder paths and gravelly river embankment under the vaulted concrete ranged emptily. Only stray cats transpired among the moonshafts let down from the bridge scaffolds. “We must find his-s spoor again and begin our search anew.”


  “We clear?” Boz called, echoes reverberating from the span’s undercarriage.


  Cap and Buster, standing on the river wall, saw no one in the park hollows and waved their cohorts on.


  Weighted with rebars and bricks, the body bag disappeared under the idle surface of the water. A few bubbles broke the leathery slither of the current, and then the river of black neon appeared as before. Succoth lifted away, into the dark keeps under the bridge’s arch. But Nergal stood staring with his many tiny eyes at the dark flow of the moon-greased water. “He deceives us.”


  “Before we return to that diabolist…” Succoth began, then noticed that Nergal was not following. He curled back to the river-bank, where water syrupy with oil and purple rainbows slapped the rhomboid cobbles of the levee. “S-s-s-t. Do you want me to go down there and breathe more fire into that dead thing?”


  Nergal shook his bulbous head. “No. The deceiver has tricked us again. Let us circle the city, see if we can pick up the scent of Dren.”


  “Before we do, listen.” They strode together into the park’s clotted shadows. “When you left the killing floor with the body, the devil-woman said a thing to me—about Thartoc.”


  “About Asmodeus’s clenched fist?” Nergal asked in a puzzled tone. “Thartoc the Cruel?”


  “The same.” The serpent drawled icily: “She asked if Thartoc sent us-s here.”


  “So?” Nergal responded, his paps fibrillating anxiously.


  “Think on it.” They passed under the sooty stanchions of the elevated highway, and the jactation of headlights from FDR Drive dazzled the demons like music. They stood staring into the oncoming traffic for several thrilling moments before Succoth pressed on: “How would that addict know of Thartoc? He is-s no Vessel of Inquity roaming this-s stinking city. He is-s not even of the pit. He dwells-s in the abyss-s beyond. Like we, he is-s of a greater order.”


  “Unlike us, he is an archdemon, a master,” Nergal replied quietly, dazed by the jellied lights of the city. ‘Asmodeus sends him forth upon maneuvers and campaigns. His name is not unknown in this world.”


  “Then he must be about,” said the Burner, “for why would the diabolist ask of him?”


  “She is a worshipper. And a knowledgeable one.” Nergal rubbed the boils on his rump. “I still ache from her blows.”


  “Yes-s. She is-s strong.” They moved past the frosted lights of the highway into the placid darkness of an alley off Front Street. “Her worship must have earned her alliance with the masters-s.”


  “What are you implying, snake?” Nergal’s anger at losing Dren had transmuted to an uneasiness, almost a fear that their simple mission would fail. “Come out with it.”


  “S-s-s-t.” Succoth’s long eyes wafted with firelight. “Perhaps-s Thartoc, too, is-s hunting the traitor. After all, why would the masters-s trust us-s alone to capture the renegade?”


  “Because he escaped us,” Nergal answered bluntly, and exited the alley on Water Street, an empty road lit meekly by storefronts. “If we do not find him, we will be the renegades. And when we are delivered to the pit, there will be hell to pay.”


  “I say there is-s more to this-s picture than meets-s the eye.” Succoth stood in the middle of the street, atop a manhole venting subway steam, looking heraldic and medieval. “We must return to the diablerie circle.”


  Nergal jolted. “What?”


  “We must question the sorceress-s.”


  “Have the giddy lights of the city driven you mad?” The Flayer strode away quickly, passing through a city bus, and shouting nervously over his humped shoulder, “The diabolist will whip us blind if we go back there.”


  “And what will the masters-s do with us-s if Dren escapes-s?” Succoth caught up with his partner on Wall Street. “The diabolist knows-s more than she has-s told us-s.”


  Nergal did not want to hear this, and he walked faster. “Our time in the angels’ domain has poisoned your reason.”


  “This-s is-s not the angels’ domain. They belong in the fields-s of light. This-s is-s a battlefield.”


  “A battlefield of their making.”


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth slid ahead of his comrade and coiled around a brass statue of a mammoth bull, its horns dipped to gore. “When we fell away from Her, we could have stayed in the light, all of us-s. You remember, Nergal. We could have accepted Her will and floated serenely there in the radiant emptiness-s, all of us-s together, drifting off to sleep until She came for us-s again, as-s She had surely willed. But the angels-s…”


  “Had other ideas.” Nergal did a slow pirouette, taking in the stone facades, the guano-streaked statuary, and far above the city spires the river of night and a few drowned stars. “Those morons accelerated the void. The light that had spilled from Her, they released completely into the absolute cold. And when the light cooled to atoms, they built this battlefield of stars and planets and organic monsters that devour each other. They think they can find a way back to Her with this huge mess flying apart out here in the vacuum. So what? Why are we talking about what we already know?”


  “To remind you why we are here.” Succoth reared up atop the metal bull. “This-s is-s a war—and we are outnumbered. Are you with me? Are you willing to fight against this-s insanity? Or do you want to crawl back into the pit and admit to everyone who believes-s as-s we do that you were too scared to fight?”


  “Fine.” Nergal tossed up his huge hands. Succoth had read him accurately. He was afraid. But he was afraid of failure, not pain. Pain was the valor of demons. They suffered to be free of the deranged ones, the burning ones, the morons who had started up this whole insane show. But to fail, to be misdirected by that wreck of a woman, burdened him with anxiety. “If we must, let’s go back to the diablerie circle. But after that demented satanist knocks our heads together, don’t you get in my way when I fly out of there.”
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  Billy Max knew he was dead, yet he had never felt more alive. He stood in the white room between the Crow and the angel. He could sense the boundless paths that had led to this secret place, all the shameless choices he had made. And he was aware of his physical body, his corpse, reformulating itself in the septic river, rocked by the seabound currents.


  I’m dead… He announced this to himself unconvincingly. He felt dead calm, not numbness or hilarity or terror. The after-life was a white room occupied by an angel and a black bird. The absurdity of it liberated him from all expectation, even the hope of understanding.


  He would have thought this was a dream, except that he actually experienced his dead body on the slimy slate floor of the river, filaments of kelp swaying from the gently sculpted ledge where he lay mummied in plastic and vinyl.


  When he turned to the Crow, understanding whirled up in him. His blood had finished its appointed rounds. Caulked with coagulation, his veins had stiffened. Now, a new and fierce strength coursed upon the bloodways to his heart. Increscent power flowed into his clogged cells. This might poured forth from the immense emptiness between atoms. It deftly tossed those atoms about like minuscule puzzle pieces, sorting and arranging them with dazzling speed.


  God? he wondered.


  But the Crow said, No. Not God. The pity of angels.


  Why?


  The Crow only stared.


  In the murky silt of the riverbed, the great ceremony continued. The nitrogenous molecules of decay dissolved and recombined to whole tissue, rewoven fascia, and long additions of organic compounds, completing the sum of what was real.


  “I will tell you why you are being restored,” the angel spoke.


  No, not an angel. Billy perceived, flush with insight from the Crow. This is a demon? He looked askance at the handsome youth with the large, grievous eyes of blue distance.


  “Yes, I am a demon,” the blond creature admitted. “I am Dren the Liar, and I have escaped from hell.” He quickly recounted his story and the challenge of it. “If I don’t redeem a hellbound soul in the next few hours, the angels themselves will carry me back to the pit.”


  Billy Max had listened only vaguely. His attention remained fixed upon the sensation of his physical body being puzzled back together by the strength of angels. He marveled at how the sense of himself cohered to a new identity. He was not entirely sure of what this resurrected self consisted, though an important part of him, perhaps his soul, seemed apportioned to some separate purpose than his will. When he noticed the demon Dren peering at him expectantly, he repeated what he knew of this demon’s fable: “You must save a soul bound for hell. Am I that soul?”


  “You can be.” Dren searched the youth’s tranced face for the humanity in him. “I can show you the way to the fields of light, to heaven. But not if you serve that creature.”


  Billy regarded the black bird, then turned to the demon and made a moue. “I’d be in hell now if not for the Crow.”


  “And you will be in hell for a certainty when the Crow is done with you.” Dren wanted to reach out and take this soul in his hands but was afraid that he would feel something more than human, something irredeemable, another lost chance, his last. “The angels are using you. You are being restored to avenge yourself on those who killed you and the woman you love.”


  “Amy—” A pang of despair hurt him, and he spun toward the Crow. “My girlfriend—is she alive?”


  The Crow blinked, and in that shuttered instant, Billy Max saw his beloved sprawled faceup on the concrete, Nadja Crimco crouched over her, one knee against Amy’s chest. Fear glittered in those green eyes and something lost and dreamlike as well. Shock. The mist that had stitched this vision unraveled, and the white room enclosed again all sight.


  “She’s alive…” Billy exhaled.


  “You cannot save her,” Dren warned. “You cannot save her without losing your soul.”


  Billy waved Dren aside. “Forget me. Get out of here. Go find some other soul to save.”


  “There’s no time…”


  “I got Amy in this fix.” Billy extended his arm for the Crow. “I got to get her out.”


  The Crow spread its wings and in a shadowblur lighted upon Billy’s forearm.


  “Wait!” Dren addressed the black bird. “Listen to me. There is more.” He put both hands into the rippled gold of his hair, reaching for the right words. “When I came from the pit, I had no memory of you. I was searching for lost souls. In my quest, I stumbled upon a master—Thartoc the Cruel.”


  The bird watched him with one dark eye.


  “That archdemon is in this world to find you. The Crow.” Dren lowered his hands and opened them helplessly. “I did not grasp what he intended at first. I had no memory of you. But now, here—” He motioned at the ghost walls. “Here, with this soul, I remember. You are a punitive angel. You punish the wicked.”


  Billy Max listened to the Crow whispering inside him like a pine wind, full of noise and redolence. He smelled the river. The algal stink was rinsing his mind clean so that his purpose would be strong. No doubt, no confusion could pollute him if he was to serve the Crow.


  “Stop!” Dren insisted. “Do not conscript this boy to your dark stratagem. Let me speak with him. You owe me that. The angels have set me this task. Honor their hope for me. Let me speak with the boy without your interference.”


  With a flap of darkness, the Crow disappeared from Billy’s wrist and fell back to the far corner.


  “Boy, listen to me.” Dren put his hands on Billy’s bare shoulders and heard the river’s voice in him, speaking indifferently of his butchered flesh softening like wax and joining its severed parts seamlessly. “There is a demon waiting for the Crow. If you go with this angel, you will meet Thartoc the Cruel. He is among the most powerful of the Qlippotic masters—the overlords of hell.


  You will never get close to your Amy.”


  Billy Max frowned angrily and pushed the demon away. “I’ll die again trying.”


  “Hell is more gruesome than you can know.” Dren’s blue stare, weighted with woe, held the glower of the youth’s square face. “Your beloved is an innocent. She will find her way to the light…”


  “No!” Billy seized the demon’s tunic in both fists. “I’m not going to let her die.”


  The demon put his hands on the remorseful fists. “You cannot undo your wicked past with more cruelty.”


  Billy’s hands chilled with the current flowing to him from the demon, bearing cold recollection of the abyss. He let the tunic go and stepped back. “If I can save Amy, I don’t care about me.”


  “Care about your soul.”


  “My soul is not so wicked,” he said, eyes full of brilliance and heat. “I never killed anybody.”


  “You conveyed many pounds of heroin.” With unfathomable sorrow, Dren asked, “How many lives do you think were undone by that weight?”


  Billy shook his head solemnly. “I never forced nobody to use that junk.”


  “You simply put it in their way—” Dren lifted an understanding face. “For your own gain.”


  “Get away from me.” Billy pulled around, head bowed, not wanting to hear anymore. “Go back to hell.”


  “That’s where I am going if I can’t help you.” Dren stepped close and put all his strength in his words: “Look at me. Don’t turn away. You need me. The Crow needs me. Thartoc will squash you before you get close enough to hear Amy scream under the satanist’s knife.”


  Billy reluctantly peered around his shoulder.


  “I can help you,” Dren promised, “if you will help me.”


  “How can you help?”


  “I am Dren the Liar,” said the demon, eyes full of sky and emptiness. “I can deceive Thartoc long enough for you to reach Amy. If you promise me that you will kill no one, I will do this for you.”


  “Kill no one—” Billy’s naked stare carried outrage. “Nadja killed me. And Buster Watz and his soldiers will do it again if they can.”


  “Use no violence,” Dren pleaded. “Do this for me. And I will help you.” The demon tilted his head and whispered confidentially, “This is the only way you can rescue Amy—and your own soul.”


  Billy Max pulled around like a light-footed animal and stared at the Crow. Gazing into that black eye was like checking a rearview mirror. He saw his personal history spinning as though his memories were leaves caught in the backdraft of his rushed life. There, every wrathful face he had punched, every dreamy hooker he had laid, every faceless junkie he had served, all upswirled as a tumble of souls. And he stood aghast in the enclosing stillness of his shame, watching the rolling lives he had touched in his passing and had left behind with his impatience to arrive—here, in this absurd white room, caught between the inhuman destinies of a demon with an angel’s face and the soft calling of the Crow.
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  Billy Max tore open the body bag from the inside, ripping it apart like wet paper. Its placental shreds peeled away in the dark flow of the river, and he rose straight up through the horrid flora and putrid ephemera toward glittering lights and the world of the quick. He broke the surface among clots of drifted trash. Shore lights illuminated the water, still and slick as a skim of ice, and headlights crossed beneath the bejeweled skyline like a procession of candles.


  Lifted by night wings above the oily swirls and bobbing curds of the river, Billy strode forth. Dreamforce had foregathered the atomic constituents of alluvial offal and sluggard ooze and fabricated the black garments he wore: calf-high boots, canvas breeks, trace belt, and a loose chemise, all draped in a long coat that snapped behind in the riverwind like dread wings. The cavalier cut of the garments, the archaic look of their cruel style made him think of what Amy might have designed for him herself if she could have dressed him for their revenge.


  On his hands, snug leather insulated him from direct contact with the world of the living. His was a trespass of physical law, and he existed in tactile reality as a dissociate dream, a malevolent fantasy fashioned from the nameless dross and grots sifted out of the river drainage by angelic intelligence. He aspired to no hope of his former life. He wanted only to rescue Amy from the psychopaths who had killed him—and to assure her that, yes, ashes to ashes, but ash bore the seed that would sprout to flame in another life.


  “Why you?” a deep voice asked from under the blurred stars. “Thousands and tens of thousands die each day. Why are you alone returned to the clamoring world?”


  On the shore, a dark and giant figure stood, a monolith let down from the night.


  Billy recognized immediately that this must be the archdemon Dren had warned about. An empire of fear expanded into the night. The city itself appeared as an altar beset with gem-studded crucibles and luminous vessels ordained to receive and transmute the spilled blood of the slaughtered.


  “Why anything?” Billy asked the night, speaking boldly, though a cold wind moaned in the hollow of his heart. “Why are we born? Why us? Why now? Why this face? This destiny? Are there answers?”


  He had reached the riverbank and stood upon a cobbled levee beneath the high arches of a bridge. The immense figure had vanished entirely, no longer a ponderable entity. Still, the stupendous voice remained. “Yes, there are answers. But their utterance would be meaningless to you. For, though you occupy resurrected flesh and commingle with a spirit of rapture and dread, you are a man, William Maxwell.”


  “I am the Crow!” Billy shouted, and echoes tripped like a bloodbeat.


  “A man!” Thunder heaved Billy off his feet, and he fell into the earth, his body passing cleanly through a sieve of atoms, abruptly buried by a million tons of darkness.


  His memories, pulled away in the archdemon’s grasp, spun out from world to world, and he saw himself as an infant blistered with cigarette burns and tossed in the garbage.


  Buried in his past, he felt the flare of pain from each touch of his mother’s anger, and he experienced again the confusion, the prismatic hurt, and the fear that grew into a desperate and thoughtful rage.


  He remembered the meager love he had sought among whores and drug-addled sluts. The erosions of pain had left scars no love could fill. Not even Amy, for all her full-hearted tenderness, could brim that emptiness.


  And so, his pain had delivered first him and then Amy herself to Nadja Crimco…


  He saw once more the punctuated flashes of her stricken eyes watching as Nadja carved his flesh and his screams whirled inward, swallowed by the shame of what he had inflicted on her, his muscles jumping with each cut, twitching and spasming, parts of a machine electrocuting itself, falling apart in blood rags and bones…


  With one hand, Thartoc the Cruel lifted William Maxwell out of the earth where he had crammed him. What a clumsy, pathetic creature. All sordid dreams and sorrow. What were the burning ones thinking?


  Billy Max hung helpless in the grip of the archdemon, his soul wracked with torment, his mind afire with lucid recall of his blue-bunched bowels glistening in his lap, fecal stinks smothering him, white strings and crimson tissues tugged out from dissected arms, pink jellies and lymphatic yolks extracted through a belly cavity dangling greasy threads…


  I’m dead. A dead thing. Madness closed on him with a frenzy called divine, and despair slipped away like water, down, always down, into a dynasty of darkness.


  Thartoc shook the limp body to a blur of black feathers and wingbeats, forcing the Crow free of its human disguise. The archdemon tossed the husk aside, and Billy Max plopped onto a cinder path under lamplight and a strew of stars.


  The Crow opened far-flung wings with a spread wide as night. The glint of its eyes were quasars, twelve billion light-years deep.


  Thartoc the Cruel smiled, a darkness between shadow and emptiness. He was as nothing. He seized the Crow and pulled that spirit with him back whence he had come, into hell, into the far future of the universe, at the vacuum limits of the exhausted cosmos, where time poured beyond the quilted forms of atoms, beyond even the most tenuous wavelengths of light, into eternal darkness.


  The Crow fought. With talons like meteors, it slashed at Thartoc. And the archdemon laughed, a silence deep as outer space.


  “So good at pummeling humans who serve demons,” Thartoc chortled, “but helpless against this demon who pummels you.”


  Claw tracks of shooting stars cut futilely at the demon.


  “Struggle all you like.” Thartoc slapped the Crow to stardust. “Without hosts of war angels, you are helpless against me.”


  Dren the Liar watched appalled from Thartoc’s shadow. He had never imposed a deception upon a master. He did not know if it would work. Yet he had nothing to lose. He pushed darkness over the archdemon. He pushed the archdemon’s own shadow over him. And in that momentary blindness, the Crow flapped away.


  Dren plummeted like a stone.


  From the moon-lapped river, the Liar watched Thartoc stumbling above the skyline of Manhattan, groping for what he had just held within his merciless grasp. He looked like a huge thunderhead above the city’s bright lights, amorphous as a dark gas cloud in the abyss, raining a slush of stars.


  On the cinder path, the Crow lit, feathers ruffled, a smudge of oil smoke under the halogen glare. Its claws dug into Billy Max’s shoulders and lifted him upright.


  Billy gawked about groggily. Misery twisted his pained face. Even so, he did not hesitate. He saw the titanic demon looming above the shining towers, acrid with anger. And he did not slow down for scorn, despite the dark, mirthless laughter that occupied the wound where Thartoc had made him remember his dying. He slipped swiftly away into the drizzling moonlight, one eye on the archdemon thundering back and forth across the sky, and he whispered with hot derision, “You can’t tell which way the train went by looking at the track, bozo.”


  [image: logo]


  Nergal the Flayer and Succoth the Burner entered Nadja’s warehouse silently, seeping up through the cracked concrete. From behind a covert of movie props—a folding bed and a wardrobe hung with leather garments, whips, paddles, and an enema bag—the demons surveyed the studio.


  Puddles held moonlight like pools of spilled mercury. The wooden throne where Billy Max had been butchered gleamed with streaks of black blood.


  The warehouse appeared unoccupied save for a hooded figure who knelt hunched at the center of an ashen circle.


  As they had agreed before entering, Succoth slid quickly through the air, arrowing for the diabolist, and Nergal charged after, shouting, “Burn her!”


  Orange flames engulfed the supplicant, and a harrowing scream sliced the night.


  “You whipped us when last we met,” Nergal chided, grabbing the cloak and hood in his monstrous hands. “Now, you are the one who tastes pain.”


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth hissed with alarm when Nergal pulled away the hood and revealed Amy’s anguished face.


  The metal door to the loading dock screeched open, and Nadja Crimco pranced in naked, shouting, “Tzabaoth! Vadaath! Sadai!” She twisted the cap off a highway flare, scratched the flare to a burst of incandescence, and sent it spinning across the floor. When it hit the ashen circle, the perimeter blazed.


  Too late, the demons saw that they had been lured into a circle of burning sulfur. The brimstone flames trapped them long enough for the demonolater to dance thrice around the circle, waving her varnished wand of fetal blood and chanting the barbarous phrases that bound their demonic strength to her mortal will.


  When the circle of fire dimmed away, Nadja stood veiled in brown smoke, a lurid female apparition, withered nearly to a skeleton, her brisket sharp as a claw enclosing the wrinkled crepe of her belly. Her head flew back with laughter. “Look at the two of you!”


  The humpback Nergal stamped about the interior of the circle in a stump-legged waddle, his lobed head swinging like a huge mallet. The black anaconda that was Succoth coiled unmoving, scarlet fumes drooling through his needle-thin teeth, hot eyes fixed hatefully on his captor.


  “Amy.” Nadja beckoned with her stained wand. “Come out.”


  Amy crawled forth whimpering.


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth lifted his contoured head. “You cannot hold us-s, woman. We are sent by the masters-s of hell…”


  “Shut up!” The satanist showed her jammed wet teeth in an irate grimace. “You are not in hell now. You are in my world. And you will obey me. Or else—” She raised her cruel wand and began to hiss.


  “Enough!” Nergal clapped his thick hands over his earholes. “What do you want of us?”


  “Obedience,” she answered, her sunken eyes gorged with fury.


  “You have that.” Nergal opened his powerful arms, exposing his cankerous and warty hulk. “We are constrained.”


  “Indeed you are. Oh yes.” She lowered her merry features to Amy, who had crawled toward the door. “Close that, will you, sister? I don’t want to catch a chill.”


  Amy painfully forced herself upright and obeyed. Her hands and arms looked unscathed, yet her skin raged, doused with some invisible acid. She leaned against the metal door, and after it slid clangorously into place, she drooped to the floor and gaped at the phantoms in the twisting smoke. They lurched in and out of sight, like a blocked cable channel.


  “Seminaries of Darkness!” the diabolist called into the smoky circle. “Identify yourselves and your power. And do not even think to lie, for you are my slaves, and I will take the truth from you with stripes if I must.” She spun the wand in her left hand like a baton. “You first, snake. Are you truly Succoth the Burner as you claimed earlier?”


  “S-s-s-t!” The great serpent narrowed his livid stare. “I am Succoth the Burner of the Gog Shekeloh with power to inflame.”


  Nadja pointed her wand at Nergal. “And you, fathead?”


  “Nergal the Flayer of the Gog Shekeloh with power to expose.” His splash of tiny spider eyes dazzled in the flarelight. “Beware, Nadja Crimco, how you use us. We are not the mere Vessels of Iniquity you have commanded in the past. You will meet us again—in the pit.”


  “S-s-s-t! And we will not forget.”


  “Like I don’t know?” She clutched at the dark fur between her spindly legs. “I put a knife up here with my own hand and killed the babies in me. And with that blood I honored the most impenitent among you.” Her upper lip curled contemptuously. “That’s why you’re in there, tough guys. Satan is my god. And he has spoken his sweet name to me.” With a tongue brown as leather, she licked her lips, savoring the memory. “Accusing Angel. Yes, he is an angel.” She wagged her riven face at the glaring demons. “Your master is an angel, a messenger of no message. Of silence. That is the news of our ultimate destination, boys. That’s the final abyss, the night into which all stars will set and be extinguished, the fate of every sun, of every ray of light and every atom.” She lifted her countenance to the moon-washed windows, and in the red shadows the severely hacked lines of her face smoothed over with an expression of deepest joy, of beatitude. “I am promised to that night by Satan himself. And I’ve earned it, you ugly menials, you incompetent derelicts who can’t even track down a runagate of hell. I’ve earned eternal night. Serene emptiness is my reward. I earned it with the blood of my womb. And when I see you pitiful sots in the pit, it will be to spit into your warped faces before our master escorts me far away from your cacophonous hole to tranquillity—to nothingness. No memories. No dreams. No pain. I leave all that misery to you slobs and bunglers.” She posed proudly, hands on her sharp hipbones. “Satan loves me.”


  Nergal and Succoth stared at each other woefully.


  Nadja tossed a gleeful look to where Amy cowered against the door, her tragic face carved in ivory. “I’ve got them by the gonads, sister. And they know it.” She clacked her teeth victoriously. “Now, let’s make these buffoons dance.”


  Like a conductor, the diabolist raised her wand and chanted an incantatory phrase that elicited crazed squeals from the trapped demons. “That got their attention.” Nadja leered at Amy.


  To Amy’s drugged vision, the fume-filled air pulsed with big soft buffetings. She glimpsed, through the gloom in the circle of ash, a mammoth serpent green-black as bile and that crookback giant whose abominable visage had loomed over and branded her brain with nightmare.


  “Men are coming to kill me,” Nadja informed the demons. “You will flay their minds, Nergal, and strip them of all will to do me harm. And you, Succoth, you will inflame them with passion for me. Passion so fierce, they would slit their own throats for love of me.” She raised her wand, and the demons cowered. “You will do this at once, demons. And you will do the same for the man who sent them—Big Steel Fiarella. Go to him. Now. And make him mine.”
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    And the angels who did not keep their own position, but left their proper dwelling, He has kept in eternal chains in deepest darkness for the judgment of the great Day.


    —JUDE 6

  


  Buster Watz had Cap park the minivan opposite Nadja’s warehouse in front of a machine shop, where darkness stared like a menace through barred windows. “Big Steel wants the junkie slut dead and her porn studio torched.” His proud, stone-cut profile did not turn to face the men he addressed. “Cap, you go in through the docking door. Boz, you and Nicco take these keys, and one of you enter by the front, the other from the alley.” He fished a ring of keys from his jacket pocket and held them over his shoulder.


  “S-s-s-t! Traitor! You cannot hide from us-s!”


  “You ain’t comin’?” Cap asked, his three-fingered hand already on the door handle.


  >“I’m cover.” He gazed unmoving down a brick street of mongrel buildings stamped against the moon-burnt night. The more time he had to reflect on what he had seen with Nadja when his men took out Billy’s corpse, the more uneasy he felt about facing her again. Even sitting here on this ancient street of rainworn stones, waiting for the fire to come that would consume the witch, a frightful wicked despoilage filled his chest, as if he was violating some evil prophecy. ‘And don’t waste any time. Be real quick about it.”


  “What if Billy’s girl is still there?” Nicco queried after Boz threw open the side door and hopped out. “You want we should tie her up and carry her out? If she’s still alive and all?”


  Buster kept his eyes on the skull-colored street bricks. “Burn everything.”


  When the minivan doors slammed shut, Buster moved into the driver’s seat and watched his soldiers deploy. Boz and Nicco, each carrying a canister of gasoline, slouched across the street, one furtively entering the alley, the other edging up to the front. Both held back, waiting for Cap to yank open the sliding door.


  Buster could tell that Boz and Nicco were as nervous as he. They, too, had seen something awful in that warehouse. It had happened so fast, no one could be sure, and so no one had said anything. But he knew what they were thinking. They had glimpsed the taker of souls.


  Nadja’s Satan worship was no secret. Usually it was something the men laughed about: Satan’s slut, horny as the devil. No one was laughing this night.


  Perhaps because Billy’s murder had been so cruel and the witch had taken such exuberant delight in slicing him, or perhaps because the kid had never once screamed though his body had bucked with agony and tears had flowed with hot abandon, the witnesses had sensed a small but important adjustment in their depraved universe, and what joy they had shared of sin was made less.


  Disappointment gnawed at Buster. The lack of sexual fervor in what had promised to be a lubricious culmination to his craving for Billy Max had left him angry. If not for the devilish illusion that had spooked him and his men, Nadja would be dead already.


  He shifted uneasily on the ripped upholstery, staring at the high gallery of warehouse windows. Where’s the fire already? His knuckles tightened on the steering wheel. What does it take to whack a sick junkie bitch?


  Impatient irritability nearly propelled him out of the minivan. Already, his right hand had reached for the Glock strapped to his calf when he saw Boz standing on the loading bay. A frosty dew beaded Buster’s heart. The soldier did not look right. Even from across the street, Watz recognized madness raying from the eyes in that dog-chewed face. The hand that was reaching for the gun went instead for the ignition. He seized that key with cold, fervid fingers, like it was a holy talisman, and waited, watching.


  Nicco emerged next, his gait drawling like a sleepwalker. Behind him, Cap floated. They waved, summoning him. The door to the warehouse stood black, as utterly lightless as if the flames in hell had been extinguished.


  Latitudes and longitudes of a disordered and mad reality unfurled before Buster Watz. He heard his heart clopping, wild to get away, yet he continued to wait and watch, refusing to obey irrational fear.


  What are those yayas doing? he asked himself, trying to spark enough ire to get out, bound over there, and take command.


  But his muscles refused to budge, mesmerized by the malefic drama slowly revealing itself on the loading stage above this common, dank, and night-bound street. He wanted to see the witch. Before he succumbed to fear and fled, he wanted to see her spread crocodile-skin wings and bare fangs—some plausible monstrousness to justify full-out flight.


  Instead, Boz hopped down from the docking bay and strode toward him with heavy steps. Buster’s heart winced painfully. A fine mist of soot smudged the air around the soldier, and his face had an altered and weird definition, his ill-shapen features traced precisely in inky spiderlines and black beetle blood.


  Buster turned the ignition so abruptly, the starter whined, and the engine died.


  “Hey, Buster!” Boz called in a dense, submerged voice. “Don’t go. Come. Come see from what isn’t there.”


  The gap in logic, the unerring wrongness of those words horrified Buster Watz more than the aberrant look of the man. He twisted the key in the ignition, pounding the accelerator and throwing the drive into gear even as the engine ignited. Screaming tires hurtled the minivan forward so fast, it caromed off the curb.


  Buster fought the steering wheel. With wild eyes, he searched the sideview mirror for Boz. No one was in the street. He straightened the speeding vehicle, then yelped with horror when Boz glided out of his blind spot and flew alongside, grinning wide with some glistening black thing in his mouth.


  “Come!” Boz rapped hard knuckles on the window. “Buster, come with us!”


  Buster floored the accelerator. The squirming blackness in Boz’s mouth shoved from between his jaws, a phallic viper head. Its mouth unhinged, and a tongue of green flame licked the window, leaving a char streak as the minivan pulled away.
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  Buster Watz had never been so scared in his life—not in the projects, rival crews waiting in ambush to puncture him with virus needles, cheaper than bullets and way more cruel; not in the Marines, on night drops into fetid swamps with redneck bukras hot to break his neck and feed him to the gators; not in prison, psychopathic Aryan lifers determined to stick him with their rusty shivs. He lived everywhere without fear. He lived walking, fearless, loose, unshakable when fate made its turns. He rode fate like a bull. Over the moon, out of the projects, out of the swamp camps, out of the animal factory, over the moon to the silk life at the top of the city, a steel hammer wrapped in silk, not afraid of anything—until now.


  He pulled the minivan to the curb on Houston, and his fingers shook as he took out his cell phone and punched in Big Steel’s FA number. That the sketchy constellations had tilted westward toward some clockless hour after midnight made no difference to him. Big Steel had to know.


  When Big Steel picked up, he said, “It went tilt,” speaking with a calmness that surprised him. “Big-time tilt.”


  “Get over here,” Big Steel whispered, and hung up.


  The whisper shook Buster Watz like a roar. Big Steel never whispered. He was Big Steel. For all his refinement and suave civility, he was a man of operatic proportions, and the sound of his whisper was so alien to Buster that the hammer sat motionless for a long minute, wondering what to do.


  Unable to refuse a direct command from his boss, Buster Watz drove to SoHo and parked two blocks from Big Steel’s Prince Street building. He let himself in by the service door and climbed the back stairs to the penthouse. After disengaging the alarm from the fire door, he cracked open the heavy portal and saw the elegantly bare room radiantly illuminated, all the ceiling-recessed spectrum lights blazing.


  The glare in the sheet-glass windows reflected the interior. Big Steel sat naked at his petrified wood desk, and the flab of his pale skin seemed to shine iridescently, as though he were smeared with a luminous oil. Under the weight of his surprise at finding Big Steel naked, Buster crouched where he stood and listened.


  Big Steel was on the phone, talking to a broker in Europe about transferring funds to Nadja Crimco. Buster’s breath whooshed from him as if he had taken a stomach blow.


  “Come!” Big Steel called, and in the window reflection, Buster saw that the eagle-faced man was gazing directly at the fire door. “Come, Buster. Come see from what isn’t there.”


  The words wobbled out of a mine shaft, black with shadows, and Buster fell backward on his haunches. Then the ponderous door swung wide, pushed from within by some muscular, unfelt wind.


  A squeaky cry escaped Buster’s lungs, finding himself sprawled in full view of Big Steel. The naked man stood with the moon huge in the window behind him, his countenance empty and pale. But his eyes, usually calculating, level, steady as a fencing master’s, had opened to black holes in his head. Darkness blazed there—like shark eyes informing a rudimental brain—and yet, also monstrously intelligent, gazing out from an unknown depth of the universe and possessed of horrible knowledge forbidden sane minds.


  “Come, Buster!” Big Steel beckoned with both arms, his nakedness shining in the doorwell of night. Then the voice of Buster’s grandmother sounded from that bearded mouth: “You best fetch your hide in here right quick, child. You listen up. If I gots to beat on you, I will. You hear me?”


  With a soundless wail in his throat, Buster Watz heaved himself down the stairs. Candleflames burned on the banister, wickless and yellow as teeth. Like dream flying, he leaped from landing to landing, never touching the stairs. He burst onto the street like a fall-down drunk, scrambling bent over, hands clawing at the sidewalk, face inches from the ground as if reading news in the stained concrete and dog turds.


  Crooning terrified sounds, he found his way to the minivan and hung from the door, his brain squeezed tight in the vise of his skull. Passersby in the night glanced furtively at him, and the uneasiness in their stares and the quickening of their steps on the languid street calmed him. The world was sane. He was crazy.


  He got in the minivan and drove to the East Village, to Noir, the clothing shop owned by his aunt Ismailia. At this hour, she was usually closed, but he knew tonight she had scheduled a . predawn fashion show. He was relieved to find people milling on the sidewalk, their slash makeup and leather-and-chain attire buffoonish and uplifting after what he had confronted.


  Noir was one of the many small businesses where Buster Watz had invested his money, as much to launder it as to help family. Ismailia had been a cleaning woman in a Queens office building and her husband Roscoe a school janitor until Buster bought him a mechanic’s garage on Hudson and her this rag shop. They knew nothing about his work, because when they asked he told them he was in public relations at Fiarella Ltd., and his business was people. Killing people, that was the part he left out.


  Ismailia, his mother’s cousin, used to trouble their fervently Baptist family with her premonitory dreams and visitations from dead relatives. Buster believed she was touched in the head and was amused when she opened this vampire shop and made a success of it. After he heard that Billy Max’s schizoid girlfriend was looking for a fashion job, he knew crazy Ismailia would be right for her, and he had asked his aunt to contact Alliance House without mentioning his name.


  Too much had changed in the six months since then. What lusty hope he had cherished of having Billy for himself had soured and become bitter as Billy grew ever more independent with approaching adulthood. If the boy would have done wet work for Big Steel, Buster was sure he could have flipped him. Death—murderous death—inspired the rudest sex. But that had gone wrong. Everything had gone wrong. Even the boy’s own murderous death, which should have been hot and obscene as the red blossom inside a jaguar’s mouth, had turned into something unguessable…


  Down stone steps, through a foliate iron gate, and under an arch crested by a Greek goddess with eyes bald as lightbulbs, Buster Watz descended into Noir. The shop bustled with activity. The display grotto had been rearranged to showcase Ismailia’s newest fashion line: obeah-knot shawls, juju-stitch vests, gowns embroidered with voudoun vevers, and hex-lace skirts and slacks.


  “Buster!” Roscoe shouted happily from where he stood on a ladder, attaching prayer flags stenciled with Hindu demons to the track lights. “You’re early for the show. We’re still setting up.”


  Buster ignored the burly man. “Where’s my aunt?”


  Roscoe nodded to the back of the store, and Buster hurried past fitting rooms crowded with half-dressed, emaciated models and out a Dutch door to a yard hung with paper lanterns. He spotted Ismailia’s turban-wrapped head in a loose knot of fey young men in satin trousers, where she was helping arrange viewing chairs along the ivy-shrouded walls.


  “Look who has come to his auntie’s show!” She flashed him an illuminated smile, and the scars on both cheeks dimpled. “Seeing you makes me so glad. What a day of trouble it has been. Our girl Amy is gone. She collapsed, right here in the store! The ambulance came and took her away. But she is all right. When I called the hospital, they say she has been released. She is fine. But of course she cannot work here tonight. Not after that. So I must put on this show with one less helper.”


  Her smile of pearl-seed teeth slipped away as Buster wended closer and she noticed the distress in his drawn face. “What’s wrong, dear? You look like you saw the Devil.”


  “I did, Auntie!” He turned her toward the ivy, away from the curious young men. “I need some protection.”


  Her large eyes showed whites all around. “From the Devil?”


  “A powerful witch is working some trouble on me, Auntie. My boss, my workers—she has them in bad way. I have to break her magic.”


  “Yenene!” Ismailia cried out, then said more quietly to her benefactor, “You need serious help. I am just a dabbler. But Yenene is a Yoruba witch. She is white, but her soul is Dahomey, you know? Yenene! Come quick!”


  Yenene appeared at the Dutch door. When she spied Buster Watz, her scalp winced. The little devils that Ismailia feared to let in her shop swarmed about the tall, statuesque man. She grabbed her amber-and-silver necklace and clacked it loudly, and the imps backed off at her approach.


  “Yenene—” Ismailia took the witch’s thin arm and pulled her close to Buster. “This is my cousin, and the devils are making trouble for him. You must help.”


  Yenene felt hollow inside looking at those panther eyes, and when she took his clammy hand, fear clogged her heart. A spider-song trilled her nerves, and she pulled her hand away fast. “You are caught in a web,” she said in a tremulous hush. “Eyes of a spider are on you. And a snake. They have hunted for a long time—no. Not time. From far, far away. But they are not looking for you.”


  “Speak sense, woman.” Buster Watz glared at the scrawny witch, and Ismailia laid a soothing hand on his arm.


  “Yenene speaks what she sees.” The stocky woman leaned closer to her seer. “Can Olodumare protect him?”


  Yenene raised her pale eyebrows in a sorrowful plea to her boss.


  “He is my blood, Yenene.” Ismailia answered that beseeching look with a strong stare. “Give him the amulet.”


  “Olodumare is a mighty god,” Yenene said, and unbuttoned her acid-washed jeans. She exposed a purple velvet thong, reached into its crotch, and extracted a blood agate the size of a thumb. An androgynous figurine was carved in the stone of floated inclusions, a dread gnome with mooncalf eyes and crescent mouth. “Olodumare is mighty,” she repeated, handing him the moist, bodywarm amulet. “But he cannot protect you from yourself.”
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  From far within the shuttered darkness of his cranium, Nicco watched himself carry the bird weight of Nadja Crimco past chain hoists and a rack of stage lights. He placed her naked, shriveled body on a floor mat beside a hooded camera and unzipped his pants. Staring directly into the fervid gleam of her pinhole eyes, he crouched over her. His fingers, impelled by an alien will that had divested him of all choice, caressed her shaved temples and tangled themselves in the horsehair atop her skull,


  Amy watched mutely, numbly, from where she lay curled against a crank lift. She had tried to make herself very small so that she would not be noticed by the two other goons. But they f were oblivious to her and stood rigidly with uplifted faces, their features seared by darkness. A tremendous shadow fell heavily on them from above.


  Nadja seemed unaware of this zero light eclipsing the moon-glow in the windows. She flailed bonelessly under the thrusting weight of the zombie Nicco. From her gawping mouth, a dry laugh crackled.


  Then, a giant voice avalanched into the warehouse: “Stand and bear witness!”


  Nicco lurched back from Nadja’s gristly embrace and slammed into a tungsten tripod lamp that fell to the ground and ruptured with percussive noise.


  Nadja swung upright, a mangled look of fright and fury twisting her face. Thartoc the Cruel! She identified the deafening presence. Why has he returned? Calm yourself, Nadja. He cannot do me harm. He hasn’t yet fulfilled his bound oath. Amy still lives. And I have demons in my command.


  A silt of blackness settled over everything, and forms and figures in the warehouse breathed red auras, all seen in a dull, thermal glow. Out of this stygian atmosphere, the giant voice declared, “Witnesses, speak!”


  Cap, Boz, and Nicco collapsed like unstrung marionettes, their fallen bodies seething ectoplasmic fumes. That phosphorescent steam coalesced to the malign shapes of a thick, spooled serpent and a hulking humpback. “S-s-s-t! Master, we are bound in thrall to this-s diabolist.”


  “I am Nergal the Flayer, and this…”


  “I know who you are, dolts!” The voice of night throbbed,


  “You are of the Gog Shekeloh. Why are you not in the pit where you belong?”


  Nergal began to explain when his throat constricted, squeezed shut painfully by Nadja Crimco’s scream, “Nyah-h-h-h-hg!” Her snaggled teeth bit off the cry, and she leaped atop a camera podium and writhed there, naked and shining with moonfire. “By the Lord of Infernal Hosts and the Seminaries of Darkness,” she spoke forcefully, “by the Vehement Force of the Accuser, I command you to silence!”


  The faceless and leprous dark peeled away from the walls and, in a ladder of moonlight let down from the gallery windows, construed a sinister visitor, hooded and robed in night’s vestments, cuffs pressed together, sleeves hanging like swamp moss, baneful cognate to a monk. “I abrogate your command.”


  Nadja hopped down from the podium. “No, Thartoc.” Do not submit, Nadja. Be a bold Nadja. You have spilled your babies’ blood for favor of the most pernicious of the masters. Nadja will not be thwarted by less than Satan himself. “These two serve me. As do you.” She advanced on him, her crepe white skin pressed smooth in the cold gale radiating from the hooded intruder. “Your thrall to me is not fulfilled until she dies.”


  Amy sat up under the gnarled finger Nadja thrust at her. The sleepy work of the heroin imposed a taciturn stillness on her fear. She studied the unreal apparitions arrayed in the studio with unsayable horror. Awake? Or dreaming? The nauseating stink of the demons promised she was awake.


  “Kill her now,” Thartoc ordered from under his obscuring cowl. “Be done with your games, for the Crow is coming.”


  “Games?” Nadja leaned against an antique movie camera, shivering before the cold glare of the archdemon, her breath pluming in the moon-pale air. “Is that what our lives look like to you gods of the afterlife? Or should I call you gods of the anti life? You loathe everything living, don’t you?”


  “Be silent, woman,” Thartoc said fiercely. He wanted to lash out and smash this wretched creature to a lifeless pulp, but he dared not. Asmodeus, King of the Abyss, had placed him in her thrall. His mission was to break the Crow. If he acted wildly, the nexus of possibilities would froth and boil. Already, he had enough uncertainty assailing him. Some unaccountable spirit had blinded him during his struggle with the Crow, and his adversary had eluded him. “Your petty life means nothing to me.”


  “Exactly.” Nadja hugged herself, bent down and pulled from under a projector screen a bundle of clothes. “You are demons. You despise us. We are just once and then no more. Fleeting lives. Handfuls of earth.” She stepped into black denim trousers. “I have no illusions about my brief life, demon. When I kill that bitch over there, you’re going to discard me.”


  While Nadja yammered, Thartoc summoned the Azima. Fumblesome imps, tattered fairies, squalid chimera, and three-legged gnomes trooped from the ashen and cobwebbed corners of the building and flocked about their master. He asked of them the business that had delivered Nergal and Succoth from the pit, and the deformed dolls whispered to him about the renegade, Dren the Liar. And Thartoc understood then how he had been defeated with his own shadow.


  Amy watched with a madwoman’s clarity as the dirty trolls shuffled around the diabolic shadow-monk. The tonnage of snake and the crookback with the many tiny bubbled eyes lurked beside a tapestry of medieval devils. The two demons moved in skipped frames that made her look away.


  Nadja appeared at her side, dressed in a scarlet tank top, black pants, and motorcycle boots. The demonolater grabbed a hank of Amy’s long hair and jerked her painfully to her knees. “She will die when I am ready. Until then, these demons bear witness to me.”


  Thartoc imploded to a pool of thriving black spiders. The arachnids scattered in every direction under his thrumming voice: “The Gog Shekeloh are yours to command. But beware. You are in the midst of a war. The Crow is coming. And this time, I will not be deceived.”


  Moonlight hung like a tattered bridal trousseau in the space above the cluttered warehouse. The cold vanished with Thartoc. Succoth and Nergal, too, had bleared away, and Big Steel’s soldiers sat up groggily, the blue whites of their eyes bright.


  “You understand what happened here?” Nadja spoke softly in Amy’s ear, her rank breath a green ether. “You became my talisman, And now your life to me is more precious than love.”
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  Incarnate evil. Scorched by terror, Amy watched as the calamity of demons retreated into the unutterable. Billy’s gruesome death had bludgeoned her. All thought had fled and left her mindless and staring. Only now, in the quell of moonlight and the sour stink of Nadja pressing close, did thoughts rush upon her like a wild lament. If there are demons, there must be angels. There must be God.


  This inner voice echoed back from her childhood, from the frightful time before the doctors found the right combination of drugs to silence the voices in her head. She had prayed then as she prayed now, floppy with fear: Oh God, help me. Protect me from the devils. Almighty God, save me from evil.


  Laughter erupted like the yelp of a startled dog. A silver flame, long and slender as a fang, burned sharply in the air before her, exuding an aura of cold. “God! God! Help me, God!” a loud hoarse whisper flogged the silence. “There is no God in this or in any of the created worlds, ignorant woman. We have searched since time itself began and found no trace of Her anywhere. Oh, we have searched with all our might and found nothing but atoms and the void.” The dry rasp of unseen wings, flittery as bats, swarmed about her. “Stupid woman, God is a wish. And just as empty.”


  The silver flame snuffed away and left a black retinal ghost of itself wavering before her. “No God,” Nadja repeated, her sour lips touching Amy’s ear. “Why do you think I worship Satan? If God answered our prayers, who would need Satan?”


  Amy shut her eyes and continued praying even more fervently: God, I know you can hear me. You must hear me. You must. Take Billy’s soul into your care. Save him from these devils. And deliver me from evil…deliver me…
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  Dimly, Billy Max heard Amy. He stood on a small riverside street before a moonlit lot of wrecked cars, rusted hulks waiting for the ferry to the afterlife in a scrapyard across the river. He jangled the chain on the wire-mesh gate, and with one tug snapped the lock. The noise brought a mastiff charging out of a dark lane between the heaped metal. Its fierce barking echoed down the sepulchral street. But one glance from the ghostface of the interloper and the dog retreated in a sidelong half trot, tail tucked and whimpering.


  A rag of light wiped the darkness, and a security guard approached. “Hey, you!” The beam from his flashlight found a night-garbed thief pulling a battered Harley from a heap of cast-off bikes and engine parts. “Where you think you’re going?” he shouted as the scavenger mounted the motorcycle. “You stupid or somethin’? This is a junkyard. The engine’s blown on that hog, pal.”


  The Harley belched, grumbled, and boomed, green flames shooting from its dented exhausts. A roostertail of gravel forced the guard back, and the motorcycle sped away, the rider’s long coat flapping behind.
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  Darkness brittle with streetlight carried the engine noise of Billy’s Harley directly to Thartoc the Cruel. “The Crow comes,” the archdemon announced to his minions, and his words rattled the window casements of Nadja’s warehouse. “Go forth and intercept this night rider. I will not be deceived twice by Dren the Liar.”


  Cap, Boz, and Nicco exited by a side door into the flinty light of the alley. Behind them, their shadows lingered and smoldered, incinerated shapes of the demons within.


  Nadja pulled Amy to her feet by her hair. “We are staying close, sister.” She guided the numbed woman to the bloodstained chair where Billy Max had died and where the knife that had killed him stood upright, stabbed into the backrest. “Sit.”


  Amy pushed away, and Nadja punched her hard under the sternum, doubling her over and shoving her onto the gummy throne.


  “Don’t fight me, sister.” Nadja jerked Amy’s right arm into the wrist restraint and tightened the rusty buckle till she winced. “I can’t kill you yet. But I can make you hurt so bad even these devils will cry for you.”


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth’s tongue of flame licked the night wind, tasting Amy’s anguish. “Soon we will back in the pit. Do you feel how strongly this-s soul’s-s pain bleeds-s into the dark? The master lures-s his-s prey with the stink of suffering.”


  “But Thartoc’s prey is an angel.” Nergal moved his human puppets into three separate stations: Cap entered the adjacent stonecutter’s yard, Boz crossed the street and stood in the black doorwell of the machine shop, and Nicco waited under a cone of streetlight, gun drawn. “We have never battled angels. How do we stop the Crow?”


  “Leave the Crow to the master,” Succoth advised from the curb where his eelish length stretched, firebreath glimmering in the gutter like spilled embers. “I will burn Dren—and you will flay him.”


  From far down the moon-pearled street, engine noise rolled. The cough of a motorcycle sputtered and cut off.


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth reared up and moved Nicco out of the lamplight and into the middle of the street.


  Overhead, a black bird circled through the vertiginous spaces between the stars. Billy Max shared what it saw and walked the Harley off the street into an alley that ran parallel behind gaunt, high-shouldered storehouses. On that moon-dappled lane, the vigilant intelligence of the demons could easily have spotted him. But the Liar covered Billy with the alley’s oblique shadows, and they saw nothing except the easy dark and the moon’s gristle.


  Billy moved with a happy courage, a joy calm and unavoidable. And the more he reminded himself that he was dead, a dead-walker, a zombie, the more stubborn this elation felt. The Crow exuberantly incarnated strength in him, a black laugh whirling inside, gleeful to walk with human legs on the edge of eternity, already dead and yet more alive than he had ever been, not with life force but with the impossible.


  Absurd delight curled his lips to a grim smile. The humor of the Crow, of the immense and mysterious world that had engendered the Crow, ravished him with its unfathomable, unimaginable purpose. Instead of the fright or shock that reason demanded, he felt levity. Wings of black laughter lifted his heart above the nightmare, the fevered dream, the fabled horror of the killing ground that people arbitrarily called life. He soared free of the grim reaper. Face broad with silent laughter, a comedian of hilarious death, a joker from a realm beyond right knowing, he had descended into this world to kill with merry reckoning, having been killed with such reckless abandon.


  But the demon who had saved the Crow from Thartoc had demanded no killing. Out of gratitude for Dren’s help, Billy had to suppress the mirthful murder surging in him. And the shameless black laughter circled silently, filling him with spectacular cheer. His cruel smile widened to watch the mischief of Dren the Liar open a way past Thartoc’s sentinels.


  Nicco strolled by, hearing the bones of his skull rattling as he walked, a mesmerizing sound that shuffled him into the night. In the stonecutter’s yard, Cap tracked the furtive shadows of cats behind slabs of granite while at his back Billy wheeled his Harley unseen through weedy warrens to Nadja’s warehouse.


  Boz peered from the unlit doorwell of the machine shop, watching Nicco amble into the night even as Billy leaned his motorcycle against the rear of the loading dock and in one bound, Jong coat spreading in a wing of darkness, leaped the barbed fence to the lot behind the warehouse.


  “The Crow is here!” Thartoc’s molten voice poured across the studio, and Amy’s flesh jumped on her bones.


  Nadja squatted beside the gory chair, tightening the strap on her captive’s left wrist and gazing up at the incandescent window galleries. “Now we will see a battle of heaven and hell.” She snorted with delight. “And all I wanted was revenge. I never expected a floor show.”


  Amy reached within again to pray, but before she could speak her pain, a shadow loomed against the windows.


  Dren lifted himself into the moonflow, hoisting an illusion of the Crow. He expected to push his deceptive strength into the upper scaffolds of the warehouse and draw Thartoc to him. But before he penetrated the casement, the windowpanes exploded outward in a radiant spray of shattered glass.


  The force of the archdemon’s attack flung Dren backward into the night. Embraced by Thartoc’s cold power, the Liar curdled to a tiny squeak of pain.


  “You!” the archdemon bellowed. Enraged, he flung the Liar over the rooftops and whirled around, a scything boomerang.


  The instant the gallery window ruptured, Billy Max kicked in the side door. A flood of moonlight cast his long shadow over Nadja and Amy, and their startled cries jumped as one.


  “Thartoc!” Nadja cried for help, leaping to her feet.


  But already Billy had seized the canisters of gasoline that Boz and Nicco had brought with them. A sinister smile cleaved his humorless face, and he knocked the caps together, sloshing fuel onto the concrete. “Want to light my fire, Nadja? One last time?”


  “Thartoc!” Nadja backed away and tripped shrieking over Amy’s legs.


  Rays of darkness sliced through the blasted window, and out of that blackness Thartoc the Cruel rose up wreathed in green gas—a leather-winged fiend with a razor grin and withered pig’s eyes chambered in horned sockets.


  Billy snatched from the back of the blood-grimed chair the knife that had killed him and threw it hard to the ground. Sparks flew, and the spilled gasoline flung a curtain of fire in front of Thartoc’s slashing claws.


  Billy wrenched free the restraints from Amy’s wrists, smiling down at her with kindly, amused eyes. “Hot to trot?”


  The blast of heat sucked the breath from her lungs, and all she could do was gasp as he lifted her from the chair. Over his shoulder, she saw a charred and screaming skull of smoking tusks shove through the wall of flames.


  And then they were out the door. Night air jarred her. The moon bobbled overhead, and black brick walls blurred past. A damned howl skewed from the blazing doorway, and a craggy mass pitched into the alley dripping fire and collapsing to clots of fuming lava.


  They stopped before a wreck of a motorcycle, and the apparition of Billy stood her upright. “Hop on,” he told her, throwing his leg over the torn seat.


  “Billy?” She swayed, gripped with dizziness.


  “Don’t fade on me, Amy.” He extended a gloved hand, and the slim brown eyes in the pugnacious face were exactly Billy’s. “Get on. Hurry.”


  She obeyed as in a dream and flung her arms tight about him. The engine revved loudly, shaking her awake, and they launched away from the docking bay and into the street. She glimpsed the goon with the dog-chewed face lunging from a building’s doorwell, waving a gun. He veered away as Billy tilted into a turn and swung them sharply around a corner, the roar of their escape shaking the stars above.


  [image: logo]


  Billy Max drove across town to Gansevoort Street and stopped outside the brick spraw] that was Alliance House. Floodlights illuminated the concrete steps and metal double doors. Wire-mesh window cages sieved darkness from the upper-story bedrooms, while the classrooms and workshops on the ground floor blazed fluorescently behind security bars. Billy got off the Harley and stepped back into the zebra light let down from those windows so that Amy could see him clearly.


  She stayed on the bike, fingers dug into the ripped leather seat to steady herself. On their ride, she had pressed her face against his shoulder and smelled the cold river scent of his long coat and the familiar musky indigo that had comforted her since she was ten, when he would lie beside her in the dark during the scariest times of her illness, his animal smell soothing as bales of sleep. Yet she asked him anyway, because she had seen his clouded eyes carved out and the bone holes underneath: “Billy? Is it really you?”


  “Yeah.” He nodded slowly, astonished to see her again after the terror. He had wanted to be here with her where they had grown up together, the familiar noises from the projects across the street, voices and scraps of music wafting in the night breeze. But that made no real difference, and he admitted as much: “Way weird.”


  She swallowed painfully, throat parched from the heroin and the screaming. “How?”


  “When I think how, all I feel is stupid.” He paused, gazed into the courtyard of the projects, and watched a dog walker emerge with a Doberman from one of the domino towers, passing the benches where several dope runners loitered, waiting for their beepers and cell phones to sound. Then he looked at her watching him with wild eyes. “Yeah, I’m dead. But some angel brought me back.”


  “Dren—”


  “You know about Dren?”


  “Nadja—” The name shook her, and her numb fingers dug deeper into the gashed seat. “We talked. She told me that Dren is not really an angel.”


  “He’s a wanna-be—from hell.” Even from across the sidewalk, he smelled the perfume of her fear and tried to explain what he knew. “It wasn’t Dren brought me back. It’s the Crow.” His words rang hollow. She was looking at him like he might be one of the demons Nadja had summoned from the pit, another cruel illusion.


  “Thartoc and the demons talked about the Crow.” Tears glazed her blood-bruised eyes, and she looked shattered. “I saw the demons—now you—” A wretched shadow darkened her frightened face. “Billy, why is this happening to us?” She swung off the bike and went to him on unsteady legs. “Is this really happening?” She felt the strength in him as he held her up by her waist. “Are we dreaming?”


  “Wish we were.”


  She pressed her hands against his chest. “You don’t feel like a ghost.” But, pressing harder, she felt no heartbeat, and small lightnings tangled in the dark holes of his eyes. “I saw—I saw what she did to you.” Her nails dug into the muscled sockets under his shoulders, daring him to disappear. “And now you’re whole.”


  “The Crow pulled me together.”


  “And your face—no scars—no marks at all…”


  “Maybe it’s some kind of cosmic joke.”


  “I’m not laughing, Billy.”


  “Let’s go get cleaned up.” He led her up the concrete steps where they had parted that morning. “We’ll find you some fresh clothes in the laundry.”


  “Door’s locked—alarm set.” She faltered on the steps, but he pulled her along.


  At a tug of his gloved hand, the door swung open soundlessly, and he winked at her and offered a gentle smile. The familiar grape smell of disinfectant wafted from the central hallway, polished linoleum vaguely illumined by the phosphorous glow of the frosted glass office doors. Arms around each other’s waists, they entered their sanctuary and went to the dark stairwell that descended to the gym, the music rooms, and the laundry.


  Amy made Billy stand in the steaming shower with her while she lathered herself from scalp to soles three times, scouring off the death shadow that she felt clinging to her flesh. Then she sudsed him. When the suds melted away from the unerring likeness of his face, she collapsed into sobs. They sat silent in the hot running water a long time, until Humphrey, the old rasta night janitor, intruded. He took one look at them, hugging and weeping, shrugged, and left without saying a word.


  While Amy dried herself with towels Humphrey left for them on a bench of the girls’ locker room, Billy dressed in his black outfit and went to the laundry. He came back with a pair of blue drawstring fatigues and a dip-dyed tee in three hues of green, and he found Amy wrapped in her towel, sitting with Dren.


  The demon looked shaken. His long tresses were knotted and disheveled, and the sunlight in them had dimmed, dull as sawdust. The handsome face was smudged. The white tunic, gray now and tattered, clung to bruised flesh. And the blue distance of his wide-apart eyes had gone flat. When Billy stared into them, a chill wind blew through his head.


  “You kept your word, Billy Max,” Dren said, more full of sorrow than a stone wall. “You could have slain them all, and you killed no one. But I cannot keep my word. I cannot redeem your soul, Billy. I am taking a terrible chance even coming here—for Thartoc the Cruel knows that it is I, Dren the Liar, who has deceived him. The Qlippotic master collided with me in the night air above the warehouse. We have touched. Now, wherever I go in this world, Thartoc can find me. He will stalk me until the moon sails down the horizon and the sun rises—and I fall back into the pit.”
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  Thartoc the Cruel occupied the scorched interior of Nadja Crimco’s warehouse and gazed with pity upon the humans in their haloes of flesh. They did not see the dead of the city drifting like gangs of fog, carried into the night by forces they could only dimly reckon. Abysses of darkness fell away on all sides, festering with X rays, neutrinos, infrared marl, none of it visible to people. What do the angels think they are doing with these fragile, ignorant creatures?


  Briefly, the archdemon considered abandoning his hunt for the Crow. In this vast hydrogen glade hung in the void, on this iron stone falling toward the fusion fires of a yellow star, these entities were so puny. Why bother with them? The Gog Shekeloh received most people’s waveform bodies—their souls—on the far side of the Bridge of Ashes and easily broke those souls into scatterings of random photons. Only a few mortals on this planet ever a attained the resonance frequencies of empathy and love necessary to elude the pit and reach the fields of light where the angels dwelled. Let the Crow have his vengeance. Let him wreak havoc upon a few of our human minions. Ultimately, what difference will any of this make?


  Asmodeus, King of the Abyss, would understand that Thartoc it had more important work to do, overseeing the miners in the starless ranges. Long aeons after the last galaxies had spun out their threads of dark matter, entities such as these humans would contribute nothing, not even the atoms of their physical bodies, not even the protons in the nuclei of those atoms: At that far extreme, on the lightless fields of absolute cold where the demon miners toiled, even protons had decayed away, and only the most tenuous drifts of electrons, neutrinos, and photons migrated on solitary journeys through a void expanding at ever-faster accelerations. There, what mattered were the ores of oblivion, the minerals of sleep and forgetfulness. That was where the true labor of demons would get results, for with those precious lodes the deathless awareness of angels and demons could find rest.


  By then, the madness of the burning ones will exhaust itself, Thartoc mused. And if not, then let them wander in the vacuum until they come to their senses and crave the minerals of sleep. Then they will see that they wronged us. We are the truly compassionate ones. And we will prepare enough of the rare ore for them as well as us. We will leave it where they will find it. Finally they will know how they have misjudged us. So why am I chasing after a bird? There is so much more real work to do…


  The archdemon considered the difficulties of refining the ores of oblivion. Angels and demons were not beings of energy. Energy and matter were merely garments they wore. The fallen of heaven were sentiences of pure information, patterning principles projected into space-time from the compact dimensions out of which the universe had emerged with the big bang. They were deathless. Trapped in this colossal time dimension, their only recourse was to mine the very depths of space-time for ores of zero-point energy, made from virtual particles, ghostly and elusive relicts, some of which, in sufficient quantity, had the capacity to anesthetize the consciousness of demons and angels. Asleep, mindless to the great void enwombing them, the fallen of heaven could wait out eternity. And perhaps God Herself would eventually come and take them back into the rapturous, transcendental reality of their origin.


  “Nyah-h-h-h-hg!” Nadja Crimco’s cry ruptured the archdemon’s reverie. “My boydove lives!”


  Thartoc grumbled like an undersea quake, “The Crow is not your boydove.”


  “The Crow?” Nadja’s sooty features leered derisively. “That thing with Billy’s face? That joking thing laughing at me? Are you mocking me, too, demon?”


  “The angels mock us!” Thartoc’s disembodied voice shook echoes from the scorched walls. “I warned you. The Crow has descended. We are at war.”


  “I don’t care about your insane war—any more than you care about my soul.” The diabolist stamped a tantrum circle. “I am still in command here. Billy Max has come back! He has burned my temple. And Amy Darien has been taken from me! You have not fulfilled our agreement, Thartoc. She lives—and you are still in thrall to me!”


  Nadja kicked at the burned and sodden podium of an antiquated studio camera. By the time she had turned on the valve to the overhead sprinklers, the gasoline fire had leaped among the projectors, control boards, and staging platforms. Almost all of her equipment had been incinerated. Even the wiring had shorted, and the moon and streetlights slanting through the open doors and shattered windows provided the only illumination in the smoky interior.


  “You stupid weenies!” She thrust her middle finger at Cap, Boz, and Nicco, who stood like shadows against the wall where Nadja’s pornographic posterboards had been reduced to scaly black hides. “You were worse than useless. Grotesquely stupid.”


  Nergal and Succoth tried to remain inconspicuous behind hanging tendrils of ashen smoke. But they could not elude Thartoc’s visage, which hung from the ceiling like black magma seamed with crimson eyes and torn mouth.


  “We are but Gog Shekeloh,” Nergal apologized to the archdemon. “The Liar has been duping us since he fled the pit. That is what he does, master. He deceives.”


  “S-s-s-t.” Succoth’s gasp cut into his voice, and all he could do was hiss fearfully.


  Thartoc said nothing. He wanted this misadventure to be over. Nevertheless, he dared not disobey the command of Asmodeus, King of the Abyss—not unless he wanted to join the God Shekeloh in the pit and spend the next three or four aeons splintering souls in all that jarring noise.


  “Do you hear me, Thartoc?” Nadja picked up a clinker of ash that had been a photometer and heaved it toward the blistered rafters. “You are still in thrall to me. Show yourself. Now!”


  Thartoc obliged. He appeared in the burned rubble of collapsed camera armatures as a charnel curiosity, a bat grimace pressed into a mildewed skull set atop a chalk rib cage with a fetus hung inside like a black fruit. The lobed head of the putrefying fetus turned and spoke to Nadja, inserting a piece of fear in her spine so that her legs gave out, and she sat down in the ashes. “You restrain me, foolish woman. You should have killed Amy Darien when you had the chance. Now, my mission is prolonged. You are done commanding me. But I have only begun with you.”


  The thrall is broken! Nadja had her chance to kill the bitch. But I didn’t kill the bitch. Be a calm Nadja. Be calm. The thrall is—not—broken. I summoned a demon to avenge myself on the boydove and his lover. She lives. And so Thartoc must still serve me. Assert yourself, Nadja. She tried not to look at the dripping fruit in the calcined cage and focused instead on the pugnacious fangs of the splotched skull, intoning forcefully, “Tzabaoth! Vadaath! Sadai!”


  Nergal and Succoth cringed, and the three goons against the wall bounced on their feet like Irish clog dancers.


  But Thartoc only snarled, and the dangling fetus spit pus in Nadja’s face.


  The stink flung Nadja to her back, cramping her sinuses. She thrashed out of the slag and came up clutching her red-lacquered wand. “Tzabaoth! Vadaath! Sadai!” she yelled, swinging the wand at the archdemon.


  Again, the Flayer and the Burner winced, and the men in their possession stiffly hopped.


  Thartoc’s arm, hung in waxy cerecloth, crackled as it reached out and seized Nadja’s face. From within the exposed brisket, the necrotic fetus spoke, “The holy names hurt the Gog Shekeloh. Yes. They have conducted the pain of many souls in the pit, and that pain has sensitized them to the prayers of the damned. But I am a master and do not dirty myself breaking souls. No. I dwell in the abyss, far beyond the pit.”


  Nadja, be bold! Bold Nadja! She struck out with the wand and rapped the archdemon across his skull. On contact, the wand shattered like glass. Thartoc pulled the diabolist close, the crinkled snout of his bat jaws kissing her stricken mouth.


  “I am sick of this world,” the fetus moaned. “I have important work to oversee in the abyss. I want to be done with the Crow. And if I am bound in thrall to you, then you are going to help me.”


  Nadja pushed against the gummy ribs but could not extricate herself from the clawed grip. Her mouth worked, trying to invoke Satan, her master and the archdemon’s superior, yet no sound emerged. The air around her had become so thick it absorbed her words before they left her throat. Her irises expanded enormously, her eyes like bubbles of tar swelling out of her sockets. And through those gaping apertures, Thartoc the Cruel entered the ghastly body of Nadja Crimco.
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  For Buster Watz, the full moon hovered like the hand of an angel over the rooftops of the East Village when he emerged from Noir. The blood agate amulet that the white African witch had given him imparted a sense of security that he would have scoffed at earlier that night. As he shouldered into the crowd of fashion dilettantes milling on the sidewalk, many dressed in Transylvanian couture, he marveled that humanity could go on, some daring to enact supernatural fantasies, others like himself until now, ignoring that creepy reality altogether when, in fact, fearsome and demonic powers were afoot in the world.


  He decided to abandon the minivan and take a cab to his apartment on Central Park West. At daylight, close to noon, he would call Big Steel or maybe send a few soldiers to Prince Street and have them report back.


  Reassured by the magic stone in his pocket and the normalcy of the moon-spelled street, he changed his mind. When the soldiers on Mott Street or Big Steel’s partners at his club, Carlo’s, asked where the minivan was, he did not want to have to say he had abandoned it here in Manhattan, a cowardly and potentially troublesome act. He would drive it to his garage and have it painted tomorrow and fitted with new plates in the event there had been an unseen witness to the body drop. The old soldiers appreciated such care—and he would need their favor now that his boss had obviously lost his mind and perhaps his soul.


  Buster Watz pondered the nature of soul and the afterlife as he got in the minivan. He had been an atheist. Now he was not sure what he was. He inserted the key in the ignition, and a shadow lifted in the rearview mirror: A hairless, hydrocephalic head studded with warts and wens and clustered ink-drop eyes. The monstrosity startled him so that he instinctively lurched forward and hit the steering wheel. The horn blared.


  When Buster wrenched around, he saw Big Steel Fiarella in a dragon kimono, his normally impeccable hair a scattered nest, his large eyes full of poisonous dark. The wise guy loomed up from where he had hidden behind the seats. “You ran from me,” the eagle-faced man said in a thick voice. “But I saw from what isn’t there, and I found you.”


  Buster yanked at the door handle, and it pulled off in his hand. His breath smoked in the sudden cold, and his eyes swiveled in his head, casting quick, dread looks over his shoulder at the Persian face and its djinn eyes of black flame. Hands reached for him, luminous, the palest ivory, yet bloated, wavery as a gas.


  In his frenzy to extract the amulet, Buster Watz ripped his pocket. He lifted the blood agate even as the shining hands seized his shoulders and infected him with a dreaminess, like he had fallen out of his body, like he was two places at once, twisted in his seat and also on the sidewalk peering at the splotched minivan with the frosted windows and two shadows blurred within. He shrieked. His cry broke the strange conjugation of space and mind, and he found himself once more solidly in his own head.


  He pressed the amulet against Big Steel’s pitted cheek.


  The bright hands dulled to ordinary flesh and released Buster’s shoulders. Big Steel fell back and sagged into the upholstered seat. The warped air of mirage lifted away and took the cold with it.


  “Buster?” Big Steel looked about with surprise. “What’m I doin’ here?” He sounded like he had been hit in the head.


  Buster clutched the blood agate so tight his fist shook. “We got problems, Mr. Fiarella.”


  “Problems?”


  “Yeah.” Buster nodded, fear in his yellow eyes. “That witch you wanted torched?”


  Big Steel moved his tongue around his mouth, tasting something awful. “Nadja…”


  “She put devils on Cap, Boz, and Nicco.” He flared his nostrils, inhaling as much calm as his shivering lungs would hold. “And she put a devil on you.”


  Big Steel pushed both hands through his crazed hair, his puffy eyes narrowing with comprehension. “Then—that wasn’t a dream?”


  “No.” He presented his boss with a serious expression. “That was real.”


  Big Steel’s eyes snapped wide open. “My assets in St. Kitts!” He sat up straight and stared fish-eyed into space, remembering. “And the Swiss accounts! Jesus!” He thumped a meaty fist against his brow. “I closed out all of them. Every single one. Put them all in a secure trust in her name.” His jaw rocked loose. “My God…”


  Buster Watz dipped his chin to his chest. “You believe in God, Mr, Fiarella?”


  “I do now.” Big Steel’s falcon profile faced the side window, looking without seeing while a taxi drifted by. He spoke in a low, slow voice, “Listen, Mr. Watz, how did you break the evil spell on me?”


  “Fight fire with fire.” Buster opened his fist and revealed the red amulet. “Olodumare, a powerful Yoruba god.”


  He looked to Buster with raised eyebrows. “Powerful enough to shut down Nadja?”


  “I don’t know.” He closed his long fingers around the small god. “I don’t want to be the one to find out.”


  “This is a terrible and disturbing mystery, Mr. Watz.” Big Steel pinched the permanent crease above his hooked nose. “Is William Maxwell dead? Perhaps he can help us.”


  “The witch whore cut him up alive.” The yellow panther eyes shone brighter. “Made his bitch watch. Nadja laughed through the whole thing.” He sucked a breath through his teeth. “I dumped the butchered corpse in the East River. It was a mess.”


  Big Steel frowned thoughtfully. “I liked William. He had promise.” He cocked a silver eyebrow at Buster. “But not for you.”


  “He’s dead.” Buster’s bright eyes went dull, a flame blown out. “And we are next if that devil hag uses our own soldiers against us.” He pressed the stone god to his heart. “I don’t think I’m ever going to sleep in peace again. Not with her alive. And even dead. What I seen—what you seen—” He puckered his lips, kissing the soul he had ignored all his life. “How can we go on as before?”


  “I am deeply disturbed by all this.” Big Steel pulled his kimono more tightly about himself. “This insanity must end tonight. I don’t mind telling you, Mr. Watz, I am afraid for my sanity—afraid of losing my mind. There is much here that transcends reason. But we will figure it out.” He nodded once with determination. “We will figure it all out after we zotz that witch whore—and I get my money back.”


  Buster Watz smiled a little. “We should recruit some soldiers from Carlo’s.”


  “Everybody we can find,” Big Steel agreed, and poked the space between them with a mean squint. “I want a massive strike—” His voice faded out, his features slackening, falling asleep.


  Buster leaned forward, his heart staggering. “Mr. Fiarella?”


  Big Steel gazed to infinity.


  Hand trembling, Buster applied the amulet to Big Steel’s forehead, and the older man trembled horribly, his flesh bulging and flapping on his skull like large bugs were running loose under his skin.


  “Remove that demonifuge!” A voice loud as a rushing subway shook the interior of the minivan. “Remove it! Or we will kill this body.”


  Buster Watz refused to pull back, afraid of what would happen. “Get your devils out of here, junkie witch!”


  The huge voice rattled the windows. “Nadja Crimco is with us now.”


  “Who are you?” Buster yelled, pushing the amulet harder against the buckling flesh.


  “We are the legion of darkness.”


  Buster’s face smeared toward tears. “What do you want?” he cried, holding Olodumare fervently in place as if it were the trigger to a bomb. “What do you want?”


  “You.”
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  “I came back for Amy,” Billy Max told Dren. Amy had put on the drawstring fatigues and green tee that Billy had lifted from the laundry, and they had left the showers and entered the gym, where grilled shadows let down from the playground windows high above the bleachers checkered the glossy wood floor. “I did what I came back to do,” he said to her, his body feeling like smoke, ready to waft away in the first breeze. “It’s over for me now, Amy.”


  “What are you saying?” She looked ready to cry. His words, spoken with steely calm, struck sparks from her heart, and she took his hands. He had not put his gloves back on, and she stared at the strong fingers Nadja had hacked off and saw no marks. “You’re whole. And we’re together again.”


  “I’m dead, Amy.” He placed her hands over his still heart. “I came back for you. And now that you’re safe, my time is done.”


  “You’re leaving?” she asked, thin-lipped, dread marring the relief and comfort of seeing him whole. “Not yet. Don’t go.” Wan and bedraggled, Dren stood apart, resembling in his torn tunic, his lanky hair, and his tristful countenance a medieval knight separated from his ardency of crusaders. “The Crow is a warrior angel,” he said, sounding weary and far away. “He came to destroy the evil ones who war against life. Billy frustrated the Crow to help me.”


  Amy led Billy by the hand toward the tired and beautiful devil. “Where is Billy going?”


  “Across the Bridge of Ashes.”


  “But he helped you.”


  Dren smiled softly. “For his own interests—for you—he helped me.” His face at the same time seemed brotherly and sly and simple. “But Billy, like most souls, is selfish. Very few people are compassionate enough to reach the fields of light.”


  “So, he’s damned to hell?” she asked in a pointed voice, as if blaming the demon. “For being human? That’s not right.”


  “His soul is damned,” Dren answered in a level way. “But he—his spirit, the core of his being—can never die. Like all sentient beings, he is immortal.”


  Her heart had completed a turn, of belief and disbelief, and turned again. She had to sit down. “The soul can die but the spirit never dies. Is that what you’re telling me?”


  Billy Max sat beside Amy on the bottom bench of the bleachers, his black canvas legs and calf-high boots sprawled before him, an impatient look in his thin eyes, humorless and taut. The demon’s words walked in his head like an awkward blackbird, testing possibilities, and it occurred to him, with a mysterious and tender probe of fear, that the rebel demon was not so much speaking to Amy as preparing him for what came next.


  “Yes.” Dren nodded gently to Billy, aware of his portent. “The soul comes into existence with the body. And like the body, it is corruptible. It is little more than a residue of memories, habits, and attitudes.”


  “The personality?” Amy asked, trying to grasp.


  “Yes, I suppose.” Dren was nervous, anxious to scan for emblems of the Qlippotic master, yet determined to defy his infernal destiny and speak truth, impart knowledge, and communicate honestly with these two souls. “The soul is a waveform—a body of light generated by the electrical activity of the brain. It has a certain frequency. The lower frequencies, the waveforms generated by physical appetites, animal drives, and the adrenal impulses of anger and fear, these frequencies entrain the soul to lines of force that lead directly to the Bridge of Ashes and the pit. It’s like iron filings in a magnetic field. It is the nature of iron to obey the magnet.”


  “Okay, so the soul goes to hell.” Amy shook her head irritably. The whole world, all of reality, was displaced. The possibility if intruded that she had died at Noir when her heart gave out, that she had been dead for hours, and all this was an illusion of her decomposing brain in a drawer of the city morgue. “What happens to the spirit?”


  “The spirit is the essential self,” Dren answered forthrightly, “the center of consciousness. It goes along for the ride. While the soul is torn apart in the pit, the spirit suffers. But spirit cannot be destroyed. After the soul is dismantled by the Gog Shekeloh, the spirit continues journeying among the worlds. Like angels and demons, the spirit is timeless. We come from the same place, all of us spirits.”


  “And where is that?” asked Amy.


  “The origin. The infinite realm before the universe began.” Dren’s strength at speaking sincerely beguiled him into thinking he could make these people understand their vitality, their spiritual identity, beyond the blind molecular will of egg, sperm, and zygote. “Every spirit is projected into space-time from that hyper-dimensional reality…”


  Billy flicked an unhappy look across the empty gym, as if the clutter of walls and bleachers had vaporized and the basketball court were a plane that extended to the rim of the universe. “Didn’t you say Thartoc is coming after you?”


  “Yes, yes. You are right.” Dren stood flatfooted, bewildered by the earnest flow of meaning that had passed cleanly through him and still had revealed so little about the infinite origin of light and the night that is eternal, the war between the two, and the unspeakable and fateful agency of the spiritual warrior’s right. “There is so much more to say. But I want Amy to understand. Where you are going, you—and she—have been before. The pit is no alien place. No more than the grave.”


  Billy stood up. “Okay. Let’s get out of here.”


  “Wait.” Amy held firmly to his arm while her eyes snagged the demon’s azure stare. “I thought you had to save a hellbound soul. You haven’t saved Billy. He’s still bound for hell.”


  “I failed.” Dren meekly lowered his head and spoke to Billy with hushed humility. “I thought perhaps if I convinced you not to kill, to forgo revenge, that would be a triumph of caring, of compassion. But it is not enough. I need to sit with you, to pray with you about what you have done and to help you raise the resonance of your soul. But there is no time. Thartoc is coming.”


  Billy tugged Amy to her feet, asked Dren, “What is going to happen to you?”


  Dren offered an apologetic smile. “I’ll see you in hell.”


  “Billy, don’t leave.” She pressed her whole self against him, sorrow occupying her like a musical note, traveling across great distances of absence yet remaining in the same place. “I don’t want you to go to hell.”


  “You’re all right now, Amy.” He pushed his face into her hair. “I’m going to make sure of that.”


  Dren placed an alarmed hand on Billy’s shoulder and saw darkness spread its raven wings. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, if I’m going to hell anyway’—Billy peeled Amy off him and held Dren with a stone cold gaze—“I’m taking my killers with me.”


  Dren stepped back abruptly, as if Billy had erupted in flames. “That is not a good idea.”


  “I’m not leaving them in this world with Amy.”


  “There are levels of suffering in hell.” Dren smudged, as if he had slipped into a fogbank. “Thartoc the Cruel will cast you beyond the pit—into the abyss. You will fall through a delirium of cold and darkness for aeons before your soul dissolves.”


  Amy refused to release her hold on Billy, sure he would vanish into the interior darkness of her insanity. She wanted him to stay with her, and to keep him from going, she promised, “Billy, I’ll be okay. I’ll leave the city. They’ll never find me.”


  “Yeah, right.” He put a hand behind her neck and touched his forehead to hers, his small eyes smiling. “Nadja can place a personal call to Satan but she can’t find you in Sheboygan? No. Nadja and her boys are going to meet the Crow.”


  Dren shook off the haze of his fright and moved closer to the young couple. “I am coming with you.”


  “I don’t need you, Dren.” Billy kissed Amy’s brow and moved away from her. “I won’t be hiding this time.” He refused to say good-bye. He was dead, and that was farewell enough. He walked toward the exit, then paused to tell the demon, “Dawn is still a couple hours away. Why don’t you go across the street and have a friendly chat with the runners on the benches? Maybe you can save one of their souls.”


  “Billy—” Amy ran up to him, stunned. “Will I see you again?”


  Before he could reply, a tremor of darkness swept across the gym.


  “Thartoc!” Dren wailed, turning a slow circle where he stood, slack face uplifted. “He is not alone. The Flayer. The Burner. They are coming.”


  “Get out!” Billy shouted. “They’re after you. Lead them away from here.”


  “No-o-o.” Dren moaned and reached for Billy with both hands. “Thartoc has taken Nadja for himself. He is still in thrall to her, and he has come to fulfill her intent. She invoked him. Don’t you see?” He clutched despairingly at Billy. “He is not coming for me. He wants Amy.”
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  Billy Max did not look back. He trusted the demon’s deceptive powers to hide Amy—and he relied on the Crow to grant him killing strength sufficient to destroy her enemies. For her, he had thrown off the ultimate dark and allied himself with what deity of murderous dementia, what predator god evoked out of the putrefying sludge of sacrifice?


  He shoved open the double doors and fled the gym at full stride. He wanted to confront his adversaries in the open, under the wheeling planets. As he bounded up the stairs, he pulled on his gloves. With only his shorn head and beardless face exposed, he kicked open the fire door onto the empty playground and emerged an unmasked executioner, grim, intent.


  Above the aura of city lights, a few stars rattled. The baleful spectre of Thartoc the Cruel had vanished, drawn off by Dren the Liar’s retreat. Billy Max strode onto the asphalt field and turned a slow circle, arms open, inviting attack.


  Nothing.


  A cool breeze stirred the chains of the children’s swings. A coil of dust rose in the yard beyond the jungle gym and the seesaws, lit by the profligate light from the security lamps of the enclosing town houses. Out of nowhere, a large black bird descended and stood with stretched wings atop the metal slide.


  “Why are you here?” Billy asked the Crow. “We have work to do.”


  The black bird folded its wings and inclined its head.


  Billy gave a cold laugh. “You can raise the dead, but you can’t raise your voice?”


  Listen.


  The whisper lifted up in him with a quiet something like fear. “All right, so you can talk.” He advanced a step, and the black bird turned its sharp profile abruptly as if to fix him there. “It’s just you and me now. What do you have to say for yourself?”


  Tohu va-vohu.


  “Right.” Billy crossed his arms and lifted his square chin, defiant of this dread bird that had afforded him a cognizance beyond death. “Want to try English?”


  Without form and void.


  “The Bible?” Billy fetched his mind back to those boring Sunday mornings in chapel, staring at fibrous cracks in sunken panels of a vaulted ceiling until a sharp finger gouged the top of his skull and the crone deaconess returned his attention to the droning pastor. “Genesis, right?”


  Shikisokuseku.


  “Whoa!” He stepped back a pace and shook his head glumly. “Why don’t you just spit it out? Thartoc is lurking around here somewhere. We don’t have time for small talk in a dozen foreign languages.”


  Matter is void—void is matter.


  “Oh, please, don’t get zen on me.” He dropped his arms in disgust and looked to either side at this realm of his childhood, as if shades of his classmates were there to share his derision. “I heard all this from Amy during her haiku period in ninth grade. It sounded like so much noise then, and it’s not music now. What are you trying to tell me? I’m a ghost? I know that.”


  In the beginning there was nothing. The soft voice crossed like smoke, a whisper surmised from a dream. Did it sound from out of the moonlit solitude of the playground or from within the muted clamor of his own mind? The demons have forgotten the beginning. So obsessed are they with the void and sleep, with darkness and oblivion, they have lost memory of the beginning before time.


  “I have a feeling I’m about to find out. Like I care.” He pointed a warning finger at the bird as he would at a noisy drunk he was about to bounce. “Look, you—spirit, angel, whatever you are—you don’t have to explain squat to me. I just want Amy safe. I got her into this mess. I want to fix it. Then you can drop me into hell where I belong. I won’t bitch. Just let me take out the creeps that want to hurt her.”


  The demons have forgotten. God is a gambler. That is why we are here. She gambled, and She lost.


  “Huh?”


  To save Amy, to stop Thartoc, you must understand what the demons have forgotten. Unless you understand, their ignorance will defeat you.


  Billy scowled impatiently. Right now, Amy was running for her life. Rabid demons pursued her, the odor of blood rousing ancient inklings of murder and laughter in their gruesome forebrains. “All right, then. Let’s have it. What has Thartoc forgotten?”


  Before time, before the big bang, we were nothing. What is nothing?


  “Nothing is nothing.”


  Nothing is infinite potential. Nothing is pure creativity. Infinitely hot. Infinitely dense. Nothing is every possible quantum uncertainty.


  “You’re losing me, pal.”


  Before time, before the big bang, we were all one with God. She is us. We are Her, fallen into time, fallen to pieces. But before time, all of us were one. All of us Her. And She is a gambler. She lived in a cosmic Las Vegas.


  “Vegas?” Billy’s mind veered at this unexpected turn, and he wondered again what he was doing talking with a bird. “Are you shining me on?”


  No. God is a gambler. And She played the ultimate casino—The Stairway to Heaven. It is the hottest casino you can imagine, a vast, elegant, and winding staircase. Each step is decked with flashing lights and playing tables. Players begin with a trillion dollars. And they are packed together on each step so densely that every point is a player, All are rolling dice dazzlingly fast, every roll of the dice a quantum fluctuation.


  “Hey, I don’t know physics from mystics.”


  The rules are simple. A dollar a throw. When a roll comes up odd, the player loses the bet and moves down one step. For every even roll, the player is paid double and climbs two steps. At the bottom of the Stairway, a trillion steps down from where the players enter, there is no floor. The odds are tiny that a player will lose enough money to fall off the last step into the void, because probability favors moving up. Most players win fabulous fortunes. They climb the Stairway of Heaven and exit at the top, a trillion stairs up, released into a paradise of unimaginable delights. But once in a long while a gambler will roll a series of odd dice. Each throw is a random event. A single even throw can pull the player back and vastly increase the chances of climbing ever higher. But that did not happen with our gambler. Odd rolls continued. A horrifying losing streak. The player had entered The Stairway to Heaven with a huge fortune and had lost all but one dollar. Winning back the fortune was still possible. But then another odd roll, and the last dollar was gone. There was no more money to gamble, and the player had reached the bottom step of the Stairway to Heaven. The instant the dice rolled odd, the ground under the gambler dropped open, and the player plummeted away from cosmic Las Vegas into the abyss. Time began. And now the gambler will fall forever.


  Billy shook his head wearily and shrugged. “So God is a loser.”


  The demons think She abandoned us. They think we are lost. But She is the one Who is lost. We are Her way back from forever.


  “Sure. And what am I supposed to do with this story?”


  The demons have forgotten the beginning. Tohu va-vohu. Without form and void.


  “I’m talking to a bird.” Billy pounded a fist against his brow. “Does the expression birdbrain mean anything to you?”


  Shikisokuseku. Matter is void—void is matter.


  Billy squatted and picked up a sharp knuckle of gravel. “If you don’t start talking sense, I’m going to wing you.”


  In the Beginning was the Word. When She lost the infinite possibilities of nothing, She became something. We are that something. We are not eternal. We have a beginning, a middle, and an end. We are a story. Each of us. And all of us. A story.


  “That’s it. I’ve heard enough…” He tossed the faceted stone in the air and caught it again, gauging its density, preparing to throw.


  The demons are wrong, Billy Max. Reality is not entropy. Reality is not falling apart, falling asleep, forgetting. Reality is creativity. Endless creativity. Wake up to the truth. Wake up to your story. A story bigger than death.


  “Yeah? Well, wake up to this!” Billy threw the pebble with a whipping force that lifted him upright and stretched him to his boot tips.


  The black bird squawked and flew off above a city ablaze like fallen lightning.
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    Rumpite liber, ne corda vestra rumpantur. (Rip up this book, lest your hearts be ripped asunder.)


    —DEMONOLATER’S WARNING

  


  Buster Watz tried to think. Locked in the minivan, bent over the front seat, pressing a Yoruba talisman between the bulging eyes of Big Steel Fiarella and hearing a demon voice big as a stadium amplifier yelling at him, Buster had trouble concentrating.


  “Remove the demonifuge!” the jackhammer voice commanded.


  “Shut up!” Buster shouted. “Shut up! I’ve got to think.”


  “Yes,” the weird presence agreed, abruptly calm. “Yes, think.” Big Steel’s spastic body relaxed. His swollen eyeballs retreated into the shadowy cups of their sockets, and a needling whisper like a whine of night bugs said, “Think about what is happening and what this must mean for you.”


  “Who are you?” Buster gnashed.


  Big Steel’s lips stretched to an impossibly wide grin, the corners touching his ears and exposing the skull-limits of his molars. “We are the legion of darkness.”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Buster cried, cold sweat sparking off his drained face. “Where’s Big Steel? What happened to Mr. Fiarella?”


  Echoes spoke: “He is here with us.”


  “What are you talking about?” Buster lodged the amulet under the haunted man’s cheekbone and held it there so strongly that Big Steel’s head tilted back and the distorted grin fell away. “Where is here?”


  “We are where the fearful and rash alike decide everything,” the reverberant voice replied, “for better, for worse.”


  “Where?”


  Staring gelatins rose up again from Big Steel’s eye pits. “The place you call the heart.”


  Buster groaned. “Oh, Jesus.”


  “Do not speak that name.”


  “You don’t like that?” Buster grimaced with ferocity, and shouted, “Jesus! Jesus Christ!”


  “That name means nothing to you,” the damned spoke in an angry hush. “Do not speak that name.”


  “You don’t like it. And you don’t like this charm either.” He dug Olodumare hard into Big Steel’s flesh. “You don’t like anything holy, do you? You’re evil.”


  “Oh, yes. We are evil. And you?” The screaming eyes stared up at him unblinking. “What are you, Buster Watz?”


  “I know better than to argue with the Devil.” A rancid stink wisted into his nostrils from the gaping face, burning his sinuses. “Now, you listen. I’m getting out of here. You do what you want with Mr. Fiarella. That’s between you and him. But you stay clear of me.”


  “We have never been apart from you.”


  “I’m taking this charm off now. But if you get weird on me, I’ll stuff it down your throat. You got that?” He lifted the amulet and pulled back swiftly, holding the blood agate high before him, ready to strike again.


  “Ah, that is much better.” Big Steel straightened in his seat. A yellow fume wisped from the cheek where the amulet had pressed, and the skin there gleamed red and raw. “It is good to change so that nothing changes.”


  “I don’t know what you’re saying. I’m walking.” Buster slid into the passenger seat and, without taking his eyes off the man with the aura of smoldering darkness, groped for the door handle. It wrenched free. “No!” Scared furious, he lunged back into the driver’s seat, thrusting the amulet before him. “I’m gonna make you eat this.”


  The shadow that was scalding space around Big Steel evaporated in the blink of an eye, and the older man sagged forward in a daze. Clarity fit into place, and he frowned like a man rudely awakened, and said in his familiar reproving tone, “Mr. Watz, stop behaving like a frightened child.” He pushed aside the amulet in Buster’s wavering hand. “The demons have released me so that I might reason with you.”


  Buster Watz blinked with surprise and recognition. “Mr. Fiarella? You back again?”


  “We have work to do.” Big Steel glared at him. “And I need a cool head. That’s why I hired you. Don’t disappoint me.”


  “What is going on?”


  “We must make some adjustments, Mr. Watz.” Big Steel wiped the sheen of sour sweat from his brow with one hand and with the other braced himself against the side door, looking around at the fogged windows, assessing the world and the moment. “I need your help. Are you still working for me?”


  Buster tilted his head skeptically. “Is that really you?”


  “I am as deeply disturbed by what is happening as you are.” Big Steel fought clear of the terror that had grabbed him down there, down in the dream place. “There is far too much here that transcends reason. Far too much indeed. It seems there are other forces to reckon with in this situation. If you help, I believe we can work this out.”


  “Work it out?” Buster tucked in his chin as if the stink of the possessed man had intensified. “How?”


  “Billy Max has come back.”


  “What?” Buster scrutinized his boss even more closely and saw tiny tremors and tics in the stunned flesh around his eagle-browed stare. The old man looked glossy cold and distracted. “I don’t understand. Billy’s dead. Nadja cut him into pieces. He’s not coming back.”


  “He is already returned.”


  Buster pouted with disbelief. “That’s not true.”


  A heavy sigh escaped Big Steel. “Mr. Watz, please, have an open mind about what we are going through. Obviously, the world is not as we thought.”


  “Are you going to tell me what is happening?” Buster squeezed the backrest of the driver’s seat and shook the blood agate in his other fist, trying to get a hold on the mightiness of this terrible night. “What are these devils?”


  “These are the fallen of heaven, Mr. Watz.”


  “Heaven?” The word opened a great depth, a great remoteness in him. “You mean, there’s a heaven and a hell?”


  “So it seems.” Big Steel blew another sigh and rocked his jaw ruefully. “The situation in which we find ourselves is not a very agreeable one.”


  “Look, Mr. Fiarella, the devils don’t like anything holy.” He offered the amulet between thumb and forefinger. “This Yoruba charm holds them off. Try praying. Pray to God.”


  “Be assured, I have prayed as I have not prayed since my First Holy Communion.” He shrank before the amulet, his eyes cringing. “It just makes them mad. And you do not want to make them mad, Believe me.”


  “Believe you?” A silent, humorless laugh fell out of his mouth. “I can’t believe any of this is happening.”


  “Keep an open mind about what is happening to us, Mr. Watz, or surely what we are suffering will make you lose your mind.”


  Brows knitted, Buster sucked a long breath through his teeth while his mind crawled on the floor of his fear. “How can this be?”


  “Strange food for thought, isn’t it?” Big Steel lowered his brown eyelids, gazing inward and nodding very slightly. “Hard to digest. But if you were down there with me, there would be no room for doubt. The demons are quite real. And they require us to cooperate. If we do what they ask, I believe we can achieve an agreeable conclusion to this wholly disagreeable affair.”


  “What do we have to do?”


  “I told you.” Big Steel’s gaze crisped. “Billy Max has come back.”


  “How?” Buster’s lips tucked up in an expression of disbelief. “How can that be? I thought only Jesus came back.”


  “There’s that name again.” A tremor of annoyance edged Big Steel’s voice. “Please, if you want this bad situation to end well, don’t use that name. And put that damn charm away, will you? It makes them nervous. I don’t like the way they look at me when you wave it around.”


  “I’m keeping it in my hand, Mr. Fiarella,” Buster Watz insisted. “If they get down on you again, I will use it.”


  Big Steel pulled his dragon kimono tighter about himself and leaned forward, a flicker of grim determination in his Persian countenance. “The demons want us to deal with Billy Max.”


  “But he’s already dead.” Buster fought down the helpless fear this stirred. “How are we supposed to deal with him?”


  “You are to drive me to Nadja’s studio,” the boss replied, feeling the rightness of this directive flexing new strength under his ribs. “Cap, Boz, and Nicco are waiting for us there.”


  “But they’re like you. They’ve got devils in them.” Buster’s frown tightened, defiance sharply straining his face. “I’m not going there.”


  Big Steel stared at him serenely, almost smiling. “Do you really think you have a choice, Mr. Watz?”


  Wind, chill and tremulous as an electric current, pulsed over Buster’s skin. “I’ve got this charm.” He circled it before him, wanting to dispel the old man’s hypnotic focus. “And I’ve got Jesus. He forgives sinners, right? He’ll forgive me.”


  In a tone eerie as a drumming of flames, Big Steel spoke, “Do you believe that? Then you better start praying.”


  The minivan juddered as the engine started. Buster yelped and pulled himself against the back of the seat, trying to reach Big Steel with the amulet. But the vehicle had jumped into gear and sharply pulled away from the curb, throwing him to his side.


  “If you don’t take the wheel and drive to the warehouse,” the fiery voice crackled, “we will drive you straight to hell.”
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  Emptiness! My love! My bride! Where are you? I sing and who listens? Thartoc the Cruel talked to himself to keep from going mad inside the poisoned brain of Nadja Crimco. He yearned to be done with this absurd mission so that he could return to the void, far from the engines of light thrumming with endless and meaningless activity. Oh, emptiness, my joy beyond the shapes of things, my lover with unseen hands, in elegant repose, indifferent to the rapture and the dread, I will not forget you here among these spinning lives reeling from world to world…


  A spirit congealed to flesh, Thartoc looked down at himself caked in filth, bowels packed with sludge, veins fizzing with toxins, and he choked back a cry of disgust. If he held on any more lightly, the diabolist would throw him off and they would lose their quarry. Dren the Liar was employing all his illusions to hide Amy Darien, and Thartoc needed direct contact with Nadja to guide her to Amy, to make the kill that would free him from his thrall.


  “I hear you inside me, demon,” Nadja said, both hands splayed against her starved face. Staring out through the spaces between her fingers, she saw in the taxi window the inflamed night of city streets. “I hear you mumbling to yourself. You don’t want to serve me. But you have no choice. You are mine to command. You answered my summons. You stood in the circle of blood. Hateful as you are of all forms, even you must obey the precepts of the damned.”


  The cabdriver, a paunchy old man with doughy ears and a bulbous nose pitted like a golf ball, watched her in the rearview mirror. His white, tufted eyebrows shrugged when she began slapping herself, and he turned up the talk show on his radio to drown out her mutterings.


  “Why?” Nadja asked, and struck the side of her face hard enough to turn her head. Out the window, she viewed the moon at the end of a side street, its tons of light low over New Jersey. “Why must you obey? Answer me. I command you.”


  With bitter reluctance and in a voice like grating gravel, Thartoc replied: “The Seminaries of Darkness may approach the sons and daughters of light only when bidden. Though we stymie you with difficulties, mock you with fevered dreams and calamitous illusions, and set against you every malign power at our disposal, we can neither directly contravene your will nor annul your elections, for you belong to the light from which we are banished. When we are summoned, we must obey your commands, whose justification is its own authority, such authority bound to the greater will that created you from the light and that fuses your individual selves within an absolute and irrevocable wholeness, which is nothing less than the ultimate unity of existence. These rules are never at hazard, because the jurisdiction of the damned is limited exclusively to the darkness beyond all light, where we have been banished and where we dwell in a night eternal and without name.”


  “Music!” Nadja laughed like a coughing goat. “Your words trip like music through my mind, demon.”


  “Somebody back there wit’ you?” The driver swung his whiskered chin over his shoulder and stared with open disgust at the sinewy dope addict chortling to herself. “I heard a man tawkin’.”


  Nadja glared at him with her skull-sunk eyes. “Shut up and drive.”


  A flatulent stench numbed his nostrils, shoving him away. He leaned his bald head into the draft from the open window and did not look back even as he heard again the rumbling voice in the backseat.


  “If you do not slay Amy Darien when I bring you to her,”


  Thartoc warned, “if you toy with her as you did before, my thrall to you is ended. When next we meet, we shall be together in that lightless place where souls are forsaken.”


  “Just take me to her.” Her eyes pierced through her laughter. “If you can.”


  “Dren the Liar is unspooling all the deceptions he knows,” Thartoc growled. “But I have touched him, and the stink of him is on my hands. Now, there is no place in this world for him to hide from me.”


  A whiff of that astral fragrance blew slantwise from down the avenue, and he touched Nadja’s sour brain with that knowledge. “Take the next left,” she instructed the driver. “And slow down. We’re looking for somebody.”


  “We?” the driver asked, but got no reply.


  Halfway down the side street, Nadja spotted Amy, her long red hair flying like a flag as she ran along the sidewalk. She dropped into a cellar hole, and Nadja yelled for the cab to halt. Before the taxi stopped rolling, the door locks clacked open though the driver had made no move to unlatch them.


  Startled, he jerked around to command his fare and met seed eyes in slitted lids and a snarl of pale green teeth. His mind dimmed. With niggard memory, wondering why he was parked at curbside with the meter running, he watched a rattle-boned troll woman, horse-maned and garbed in black, bolting away, disappearing in an inkwash of streetlight and moonglow.


  Amy had descended under a sidewalk slick with blue light let down from a neon sign: Noir. Nadja followed, her head huge with the loud presence of Thartoc the Cruel.


  She does not see us, the demon called across her brainpan. Yet Dren knows. Stop, woman. We must ask why he leads us here.


  Nadja took no heed of the wary devil. She briskly hopped down worn steps, under a stone visage of blind eyes, and through an open iron gate. Garish people in lavish silk rags and leather attire sipped champagne and smoked herbal cigarettes, crowding a shop hung with tattered banners of Hindu gods and Santeria deities. A flash of red hair at the back door fixed Nadja’s wild stare, and she brusquely shoved past angry faces of kohl-smeared eyes and black lipstick.


  Thartoc scanned ahead and saw nothing. The room shone with talismanic radiance. Hands of Fatima, Pentacles, Eyes of God dangled from necklaces and earrings and ravaged the demon’s vision. When Nadja barged into the backyard, luminosity stabbed him, and his cry rang like a clang of steel.


  Nadja pulled up short before a malediction of paper lanterns painted with vevers, voudoun sigils of sacred powers. Under these holy orbs, in reverential silence, lanky models bearing votive candles promenaded along a flower-strewn runway wearing skimpy veils and knotted raiment, whose every stitch spelled a Hebrew, Sanskrit, or cuneiform prayer or sutra.


  The diabolist dug her fingernails into her scalp, trying to silence the rasp of the demon’s anguish. She lurched among the seated spectators, unable to find Amy in the glittering throng. A tall skinny woman with cornrowed blond hair and amber earrings that gonged with magical force took her by the elbow and escorted her back into the shop.


  “By invitation only…” was all Nadja heard above the demon’s trundling moans. She tried to pull free, but the narrow bitch was stronger than she looked. Her grip burned with poison fire. Nadja snapped, clacking her teeth and cursing. Young men in mousse-slick hair and pirate shirts, pallid women in slashed gowns, all stepped back and made way for the spitting hag.


  Up the scooped stairs Nadja stumbled, and then wheeled onto the sidewalk. When she spun about, the stick-thin woman chanted chilling words, “Go back into the night, evil thing. Go back to the darkness that owns you.”


  Nadja flapped away from that cold canticle, those icy words numbing her marrows. She staggered across the street, and when she looked again, the sidewalk was empty. She sat on the curb, shaken to her bones, teeth clattering, skin prickling with frigid energy. “What happened?” she moaned.


  Angels and their ilk move about the night, even as you and I, Thartoc droned like a torn wind. Angels and their ilk…
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  Nergal the Flayer watched the night wind tumble the hat of the moon farther into the west. “Soon the sun will rise and the Liar will fall back into the pit.”


  “S-s-s-t! No glory to us-s.” Succoth the Burner sat beside his cohort atop the roof of Nadja’s warehouse, his long adder eyes gazing down unhappily at the moon-hammered street. “What will our punishment be for having failed the masters-s?”


  “Our time here isn’t punishment enough?” Nergal rested his bulbous head in his hands, elbows propped on knobby knees. “Satan knows we tried. But if dawn doesn’t drop the traitor back into the pit—if the deceiver actually saves a damned soul, we’re in big trouble.”


  “We wil be demoted, of a certainty.” Succoth’s head hung like a limp fire hose over the roof edge. “Our rank among the Gog Shekeloh will be lost, and we will be relegated to Vessels-s of Iniquity and forced to wander this-s battle zone forever.”


  “Or we will be trampled by the behemoth,” Nergal mumbled, “until we are reduced to doltish imps, suitable for service only among the Azima.”


  “No!” The serpent’s head reared, webbed in a sickly green halo of fright. “That humiliation must not befall us-s. You, perhaps-s.


  You knew of the traitor’s-s intent while we were still in the pit, and you did not report him. You will be trampled by the behemoth. But not I. Surely not I.”


  “You are both destined to be pounded into stupidity if you do not find Dren the Liar.” Thartoc spoke from out of the red night. “Why are you loitering here?”


  “Master!” Nergal leaped to his feet.


  “S-s-t!” Succoth coiled around his partner’s stout legs, head lowered abjectly. “We but await your command.”


  “You are already as dim as the Azima!” Thartoc roared. “Do you expect Dren to come hurrying to you?”


  “We depart at once to hunt him down.” Succoth wriggled onto the night wind. “S-s-s-t! We will deliver him to the pit immediately.”


  Nergal reached out with one giant hand and yanked Succoth back onto the rooftop. “Master, the Liar is too elusive. We cannot track him down without your help.”


  “Ah, a spark of intelligence flickers in the night.” Thartoc appeared as a cyclopean eye in a black gully among the stars. “I have touched the traitor. I can feel where he moves in this world. But he is tricky. He knows very well how to defeat the intention of demons, and even I have not been able to apprehend him. We must work together. And quickly.”


  “What do you propos-se, revered one?” Succoth asked, panting blue, eager flames.


  “I must free myself from the demonolater before I confront the Crow.” The enormous eye glared, its face buried behind the stars. “This punitive angel is no match for me if I am unfettered. The woman his host loves—Amy Darien—she is both the Crow’s weakness and mine. So she must be brought to her doom before we attack the Crow.”


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth bared his needle-thin teeth. “Direct us-s to her, and I will inflame her with suicidal madness-s.”


  “No.” Thartoc’s voice gonged. “The diabolist must sacrifice this maiden. You and the Flayer will wait here for the Crow.”


  “Is the Crow coming?” Nergal inquired nervously. What he had seen of that laughing entity had left him feeling small and empty, so close to nothing.


  A star spilled from the sky, a streak of light across the staring eyeball. “The Crow will come when he senses Amy Darien’s soul.”


  “s-s-s-t! Amy is-s not here.”


  “Her soulprint is here,” Thartoc responded, low as distant thunder. “The demonolater tormented her, and the maiden’s soulprint is quite strong in this place. I am sure that if the Flayer delicately peels away the minutes that have accumulated and if the Burner warms the ectoplasmic traces with subtle care not to incinerate them, the soulprint will glow as if fresh. The Crow will sense her, believe she has been brought back to here, and come.”


  “S-s-s-t! But her actual soul is-s elsewhere…”


  “Obscured by the Liar,” Nergal inserted, grasping the ploy. “The Crow will not sense her true place in the world any more than do we. He shall believe that she is here, where her soulprint shines.”


  “Yes.” Thartoc chuckled, his laughter like the footfalls of stampeding elephants. “And when he comes, you will detain him here with the five men who are responsible for the death of William Maxwell. Can you do that?”


  “S-s-s-t! It is-s accomplished, master.”


  Nergal’s arachnid eyes sparkled annoyance at his comrade. “We will do our best, of course. But we have little experience animating soulprints. And even should we succeed, we are no match for a punitive angel.”


  “I do not expect you to destroy the Crow,” Thartoc assured them in a cold breath out of the void. “That is my privilege. You have but to detain him here while I see that the diabolist sacrifices Amy Darien and I am freed from my thrall.”


  “But—s-s-s-t—Dren hides-s Amy Darien.”


  “And I feel the traitor already in my grasp.” Constellations shone like calligraphy in his black face. “He cannot hide from me anymore, not now that I have touched his spirit body in this world. All I need is the time to secretly approach, close enough to pounce upon him. Yes. You will give me that time. Yes, you will—or I will give you to the behemoth.”


  “S-s-s-t! It is-s done, master.”


  The single eye closed. Where it had stared, Nergal spied galaxies, fiery pinwheels clustered like pieces of treasure tossed into the emptiness. “He is gone.”


  “For now. S-s-s-t. We must quickly set to work.”


  They dropped to the floor of the warehouse. Cap, Boz, and Nicco lay slumped against the wall where the Burner had blistered them with sleep.


  As instructed, Nergal flayed away the absence that already encrusted the earlier events of that night. Almost at once, Amy’s prayer suppurated from the silence, oozing like poison from a wound: God, I know you can hear me. You must hear me. You must. Take Billy’s soul into your care. Save him from these devils. And deliver me from evil…deliver me…


  “God delivered us-s into the void,” Succoth buzzed with hurt. “Why should She deliver some sack of bowels-s from our attentive care?”


  “Be silent and concentrate, Succoth,” Nergal reproved. “Do not blunder, or you will be praying for mercy from under the oppressive heel of the behemoth.”


  “Concentrate?” Succoth huffed an orange breath, and in that thermal ichor, Amy’s soulprint incandesced. Between the now and the not-yet, she glowed, shimmering and slurring, a ghost in a grip of darkness. ‘Animating her soulprint is-s no difficult task for me. S-s-s-t. But listening to her whine—that is-s indeed difficult.”


  Oh God, help me. Protect me from the devils. God Almighty, save me from evil.
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  The moment Billy Max threw the stone at the Crow, he understood. He was nothing. That bird—it was dreaming him. His own body, dead, hacked into pieces and immured in the sludge of the riverbed, belonged to the awful darkness of the earth’s keeping. His mind, watching the moon go down behind the reaching shadows of the castellated city, was just what the bird said, a story. His life was as far behind him now as the dinosaurs.


  We are not eternal. We have a beginning, a middle, and an end. We are—each of us—a story.


  He was the story that bird was telling. What was that bird? Some kind of witness to his soul’s going. Some kind of witness to the whole universe withdrawing into unordered darkness. A carrion bird. A corpse feeder. It was feeding on the fallen corporeality of light. What was that story it had told him—the story about the gambler made of light who lost everything and was tossed out of the casino into a gutter that fell forever, a disaster of endless dark, squandering the gambler’s light into all the worlds of time and space until nothing was left but the deepest fastness of silence?


  The carrion bird had been trying to tell him the meaning of this dream, a story, his story, that shared terms with death beyond what reason could account for. He had not listened carefully enough. That, too, was part of how the bird was dreaming him. The demons have forgotten. Unless you understand what the demons have forgotten, their ignorance will defeat you…


  Amy called to him. He heard her prayer. Her anguish reached to him from out of the blue moonlight, petitioning God’s mercy from that place of murder, where his life had ended and the black bird’s dream had begun.


  To save Amy, you must understand what the demons have forgotten…God is a gambler.


  The Crow saddled the wind, moved from here there, a fleet shadow across streetlamps, shop windows, neon displays, and billboard lights. He stood upon the brickwork street before Nadja’s warehouse. The splotched minivan that had abducted him and Amy was parked in the loading bay. A foul whisper from a pierced sewer lid told him that Amy was not there. Demons lurked within.


  The demons think we are lost. But God is the one Who is lost. We are Her way back.


  The Crow kicked in the front door on a smoky interior hung with looped cables and pendulous armatures and pulleys. Big Steel Fiarella, barefoot and wearing a kimono of entwined dragons, sat in the bulky, charred chair where Billy Max had died desolate of hope. His crazed smile widened, and spectral scrawls of fire lit space around him from the demon within. To either side stood Cap and Boz, transfixed eyes like flicks of stars.


  “Come, William!” Big Steel gestured magnanimously, while far back in his mind, bound by the coiled strength of Succoth, he screamed. The Burner strangled this cry with Big Steel’s own murderous volition, the very command that had sanctioned Billy’s death. “Come forth. I have more of death for you.”


  “I’m not greedy.” The Crow smiled grimly. “I’ve come to share.”


  From behind a seared jacquard of medieval devils, Nicco jumped out and dropped into a crouch, clasping a Glock 20 and firing before his target could turn. The 10mm bullet struck the side of the Crow’s head and flung him to the ground. “Greedy pig!” Nicco shouted out of the molten dark of his mind, where Nergal held him fast. “Greedy pig is a dead pig!”


  Cap and Boz hooted and whistled, magnificent with demonic force.


  Their happy noise clotted to silence.


  The phantom Billy in his black long coat pushed upright.


  “Greedy pig!” Nicco yelled wildly, and fired again. The second headshot wrenched the lively corpse to the ground. “Greedy, greedy, greedy pig!” Nicco cried in a voice serrated with infernal echoes. He fired repeatedly, each blast kicking the body over, tumbling it bloodlessly across the concrete floor, a sawdust doll.


  “Yeah, yeah. I hear you.” The Crow rolled to his feet, his bullet-pummeled body whole, garments untorn. “But it’s obvious you don’t know much about pigs.” He strode quickly forward and with one blurred hand snatched the gun from Nicco’s grasp. “Never wrestle with a pig, Nicco.” The other gloved hand thrust under the large man’s ribs and in the startled twinkle of an eye yanked back a glossy mass of maroon flesh—Nicco’s throbbing heart. “You get all dirty, and the pig likes it.”


  Before his torn body hit the ground, Nicco’s soul rushed forth and spun in a widening, wondering circle through the dark warehouse. He heard the souls of Cap and Boz wailing, still inside their murderous hearts, still clasped in place by unearthly strength. Nergal released him, and the soul rushed mindlessly into the cold, indifferent current that would bear him across the Bridge of Ashes.


  Succoth brought forward Cap and Boz, their 9mm pistols blazing. The impacting bullets twisted the Crow first left, then right as he came toward them, inflections of laughter and malice in his slender eyes.


  “Maybe if you put your heads together,” he suggested, grabbing their stricken faces in his gloved hands, “you might come up with a more original idea.” He lifted the killers off their feet and collided their brows, shattering their skulls like dime-store crockery. Their souls charged into space, screeching terrified obscenities, amazed to be suddenly free from the secret deities who had bound them to their own mad minds.


  Buster Watz, watching from the alley darkness of the side door, had seen enough. His mind had become combustible. One wrong thought and he would explode into manic howls of terror. Narrowing his mind to the length of the alley, he walked away, balancing himself between the hope of the street, with its offer of escape, and the delirium of the homicidal zombie behind him. Big Steel’s high, hurtling scream sent him flying.


  Nergal and Succoth had released Big Steel Fiarella, the better to concentrate on outflanking the Crow and holding him fast as their master had instructed. No longer possessed, Big Steel sat bolt upright in the grumous chair, eyeballs shrill.


  “You’re a philosopher, Big Steel,” the Crow said, leaning close, a hand on each armrest, pinning the wise guy’s wrists in place. “A lover of sophos, of knowing. And you know what’s going to happen now, don’t you?”


  Big Steel’s mouth hung open, full of imbecile fright.


  The Crow stepped back, picked up a gun from the mangled bodies at his feet, and presented the weapon, grip first. “I want you to love what you know, philosopher. I want you to take this perfect technological extension of the penis and use it to love what you know must happen now.”


  Big Steel shook with a fury as vast as it was helpless. “No. Please. God, no.”


  “Take it.” The Crow wagged the gun at him. “Or I’ll show you your own heart. And we’ll see if it’s as black as I think it is.”


  With a tremulous hand, Big Steel accepted the gun.


  “Now, put it in your mouth,” the Crow ordered with a malicious grin, ‘and love what you know must happen next.”


  Big Steel’s falcon stare tightened, and he fired point-blank into his enemy’s chest.


  The Crow flew backward and was seized from one side by the monstrous hands of Nergal the Flayer and from the other by the tentacled might of Succoth the Burner.


  “Flay him!” Succoth cried. And Nergal tore at him furiously, shredding him like a handful of dandelions.


  “Burn him!” Nergal shouted. And Succoth torched the ripped body parts with white-blue flames, instantly combusting the orts of flesh to powdery ash.


  Big Steel bounced in his seat, weeping back insane laughter. “I worship you!” He bawled to the dragon god and his repugnant companion. “I am your happy slave! I am…”


  Before he could say more, a large black bird flew in from the high casement, where the windows had been blown out. As it descended, its spread wings and outstretched talons bleared to the shadowshape of a man.


  The demons have forgotten the beginning. Without form and void.


  The apparition of Billy Max landed between the two demons, fully materialized. Billy sharply elbowed Nergal’s face, striking the demon’s cluster of spider eyes. Then Billy stuck his tongue out at Succoth.


  The Burner exhaled a torch of acetylene rage, and the Crow ducked. The flames immolated the Flayer and sent him tumbling like a lava boulder.


  “He’s fired!” the Crow shouted, tumbling across the floor. He leaped and snatched a suspended winch, deftly releasing its chain clamp. The chain ran loose, emitting a cry of metallic hilarity, and the rack lights it had hoisted fell with a concussive crash onto Succoth, splitting his eel length into two twitching worm slivers. “And you’re severed!”


  Big Steel shrank on the gory throne, watching the two demons waft to ether fumes.


  The Crow leveled on him a murderous stare above a twisted smile.


  With a whimper, Big Steel put the gun’s muzzle in his mouth. The top of his head erupted in a bloody geyser that launched his soul into the starless dark.
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  Amy sat on the stone lip of the fountain in Washington Square Park, looking harried, eyes stunned, brow and cheeks pearled. Even at this somnolent hour, with the moon obscured by the sparsely lit silhouette of the city, the park’s commerce continued, albeit idly. Two working girls in slatternly attire chatted amiably beneath Washington Arch, scavengers rummaged in trash receptacles and along the grass verges, and a dope runner Rollerbladed toward Waverly, where a gaggle of inebriated students drifted from the clubs.


  “I know how you’re feeling,” Dren spoke from beside her, a young and defeated athlete, sleekly muscular in his ripped tunic and frayed sandals. Under a loose, jarred mass of gold curls, his archaic Greek profile regarded the city night, strong jaw lit with fine whiskers like a yellow shadow of flame. “You feel you’re going mad.”


  “I’m there.” She gazed straight up at the star-littered night, her sense of self neutered by the boundless gulf beyond. From the age of fourteen, when the doctors finally found the right combination of neuroleptic drugs to silence the noises in her head, she had believed that mind, whatever you called it, identity, self, ego, consciousness itself, was projected out of nothing by the electrical activity of the brain and, like the brain, it came to nothing in the end. Now reality was something else. “How many other planets out there are battlefields for angels and demons?”


  “None.”


  Amy looked with surprise at the demon, expecting to meet a sly smile, a joking grin. But he sat in serious repose, bent forward, forearms on his knees, hands folded, watching the night’s citizenry come and go. “None?” Amy asked. “In the whole universe, this is the only planet with souls?”


  “In the whole universe,” he answered. He observed several Azima ogling him from the branches of a tree, and he waved forgetfulness into their harpy stares.


  “How can that be?” Amy asked, gazing at him until he faced her. “There are billions of stars in our galaxy alone.”


  “Hundreds of billions,” Dren clarified. “And hundreds of billions of galaxies in the cosmos. But Earth is the only planet with intelligent life.”


  Amy bowed forward, astounded. “Really?”


  “Think on the huge number of accidents necessary for people to exist.” Dren shook his head at a panhandler slouching toward them, and the derelict sauntered past, not seeing them. “For several billion years, only microscopic creatures thrived here. Billions of years of mindless microbes.” His watchful eyes shone with the most blue loneliness. “During all that time, the sun had to burn steadily, unperturbed by other passing stars or exploding neighbors. It’s a long, long road from slime mold to jellyfish. Another long, long road from jellyfish to herrings.” Eyebrows, two gold streaks of pollen, lifted. “And what if a meteor had not extincted the dinosaurs? They’d still be munching happily.”


  Amy murmured, “So we are a miracle. God did set Earth spinning in space?”


  “If God is accident.” Dren shifted uneasily. “Amy, I think we should move on. Thartoc has touched me in this world. Eventually, he will feel his way to me again. I would urge you to go your sepatate way, but that may be more dangerous. Thartoc came with Nadja to Noir. She is using him to stalk you. If we stay together, I can at least hide you from her.”


  “The sun will be up soon.”


  Dren acknowledged this with a vacant sigh. “My time is over.”


  “I’m afraid for you, Dren. You defied the other demons to escape. If you go back—” Amy broke off, then went on more brightly, “Maybe the help you gave Billy will win your freedom.”


  Dren motioned helplessly with his hands. “When the Crow is done with him, Billy will go to hell.”


  Amy stiffened and turned away, half expecting to see the cold it hand that had just scooped the spirit from her breast.


  “I’m sorry.” Dren touched her arm and knew her bewilderment, the unfathomable horror and the tragic wonder of this night. “I was insensitive.”


  “No.” She rubbed her haggard face with both palms. “Billy is gone. That ghost of him was more illusion than reality.” She turned a quiet eye on the apparition alongside her. “He had no heartbeat. No body heat. No breath.” She stood. “Come on. There is a hopeless soul you must meet. If he’s still alive.”


  Amy walked with Dren upon lamplit and disconsolate streets to Saint Vincent’s. She tapped at the sliding doors of the front entryway until a security guard appeared and pointed for her to go around to the emergency entrance. Dren signed to him, and the guard came forward and opened the doors.


  Down corridors aqueous with dimmed fluorescent panels, they proceeded, up an empty elevator, along more half-lit hallways twittering with the machine music of monitors. They arrived at a dark room where a bald boy with a breathing tube in his nose and a tube from a drip bag plugged into his arm lay on a bed with the back cranked up and a stand lamp shining on his shrunken face.


  Dren floated to the foot of the bed. “He is dying.”


  “Yes.” Amy came up close behind the demon, needing to feel his chill aura just to stand in the unmanageable and frightening reality of that room. “He should be back at Shriners, but he came to Saint Vincent’s for treatment. Just a coincidence he found me here earlier. But now I think it’s another of God’s accidents—so that I would know where to bring you to meet him.”


  “Amy?” The boy roused. “What you doin’ here? What time is it?”


  “It’s early. Sorry to wake you.” Amy stepped around to the bedside not obstructed by monitors. “Derek, I brought someone to meet you.”


  He opened his eyes groggily. “Who?”


  “Don’t you see him at the foot of the bed?” Amy beckoned the demon closer. “Dren, come here. Show yourself.”


  “Amy, I do not think that is wise.” Dren moved to her side. “If I reveal myself to this boy, the archdemon will find us even more quickly. And he brings Nadja with him.”


  Amy lifted her chin sorrowfully. “Dren, this kid tried to kill himself yesterday.”


  “Who are you talkin’ to?” Derek propped himself on one elbow, and the effort cost him nearly everything. He fell back, eyes rolled up. Dren extended his hand, and this soul momentarily forgot the weariness of its flesh. His bruised eyes opened, unaware they had shut. “Amy, you all right? You don’t look too good.”


  Amy bent close. “What if I told you I wasn’t here alone.”


  “Yeah, you’re wit’ me.”


  “No, There’s a spirit here with me—” With her eyes she directed his gaze to the spot beside her. “He’s a demon who wants to be an angel.”


  Derek saw nothing, and his wizened face regarded her sorrowfully. “Amy, I think you should lie down. I’ll call the nurse.”


  “Dren—” Amy nodded to the enfeebled youth. “Show him.”


  Dren glanced nervously about the shadowed room. “Thartoc and Nadja will come.”


  “The sun is going to rise soon,” she reminded him. “You won’t be able to protect me after that anyway. This is your last chance.”


  “Are you goofin’ on me?” Derek heaved a labored breath. “I don’t think you’re goofin’, You look beat. I’m callin’ the nurse.”


  Amy clutched pleadly at the demon. “Dren—please.”


  With a distrustful grimace, Dren stepped back to the foot of the bed and showed himself. “I am the demon Dren.”


  Derek’s eyes brightened, beholding a tall, muscled figure like some fabled hope from a medieval story, his long hair yellow, crinkled as sun caught in water, a face bright to the teeth with beauty, and eyes quiet and blue as diamonds. “I’ll be damned!”


  Dren shook his head softly. “Not if I can help it.”
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  Thartoc the Cruel sensed the renegade demon in the midst of the crowded city like a ray of light in a sunless forest. He installed Nadja Crimco in a taxi bound for Saint Vincent’s, and he projected his awareness ahead. The mock stars of city lights dimmed at his passing, litter and street grit churned in a howling rush of cold air, and the sleeping populace rolled whited eyes into the undersides of their skulls and glimpsed there the black sun in whose homuncular shadows animal hungers ripped apart and heaved their day’s indigested memories into the bulimia of nightmare.


  Like a wolf, a large black lobo, the archdemon loped out of the night onto the hospital roof. Until Nadja arrived, he had to be careful not to expose himself to Dren. The Liar had proven too cunning a deceiver, too elusive a fugitive, to alert before the executioner herself arrived for Amy Darien. He sidled past two residents leaning on the roof railing, smoking cigarettes, their souls swimming hard against the undertow of two days and nights without sleep. Through the blue fumes, one of them spied sagging jaws weighted with fangs, and her cigarette fell, red ashes skittering down the dark wind.


  Thartoc ignored her cries, hurried into an open access door and descended concrete stairs, leaving a wake of sewer miasma. Soft green fire ran over metal banisters, vaporous flares trailing after him as he ambled along darkened hospital corridors. He paused outside the open door of the room where Dren and Amy lurked. And he listened.


  “Why did God make me sick?” Derek asked, avidly gazing at the seraphic figure who had materialized before the foot of his bed. “Why is He killing me?”


  Dren searched the pallid face with its legible bones, looking for some purchase in this visage of bitter exhaustion. “God is a mystery.”


  “Even to you?” the boy asked, voice so soft he barely heard himself above his pounding heart, his chest clutched almost painfully by the namelessness of what was happening. He tethered his attention to the phantom visitor’s electric eyes and repeated, “Even to you?”


  “Especially to me.” Dren leaned forward, casting no shadow upon the shadow-strewn bed. ‘Angels and demons have searched for God since the beginning of time. We have tried to understand why we are here in the void, and we can’t agree about any of it.”


  “But you still believe in God?” the boy asked blearily. “Even demons believe in God?”


  “Yes.” Dren’s mind staggered, full of restive doubts competing with the ardor to say the right words that would free this child from the fear and anger that stranded him so lonely in his body. “Before the beginning, we were one with God.”


  “Where? In heaven?”


  “You could call it that.” The complexity and ambiguity of all he had to share forced him to speak slowly, simply. “It’s a special place where we were with God and where we were happy. We would like to go back there. But we can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Heaven is in a higher dimension.” Dren straightened, not liking where this was going, and struggling to know what to say. “Look at your shadow. It’s in a lower dimension. It has only two dimensions, length and breadth, and it does not know anything about depth—about up or down.”


  “So, we’re just God’s shadow puppets.” Derek grunted with understanding and disappointment. “Well, I don’t like His show. It’s cruel to treat people like puppets.”


  “Perhaps God has nothing to do with it,” Amy offered, seeing the dismay in Dren’s trembling stare. “Not in any way we can understand.”


  “Yeah, sure.” Derek’s eyes winced skeptically. “And maybe there is no God. Have you guys thought of that? Maybe your memories are a delusion. What are you? Some kinda alien? You from another dimension?”


  “If was human, I’d probably agree with you.” Dren reached past his dread of saying the wrong thing. He was a liar still learning to tell the truth, and that was why he had failed with the others he had hoped to save. He well knew, this was his last opportunity, and he wiped away his doubt and simply spoke what he knew: “I am a spirit being. I have been in heaven. And I remember God. We all do, all the demons and the angels. We knew then true holiness.”


  Derek watched with his eyelids drooping toward sleep, yet he whispered, “Holiness? What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “When we were with God—well…” Dren shifted his attention to Amy, who nodded for him to go on. “It has never been the same since we left God—or since God left us.” Dren noticed that Derek’s wrinkled eyes had widened slightly with interest. “In heaven, happiness was unyielding and shared. Pain was understanding. Loss made beautiful sense. And love was the most brave silence, so unexplained that we had no idea of its nobility and its enviable power until it was gone from us and all we had left were our helpless ruminations about it.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,” the boy mumbled, then shut his eyes and went slack.


  The monitor at his bedside let out a sustained bleat.


  “He’s going!” Amy cried out in alarm, and reached for the call button on the bed rail. “I’m getting the nurse.”


  “Wait.” Dren came around next to Amy and laid a hand on the boy’s still chest. “Do not leave us yet, Derek,” the demon instructed, making this body forget that it was dying. “I have something important to tell you.”


  The monitor went silent, and Derek’s eyes fluttered but did not open.


  “Love is the most brave silence,” Dren whispered, feeling Derek’s mind brighten with tinctures of rose-and-silver sparklings as oxygen returned to the boy’s brain.


  “Sure,” Derek muttered. “I know that.” His eyeballs jittered under his closed lids, reading his own thoughts. “Put up with pain without cryin’…Reach out a hand—give when you want to take—say nothin’ about your need…Listen when you feel like talkin’…” He drew a long breath through clenched teeth, then added softly, “Got to face what you can’t understand without bitchin’…” He opened his lids, his face gravely canted toward the spirit being at his side. “I’m on it, right?”


  Dren smiled. “You’re on it.”


  “Yeah, but I couldn’t do any of that crap,” Derek confessed coldly. “I cried and I bitched the whole time. I ain’t goin’ to heaven when I die. This wasted life is just a warm-up for hell.”


  “I can get you to the angels if you can do one thing.” Dren brought his face close to Derek’s watchful gaze, into the sour odor of his dying. “Forget yourself. If you’re mad about what’s happened to you—if you resent losing all the years of life you’ll never have—if you curse yourself or others for all you’ve suffered, the demons will take your soul.”


  Derek sighed, and Dren knew the youth was peering down into the great and wide chasm of what his life was. “Had I made it out that window last night—” He closed his eyes resignedly. “I’d be in hell now—where I belong. And I could skip all this noise.”


  “You are right, Derek.” Dren straightened. “Maybe you do belong in the pit. A soul of pain and hate has no place in the hopeful world that the angels are trying to build. The demons will tear your soul apart. The pit is bewildering, and it hurts being there. But when the torment finally ends, your spirit is free.”


  “Spirit,” Amy whispered. “Spirit is forever.”


  “What are you talkin’ about?” the boy grumbled. “I don’t see any spirit. What the hell is spirit?”


  Thartoc had heard enough. He entered as a humanoid abomination, a three-dimensional shadow, glossy as pitch, slat-ribbed, horn-shouldered, with a mallet-shaped head and eyes of broken mirror glass. “The spirit is the part of you that never dies, boy!” His voice warbled with submerged echoes, bouncing off the walls like a pounding of drums. “Angels, demons, people, animals, plants, microbes—all are spirits lost—lost!—lost in this unknown kingdom.” A fecal stench swarmed into the room with him. “We all come from God—all thrown off from Her heat into the cold void.” Backward-bending legs and stick arms pulled his abhorrent nakedness onto the bed, pizzle wagging like a dead eel. “All of us are immortal imprints of Her greater being—” He rocked the bed so that the sheets billowed under him and the rails rattled. “All of us, fields of force projected into the vacuum—knotting energy and matter into physical forms—heat into desire—desire into will.” His thorned and twisted mask reared directly above the jerking lips and swimming eyes of the horrified boy. “Every amoeba—yea, child, every mindless virus—burns with desire and will!”
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  Dren leaped onto the bed, tackling Thartoc the Cruel, and pushing him clear of the horrified boy.


  “You dare!” The archdemon breathed black fire into the furious face of the Liar.


  A wild melee of shadows reeled away over the ceiling, and Dren was flung clear of this world. Claws of smoke dragged him toward sleep. He thrashed awake, and the clawing fumes were billows of stars, galactic vapors in the shoreless void where Thartoc had tossed him.


  Dren would not let go of the master. If Thartoc had not been anchored on Earth to Nadja Crimco, the Liar would have flailed forever into the vacuum. But the mortal bond to the demonolater nailed the demon to one mote in the immensity of emptiness, and Dren swung back hard into the hospital room and collided with Thartoc.


  Under the impact, the archdemon burst into clouds passing over the moon, hieroglyphics spelling the arcane names of the Qlippotic master across the meridians of night. Nadja, stepping from the taxi, fell to one knee on the curb before Saint Vincent’s, humbled by grueling pain. In that wretched moment, the pitted sidewalk seemed more loved than she. She heard the wind calling her name across the sky, and she felt as though her bones had been thrown out of her flesh.


  Nergal and Succoth grabbed her from either side and lifted her upright. They had seen the cryptic names of the master written into the upper air about the setting moon, and they had hurried to this place of razing exposure and shame, afraid for what they would find. The Flayer peeled away the confusion from Nadja’s mind and saw Thartoc, a death’s-head of caved cheeks, flesh blistering like paint flakes, tar-pit eyes weeping back the pain of Dren’s blow.


  “Get your skank-asses up there!” Nadja growled with a voice from the bottom of all things. “I want Dren out of my way!”


  The demons released Nadja, and she collapsed to the sidewalk full of clangorous shock, the doors of her face banging open and shut in a moaning wind. Slowly, Thartoc pulled her up, blood clucking in her ears, feet jostling stiffly as she shambled forward, eyes lamplit with red rage.


  Dren lay at the foot of the hospital bed, where he had fallen after impacting Thartoc. He heard Derek whimpering and Amy whispering cold comfort, and he forced himself to stand under a cliff of hurt. “Amy, you must go.” His bruised face dripped darkness. “Nadja comes.”


  Derek’s staring eyes wailed. “Don’t leave me!”


  “It’s okay, Derek.” Amy squeezed his shoulder. “I’m not leaving you.”


  The boy sat up, bolstered by fright. “What was that thing?”


  “An enemy of life.” Dren parted his tempest-tossed hair, exposing damaged fingers and a swollen blue-black face. “Forget yourself and you are free of him.”


  “Is this really happening?” Derek plopped back onto his pillow, his lungs filling with a scream he had no strength to release. “Is it the meds? I feel crazy.”


  “You must let Amy go.” Dren swayed unsteadily. “An evil woman is coming to kill her. Forget yourself.”


  Derek jolted a look at Amy. “Is that true?”


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “Then go.” Urgency rose to the brims of his eyes. “Get out of here. I’m already dead. The angel will stay with me.”


  Dren’s heart surged, recognized as an angel, and he stood taller. “Yes. I will stay.”


  A nurse entered. “What is all this talking, young man? It’s very late, you should be…” She paused in the doorway at the sight of Amy crouching over the boy. “Who are you?”


  Dren touched the nurse with tender forgetfulness. “Go, healer. There are others who need you. Stay out of this room.”


  The nurse abruptly turned about as though she had forgotten something important. As she departed, a zigzag shadow coiled into the room, and Succoth unwound to a muscular serpent with eyes consumed by flames.


  “S-s-s-t! Flee, traitor, and I will scorch this-s room and all in it with madness-s!”


  “Dren!” Amy shouted, her cry linked with Derek’s terrified wail. “Get out!”


  Dren did not budge. He waved a veil of muddled sight before the serpent. Star white flames ate it in a lightning flash that exiled all shadow from the room. There was nowhere to run. The moon nested on the rim of the planet in a haze of city exhaust sticky as dunged straw. His time was spent. Hell awaited his return. But he would not let the Burner take these mortal souls with him.


  The Liar cast the illusion that he tumbled away when, in fact, he stepped forward into the serpent’s fiery blast. The conflagration ignited him in a blaze so hot it engulfed Succoth as well. The two fused in a seething holocaust that twisted to gooey ash around the Burner’s staggering screams.


  Nergal barged into the room with a raging roar. “Traitor!” In a blur of blinding speed, his giant hands tore at the melted slag. He threw aside the dwarfish, burned-out wick of Succoth and upheld the smoldering rag of Dren the Liar.


  Amy and the boy gasped to see Dren’s distorted features in the blackened and hissing scrap. “Nergal—old friend,” Dren rasped. “We got out of the pit.” His shape flowed away in strings of sticky grease. “We got out. I did not lie to you…”


  Nergal dropped the bubbled mess and stood staring into empty space with his many tiny eyes.


  A tight clutch of fear strangled the sobs of the wild-eyed boy. The angel was gone. A grotesque demon stood in his place. On the bed next to Derek, Amy sat staring without breathing.


  A short, withered shadow stood in the doorway. Nadja entered, sockets looted of all sanity. Gibbering with jagged laughter, she skittered to the bed, directly to Amy, and in her hand a knife flashed its steel blue smile.


  “No!” Derek rose up with enormous swimming strength, hands grasping to stop the madwoman. But Nadja was not blocked, because the boy had not moved at all. Disease had withered his muscles, and only his soul stirred, watching with savage clarity as the blade descended.


  Amy grabbed Nadja’s knife arm with both hands. Against the demonic might of the diabolist, Amy had no defense. The knife cut for her heart, Nadja yammering with goblin frenzy.


  “You die! Reap your virgin heart! You die! Spill your young blood! You die! You die!”


  “Mind if I cut in?” asked a voice of unreckonable calm. “It’s time we dance, Nadja.”


  The silhouetted flare of a billowing coat filled the doorway, and the Crow collided with Nergal the Flayer and sent the demon toppling backward over his startled shout. From behind Nadja, Billy Max winked at Amy, grinning with crazy abandon, then seized the satanist’s haircrest and yanked her away.


  The small woman slammed into the opposite wall and drooled to the floor, limp as a shadow. From her slumped body, Thartoc rose, a black murk wheezing with distant shrieks uprisen on an icy wind unfurling from hell.


  The Crow leaped atop the surging darkness. His long coat flapped upward like a windblown sheet, and Thartoc and the Crow disappeared, leaving behind Nadja’s unconscious body.


  Amy stood and peered about nervously. No sign of any demons remained. She returned her attention to Derek and saw him smiling faintly. When she bent close, he breathed, “You got one kick-ass boyfriend.”
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  The Crow and Thartoc the Cruel fell off the face of the Earth. Locked in grappling embrace, fiercely tearing at each other, the two shadowshapes plummeted upward above the key-tooth skyline of the city and the cupped hands of the Ramapo Mountains into the imperishable night of outer space. Below, along the eastern limb of the planet, the factories of dawn smoldered.


  Thartoc strove to pull the Crow away from that fiery blue crescent and into the abyss, but his psychic bond to Nadja Crimco held him fast to Earth. With talons of fire from the rising sun, the Crow slashed at Thartoc, slicing the archdemon’s body of cold plasm into teeming atoms.


  Black knives struck back, hacking the Crow’s ether-shape, scattering feathers that streaked across the atmosphere in dazzling arcs of pain. In Billy’s mind, the agony of his torture-death convulsed him again, and he jarred back to the block-cut chair and Nadja’s warped laughter coming and going like messages inside the noise of his pain.


  A scream ripped out of him, silent above the Earth’s blue halo. With manic force, he pummeled at the amorphous blob of darkness smothering him in hurt. His rabid blows burst Thartoc’s empty mask and exposed wrinkled pig’s eyes in a bulged brow. Jaws of hanging fangs bit into Billy’s face and shook him violently, dragging him under the shivering stars like a broken doll.


  But the Crow would not relent. His claws had dug deep into Thartoc, and the more the archdemon whipped his adversary back and forth, the more the demon mangled his own astral body. Thartoc had to free himself immediately from Nadja so he could drag the Crow into the pit. And the fastest way to do that was to kill Amy Darien and dissolve the demonic bond with the satanist.


  Thartoc defied the stupefying malice of the Crow’s attack and attempted to revive Nadja where she lay unconscious in the hospital room. His concentration wavered. The Crow’s claws in his chest were like scissors, and where Billy’s face had been clutched by the archdemon’s grinding jaws, a beak had shapeshifted to a sword, impaling Thartoc. The archdemon’s mind flowed along the current of his pain and shot out of his ectoplasmic body, shattering in the stratosphere to a thousand tiny intelligences that drizzled like soot to the city below.


  In an hallucinated frenzy, Thartoc’s mind flurried upon the foul breaths from sewer gratings and diesel exhausts, riding the malefic stirrings of pollution, searching for Vessels of Iniquity who could help him. Instead, he found Buster Watz, sequins of sweat glittering on his pate and brow, amuck in his silk apparel. The man, half-crazed by what he had witnessed in the warehouse, had scuttled aimlessly across the city, muttering supplications to the blood agate icon in his hand, beseeching protection from this ancestral god.


  The god had not heard. In Buster’s mindless wandering, he had unconsciously followed the mind-strong trailings of Nergal and Succoth to Saint Vincent’s. The Gog Shekeloh had ensnared him after he had exposed himself to their mortal host, Big Steel Fiarella, and when Thartoc reached for an ally in his anguished battle with the Crow, Buster meandered off Fourteenth Street into the hospital’s ambulance garage.


  Nadja Crimco sensed his arrival, and she stirred in her stupor.


  Amy pressed the call button on the wall behind Derek’s bed, but no one came. When she moved to get the nurse, the boy teached for her.


  “Don’t go,” he implored dimly.


  “We’ve got to get security,” Amy explained, squeezing his hand reassuringly. “Before Nadja comes around. I’ll be right back.”


  Derek shook his head. “This is too freaky.”


  “I’m sorry.” Amy’s heart flexed with remorse. “I shouldn’t have brought Dren.”


  “No. It’s good. It’s freaky. But it’s good.” Derek closed his eyes, reaching for strength. “Now I know. There’s more.” His lids opened, and his eyes gave back light from tears. “Thank you.” A smile flickered on his famished face. “I’m not scared now. I’m gonna do like the angel said. You know? Forget myself. Just give it all up to what’s bigger. I can do that.”


  Nadja groaned.


  “Hold on, Derek—” Amy stood abruptly. “I got to get a guard in here.”


  “The angel—” His frail hand reached for her as a blind person might. “Is the angel awright?”


  Amy made no reply. She stared aghast at the door, where Buster Watz had appeared. The tall man stood rumpled and swaying, yellow eyes spewing light as if his brain were ablaze. “Olodumare is frail safety.”


  “Who are you?” Derek asked in a whisper more breath than sound.


  Buster Watz, his face carved from cold black wax, peered with his luminous eyes at the boy. He did not see him. The mind of the archdemon walking about inside his body squatted between his ears and told him he did not see the boy. But violence with the Crow high above the Earth addled Thartoc’s focus.


  “Olodumare is perilous safety.” Buster pressed the agate against his sweaty forehead. “No safety at all.”


  “Hey!” Amy called out in a fright. “Hey, anybody! We need help in here!”


  “What’s goin’ on?” Derek tried to reach for Amy, and his hand swiped airily. Then he saw the stranger reach under his wrinkled jacket and come out with a Sig Sauer 9 mm pistol. The way he looked into Amy, cat eyes narrowing, Derek knew what was going to happen. He pulled lightness and alacrity into himself from all that remained of his being, and he sat up.


  Two bullets hit Derek in the chest and threw him onto his back. With a bitter cry, Amy flung herself over him, and the third bullet seared past her scalp, struck the metal plate of the oxygen spigot, ricocheted and punctured the dextrose bag, then caromed off the air-conditioning grille with a reverberant twang, and drove its hot metal through the agate icon of Olodumare into the skull of Buster Watz.


  Thartoc bellowed furiously at the Crow’s nimble parry. The galactic horizon locked and wheeling, the two adversaries spun across the heavens. Buster Watz collapsed under the molten impact of his own projectile, and the archdemon lost a fraction of his strength.


  That was enough for the Crow to pull free of Thartoc’s grasp. He somersaulted over the deformed hulk and seized the archdemon by the scruff of the neck.


  No! Thartoc blared with disbelief. His effluvial body stretched tentacles that whipped behind, trying to snag the spirit bird.


  The Crow dodged the flaying lariats and swung Thartoc around the pivot of the archdemon’s terrestrial anchor to Nadja Crimco. Faster, the punitive angel whirled the demon until the stars became incandescent slashes, a vortex of silver flames.


  No-o-o-o-o-o-o!


  The Crow released Thartoc and sent him hurtling toward the sun. The archdemon’s screech, silent in the void, rang through psychic space, dwindling toward its solar target. A hideous shriek marked the moment the fusion fires received him.


  Wobbling howls loomed from out the secret radiance of the sun’s heart as Thartoc’s plasmic body combusted, only slowly dimming to silence after his spirit detached and flitted away across the curve of time into the mercy of something terrible.
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  Nadja pulled herself awake. In nightmare, she had seen it all. She had witnessed the celestial battle of Thartoc and the Crow, and her bones had rattled in their sockets to hear the archdemon’s tortured screams as he burned.


  Chewing a groan, she rocked upright, and seconds sputtered while she stood staring at Buster Watz sitting against the doorjamb, gun in his lap and his yellow eyes upturned and crossed as if examining the drill hole in his forehead.


  Amy lifted her blood-smudged face from Derek’s chest and saw Nadja drifting toward the door, bending to retrieve the gun. Anger grabbed at her and pulled her around the bed.


  The satanist came up with the gun, and Amy knocked the weapon aside with a cry that ransacked her heart. She dug her fingers into Nadja’s sinewy neck. Ferociously, she slammed the gagging woman into the wall, and the gun dropped and spun across the floor under the bed.


  Snarling and spitting, Nadja clawed for her assailant’s raving eyes. But Amy ducked and rammed her head into the killer’s jaw. Nadja went down with a damaged yell, and Amy bowed over her, kicking and punching at the bone-sack body.


  Gloved hands took her by the shoulders and pulled her away. “Whoa, tiger.” The Crow turned her about. “She’ll hurt more if you don’t kill her.”


  “Billy!” She fell against him, and her fury collapsed to uncontrollable sobs. “It’s horrible! It’s—” Her sobbing flared faster than she could breathe.


  “It’s okay.” He held her tight against his cold body and tried to say something that could untangle her from grief. “The worst is over.”


  “Not by half!” Nadja crawled backward, a wrist to her bloodied mouth. “I am more than you know. And I won’t be denied my vengeance.” She gusted into satanic singing: “Sabriam! Abrasax! Ioou! Ioou! Shaitan! Ioou! Scourge of God, be obedient unto me! Come forth, Terrible Accuser! Satan, my Lord! Lust of the Goat! Thou one with me—Himself within my flesh! Abrasax! Sabriam! Ioou!”


  Weightlessly, Nadja rose to her feet, to her toetips, and then an inch into the air, her bony arms outstretched, chin to her chest, eyes gazing from underbrow in a glare of darkness. Out of a great windswept distance came moaning despair, a choir of confused suffering, and the room brightened, gelid green, a glacial luminosity beneath a polar sun and just as cold.


  Amy’s breath steamed, and the breathless Crow moved her behind him. She clung to his side, watching dumbfounded as rays of stardust cut obliquely across the room, illuminating Nadja’s suspended body in icy shafts of dazzling, radioactive haze. A nimbus of black bristles crowned the space around her bowed head, and for a moment she hung like some vile Antichrist attended by the tormented singing of the invisible damned.


  Then this smugly leering parody grew stranger: Red welts patched the skin of her bony face and frail arms, darkened to blue weals, throbbing lumps that wrinkled, puckered, and slit open into small eyes, swiveling, blinking, larval eyes, mad at the revelation of everything.


  Nadja’s scream ripped out from the core of her hung body, and her screaming mouth stretched wider than her jaws so that the cry inside her cry could push through her bulging throat. The wincing eyes open in her flesh wept blood. With a crackle of rending ligaments and disjointed bones, the gawping mouth pried apart skull and jaw, revealing a ghast black creature—a shaggy head, bristling, bulging into presence and oozing many voices of mournful singing and wailing from a dense smoke of faces, a thundercloud of doll heads clustered into one swelling mass laboring powerfully out of its cocoon.


  A spent husk, Nadja’s body fell to the ground, boneless, her torn head a flaccid mask. Over her stood a young child in a white burial shroud, hair of black shining ringlets spilling over her small shoulders. Silence had hurled into the room with her arrival, and the abominable apparition of many faces had passed wholly away, a dreadful fantasy.


  The barefoot child lifted a face of extraordinary Byzantine loveliness, and said gently with a puff of frosty breath, “Punitive angel, do you intend to battle with me?”


  The Crow shook his head just perceptibly. “I will go with you without struggle. But you will not molest Amy Darien.”


  “You are a wise and brave angel of war,” the child acknowledged, a note of sadness in her voice. “I make no claim on Amy Darien.”


  “Who are you?” Amy asked from behind the Crow, her teeth clacking in the fiery cold.


  The lovely child tilted her curly head to one side, undecided for a moment if she would speak at all before she straightened with determination and replied straightforwardly, “I am Satan.” Amy’s whole body shook in the ice green air. “You can’t have him,” she declared, hugging herself and stepping forth. “You can’t have my Billy.”


  “Your Billy is dead,” the child replied, and frowned sadly. “I am sorry.”


  “Amy, please—” The Crow took her arm and coaxed her closer to him, pleading, “Step back…”


  “No.” She pulled away from Billy, dead Billy tenanted with the incomprehensible, alive with the spirit of the Crow, and waded arms-crossed against the glacial light. “You’re not sorry,” she said to the dolorous girl, her words rigid with hopeless and immutable anger. “You’re Satan. You hate life.”


  “Yes.” The child scowled petulantly. “I hate life. It is an abomination. It is a mockery of spirit, of God and the timeless.” She looked like she was about to spit at Amy before she paused and gave a solemn shake of her head, dismissing her resentment as futile. “I am sorry for that spirit in you that dwells in this disgusting horror.” With an expression of vivid compassion, she extended her little hand. “Touch me, Amy Darien, and I will set you free.”


  “No!” The Crow put his arms around Amy and quickly lugged her back two paces. “Get behind me,” he urged her hotly as she wriggled free.


  “I love him!” she shouted in the deathly cold and bent over her cramping entrails. “You can’t have him. You can’t!”


  “Love…” A sigh smoked from the child. “That is disgusting.” She put a hand over her stomach, half holding her breath, waiting out her queasiness. “Love.” The word came out as black anathema. “How detestable that there could be love in this sordid world. You cannot know how sick it makes me feel to see that a creature such as you can love—you with your mouth for eating other living things, with your selfish bowels digesting those lives into your life, your rectum shamelessly extruding the dead parts of what once lived. Eew! Just looking at you nauseates me.”


  >Satan’s mouth opened, and a spider crawled upon her pink tongue, then into her hand whence it spun a thread to the ground. The child’s chin jutted, her neck jerked like a chicken’s, and from between her lips a snake emerged. Its phallic head swung side to side, black bead eyes surveying the icy room before slithering to the floor in a vomitous rush.


  Satan stepped back, hands clapping twice. The spider ballooned into the squid-faced humpback that was Nergal the Flayer, and the snake inflated, becoming the coiled shape of Succoth the Burner.


  “Gather the fallen to me,” the young girl commanded.


  Nergal’s big, ulcerated hands reached into the algid air. Blurred vibrations buzzed around his bulbous head making squeaky, frightened noises.


  Amy gasped and clutched at Billy. She saw smudged faces and speed-smeared naked bodies circling the crookbacked demon. Nadja Crimco wailed past, her starved features full of fear and dismay, just beginning to comprehend that her magic had exhausted itself. Buster Watz twitched and jittered from floor to ceiling and back again, yammering with witless fear. And there was Big Steel Fiarella, bulging eyes in his falcon stare, a plump ghost body swirling among the transparencies of Boz and Cap, the two wailing soldiers who had not yet crossed the Bridge of Ashes.


  Nergal slouched toward the Crow.


  “No!” Amy waved off the demon with a shout, and Billy wrapped her in his arms and pulled her aside. “You can’t have him!” She gasped. “I won’t lose him again.”


  “Leave him.” The little girl wrinkled her nose. “I can’t bear to hear another word about love from this revolting thing.”


  Nergal bowed his lobed head but did not turn. “Master, this is a punitive angel,” he said with a truculent growl. “He has defeated Thartoc the Cruel. He should be flayed in the pit.”


  “To what purpose?” Satan gave a weary shrug. “Once his spirit is free, he will only return. Let us conserve our strength for mining the minerals of sleep and forgetfulness. In time, all in good time, the angels themselves shall bless our work and lie down with us in darkness. Even this one.”


  Nergal backed away, and Amy pressed herself hard against Billy. He held her tight to him, but he did not look at her. He gazed with vacant eyes at the drafty and whining souls for whom there was no escape, and a weird pathos measured in him what remained of his humanity so that he pondered the future for himself as a living corpse and feared why hell would not have him.


  “Get the runaway,” Satan ordered.


  Succoth skirled across the floor to the grease spot that was Dren. Orange flames licked that oily stain, and white fumes unfurled to a human figure. Dren solidified in the jade green cold. Head lowered, he veiled his humiliation with his gold, crinkled hair. He would not meet Succoth’s flame bright and gloating eyes. But as he shuffled past, he nodded gravely to Amy and the Crow.


  “Farewell, friends—” he whispered, then cringed under a hot lash of Succoth’s fire.


  Before Satan, Dren sheepishly bowed. “I have failed you, Master. Nor can I serve you again as once I did. I am no longer the Liar. Truly, I do not know what I am.” He met the child’s curious eyes, dark, mirroring eyes. “Do with me as you will.”


  “Master—” Nergal’s greasy voice intruded. With one hand, he hoisted Dren off his feet by his tunic and shook the limp, submissive body with disdain, holding him at a distance as he would a dead and rotted thing. “Dren is not a demon.”


  “S-s-s-t!” Succoth huffed scarlet flames. “He is-s a traitor!”


  “No.” Nergal dropped Dren, who fell to his knees and looked up at his former comrade with puzzlement. “Dren is no traitor. He is an angel who lied to himself. Yet he is an angel nonetheless.” The demon pressed both hands to his concave chest. “I am the Flayer. I have seen to the center of this entity. And I tell you, Master, he is an angel.” He took a decisive step away from the loathsome being, who was staring at him with luminous wonder. “He is not worthy to be among us.”


  Succoth declared hotly, “Not worthy to serve but to suffer!”


  “Succoth, be silent,” Satan spoke, annoyed, ‘or you will join Thartoc in the abyss, in the deepest mines, where we will not have to hear your tiresome dissension.” The small child turned her back on Dren, speaking as she strolled into a distance that the hospital wall did not contravene, “Nergal is correct. Dren is not of us. He is unworthy of our purpose. And I expel him from hell. Let him learn the futility of the burning ones’ defiance. Forsake him.”


  Satan and the demons vanished along the slantwise plane where illusion drained down into the ceiling, walls, and window of the hospital room. The unearthly chlorine light faded to mundane darkness, and only distantly could be heard the despairing cries of the damned.
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  Dren stood. Through the window, he saw the last star fade in the east and dawn spread like blood-streaked urine in the notched channels of the silhouetted city. I am an angel…


  Billy Max held Amy Darien tight, her warmth and softness happy portents of the breaking day, a day in which he knew that his place was little more than tangential.


  “They didn’t take him,” Amy breathed into his shoulder. She pulled her face away and looked into Billy’s slender and unreadable eyes, then to Dren, who pressed close to the window, hands on the panes, greeting the sun. “The demons didn’t take Derek’s soul.”


  Dren turned about, blue eyes webbed with tears. “You are right.” The angel smiled at the corpse in the bed, and morning sunlight illuminated his back with a moteless and citrine aura. “He forgot himself that you might live.”


  Light poured into the room brighter than the sun. In its radiance, figures moved beside the bed. They were shadows of another light, more brilliant yet, shining from above. Derek stood naked among them, almost unrecognizable, unmarred, flesh intact, a full head of hair stirring in an intangible breeze. He gesticulated to Amy, saying something with a smile, but the silver radiance hoarded all sound in a holy hush.


  Amy held a hand to her eyes and turned to Billy. He, too, stood naked, watching her serenely, nodding with comprehension as he listened to voices she could not hear.


  “Billy?” Her own voice was silent in her mouth. But Billy was hearing something, taking a message that made him smile and brought happy tears to his eyes. Behind him, the Crow perched on the windowsill, shadow-cut against the white light.


  Billy let her go and stepped back. Dren drifted between them and put a hand on Amy’s shoulder. “You saved me from the pit,” he told her, sounding so loud in the enclosing silence that her heart leaped like a mouse. “Your love for Billy—for Derek—for life—that saved us all.”


  Amy shook her head, disavowing credit for what was already complete in her. She peered past Dren at smiling Billy and the radiant shadows passing around him through the magnified brightness.


  “Say nothing,” the angel instructed. “We are well past all that can be said. Except for this: On my way home, I would like to return you and Billy to yesterday—before the horror.”


  “You can do that?” Amy asked mutely, not hearing herself.


  “Yes.” Dren bent a smile toward her. “But you will forget me. You will forget all that transpired in this alternate day.”


  Amy had only one concern: “Billy will be alive?”


  “As he was yesterday,” Dren assured her, fading into the kingdom of light. “Unlike you, however, his memory will remain complete. That is his legacy from the Crow.”


  Amy reached for the angel, for a farewell touch, but he was already gone. Her vision glared over, bleaching out all remnants of the pain and the nameless terror…
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  Amy let down her livid red hair, and it fell past her waist. “Sit with me for a minute,” she said, and tugged at the sleeve of the black glazed-cotton jacket she had bought Billy to celebrate their independence.


  Billy Max looked down at her where she sprawled, on concrete steps spotted black with five generations of chewing gum. Even here with the grime of the city under her and the wire-mesh windows and sooty bricks of Alliance House for a backdrop, she resembled to him a fairy-tale princess—if princesses wore pincenez sunglasses and sable flare pants with a black midriff tee. A bubble expanded in his heart, crowding the blood from his ventricles with remorseless awe.


  He sat down, jaw loose, eyes wide with wonder.


  “You okay?” she asked, and placed a concerned hand on his arm. “You look freaked.”


  “Yeah.” He searched her face, every familiar detail, every freckle, strengthening his astonishment. “Yeah, I am freaked.” He grinned lavishly, and his wide eyes brightened. “Freaked to be here with you.”


  “Billy—you’re crying…”


  He laughed through his tears, his whole body lighting up. “I love you, Amy Darien.”


  “I love you, Billy Max.” She hugged him. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? We’re finally out of there for good. We’re on our own now, Billy. Just you and me. We got to stick together, come heaven or hell.”


  “Count on it.” He pulled her closer, and a cloud held its hand against the sun. From a skinny tree across the street in the projects, a large black bird lifted its wings and stepped into the sky, a misplaced piece of night.
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    Truth comes empty-handed:


    In its poverty is its strength.

  


  Where does the notion of demons begin in Western thought? They appear in the earliest writings, from the first civilization of the West, the great Kingdom of Walls between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, among the towers of Babylon, in Mesopotamia, where writing was invented, along with agriculture, astronomy, mathematics, our conception of the twenty-four-hour day, the sixty-minute hour, the 360-degree circle, the twelve stations of the zodiac—and money.


  The Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, the oldest written story, contains the concept of hell as well as of the huluppu, the knowledge tree of good and evil where there lived


  
    … a serpent who could not be charmed


    [and who] made its nest in the roots of the tree…

  


  The version of Gilgamesh available to us was translated into Akkadian around 1600 B. C. E. by Sin-leqi-unninni, an exorcist. The doings of demons were entirely familiar to him, and we can find in Gilgamesh much of his esoteric and perilous art.


  The story of the Flood is also to be found in Gilgamesh. The cause of the Flood is the wrath of the gods, a homicidal rage inspired by demons. To understand, we must know of the seventh antediluvian king of Mesopotamia, En-me-dur-an-ki (“High Priest Serving the Union of Heaven and Earth”), who learned the art of divination from the sun god. En-me-dur-an-ki taught magic to the Babylonians, and their abuse of that power brought on the Flood.


  When the Hebrews suffered captivity in Mesopotamia many centuries later, much of this mythology was assimilated by them and collated in the Book of Enoch. Enoch, father of Methuselah, great-grandfather of Noah, was the seventh pre-Flood patriarch in the Bible, and he devised a solar calendar, lived 365 years (the solar cycle), and had prophetic experiences. Like his Babylonian namesake En-me-dur-an-ki, Enoch ascended directly into heaven (“And Enoch walked with God: and he was not, for God took him” Genesis 5:24). In Hebrew, Enoch’s name signifies “Initiator.”


  The Book of Enoch is a secret text, never included in either the Hebrew or the Christian Bible, because it contains occult knowledge from Mesopotamia regarding time, magic—and demons.


  Information about the later drew me to the scrolls of Enoch, a work that scholars believed for many centuries to be either apocryphal or irretrievably lost until they were recovered from an Ethiopian cave in 1773. The Enochian scrolls reveal a story of angelic “Watchers” and the rebellious Nephilim, “the Fallen Ones.” A fragment of this story can be found in Genesis 6:2-5.


  Enoch relates how the angels sent to watch over Earth were overcome with passion for mortal women. Afraid to abandon their mission as separate individuals, two hundred Watchers unified in sworn allegiance to each other and descended to Earth together to take wives. Their wives bore them immense children, giants, to whom the Fallen Ones taught the mysteries of magic, astrology, metallurgy, mathematics, and the enthralling art of spells—writing. Alas, this knowledge served the scions of heaven ill, for they defiled the natural world and commenced to “sin against birds and beasts and reptiles and fish, and to devour one another’s flesh, and drink the blood.” As a direct result of this wicked relationship with the fallen angels, God sent the Flood. And the Fallen Ones were cast out and imprisoned:


  
    And I proceeded to where things were chaotic. And I saw something horrible: I saw neither a heaven above nor a firmly founded earth, but a place chaotic and horrible. And there I saw seven stars of the heaven bound together in it, like great mountains, and burning with fire. Then I said: “For what sin have they been bound, and on what account have they been cast in hither?” Then said Uriel, one of the holy angels who was with me, and was chief over them and said: “Enoch, why dost thou ask, and why art thou eager for the truth? These are the number of the stars of heaven which have transgressed the commandment of the Lord, and are bound here till the time entailed by their sins is consummated.”

  


  In the Enochian scrolls, Enoch tours heaven and hell. Most intriguing, his experiences are very much like those of the shamans. He ascends to heaven in a storm chariot. He is transformed into an angel. And throughout, there is trouble from a hostile angel—Azael.


  Here are all the elements of the modern view of demons: rebellion against God, fall from heaven, corruption of mortals, and damnation in the pit.


  The introduction of demons into Hebraic thought can be traced even further back in history to ideas assimilated during their captivity in Egypt, prior to 1200 B. C. E.


  Egyptians perceived reality dualistically, a perception founded in their geography as well as their history: Their world consisted of the Black Land (Kemet) and the Red Land (Deshret)—Upper Egypt (the Valley) and Lower Egypt (the Delta); historically, the first towns in Upper Egypt were Nekhen and Nubt, whose gods, Horus and Set, were rivals.


  Set possesses many satanic attributes: fierce, destructive, a proponent of darkness and an enemy of light.


  Like the Book of Enoch, Egyptian duality and later its younger Aryan cousin Zoroastrianism, with its cosmic conflict of good (Ahura Mazda) and evil (Ahriman), were rejected by the Hebrews. Their monotheistic faith abhorred any possibility of a rival to God. All calamity and affliction derive from the Supreme and Nameless One. Evil is not something apart from God. In fact, Isaiah (45:7) has God tell us: “I form the light and create darkness; I make peace and create evil. I the Lord do all these things.” The evil spirit that terrorizes people and leads them to commit sociopathic acts is from the Lord (1 Samuel 16:14). Bear in mind, God’s sun and rain pour out on the good and the evil alike and make both weeds and wheat grow.


  So the concept of demons is a polytheistic one, adopted into the Judeo-Christian-Islamic culture from the ancient civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia.


  This is important to remember. Demons are an atavistic notion. In a truly monotheistic culture, there can be no demons—unless those demons serve God.


  And Satan? Here is a direct relation with the serpent who nests among the roots of the huluppu, the knowledge tree of good and evil: The Hebrew word for serpent is nahash. The word’s cognate contains the Hebrew letters nun, het, and shin—“to guess”—letters that are translated as “satan.”


  In the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible, the Septuagint (from the Latin for “the Seventy,” translators who supposedly finished the work in seventy-two days on the island of Pharos), which is the version that the Christians adopted as their official text for what they called the Old Testament, Satan is “the Accuser,” God’s prosecutor. In the Jewish vernacular version of the Bible, the ancient Aramaic Targum Onkelos, Satan is “the One Who Tells.” And in the Arabic version of Saadia Gaon from the tenth century C. E., Satan is “the Tester.” In all versions, Satan works for God. He fulfills God’s bidding.


  The dual aspect of Satan as the enemy of God and humanity, a fallen angel, traces back to the aforementioned polytheistic mythologies. Gnostic misreadings of the Bible were subsumed by Saint Augustine’s Christian allegorizings, and the servant of God became the opponent of his omniscient and omnipotent Maker, which is patently absurd.


  The truth reveals that Satan and the demons are not the foes of God. Hence, the fictional conceit of this novel: that the demons are rivals not of God but of the angels.


  


  And who are the angels? The term “angel” (from the Greek angelos, “messenger”) occurs repeatedly in those parts of the Pentateuch (the Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament) whose sources are the most ancient. They are the intermediaries between God and the visible universe, and they are necessary because God is so transcendent that He requires agents to communicate between His supernal reality and the far more limited and profane world of His creation.


  Hence the cherubim and seraphim, the supreme orders of angels, guard God’s throne of majesty from profanation (Ezekiel 1), and also two cherubim extend wings to cover the mercy seat atop the ark in the Holy of Holies (Exodus 25:18-21).


  From this came my fantasy that the angels are creating a way back to God, from the light of creation at the big bang to the light of an advanced consciousness that can devise a return to the compact higher dimensions from which the universe originated. In this way, God remains transcendent but also immanent—in the light itself.


  


  The Bridge of Ashes derives from the Chinvat Bridge of Zoroastrian mythology, over which the dead must pass…


  


  In Eliphas >Levi’s The Mysteries of the Qabalah (1861) are listed the Ten False Idols of the Infernal World, which provided the names for some of this novel’s demonic characters: Thartac (stubborn fatality), Nergal (foolish pride), and Succoth Benoth (fatal birth). Again, a Mesopotamian link: Nergal is a Sumerian god who, in the Epic of Gilgamesh, opens a hole in the ground from which the spirit of Enkidu, the dead friend of Gilgamesh, emerges. In Irragal, the Mesopotamian story of the Flood, the god Nergal tears out the supporting posts of the Earth and brings on the deluge. Information about the impish Azima may be found in Francis Barrett’s The Magus (1801).


  


  The name Gog Shekeloh (GVG ShKLH), the Breakers in Pieces, is a Hebrew translation of the devils who rule the inverted (or evil) Tree of Life. The original Tree of Life grew in the center of Eden. Its prototype is, once again, Mesopotamian, a tree whose thirteen fruits, connected by straightforward and devious paths, reveal the multifarious correspondences of creation. In the Qabalah, a medieval and mystical interpretation of the Scriptures, the Tree of Life is a symbolic pattern—a map—of the universe with twenty-two paths, ten of which are straight and twelve oblique. The ten straight paths generate ten emanations (sephiroth). But when the Tree is inverted, the energies reverse and the emanations cease and become empty shells (qlippoth)—from which I have devised the term Qlippotic masters.


  


  The popular conception of hell as fiery and ghastly radiant is dramatized in John Milton’s Paradise Lost: “A Dungeon horrible, on all sides round/As one great Furnace flam’d, yet from those flames/No light, but rather darkness visible/Serv’d only to discover sights of woe…a fiery Deluge, fed/With ever-burning Sulphur unconsum’d.” The idea of hell as cold, dark, and loud traces to Dante Alighieri’s Commedia (Inferno xi, 22-90).


  


  How to write of hell and demonic personages? How to describe transcendental entities? In creating this novel, I faced the issue of whether heightened language—the use of neologisms, coined adjectives created by combining words, and an extended vocabulary—is condign with a story based on a comic book character. Would this language distract the reader from the story of the Crow? Which is to ask, is the genre of the Crow sub-literary, mere entertainment, lacking the seriousness of purpose that distinguishes literature?


  In all fiction of every degree, the writer is responsible for the soul of the reader. With tales of fantasy—stories of events beyond what the will and the flesh can bear in actuality—we enter what Tibetans call the bardo (literally, “between existences”), that wholly imaginal realm between the real world before the story begins and the reality into which we return when the story ends. While the story unfolds, we are in a shared dream—and what holds us together in that dream are the actual words of the story, which create an intimacy that has nothing to do with the body and everything to do with the mystery of thought.


  When the words are done, what remains? More than a memory of the plot, a feeling occupies us. Our soul has been touched—for good or ill, depending on the care (and intent) of the writer.


  I chose to approach the Crow with a language large enough to apprehend the unspeakable—and I wrote this fantasy with a healthy skepticism toward simplification, as if my soul depended not only on clarity but euphony. Many nights, when the day’s work didn’t go so well, I would sit outside and just stare at the universe gleaming silver while spiders searched for my heart and a light died in my mouth. Demons, angels, God, and the Crow—what words could bring them together without insulting your soul?


  This journey to the bardo and back impressed on me the truth of an observation by the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein: “The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.” Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 5.6.


  


  Theodicy is the theme of the Crow that moved me to want to write this novel. Coined by the German mathematician Gottfried Leibniz, theodicy is a term that signifies God’s justice in tolerating the existence of evil.


  The Crow, a supernatural entity, embodies qualities of both good and evil—employing evil for the purposes of good—and thus serves as an agent of theodicy. The Crow is hardly a compassionate force. And yet the result of his murderous mayhem is just. What he accomplishes by his vehement actions feels right even though we know his deeds are cruel and not worthy of our best understanding of justice.


  On the long road of evolution, somehow the human mind was thrown into the depths of the heart. It is not enough to understand. We must feel.


  Oftentimes in life, we know what’s right, we understand what we’re supposed to do. Yet we don’t do what we know. Our feelings betray our best understanding. This is the infamous schism that separates morals from ethics. In the supernatural domain, where the monotheistic divinity reigns supreme, this schism is theodicy. One God, two ways of manifesting: good and evil. We may think of one God with two hands, a right hand for creating all that is good—and a left hand for working evil.


  The Crow is a wildly creative, utterly fantastic response to God’s left hand reaching out and touching the innocent. Throughout history, the cry for righteousness has echoed off this very point: Why do the righteous suffer? The answer is a moral one, which societies (and in our millennial time, individuals) must forge for themselves. This is the biparous truth of morality, which emerges from the transphenomenal reality of good and evil: there is no absolute. The best intentions pave the way to hell—and bad deeds sometimes lead to noble consequences.


  But ethics—that is another matter entirely. How individuals it behave ethically (whatever their morals may be) is consistent and requires, if nothing else, largeness of heart. The Crow is a confabulation that represents God’s largeness of heart, the theodicy of Leibniz—and he is an utter figment, a comic book archetype, a movie icon, a character in a fantasy novel, because he belongs to the unfinished legend of what it means to be human, like King Arthur, committed to defending the innocent from the Left Hand and, consequently, full of immortal sadness, wounded by the intrinsic and unavoidable dichotomy of good and evil.


  Our age has added a special spin to this timeless conflict. We have science. At the start of the new millennium, we know how to interpret what has been delivered to us by the distant messengers, by the stars, the microwave background radiation, the ruins of smashed atoms. And through this knowledge, we have glimpsed the very bizarre truth of our origins. Concurrently, advances in genome science and nanotechnology immerse us even more fully, I more profoundly, in the physical world, in our mortality and our humanity, which are now becoming increasingly our own to define.


  Alas, the rapacious industrial assault on our planet’s ecosystem, the destruction of countless species, and the brutal impoverishment of more than two-thirds of the world population reveal that we know far more than our hearts can contain. The Left Hand wields cruel weapons—weapons of our own making. And where is the Crow to avenge the innocent?


  Technology simultaneously cuts us down to size and raises us above our harvest. And from the heights of our imagination, we can indeed look down upon the ground of actuality and see that the beasts of oblivion, the fallen of heaven, the darksome forces afoot in the world—the demons—are real. For we are the demons.


  Beware the Crow.
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