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She drew water and washed,

in the dew of the heavens,

in the oil of the earth,

in the rain of the Cloudrider,

rain poured out by stars.

—Baal Cycle
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DR. SALMOND FLIPPED through his paperwork. Norea D’Arsay Washington, African-American female, single GSW to the right side. DOA. 

He opened the drawer and pulled out the body. Picking up his recorder, he pulled off the shroud, looking down on her young face. They always looked like they were sleeping, he thought. Then the dead woman opened her eyes. “Where am I?” she asked.

Salmond jumped back, yelling, “Jesus Christ!” He nearly had a heart attack and only just avoided soiling himself. The deceased woman had sat up and looked around.

“I’m in the morgue?” She sounded so innocent. By now, Salmond’s blood was boiling.

“Real goddamn funny!” he shouted. The woman looked at him, still looking as confused as ever. “Haha, real funny joke! Now get the hell out of here! And tell Jenkins to cut the crap! Goddammit!”

She tried to keep her modesty while struggling to stand up. Even then, her eyes kept darting around the room. Salmond rolled his eyes, and slipped off his labcoat, and draped it around her shoulders. Satisfied that she was adequately covered, he shoved her towards the door. “I’m in the morgue!” she said again.

“You don’t need to keep playing!” Salmond said. “You’ve had your fun, so you can go back and tell Jenkins and the other interns that you got one on old Doc Salmond!” She was still looking around. Salmond had to give this girl credit; she was committed to the bit. “Go!” He gave her a swat on the rear with his clipboard. The young woman glared at him before turning and running out the door.
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THE EVENING HOUR CAST a peaceful golden light that contrasted with the honking car horns and discordant snatches of music as they sped by. Dhu-Nuhas, however, was more interested in his new ring. He was quite proud of it—a polished wheat penny surrounded by woven copper wires. It shone like gold in the late-day sun. The scent of an earlier rainstorm hung in the air.

“I got the food.” He looked up as Angelica handed him a pita. Before she even sat down, she was already digging into her own.

Dhu-Nuhas just watched her. “Someone’s hungry.”

“Funny thing about bodies...” Angelica said, between bites. “Oh, this is good!”

“You would think you never had shawarma before.”

“I haven’t,” Angelica said, cramming in another bite before she sat back and savored the taste. “As an angel, I don’t need to eat. Besides, you don’t get atmosphere like this up there.”

“We djinn have long appreciated good food and drink,” Dhu-Nuhas said, tasting his own pita. Not bad, but he’d had better. Like that place in Damascus about a hundred years ago. What was its name?

Just then, a car drove by with music thumping into the night and leaving the acrid smell of exhaust.

He shook his head. “Atmosphere. If you want atmosphere, you should have been in Saba three thousand years ago. Now that was a party...” He trailed off to see Angelica was no longer interested in her meal but was looking down the street. Dhu-Nuhas followed her gaze to see a young woman walking around wearing only a white coat. Clothes had become more revealing over the last hundred years, but there was no way this woman was trying to be fashionable. “That’s odd.”

“Isn’t it?” Angelica said. Before Dhu-Nuhas could say anything, she was on her feet, gesturing the young woman over.

“What’s your name?” Angelica asked as the young woman sat down.

“Norea...Norea Washington.” She kept looking around, as if she expected someone following her. “I smelled the food and came down this way.”

“Do you want some?” Angelica asked.

“I’m not really hungry,” Norea said. “But it smelled so good.”

“Let me help you. Take a deep breath...” Angelica took Norea’s hand in hers. The young woman took a breath, and a calm came over her face.

Dhu-Nuhas could not help but shake his head. “Always liked that trick of yours.”

But now Angelica was the one looking worried. “Dhu-Nuhas, she’s different.”

“Different how?” he asked.

“You’re not saying this because I’m black, are you?” She forced a laugh. “I’m playing with you.” Confused, Angelica pulled her hand away, and Norea blinked. “Whatever that was, it felt great. Like everything is going the best it possibly could, and...”

“Grace of the Angels,” Angelica said. “But what happened to you?”

Norea looked around, then leaned in close. “I think I died. I woke up in the morgue, and this guy was about to start cutting on me.”

“You didn’t go out for Japanese food? Sashimi? Fugu?” Dhu-Nuhas said, drawing the glares of both women. “It does happen.” Norea shook her head, then he asked, “Then what did happen?”

“I was going to see my man,” Norea said. “He’s white, and he lives in a nice area. The people there are always nice to me, except that one racist neighbor. The dumbshit was at James’ place, and he was drunk. He was making a scene. Ernie the security guy came—” She jumped in her seat. “Oh god! I was shot! That dumbass went for Ernie’s gun, and in the struggle, it...!” Norea’s hands were shaking, and Angelica immediately took her, trying to calm her. “If I’m...” She seemed to be willing herself to say the word. “If I am...” She took another moment. “This is not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?” Dhu-Nuhas asked.

“Wings? Harp? Not a swat on the ass from a mortician and labcoat that smells like—” She sniffed her coat and wrinkled her nose. “Formaldehyde!”

“We need to go,” Angelica said. “She’s telling the truth.”

Norea sniffed at the air. “It smells like rain. I love that smell.”

Dhu-Nuhas placed his fingers on the ring, getting ready to use his magic, when the clouds opened up and everyone was dashing about to flee the sudden downpour. “That was unexpected,” he muttered to himself.

“Where can we go?” Angelica asked, opening an umbrella.

“My apartment is only a few blocks from here,” Norea said.

Using his magic, Dhu-Nuhas made sure they all stayed dry under one single umbrella. There was the added bonus of keeping them hidden from anyone who might take issue with a woman walking down the street without pants. They walked in silence down the street for about a block when Norea turned to Angelica. “Hey, you said something about the Grace of the Angels. Are you really an angel? If I’m really dead, I should be meeting angels, shouldn’t I?”

Angelica turned to Dhu-Nuhas, who shrugged. “If she is what we think she is, she should know.”

She turned back to Norea and sighed. “I am an angel. Down here, I go by Angelica Altez.”

Norea nodded, then looked to Dhu-Nuhas. “Is he an angel too?”

Dhu-Nuhas chuckled to himself. “Hardly.”

“He’s a djinn,” Angelica said.

“Like a genie, like living in a bottle—”

“That’s racist,” Dhu-Nuhas said. “Don’t even think about asking for a wish, either.”

Norea blinked. “Fine, just...I’m still trying to get over the being dead thing.” They had gone a few more feet when Norea stopped in her tracks. “Oh, hell no!”

“What?” Dhu-Nuhas asked as he and Angelica stopped short and nearly knocked her over.

“Is this part of the Rapture?” Norea stood there, wide-eyed. Angelica and Dhu-Nuhas looked at each other, smiling and desperately trying to hold it together. Dhu-Nuhas failed first, but Angelica dissolved into giggles.

“Hey, don’t laugh at the dead girl!” Norea said.

“I’m sorry,” Dhu-Nuhas said. “That Rapture thing. A bunch of, uh—”

“Tightly-wound types,” Angelica interrupted.

“That works. They jumped on the idea in the late nineteenth century because you humans succeeded in making such an industrial hell that you’d rather look forward to its end and take your chances with whatever may follow rather than try to live in what you made for yourself.”

“So the Rapture...?” Norea started.

“Is nothing you need to worry about,” Angelica said as Norea sighed with relief.

They continued on until they arrived at a small row of apartments. “Mine’s around the corner,” Norea said, leading them off the street. She patted herself down. “Shit! I don’t have my keys! Or anything else...”

“I can get us in,” Dhu-Nuhas said as he stepped two feet or so to the left of the door. Pressing his hand to the wall, he smiled when it pushed through. He reached back behind him with the other hand. Angelica took his hand and muttered something about holding on. Within a minute, all three of them had passed through the walls into Norea’s apartment.

“That’s a hell of a trick,” Norea said. “Now if you will excuse me.” She vanished into the bedroom. Dhu-Nuhas looked around at the sparsely furnished room and dried himself off. Angelica looked just as she had before the rain, with not a hair out of place.

“Nice place,” he said.

Norea emerged a few minutes later wearing a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. She had also pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail. “Someone’s been in here. My stuff’s been moved around all over the place.”

“Why don’t you tell us exactly what happened to you,” Angelica said as she sat down on the couch. Norea sat down next to her.

“Well, I went to see Jamie, my boyfriend.” She reached out her hand to Angelica, who took it without a word. Norea took a deep breath.

“He had been on a business trip, and I decided to surprise him when he got home. You know, sexy time for us.” She took another breath. “I was going to his apartment; the people around there knew me, and I even had keys. I was unlocking the door when that racist cracker showed up. And Ernie, the security guy. And you know the rest.”

“Then what happened?” Angelica asked.

Norea was staring at the floor, but Dhu-Nuhas knew that look. She was reliving things. “I remember hearing the gun go off and the pain. The pain was first, but then it was just cold. Then things went dark, but I remember a woman’s voice...” Before Norea could freak out, Angelica took the poor woman in her arms. Outside, the rain started up again.

“You’re all right now,” Angelica said.

They all sat in several minutes of silence before Norea finally pulled free. She wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled. “Thank you. I just didn’t know what to do. It all...”

“It’s all right,” Angelica said as Norea stood up.

“I’m going to get a beer. You want one?”

“Not allowed to drink,” Angelica said.

“I’m fine,” Dhu-Nuhas said. Norea disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Angelica and Dhu-Nuhas to exchange worried looks.

“She is what we think she is,” Angelica whispered.

Dhu-Nuhas could scarcely believe it. This young woman had died and risen again. “A resurrected woman...” 

“What do we do?” Angelica asked.

He shook his head. “This is so far out of our depth.”

“What are you guys whispering about?” Norea said, walking back into the room with a beer bottle in her hand. “It’s me, isn’t it?” She took a sip and winced. “I think this beer’s gone bad! I just got it, too.”

She set the bottle on the table, but before either Dhu-Nuhas or Angelica could say anything, the lock on the front door clicked.
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THE MAN KNOWN AS THE Invisible Hand had been watching the couple for some time. A Hispanic woman and Middle Eastern man sitting together at an outdoor cafe. Normal enough, but the Director would not have sent him to watch them if they were normies. The Hand sat there, making it look like he was checking his phone, as he actually recorded a video of the pair. The woman was beautiful in an ethnic way, with long, curly black hair and fine features. She should be in commercials. Under other circumstances, the Hand could make her a star.

In his moment of reverie, the pair were interrupted by another woman. A tall black woman wearing only a labcoat. “This isn’t some kind of flash mob or something?” he asked himself. The Hand hated those things; they always disrupted business.
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