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    Prologue




    No matter how much the city did to clean up the underground, the subway always stank like piss. New York Transit cops hustled a homeless woman in a rank, stained parka older than its owner up the stairs toward the street. The rattle and roar of a train came up from deep within the crosstown tunnel, followed almost immediately by the hissing hydraulic scream of brakes. Newspapers blew across the tile floor.




    In the morning it would be spotless. The night crews would have done their work. The electronic news tickers that ran along the walls and the small screens that carried images from the highest-paying content provider would be sparkling, without a smear or smudge.




    Depressing as hell.




    Peter Octavian had seen many faces of this city over the years, seen it rise and fall, breathe new life into the world, grow cruel and corrupt and yet somehow also vibrant and joyous. To his mind, the fascistic effort to clean up Manhattan drained the city of its character.




    Nights like this, though, he could pretend he was back in another age, a time when he understood more about people. For it was raining up above, the storm clouds heavy and low, the puddles growing, the streets slick. Taxis pretended not to see you in the rain, which meant the subways were flooded not with rain but with people who wished they were safe in the back of a private cab.




    Grime from the streets was tracked all through the station. The tile walls dripped with accumulated moisture. The air itself was damp and cold.




    A rare smile on his handsome, stubbled features, Octavian pushed through the turnstile, turning up the collar of the heavy canvas jacket he wore. It hung past his knees and seemed to rasp as he walked. All around him, city people rushed home from working late, or out to meet a date, and never once did any of them meet his gaze. But he watched them. His attention would have been barely noticeable even if someone happened to glance at him, but still he was wary, always on guard.




    Some people were not what they appeared to be. It was a dark truth he knew perhaps better than anyone else on Earth.




    Sometimes shadows were just shadows and the monsters were right in front of you.




    He took the steps two at a time. Even before he emerged from the station, the cold rain sliced down into the shelter of the underground, tiny pinpricks like ice needles jabbing at his face. Defiant, he stepped out onto the sidewalk and lifted his face to the roiling storm above, the night sky dark with layers of black. The winds blew the rain nearly sideways, and his hair, already damp from walking to the station downtown, quickly began to drip streams of water down his face. He paused to orient himself, then turned north and strode quickly across the street.




    A cabbie blared his horn. There came the shush of tires through a puddle and the sprinkle of water onto the pavement. The rain itself, each individual drop, seemed to reflect the neon glitter of the city’s electric life. People hurried by in ones and twos, huddled under black umbrellas like mourners.




    Half a block later, he heard the music. A Caribbean rhythm, an old Bob Marley tune, though Marley himself was decades dead. This was a new millennium leeching from the last, filled with a dread of the unknown future.




    Octavian thought it wise, that dread. As the twenty-first century grew from infant to toddler, humanity could reach higher, touch the sky, open doors perhaps better left closed. Already the human race had learned a great deal that it might have wished never to know. The past brought comfort, memories of safety. Or the illusion of safety. Yet that was enough for most.




    The chant of Marley and the Wailers rang sweetly from the open door of a dive bar called The Voodoo Lounge, whose neon sign was only half lit. Just inside the door stood an enormous man with ebony skin and a bald pate that gleamed with reflected neon red. His left eyebrow had two thick rings through it, and a long, rough scar curved from above his right eye, through the brow, and across the bridge of the nose to his left cheek.




    When he smiled, a miracle happened. The giant became handsome. His name was Agamemnon. Though Octavian could not imagine a child with such a name today, the man insisted it had been given him at birth by his mother, and he would accept no substitutes, no nicknames nor terms of endearment.




    “Peter!” he rasped, voice like distant thunder. “What brings you?”




    They shook hands.




    “Agamemnon. Good to see you. Had a call from Bradenton.”




    “He’s on the bar tonight,” Agamemnon said. “Listen, you don’t have a cigarette, do you?”




    “Sorry.”




    “Nah, it’s a shitty habit. Just gives my hands something to do.”




    Octavian nodded as though he understood, and perhaps he did. Why else did he paint if not to give his hands something to do? He stepped through the open door of The Voodoo Lounge and the music pounded against his eardrums. Despite laws to the contrary, smoke wafted across the air. It had the distinct scent of hashish.




    “Hey!” Agamemnon called. “Buy an umbrella!”




    A small, uncommon smile creased Octavian’s features. Once upon a time, it would not have been so rare.




    The place was packed with people, and now he understood why the door was open. Though it was cold outside, the body heat within was almost infernal. Men and women of every race pushed up to the bar, jostled with one another for position or simply to cop a feel. On the dance floor, bodies gyrated, beads of sweat glimmered on foreheads wrinkled with intensity. Laughter bubbled in the air and the pheremonal musk of sex sought and promised hung heavy as the rain’s own moisture on the room.




    Bradenton was at the bar, grinning broadly as a woman removed her top. Her breasts were dark and perfect and she leaned back so that all those around her could get a look.




    “That’s worth a double shot!” Bradenton crowed, then poured her three fingers of tequila.




    Though he was tall, the bartender was thin and bony, his face edged like granite. He had an inch or so of bristly hair on his head and a well-groomed goatee that made him look almost severe. A Chinese dragon was tattooed on his throat, its tail wrapped around his neck before ending at the base of his skull.




    As though he had sensed the attention on him, Bradenton glanced at Octavian. His expression became grim and he excused himself from the press of flesh. Another bartender filled the void almost instantly. The bare-breasted woman never bothered to put her top back on.




    “Peter,” Bradenton said when they met up at the far end of the bar.




    “You know I don’t do this sort of thing anymore,” Octavian said gravely, eyeing the other man carefully.




    “It’s serious, amigo, and I don’t need this crap in my bar.”




    Several seconds ticked by as the men stared at one another. At length, Octavian dipped his head and then nodded once.




    “Great! Oh, man, thanks so much.”




    Bradenton stepped back a bit, grabbed a bottle of Crown Royal, and poured a shot. He slid it across the counter to Octavian, who tossed it back without a word. The glass clinked on the mahogany bar as he set it down.




    “Anyway,” the bartender went on, “the stuff in the papers about this magician guy? Calls himself Mr. Nowhere?”




    “I’ve read the coverage.” Already, Octavian began to scan the bar for some sign of malevolence, something out of place.




    “He’s here,” Bradenton said, voice low.




    Octavian gave him a hard look. “So?”




    Uncertain, Bradenton poured him another shot. “You’ve read about him. He’s made people disappear in five different bars in the city. Makes a big deal about it, like he’s some old-time stage magician. Makes them disappear in front of crowds of people, and they never come back.”




    The man scratched at the dragon’s tail tattooed on the back of his neck. “I’ve seen him do it, Peter. Twice in here in the last week.”




    “Why don’t you call the cops?” Octavian asked dismissively.




    He left the shot on the table and took a step back, out of the immediate range of the lights above the bar. Something was in here, he felt that now. Something that shouldn’t be. Better to be in the shadows, to watch from the dark.




    “You haven’t seen him do it, man. This shit is real. Nothing the cops can do. But you—”




    “I helped you once, Bradenton. Doesn’t mean I make a habit of it.”




    The bartender stared at him. There was something in his expression, more than disappointment, almost disgust, that made Octavian bristle with both anger and humiliation. Once he would have killed the man for the look in his eyes.




    “You know all this shit,” Bradenton said. “Magick.”




    Octavian sighed tiredly and turned away from the bar. As an afterthought he turned and tossed back the second shot of Crown Royal after all. Then he closed his eyes and let his senses focus on the dark presence in the room.




    After a moment he opened his eyes and strode across The Voodoo Lounge to a far corner. At a round table, a gallant-looking old man with silver hair and a black cane sat encircled by a dozen people or more.




    “Indeed,” the man said. “It is among the highest forms of magick. Physical translocation. Most magicians never achieve it. To me, well, not to brag, but it’s little more than a parlor trick. I’ve been at this game for quite some time.”




    A chill ran through Octavian; fear like an itch at the back of his brain. Dread swept over him in a crash, then receded like a wave upon the shore. Mr. Nowhere, the media called him. Typical, to give such an unsettling figure a show business name. Yet here he was, bedecked in the image of show business, albeit an image stolen from bygone days, the elegant stage magicians and prestidigitators of nearly a century earlier.




    Beneath the magician’s voice was a rasping, angry sound, a swarm of bees, the revving of a racer’s engine.




    Octavian hated to be afraid.




    He stepped forward, insinuated himself among the small throng around the magician. They gazed in adoration at the charming old man, as though they could possibly not have heard the stories in the media. But this was a modern age, and nothing on television could be perceived as truly real. Everything seemed somehow contrived, even the worst tragedies, the most heinous crimes. Fiction and reality were almost indistinguishable to these people. They sensed no danger.




    Fools.




    “Where do you put them?” he asked, voice clipped, cold.




    The magician glanced up. His eyes twinkled merrily. “They’re all quite safe, I assure you. All part of the show.”




    “That’s not what the authorities think. How long do you think you’ll be able to pretend they’re coming back?”




    The smile slipped from the magician’s face as if it had never been there, an illusion no less stunning than levitation or sleight of hand. People began to back away, and Octavian had to revise his opinion of them. Fools they might be, but they could feel the danger now, could sense that a battle had begun.




    “Perhaps I ought to show you how the trick works,” the magician suggested.




    He had a thin white mustache so fine that Octavian had not noticed it at first, and as he spoke, he stroked his fingers across it like the villain from an old Hollywood serial.




    Octavian scraped the back of his hand across the stubble on his chin. He stood like a gunfighter, legs slightly parted, long canvas duster draped across his body.




    “Try me.”




    With a laugh, the magician glanced at his audience, who had backed away even further. They were anxious, even scared, but they wouldn’t stray so far that they would not be able to witness the outcome. The music in The Voodoo Lounge had changed from reggae to old blues. B. B. King sang “The Thrill Is Gone” on the sound system. Other customers began to move closer, trying to figure out what was going on.




    “Excellent,” the old man said. “Pay attention, my young friends. You’ll never see magick like this again in your lives.”




    With a flourish of his hand, the old man sketched a symbol in the air. Like the neon in the windows, the symbol took form, began to glow, and to flow like mercury.




    “Now you see him,” the magician said, and the sound of angry bees that buzzed beneath his voice increased.




    A flick of his wrist, and the symbol hanging in the air flowed toward Octavian. With a single motion, he sidestepped the burning energy, duster flapping as he moved. His fingers steepled together, both hands shot out and he captured that energy between his palms.




    He gave the magician a hard look, then crushed its glow between his hands. With a pop, it was snuffed out. The stench of brimstone rose from his fingers.




    The magician gaped at him a moment, and it was almost comical. Then terror swept the old man’s features, his face etched with it.




    “I’m still here,” Octavian told him. “Now, bring them back.”




    The buzzing grew louder and the old man’s face began to change, to grow ugly. “Fuck off, mage. So you’ve got your own little parlor tricks. You don’t have the power to challenge me. They’re mine now. All of them. And more where they came from.”




    A sad smile blossomed on the face of Peter Octavian. He glanced at the fascinated crowd. “Pay attention,” he said. “Now you see him . . .”




    All that time, his hands had been held before him as if in prayer. Now he opened them, fingers contorted in a gesture of ancient power. A flash of bright blue light burst from his hands.




    The old man was gone.




    In his place was a hideous creature whose flesh seemed hard as rock, edges sharp as diamonds, skin so red it was almost black. Jagged ridges ran in two identical strips up its face and across its leathery skull. Its belly was enormous as though it were grotesquely pregnant.




    Screams drowned out the music.




    People ran.




    “Now you see him,” Octavian repeated softly.




    Blue light arced from his hands again and this time he seemed to dance with it, a series of steps and hand motions that were almost balletic. He spun around, the energy trailing off his fingers in ribbons.




    With it, he sliced open the creature’s vast stomach.




    A wet, hollow sound echoed in the room and the demon screamed. For a moment its innards seemed endless, an entire world contained in the recesses of its gut. Then, one by one, five people spilled out, covered in a rancid sort of afterbirth. They choked and wept, and one of them vomited, but they were alive.




    What remained of the demon burst into flames, but it was already dead.




    Someone shouted for a fire extinguisher.




    Octavian turned and strode toward the door. The place was silent now, save for the music. The patrons of The Voodoo Lounge had gathered round in horror and awe, but now, as he headed for the door, they parted to let him pass. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the topless woman again. Suddenly uncomfortable with her nakedness, she covered her breasts with her arms and looked at the floor.




    Afraid of him.




    It was the thing he hated most, for people to be afraid of him. He would not be able to come in here anymore.




    Bradenton and Agamemnon met him at the door.




    “Peter, that was . . . holy shit, man, that was amazing.”




    Octavian ignored him. Instead, he glanced regretfully at Agamemnon, of whom he was quite fond.




    “You won’t see me here again.” Agamemnon nodded silently. The mage turned up his collar and stepped out into the icy, driving rain.
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    A light spring breeze whispered down off the mountains and gently swayed the hand-carved chimes that hung outside the propped-open door of Sweet Somethings. The music the wind drew from those crafty wooden flutes was far subtler than what might have come from any of the metals often used to forge such elegant creations. It lingered in the air and suggested to the mind images of faraway places, of hot afternoons in some remote village in southeast Asia, of pipe music played by Pan or Pip.




    Or, at least, that was what the chimes suggested to Keomany Shaw, the woman who had hung them there in the first place.




    This early in the morning it was almost too cold to have the door of her confectionary shoppe wide open, but Keomany did not mind the goosebumps that rose on her arms or the chill that crept tendril fingers up beneath her sweater and light cotton jersey. As a fresh breeze blew through the shoppe, she gave a delicious shiver and a smile teased the edges of her mouth.




    She stood in the middle of the shoppe with a clump of paper toweling in one hand and a bottle of Windex in the other. Showcases filled with homemade fudge and hand-dipped chocolates gleamed. Displays of penny candies and jellybeans were tidied—errant mixtures repaired before closing the night before and steel scoops ready in each plastic dispenser. Candles and chimes and the little gift items she carried were free of dust, as were the shelves upon which they sat.




    The air was laden with the deep, rich aroma of chocolate, a fragrance almost as delicious to her as that of the earth itself on a fine spring day. A day like this one.




    May Day.




    Keomany did a little pirouette, as if the wooden chimes outside the open door were her musical accompaniment, and then flushed slightly as she glanced out through the display window to be sure she had not been seen. A twinkle in her eye, she went out to the sidewalk to clean the front window and the glass door. When she stepped outside Sweet Somethings, though, Keomany could not help but pause and glance around her.




    How could I ever have left here? she thought.




    The village of Wickham was nestled snugly among the mountains of northern Vermont, just over an hour south of the Canadian border and even farther from the nearest thing that could legitimately be considered a city. After high school Keomany had returned to Wickham as infrequently as possible, despite her parents’ pleas, and after college she had managed to ensconce herself in the publicity department of Phoenix Records for three full years without setting foot on Currier Street. The little half-English, half-Cambodian girl might have drawn strange looks and whispers in northern New England, but New York City had barely noticed her.




    For the longest time Keomany had thought she wanted it that way. Yet what a revelation to discover that it made her feel lost, without identity.




    She stood now on the curb of Currier Street and her gaze slid along the storefronts—the ski shops and mom-and-pops and restaurants, The Lionheart Pub, Harrison’s Video, The Bookmark Café, and the Currier Street Theater—and she felt more at home than she had felt since becoming a teenager. In the six months since she had moved back to Wickham, Keomany had felt this way more and more each day. Sweet Somethings was her place. Wickham was her town.




    Her old life had somehow become her new life. It was a revelation. Though there were still cell phones in evidence and the whole town was wired for the Net, and in spite of the tourists that spilled into town for the skiing in the winter and for the kayaking and hiking in the summer, for the most part, Wickham still felt the way she imagined it had when her grandparents had been children here.




    Her gaze went to the mountains then and for a long moment Keomany could not look away. The first of May, and the world was in bloom. Every breeze was redolent with the rich scents of the green coming back to the trees and the fields, the blossoming of flowers, and the heavy, pungent smell of coffee beans roasting at the Bookmark three doors down.




    “Mmm,” she whispered to herself. “Hazelnut.”




    Might have to get myself a cup, she thought. And then she took one last deep breath, inhaling coffee and vanilla from the café and lilacs in bloom somewhere near.




    At last, Keomany turned to work. She sprayed Windex on the broad plate glass window, sunlight refracting microscopic rainbows in every drop, glistening in the instant before she wiped it all away. She began to whistle but stopped when she realized how her own music clashed with that of the chimes above her, the wind’s melody.




    It was just after nine o’clock and Keomany worked in silence save for the chimes and the rumble of cars passing by on Currier Street and the hellos from friends and acquaintances—and this time of year that was most of the town—who happened by. The store did not officially open until ten but when Walt Bissette came by for a pound of peanut butter fudge and then Jacqui Lester stopped in to sneak a few diet-breaking caramel cluster turtles, Keomany did not turn them away.




    After the place was clean to her satisfaction, Keomany arranged a bunch of fresh lilies she had bought in a vase on the front counter by the register and then sat and read from a romantic fantasy novel that had pulled her in the night before. When the mountain breeze carried Paul Leroux into the store at half past ten, she barely noticed.




    “Sorry I’m late,” he offered.




    Keomany glanced up at Paul, then at the clock, and then her gaze settled once more upon the young man she had impulsively made her assistant manager.




    “Paul,” she said, nothing else but his name, but it carried all her feelings on his tardiness, how she had come to expect it, how she indulged him most of the time, how it was becoming tiresome.




    “I know,” he said, blue eyes so earnest. He pushed his fingers through his straw blond hair, which fell too long over his forehead in something approximating style . . . or what might have approximated style somewhere other than northern Vermont.




    “Keomany, seriously, I know. I’m gonna buy a new alarm clock this afternoon. Swear to God. As soon as Jillian comes in, I’m gonna run over to Franklin’s and buy one.”




    She stared at him a long moment, trying desperately to be stern, though it was hard to be angry with Paul. He was a good kid and a hard worker, smart and charming and as gentle a soul as she’d ever met. The kid had graduated from the regional high school the year before and managed to convince just about everyone, himself included, that he was just taking a couple of semesters off before starting college. But Paul wasn’t going to college next year. Keomany had known that the day he had applied for the job. He didn’t have the fire in his eyes that it took to leave Wickham. It was sad in a way; if he never left, he might never really be able to appreciate the town.




    Meanwhile, though, despite his frequent lateness he was an otherwise responsible and reliable assistant manager who seemed genuinely enthusiastic about the shoppe and who was well loved by the clientele.




    Keomany closed her book and set it on top of the counter. “This can’t happen while I’m away, Paul. Even if there are no customers this early in the morning, the sign says we open at ten. That means we open at ten. It’s only two mornings you have to actually be here on time.”




    “I know,” he said with a sheepish smile. “I promise.” He actually held his hand up as though he were taking some kind of oath, and Keomany chuckled softly and shook her head.




    “All right, Boy Scout. At ease.”




    Paul laughed and unzipped his light jacket as he strode deeper into the store. He hung it up in back, and by the time he returned, Keomany had gathered up her book and her car keys. She snuck a nonpareil out of the display case—always a good idea to sample her own wares as long as she didn’t get fat doing it—and moved around to the other side of the register.




    “You’re in a rush to get out of here,” Paul said.




    The taste of chocolate on her tongue, Keomany licked her lips and nodded. “Just looking forward to a couple of days off. I’ve never been to a Bealtienne festival up here but it’s so beautiful this time of year that I can’t wait.”




    “Yeah, what’s up with that, anyway?” Paul asked, his curiosity apparently genuine. “It’s like a wiccan thing or something?”




    “Or something,” Keomany replied, jangling her keys. “It’s a Druidic celebration of the earth at the peak of its fertility. Maybe if you’re good, I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.”




    “Yes, O Earth Goddess.”




    “Bet your ass.”




    He smiled, this handsome kid who was only five or six years younger than she was and in the space of an eyeblink she had considered and discarded the idea of sleeping with him sometime. Whatever the age difference, there were so many ways in which Paul was really just a kid.




    Keomany was about to go out the door when she turned and shot Paul one last admonishing glance. “Oh, and if you’re going to be seducing Jillian while I’m gone, please don’t do it during work hours.”




    The kid actually blushed. Jillian was a year younger than him, still a high school senior, and Paul had been sweet-talking her since Keomany had hired her. Whether it had gone further than that, she had no idea.




    “Hey,” Paul protested.




    “Call ’em like I see ’em,” she said, and then she was out the door and the music of the wooden wind chimes followed her all the way across the street to where her car was parked. As she pulled out, Keomany saw Paul standing in the open door of her shoppe, the hand-painted sign for Sweet Somethings just above his head swaying slightly in the breeze. She waved but by then Jane and Ed Herron, an older couple who were regulars, were walking up toward the shoppe and Paul’s attention was on them.




    Keomany gave the place one last glance and then turned her attention to the road and the trip ahead of her. The steering wheel clutched in one hand, she reached down and clicked on the radio, coming in just a few lines into a blues-rock tune that the local pop station had taken to playing every hour or so in the last few days. She still had no idea what it was called or who sang it, but the woman’s raspy voice reminded her of Joan Osborne, and maybe a little bit of Sheryl Crow.




    For a moment she was tempted to change the channel, but as it always did, the song cut a groove down inside her, and despite how often she heard it, Keomany left it on.




    As she drove south out of Wickham, she glanced around at her hometown. The village was small enough that she at least recognized more than half the people she saw on the sidewalk or driving past. Many she knew by name. She actually slowed down to wave and call hello to Annie Mulvehill, with whom she’d gone to high school, and who was now a police officer in town. Probably the first female ever to have the job in Wickham.




    Keomany’s apartment was behind her, on the northern end of town, just far enough away from her parents, who still lived in the house over on Little Tree Lane where she had grown up. As she drove by the turnoff that would have taken her there, she felt a twinge of guilt that she had not been able to go by and see them the night before as she’d promised. But she’d make it up to them when she returned.




    A frown creased her forehead. Despite the sunshine and the blue sky and the inescapable rhythm on the radio, a chill shuddered through her and Keomany actually slowed the car to glance back at the turnoff. Something made her want to go there now, made her worry about her parents. It was foolish, of course. She’d called them on the phone that morning and they were fine.




    Relax, she told herself as she eased her foot back down on the accelerator. Whatever earth magick she had dabbled in since college, she had never had a premonition before and doubted she was starting to have them now. But there were goosebumps on her arms and a cold feeling still at the base of her neck. So just the same, premonition or not, she would give her folks another call just as soon as she reached Brattleboro. It was only a couple of hours. Not a lot was going to happen in that time.




    Still, some of the good feeling of the day had gone out of her now and Keomany was no longer smiling as she passed the fire station that marked the town line.




    On the radio the song ended and she was surprised when the deejay’s voice cut in.




    ‘That was Nikki Wydra with ‘Shock My World.’ And we’ll have more of the hits of today coming up on WXTC, right after this.”




    Keomany laughed out loud and glanced down at the radio. “No shit!” she said, as though it might actually respond. She shook her head and turned her attention back to the road.




    “No shit,” she said again.




    It had been a long time since she had heard the name Nikki Wydra. Somehow, though, she had always known that one day she would hear it on the radio.




    Her unease now quickly forgotten, Keomany left Wickham behind, dwindling to a dark point of nothingness in her rearview mirror.




    “Oh my God, I’m gonna puke.”




    Nikki Wydra sat on the edge of a metal folding chair with her head in her hands, her breath coming in quick, short gasps. Her face was flushed, she could feel the heat in her cheeks, and her eyes were wide with a kind of panic she hadn’t felt since playing Dorothy in the seventh-grade production of The Wizard of Oz at the Haley Middle School.




    “You’re not gonna puke.”




    That comforting voice, and the equally comforting hand that gently rubbed her back between her shoulder blades, belonged to Kyle Shotsky, the drummer with her band. Though she could not see his face, not with the way she was bent over, breathing fast and trying not to throw up, Nikki still took some solace in Kyle’s presence. She knew that face intimately, the warm brown eyes and perfect hair, the small dimple on his chin. He reminded her of Billy Campbell, the actor who had played the dad on Once and Again years ago. Most people didn’t even remember that show, but Nikki wasn’t going to forget Billy Campbell.




    The fact that Kyle looked a lot like Billy Campbell probably had a lot to do with why she had slept with him in the first place. Though she liked to tell herself it had nothing to do with why she’d hired him to play with her band.




    Nikki’s breathing had slowed. Her stomach hurt, but suddenly she did not feel quite as nauseous.




    “You’re not gonna puke,” Kyle told her again, his firm hand gripping her shoulder now.




    “Maybe you’re right,” she replied, amused by the surprise in her own voice. Nikki glanced up at him, saw the concern there and that all-encompassing warmth. “Thanks.”




    His strong fingers caressed her face. “Hey. It’s what I’m here for.”




    “No. You’re here to play the fucking drums. Just like I’m supposed to be here to sing.”




    Frustrated, Nikki carefully stood up and began to slowly pace the length of the green room at El Dorado. The room was little more than a converted storage area with a couple of small tables, a shitty little old TV set, a bunch of folding chairs, and a curtain in case someone wanted to get changed without the other members of the band seeing them. There was a ratty sofa against the far wall but it stank like cat and was stained with what might have been coffee in the best-case scenario, and blood in the worst.




    Nikki had seen enough blood in her lifetime, thanks.




    The only things about the El Dorado’s green room that didn’t suck were the bowls of peanut M&M’s, the fresh-cut flowers, and the beer and spring water in the fridge. It might have been the most popular club on the scene in Philadelphia, but it was just like a hundred other clubs she’d played in her life.




    “I don’t get it,” Kyle said, voice probing but still gentle. “Why’s tonight different? I’ve done dozens of live gigs with you and I’ve never seen you freak like this.”




    “I fucking hate Philly!” Nikki shouted, shaking her head in a little tantrum so that her blond hair lashed across her face.




    Kyle grinned at her. “It’s the City of Brotherly Love.”




    She glared at him. “I hate it.”




    “It’s your hometown, Nikki. That’s why we’re opening the tour here, remember?”




    “I remember, all right? That’s why I feel like I’m gonna puke.”




    The furious gaze she was inflicting upon him lasted only seconds longer before Nikki let out a long shuddering breath and let a ripple of nervous laughter escape her lips. She rolled her eyes, turned, and paced halfway across the room again. When she lifted her gaze, it fell upon her guitar, a fat-bellied electric-acoustic, all tuned and ready to play. It sat upon a stand near the refrigerator.




    Suddenly she felt very stupid.




    If her mother Etta were still alive, she would have given her daughter a stern talking-to and then a loving hug and pointed her toward the door. It was all her mother’s damn fault in the first place, she thought. Nikki had grown up in a constant haze of blues music while her mother spent her nights in a constant haze of inebriation. All her life Nikki had played that same music, from Elmore James and Robert Johnson to Bonnie Raitt and the Allman Brothers Band.




    In front of people. Audiences. And she never failed to get applause. It might have been the smoky rasp in her voice, the only thing of value other than a love of music that she had inherited from her mother. But secretly she always believed it was the emotion that backed up every word. The love and the pain and the fear. Some songs called for that, though most people would never understand. Blues songs, sure, but even love songs; to really pull them off you had to know what it was like to truly be afraid.




    Nikki knew.




    Kyle moved to her and slipped his arms around her from behind. “They’re waiting.”




    And they were. The rest of the band was already out in the wings of the stage, ready to go on. The roadies were done setting up and tuning, the sound guy was set. It was all on her now. The show couldn’t start without her.




    Nikki closed her eyes, heart fluttering in her chest, and leaned back into him, letting Kyle take all the weight of her in his arms. “What if they don’t like it?” she asked, voice small.




    She felt him stiffen.




    “What are you talking about, darlin’? I’m sorry, Nik, I’m not trying to be difficult, but I don’t—”




    Swallowing hard, trying to keep the nausea from coming back, she turned to face him. “I want to change the order. Let’s start with ‘Son of a Preacher Man’ instead.”




    Now the smile was gone from Kyle’s face. He stared at her as though he thought she was a lunatic, and Nikki had to allow that maybe she was. Kyle cocked his head to one side and studied her a moment. She cared for him. He was a good man and a talented drummer. But he had never been that bright. When understanding dawned upon him, she could see it in his eyes and that sudden realization made her look away, staring at the floor, at the flowers, at her guitar. At anything but that moment when he got it.




    “I’m an idiot,” Kyle whispered. Then she heard him chuckle softly. “You’ve never played your new songs in public.”




    Without meeting his gaze, she nodded. “Actually, I’ve pretty much never played an original song in public. Not ever.”




    “Not ever?”




    A knock at the door interrupted them. The club’s manager, Rich something, stuck his head in. “Everything all right?”




    “Fine,” Nikki said, too harshly, too quickly. “We’ll be right there.”




    “Great,” Rich replied, choosing to ignore the tone in her voice, the tension in the room. He pulled the door shut behind him.




    While it was open, however, Nikki had heard them. The audience. They weren’t chanting her name or stomping their feet or any of that crap that happened at major venues, but there was a buzz out there, a hum of conversation and anticipation that made the place tremble.




    Or maybe it was just her trembling.




    “Nikki?’ Kyle ventured.




    Swiftly she crossed to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of spring water. She spun the top off and took a long drink before at last looking him in the face again.




    “I’ve always played covers. I know those songs inside and out, they’re a part of me. I understand how they’re gonna make the audience feel because I know how they make me feel. If I grind out something sexy, I know it’s going to go over because I’ve got every note inside me.”




    Kyle shook his head. “But these new songs, they came from inside you. The CD is really great, Nik, and I’m not just saying that because I’m part of the band or because I’m head over heels for you. It’s music that gets under your skin in the best possible way. The single is tearing up radio. Trust me, this is no different. People will feel what you feel when you sing the new stuff, just like when we do covers. Don’t be so terrified.”




    The words made her wince. Her eyes narrowed and Nikki glanced sharply at him. ‘I’m not terrified. Not of this. If you’d seen half the shit I’ve seen, you’d know what a joke it is to use that word about something like this. I mean, there’s fear and then there’s terror.”




    “So what are we still doing in here when the audience is out there?” Kyle hooked a thumb toward the door and raised one eyebrow.




    Nikki took another long draught of water, then put the cover back on and set the bottle down next to the flowers. They were fresh and the scent filled the room, mixing rather unpleasantly with the cat piss odor from the stained sofa. But they were pretty, at least.




    “You’re head over heels, huh?” she asked idly.




    “Pretty much.”




    “Good.”




    With a deep breath she shook back her hair and walked to her guitar. It was a beautifully crafted instrument with mother-of-pearl inlaid on the neck, and she picked it up and slid the strap over her head. The same strap she had been using for six years, since long before the horrors she had seen in New Orleans, when she had learned the difference between fear and terror.




    Without another glance at Kyle, Nikki strode to the door and flung it open. The buzz of the crowd washed over her, embracing her and lifting her up the way nothing else ever could. Rich was waiting in the corridor and gave her a look of utter relief.




    “So we still opening with ‘Son of a Preacher Man’?” Kyle asked as he followed her down the corridor that led through the back of the club and into the wings behind the stage curtains.




    Nikki cast him a quick glance over her shoulder. “Fuck that. We start with ‘Shock My World.’ We’re gonna show Philly how to groove.”




    The rest of the band stood up quickly as she swept into the wings. The curtains were open on a darkened stage, all their equipment and instruments up there already except for Nikki’s guitar. She did not wait for them, did not hesitate a moment longer.




    Nikki Wydra marched onto her hometown stage with her guitar strapped across her back and the crowd began to roar. Her nausea and her hesitation were forgotten. The band rocked right into “Shock My World” and the audience thundered their approval. When Nikki began to sing, she felt the ache in every word. It was more of herself than she had ever given to anyone, only she was giving it to hundreds of people at once. Her song. Her music. Her heart.




    This right here was what she lived for. This was home. Not this club. Not Philadelphia. Just the stage.




    This was home.




    On a shelf above the desk of Father Jack Devlin was a little jar with a perforated lid, the kind of thing a child might have kept a captive spider in. There was a tiny demon in the jar and it had been there so long that Father Jack hardly even noticed it anymore.




    It noticed him, however.




    In fact, during all the long hours Father Jack spent poring over dusty, decrepit, leather-bound books and tapping at his computer keyboard as he searched the Net, the demon never took its burning orange eyes off the priest. Father Jack knew this, of course. The little fucker stared hateful daggers at him day and night and had done so for nearly two years. He just couldn’t bring himself to care.




    The demon in the jar on the shelf above his desk was a problem Father Jack had solved a long time ago. There were so many others to be dealt with . . . and most of those, unsettlingly enough, were a hell of a lot bigger than the hideous, contorted, glaring thing in the jar.




    Currently the priest was bent over a sheaf of loose, yellowed pages that had come from a thirteenth-century French manuscript that some fool had tried to burn once upon a time. The other volumes used in his research had been set aside, and though the computer screen threw its dim glow upon the desk, it also sat dormant and ignored. The scorched lower corners of the pages had left certain phrases forever obliterated, and some only partially blackened and obscured. But without those words . . .




    “Shit!” Father Jack snapped.




    He sighed and sat back in his chair with a heartfelt sigh sliding down so as to almost disappear beneath his desk. His eyes itched and he reached up to remove his wire-rimmed glasses, rubbed at the corners of his eyes, and massaged the bridge of his nose. There was a two-day growth of reddish-gold stubble on his chin that matched the color of his hair. He needed a shower, and a shave, and some rest. But first he needed to solve the problem that was before him.




    So much for intuition. Had he actually thought he was going to be able to figure out what those missing phrases would have been just by context? Arrogant jackass, he thought miserably.




    Father Jack slid his glasses back on, and when he glanced up, he was eye to eye with the little Cythraul. Its hideous, desiccated face was pressed up against the glass of the jar, three-fingered hands planted on either side of it, grinning at him, relishing his frustration. He had never seen it so active, so aware.




    An involuntary shudder went through him, and Father Jack cursed inwardly that he had allowed the thing to get to him. Abruptly he stood, the legs of his chair squeaking on the wood floor, and he snatched the jar from the shelf and slapped his palm over the top, covering the air holes.




    “Don’t mess with me today,” Father Jack muttered.




    The Cythraul snarled, thin lips peeling impossibly far back to reveal tiny little needle teeth that filled its mouth. Its orange eyes went wide and it hurled itself upward at the lid of the jar, gnashing its fangs at the metal, hoping to get just a taste of his flesh. It would slow in a moment and then fall into a kind of coma. But it would not suffocate; it would not die.




    As the little demon began to falter, all the anger went out of the priest and he shook his head and put the jar back on the shelf, sighing once more, knowing it was overly dramatic but not caring. A little drama always made him feel better.




    When he looked up, Bishop Gagnon was standing in the open doorway of the office with his arms crossed, face as pale as always, one pure white eyebrow raised in inquiry.




    “Roommate problems?” the aged Bishop asked.




    Father Jack chuckled and it occurred to him that there was an edge of madness to it. He looked up sharply, wanting to make sure the Bishop did not think so as well. He was far from insane, though a little more of this might well turn him into a lunatic eventually.




    “I couldn’t kill him if I wanted to,” Father Jack said. He leaned against his desk and slid his hands into the pockets of his black pants. Black everything, after all. It was the uniform. “And I want to. That’s the thing, Michel. I want to.”




    “As well you should,” the old man said, his words still accented with his native French. “But that is the difficulty of the job we have set out for us, Jack. With all of the shadows loosed upon the world, all the darkness returning, we must attempt to recreate the knowledge that once kept them under our control.”




    “Not our control. Theirs. Careful the way you phrase things, Michel.”




    “Of course,” said the Bishop, one hand fluttering upward in dismissal. “Of course.”




    It was a constant struggle between them. Fully a decade had passed since the Roman Catholic Church had splintered and collapsed. Revelations of sorcery and a sect of dark magicians in her ranks had brought the church down. While it had been only in the last few years that Rome had begun to reorganize with new leaders and a new focus, things had happened much more quickly in America. The Church of the Resurrection—the Americans had very quickly abandoned the use of the word Catholic—had branched off almost immediately when Rome collapsed.




    It had suffered its own tribulations in the meantime, perhaps the greatest of which had been the witch hunt for pedophiles among the priesthood. But without the archaic secrecy Rome had always insisted upon, the Church of the Resurrection had flushed that element from its ranks in a style nearly as brutal and unrelenting as the notorious Inquisition had been. The net result, however, was that the United States now had a far larger and more organized Catholic Church than anywhere else in the world.




    Yet here they were, this very moment, repeating the sins of their fathers. For nearly two thousand years the Roman Church had held the reins on demons and other supernatural creatures—or most of them at least—with the sorcery found in a book called The Gospel of Shadows. A sect within the church had been trained in the book’s secrets. But now every member of the sect was dead, and the book had disappeared during the horrific vampire jihad that had exposed the truth to the world ten years earlier. They had been tainted by power and dark magick, the men and women of that sect. They had been evil.




    But without them, without the secrets of that book, the shadows were rising again. The demons and the beasts of the darkness, the shades of the dead, all were returning to the world, testing the boundaries and finding them shattered.




    In order to stop them, the Church of the Resurrection was now forced to attempt to recreate The Gospel of Shadows, or at least to build a new one, spell by spell, secret by secret, curse by curse.




    But Father Jack couldn’t figure out a spell to kill vermin like the Cythraul. How was he supposed to recreate the accumulated occult knowledge of thousands of years of infernal combat? And meanwhile he had to worry about the politics of present-day religion, and a former Roman Catholic priest who had become a Bishop in the Church of the Resurrection sometimes forgot that it was dangerous to forget the difference between the two.




    “Jack?” the Bishop prodded.




    The priest looked up at him and for a moment he saw himself as he knew Bishop Gagnon must see him: rumpled clothes, white collar hanging loose, in need of a shave, eyes red behind his glasses from poring over the scorched manuscript pages.




    “I guess I just need a break,” Father Jack said. “Maybe I’ll take a walk.”




    The reed-thin old man glared at him suddenly, a glint in his eyes that felt to Father Jack like the wrath of God.




    “You’ll do no such thing,” Bishop Gagnon commanded sharply. “You can stroll around Greenwich Village another night, Father. Right now, every hour that passes costs us more souls in Hidalgo.”




    Father Jack stared at him, mouth open slightly in astonishment. The Bishop had never spoken to him like this before. Granted, they were both under incredible stress. Hidalgo was a tiny town in Texas a stone’s throw from the Mexican border. In the previous seventy-two hours it had been the site of a demonic manifestation, creatures called Okulam that had blown in with a particularly fierce spring thunderstorm. The church just called them soul-leeches, for the disgusting things fastened themselves to the backs of their victims’ necks and infiltrated the minds and spirits of human beings. They took control, these vicious demons, and left only when they had cored the soul right out of their host.




    God help him, Father Jack didn’t know what to do about it. The manuscript he was studying had been written by early French settlers in North America, what would become the American Colonies, and it referred very specifically to a past manifestation of the Okulam. Without The Gospel of Shadows, it was all they had to go on.




    Bishop Gagnon crossed the room and laid a hand on Father Jack’s shoulder. There was no strength in the old man’s grasp and barely any weight to his touch. It was as though the Bishop were little more than a ghost, haunting Father Jack.




    “Not to put any pressure on you, my friend,” the old man said, and now the wrathful glare was replaced by a kind, tired smile.




    “Of course not,” Father Jack replied with a nervous chuckle. Then he collected himself, took a deep breath, and met the Bishop’s gaze again. “All right, Michel. Time to get back to work, I suppose.”




    “I trust your intuition, Jack. Your mind. You’ll work it out.”




    “What if I don’t?”




    “Then the President will have to firebomb the whole town to keep the Okulam from spreading.”




    “But no pressure,” Father Jack whispered.




    Bishop Gagnon gazed at him a moment longer and then turned to walk from the office. Father Jack slid into his chair, eyes going once more to the charred manuscript, but abruptly he turned and called after the Bishop.




    The old man paused at the door and turned to face him.




    “I’ll get to the bottom of this, Michel. I will work it out. But I want you to think very carefully about your stance on my request to speak to the mage. If you’d let me speak to him before . . .”




    Bishop Gagnon scowled. Father Jack had not finished his last sentence, but the old man knew what he had been about to say.




    “My policy regarding the man you call the mage is costing lives, is that what you’re telling me, Father?”




    The priest stared at him. “Yes. It is.”




    The Bishop faltered, dropped his gaze, and Father Jack could see the old man’s throat moving as he swallowed. At length the Bishop glanced up at him again.




    “You know who he is, this man? What he is? What he’s responsible for?”




    Father Jack would not look away. “I know he may well be the only reason the darkness has not already swallowed the world.”




    A kind of bark issued from the old man’s throat that might have been laughter. “If the darkness does ‘swallow the world,’ as you put it, he’ll be the man to blame.”




    The priest took off his glasses once more and rubbed at his tired eyes. “With all due respect—”




    “To hell with your respect,” the Bishop snapped, hatred and revulsion in his voice. Not for the priest, Father Jack knew that, but for the mage, and for the truth the old man was being forced to face. His stubbornness had already cost so many lives.




    “Fine,” Bishop Gagnon said. “You make sense of those pages, Jack. When the situation in Hidalgo is dealt with, you have my permission to approach the mage. For all the good it will do you. Perhaps meeting him in person will help you realize that this ‘man’ is not the noble warrior you think him to be.




    “Peter Octavian is a monster.”
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    Blood red roses.




    Peter Octavian took a step back from his canvas and narrowed his eyes as he studied the painting upon which he had toiled for the past three days; a single tree in the gardens of Constantinople, nightingales roosting in its branches. And beneath it, a tangle of wild rose bushes that seemed set to strangle the trunk of that lone tree.




    He frowned deeply as he stared at those roses. Blood red, yes, but that was wrong. The color was all wrong but at first he could not decide how to fix it. Peter closed his eyes, his mind skipping back across centuries to another springtime, to a city under siege, and he could still see those roses as clearly as if he had walked among them yesterday. He could hear the nightingales sing and feel the breeze, and beneath the overriding odor of ox dung, he could still catch the lingering scent of those roses.




    His eyes opened and Octavian stared at the painting again. With a slow nod, he moved toward the easel, palette in his left hand. He dipped his brush into a small glob of black paint. The roses had bloomed early that spring of 1453 in the weeks before Constantinople fell to the Turks, but they had been dark roses whose petals were a lush crimson. Blood red roses, yes, but blood that had begun to dry; blood that stained.




    Peter daubed black paint onto the red, mixing the two, and then used the very tip of the brush to detail the edges of each petal, as though every one of the roses was slowly opening to reveal a darker heart within.




    “Yes,” he whispered to himself as he stepped back to regard the painting once more.




    At last satisfied, he set down the palette and brush and stretched, muscles in his neck and shoulders and back popping loudly in the silence of his apartment. It was the second day of May, and though he could still taste the memory of winter in the air, it was warm enough today that the windows all along the front of the apartment were wide open.




    Peter lived on the basement floor of a row house on West Fourth Street in Greenwich Village, half a block from a lesbian bar called The Fat Cat and just around the corner from the legendary White Horse Tavern. It was not much to speak of—a single bedroom, a living room, a narrow galley kitchen, and a bathroom—but it was perfect for his needs, particularly since the living room was rather large and doubled as his studio.




    He also liked the neighborhood a great deal. West Fourth Street was comparatively quiet and the locals tended either to be friendly or to keep to themselves. The row house belonged to Jarrod and Suze Balent, both of whom were musicians who made their living playing in the orchestra for various Broadway shows, he the cello and she the violin. They were good for a cup of coffee and a chat now and again, but weren’t around enough to become a nuisance. Best of all, they seemed to sense when he wanted company and when he did not.




    Peter took a last look at his newly completed painting and he smiled again. His heart was light, as it always was when he finished a new canvas, when he had successfully prised from his mind a bit of the past that haunted him. Barefoot, he padded across the wooden floor in jeans that were slightly too long, the edge of the denim fraying in the back beneath his heel. Not that he was overly concerned, given that both the jeans and the button-down shirt he wore were spattered and smeared with a dark rainbow of color.




    Time for a little celebration, he thought as he went to the bathroom and began to wash up, scrubbing the paint from his fingers under hot water from the tap. He would phone Carter Strom and let him know that the final piece for the new show had been completed, and unless he had some other pressing plans, Carter would do as he always did— pick up his wife Kymberly and meet Peter at the White Horse. In the years since Peter had first begun to express himself with paint, discovering both a talent and an untapped source of income, that had become a ritual for the three of them: the artist, his agent, and the agent’s wife.




    Among Peter’s few friends, fewer still were in New York City. Carter and Kymberly were primary among them.




    Peter stepped back into the living room and glanced at the clock, pleased to discover that it was early yet, not even two o’clock in the afternoon. He had been so focused the past few days that he had barely seen the sky. Immersed as he was in the painting, he had stepped outside only to pick up the newspaper and breakfast at the deli on Twelfth Street, and even then he’d barely noticed the world around him. It was like that when he was working.




    Now that he was through with the painting, the world was flooding back in, his awareness of things other than that canvas suddenly returning. Some time away from the apartment would do him good.




    Peter had just begun to unbutton his shirt when the doorbell rang. The Balents always knocked and Carter never would drop by without calling first. Aside from the rare messenger or courier, nobody rang his doorbell. One of the things he had liked the best about this apartment when he bought it was that it had its own entrance, not even a shared foyer with the house above it. A trio of brick steps led down from the street to his sunken residence. Nobody came down those steps by accident, but at first there had been those who had come looking for him. He had used simple magick to install a ward around his door, to keep the curious away.




    Now, though, he was curious himself. His bare feet made almost no noise on the floor as he crossed the room and opened the door.




    Upon the landing at the bottom of those brick steps stood a lanky, thirtyish, redheaded man in wire-rimmed glasses whose only remarkable quality was that he wore the clothing of a Catholic priest. They might not call themselves Catholics anymore, but the uniform had not changed.




    The priest seemed taken aback, almost surprised that the door had been answered at all.




    “You look lost,” Peter told the man.




    His visitor actually took a step back when he spoke, and Peter was about to shut the door when the priest laughed softly, self-deprecatingly, and clapped one hand to his face in embarrassment. It was such an unself-conscious gesture, and there was such warmth in that laugh, that Peter found himself lingering longer in the open door than he otherwise would have.




    “I’m sorry,” the priest said, still a bit embarrassed, but smiling in spite of it. “I guess you’re just not what I was expecting.”




    “I get that a lot. What can I do for you, Father?”




    The priest raised an eyebrow. “Father? I’m surprised to hear you use the term.”




    Peter’s good humor was fading. He could feel himself preparing to step back, to close the door on the man. “Don’t they call you people that still?”




    “The faithful do, yes.”




    “Then you shouldn’t be surprised. I may not believe in you, sir, or your church, but there are a great many things I do believe in. Now is there something I can do for you, or did you just drop by to have a look?”




    For a long moment the priest was speechless. He shifted awkwardly there on the doorstep, scratched at the back of his neck, and then that grin returned.




    “Guess we’re getting off on the wrong foot, here. That wasn’t my intention. Mind if I take it from the top?”




    Peter didn’t know why, but there was something about the guy that made him nod his head. “Give it a shot.”




    The priest thrust out his hand. “Mr. Octavian, my name’s Jack Devlin. Technically I’m not supposed to be here, but there are some things going on that . . . well, I could use your help.”




    “Why aren’t you supposed to be here, Father Devlin?” He did not shake the priest’s proffered hand.




    “Jack,” the man replied, lowering it. “Or Father Jack.”




    “All right, Jack. Why aren’t you supposed to be here?”




    The priest’s expression had become deadly serious. “My boss, Bishop Michel Gagnon, says that you’re a monster. That you’d be unwilling to help us. But he authorized my paying you a visit if I could at first restructure a spell from a partially destroyed French text that we need to stop the spread of a demon infestation in a small town on the Tex-Mex border. I was unable to do that, but I think that you can. Or that you may know how to stop them without even having to figure out the text.”




    Peter narrowed his eyes. His right hand strayed to his cheek and he idly scraped dried paint from his skin. Sunny as it was, his bare feet were still a little cold with the door open and the breeze that swirled down into the apartment.




    “Tex-Mex?” he asked doubtfully. “Isn’t that a style of cooking?”




    “It’s shorthand for—”




    “I know what it’s shorthand for,” Peter replied, at last rewarding Father Jack with a smile of his own. “It just seems a bit slangy for a priest.”




    “Maybe I’m not the sort of priest you’re used to,” Father Jack suggested.




    Peter nodded slowly. “Maybe you’re not at that.” He stepped back and held the door wide to allow the man into his home. “Come in, then. But no promises, Jack. I don’t know if I can help, or even if I’ll want to. But I’ll listen.”




    “Good enough,” said the priest as he crossed the threshold.




    Peter closed the door behind him and gestured toward the sofa set beneath the high windows. “Have a seat while I put on a pot of tea. You drink tea?”




    Father Jack was glancing around the room, taking in every canvas, every splatter of paint, every overgrown plant. “I’ve been known to,” he replied as he set himself down on the sofa. “Thank you.”




    “No trouble at all.”




    In the little galley kitchen Peter filled a battered tea kettle with tap water, set it on the burner, and turned on the stove. His day had taken an unanticipated turn, but in his long, long life he had learned that any day, any hour, any minute might turn out to be laden with the unexpected. And as such things went, the bespectacled, redheaded priest seemed harmless enough.




    Leaving the kettle to boil, he returned to the living room to find that Father Jack had risen from the sofa and was standing with his arms crossed, gravely studying the half-dozen paintings Peter had done for the new show.




    “See anything you like?”




    The priest glanced over at him and then back at the paintings. “I like them all. You’re quite an artist, Mr. Octavian. I’d no idea. There isn’t anything about you being a painter in—”




    Father Jack paused and blinked several times, obviously uncertain how to continue.




    “In the file the Church of the Resurrection has on me?” Peter suggested helpfully. “Honestly, Jack, do you think it surprises me? Even if your people weren’t keeping tabs, there have been enough books written about my past and the Venice Jihad, not to mention Salzburg and then New Orleans, that you wouldn’t even need to do your own homework.”




    The priest pursed his lips tightly, almost prissily for a moment as though Peter had offended him. “Actually, I prefer to do my own homework.”




    “An admirable trait,” Peter replied carefully. “But when I opened the door, you said I wasn’t what you expected. So something tells me you weren’t as prepared for this conversation as you’d like to have been.”




    “True.”




    “Why?”




    Father Jack’s gaze ticked toward the paintings again and then back to Peter. A truck went by out on the street and its rumble shook the walls of the apartment, the squeal of its brakes rattling the windows.




    “I didn’t expect an ordinary man.”




    Peter laughed. He strode to an antique high-backed chair he had picked up the year before off the sidewalk two blocks away and slid into it. The chair was set strategically among several of the potted plants that needed little sun. Nearby there was a ziggurat-shaped water fountain that plugged into the wall and provided an undercurrent of noise, the bubbling of a tiny brook over stones. In the midst of his living space, it was a place of manufactured peace for Peter, among things that lived and breathed and spoke of the earth.




    Now, though, on the edge of that chair, he shot a hard look at his visitor, and when he spoke, his tone was decidedly different from that which he had used throughout their limited conversation thus far.




    “You mistake me, then, sir. For I am far from an ordinary man.”




    Father Jack glanced around as though wishing he had never left the presumed safety of the sofa, that soft and forgiving island amid what now appeared to be dangerous waters.




    “I hardly meant—”




    “I know what you meant,” Octavian said curtly. “You’ve read about me in books and your Bishop calls me a monster and you know I have a certain facility with magick and so you expect some kind of smoke and mirrors for your entertainment and a man who is perhaps more imposing physically than the unwashed painter in grimy clothes in a Spartan little basement apartment. Do I have that much right?”




    Father Jack slipped his glasses off and clutched them in his hand, then raised his head high, as though a man without spectacles was somehow gifted with greater dignity than one who wore them.




    “Are you aware that your speech becomes more formal when you’re angry?” the priest asked.




    Peter smiled, not now the friendly, lopsided grin he had worn before but something far colder.




    “Oh, I’m not angry, Father. You haven’t seen me angry.” He held his hands out, palms upward, and sketched slightly at the air with his fingers. “And you haven’t seen a single bit of magick. Not even a card trick. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t real.”




    The priest took a deep breath but kept his gaze locked with Peter’s. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know, Mr. Octavian. I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. If you’d like, I’ll go now.”




    Peter slid back in his chair and crossed his hands on his lap. “Sit down, Jack.”




    After only a moment’s hesitation, the priest complied.




    “You know, I’m not the only one whose speech gets a little uptight when tempers flare.”




    Father Jack’s hand was shaking when he raised it and slid his fingers through his neatly trimmed hair. Slowly, carefully, he put his glasses on once again and regarded Peter with an admirable display of calm.




    “So tell me what I don’t know about you. That is, if you’d care to.”




    Peter considered that a moment. Then he sat forward again, fingers steepled under his chin, the bubbling of his little ziggurat waterfall whispering in his ears, calming him.




    “First, why don’t I tell you what you do know? Or what you think you know. And you can tell me where I’m wrong.”




    “That really isn’t—”




    “No. I insist.”




    Father Jack nodded, sitting stiffly on the edge of the sofa cushion. When the tea kettle began to whistle, he actually flinched, then huffed out a short, embarrassed breath.




    Peter rose. “Let me get that.”




    In the galley kitchen he took a pair of brittle old china teacups and poured hot water from the kettle into each. He knew they were more appropriate for aged English women, but he was fond of them just as he was of the antique chair in the living room. There was texture to old things, impermanent things, that he appreciated now in a way he had not always.




    Moments later he returned with a tray upon which sat the teacups, a variety of tea bags, milk, and sugar. He set the tray down on the end table beside the sofa and stood while he dipped a bag of Earl Grey into his own cup and then stirred sugar into it.




    “Allison Vigeant’s book about the Venice Jihad says I was born in 1424,” Peter began, not looking at the priest as he poured just a drop of milk into his tea. “She made that up, Allison. Or someone did.”




    Now he did glance up and he saw that he had Father Jack’s undivided attention. The man did not seem even to be breathing. Peter raised his cup toward the priest.




    “Drink your tea.”




    Father Jack laughed but it was a hollow sound, for effect only. He did, however, reach over and pick up a tea bag and begin preparing his own tea. Peter turned and went back to his antique chair among the plants and the mist of the ziggurat waterfall. He sipped the tea and found it exactly right. Over the rim of the cup he regarded the priest.




    “I don’t know what year I was born, but that’s near enough I suppose. My father was Constantine the Eleventh Palaeologus, the last emperor of Byzantium, but I was illegitimate, a bastard, and therefore not exactly royalty myself.”




    “You . . . you were a soldier,” Father Jack said, tea held halfway to his lips.




    Peter frowned at him. Out on the street someone honked a car horn and the priest started, spilling several drops of tea on his lap. He barely noticed.




    “We were all soldiers in those days.” He closed his eyes. “I can see it all still, you understand. The blood and the rain storms and the men digging in the mud that spring when the Turks hammered at the walls of the city harder than ever before and tried to tunnel beneath them. That was our job for a time . . .”




    Our job. Faces flashed across his mind, images of friends who had been dead many hundreds of years and yet for whom his heart still ached.




    “We were supposed to keep the Turks out,” he said, a rasp in his voice that he did not like.




    His eyes opened and he glanced over at one of the canvases propped against the wall. It showed the ships in the water of the Golden Horn, feeding the assault on Constantinople, their bone-white sails pregnant with the wind, as though God himself were spurring them on to the city’s destruction.




    Peter shook his head. “They did the impossible, you know. The Turks, I mean. They could not pass the barrier the Emperor had placed to guard the entrance to the Golden Horn and so the Sultan ordered his armies to transport their ships across the land.” He stared at the priest. “Across the land, Jack. Do you have any idea of the enormity of that?”
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