
        
            
                
            
        

    
  As a Massachusetts State Police officer, Cade used to spend his time hunting criminals until the day an encounter with a fallen angel changed his world forever.  Now he commands the Echo Team, a special ops squad of modern Templar knights, and the things they hunt are far darker and much more deadly...
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	The Lear jet banked suddenly, the abrupt action jolting Cade Williams from his uneasy sleep.  Glancing out his window, he could see the lights of the city far off to the left and knew the pilot must be starting his preparations for landing.  That meant Cade had another twenty minutes or so before he and his team would be on the ground and in the thick of things.

	Like most of the Order's equipment, the interior of the aircraft was spartan. Gone were the leather seats and the recessed mini bars, the inflight entertainment centers and the four star meals.  Only that which was functional and necessary had been left in place.  Thankfully that included the privacy curtain that separated the rear compartment where Cade was sitting from the main cabin just ahead. 

 Looking past the curtain, he could see his executive officer, Sergeant Matthew Riley seated about halfway up center aisle in the main cabin.  As Cade looked on his teammate stripped the Mossberg combat shotgun he held in his hands his weapon and began cleaning it with deft movements that came with long familiarity.  The voice of O'Malley, Cade's first drill instructor at the academy, echoed in his head at the sight, "If you have no other assignment, see to your weapons."  It was advice he had heeded during his fifteen-year career with the Special Tactics and Operations team of the Boston Police Department and had brought with him when he'd been recruited into the Order.  He had enforced that unwritten rule on his squad from the very first day and now, five years later, it was as habitual to them as breathing.  Cade knew without looking that their other team member, Sergeant Nick Olsen, would be in the seat opposite Riley, doing the same thing to his Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun.

	Having a perfectly operational weapon might just make the difference between life and death for any of them, particularly on this run, Cade thought to himself with some resignation.  They had been asked to take the assignment at the last minute, without any advanced preparation or intelligence, and that was not the way Cade liked to operate.  The quick briefing they’d been given hadn’t done anything to inspire confidence, either. 
 
Two months ago, the local Catholic diocese had requested help in dealing with a particularly violent blood cult.  The parish pastor had catalogued a number of problems ranging from intimidation of his parishioners to the sudden disappearance of many of the street people who frequented the soup kitchen.  He was convinced that there was evil afoot and believed the local authorities had neither the desire nor the manpower to handle the situation properly.  His request for assistance had gone all the way up the church hierarchy to the Vatican itself and had been passed to the Order for investigation.  

That was what the Order did, after all.  

Contrary to popular belief, the Holy Order of the Poor Knights of Christ of the Temple of Solomon, or the Knight Templars as they are more commonly known, were not destroyed by the King of France when he burned Grand Master Jacques De Molay at the stake in 1314 for heresy.  Following Molay's death, the Order had gone underground, hiding its wealth, disguising its power and managing to remain a viable independent entity right up through the end of the First World War.  A treaty with Pius XI was followed by a reversal of their excommunication, and the Templars were reborn as a secret military arm of the Vatican.  Their mission: to defend mankind against the evils that walked in the world, unnoticed in a society that was preoccupied with science and that scoffed at superstition and myth, regardless of the truths they might contain.  

Those in command of the Order had agreed that the situation merited a closer look.  They had sent a team in, led by a veteran Knight Captain, and instructed them to look into the situation and assist the parish in whatever manner they found necessary.  

	Three weeks after their arrival, the team had abruptly disappeared.

	Using equipment the missing Templars left behind, the parish pastor had communicated directly with the Preceptor and had requested further assistance.  Since Cade
unit, Echo Team, had been closest to the site, and presently unoccupied with any other duties, they had drawn the short stick and had been asked to take the assignment.

	That had been several days ago.

Oh how Cade wished he could have those days back.

	As was standard procedure, Echo Team's active commander had sent the fourth member of his squad, Bishop, in ahead of the rest of the team, with instructions to set up a secure location unbeknownst to the locals and then, and only then, rendezvous with the parish pastor.  Bishop had carried out both tasks without a hitch, relaying the address of the safe house during his regularly scheduled communication a few days ago.  He had checked in the next night as well, leaving a brief message that he believed he had some information about the fate of the first squad and that he would see the rest of the team in a few days.

	The night after that he'd missed his call.

	Cade hadn't been too concerned at that point.  His team was trained to use secondary and even tertiary communication schedules just in case any activities they were engaged in prevented them from making the primary one.  When Bishop missed the second check-in, however, Cade grew more concerned.

	By the time he missed the third, Cade had the rest of the team and the necessary gear loaded onto one of the Order's jets and had gotten underway the moment the Preceptor had given them the word.

	Now, as the pilot made the announcement that they would be landing soon, Cade reached over and picked up the long, thin case resting on the seat next to him.  Balancing it on his knees, he opened the case's three clasps and raised its lid.

	Inside, on a smooth bed of white silk, lay the sword that had been given to him during his investiture ceremony on the night that he had pledged himself and his life to the Order.

	The weapon itself was an unadorned English long sword.  Like all Templar weapons, its hilt had been specifically molded to match the grip its owner's right hand.  Along the length of the blade that was facing upright in the case, the word Defensor had been inscribed in silver.

	Translated, the Latin word meant Defender.

	Cade carefully withdrew the sword from the case and held it up in the aisle, turning it slightly to and fro so that the dim lighting of the cabin made the script sparkle and shine.  According to the Code, a knight in the Order was allowed personal ownership of only a few, specific items.  The sword given to them during their investiture ceremony was one of them, a symbol of their fidelity to the Order and their unrelenting dedication to its ideals.  The weapons were supposed to remain undecorated, chaste if you will, just as the knight who carries them pledges to do the same.  Enhancing the weapon in any way after it is awarded was cause for a variety of punishments, for doing so was considered a sin of pride.

Cade wasn't concerned with his sin.  Or his pride, for that matter.

He had ignored this rule, just as he had ignored more than a handful of others over the last several years when the success of his missions required it.  On the day after the ceremony, he had secretly commissioned a silversmith to help him add a second word to the same exact location on the opposite side of the blade from the first.  

Now, as he turned the weapon over, he smiled grimly at what he had written there.

Ulciscor.

	Vengeance.

That word represented the driving reason behind Cade's daily existence and the true reason for his membership in the Templar Order.

	He gently replaced the sword back into its case, this time with the opposite side facing upward.  Tugging the thin, cotton glove off his right hand, he traced the Latin word with the tip of his index finger.  He could barely feel the inscription through his skin, but his Talent sent the raw emotion locked in it back to him with the force of a thunderbolt.  For several long moments, he reveled in the flow as all that rage, determination, and utter hatred for the Adversary washed over him like the torrent of a raging river.  Just as he had on the day he had awakened in the hospital five years before, he vowed once more to find the Adversary and make it pay for the loss of his wife and for all that it had stolen from them.

His encounter with that supernatural entity had left him with a scarred face, hands, and soul.  It had also left him with several unique abilities, something he was certain the Adversary had never intended.  The first, what he liked to call his Talent, was more properly known as psychometry.  When a person handles an inanimate object they leave traces of their passing on it, a psychic residue so to speak, as the emotions and thoughts passing through the individual's mind are left on the surface of the object.  With just a simple touch, Cade could read those impressions and know something about those who had handled the object before him.  The ability had a dark side too, however, for it denied him even the most casual physical contact with another person.  Touching someone was far worse than touching an object, for an object held only a few, brief glimpses into the individual who last handled it while a person had all of their pain and emotion locked inside them.  Even a casual brush against another person overwhelmed Cade with a sudden influx of foreign thoughts and emotions.  He suspected continual contact could even result in a loss of his own identity, as his psyche was overwhelmed by another's, though he had never tested his theory.  Because of the danger of such contact, Cade was forced to wear thin cotton gloves at all times when he was out of the safety of his own home, preventing his Talent from activating.

His other ability, less troublesome from a practical sense but more disturbing emotionally, he called his Sight.  Where the Adversary had touched Cade's face, nothing but scar tissue now remained.  His eye was destroyed on contact; the skin around it melted and cauterized in seconds, leaving so much scar tissue that removing the damaged orb and being fitted with a prosthetic would have been impossible without extensive surgery, something he had decided long ago that he had no intention of enduring.

In spite of the damage, or perhaps because of it, Cade could now see into the realm of the dead.  He could see all manner of ghosts and supernatural beings.  Not just when they wanted to be seen, which contrary to popular belief isn't very often, but any time he wanted to see them.  Cade had learned that there was another layer of reality superimposed upon our own, a place he had come to simply call the Beyond.  It was within this realm that the dead normally resided, cut off from humanity by the smallest of margins.  The Beyond is almost a mirror image of this world, but fashioned out of emotion instead of material substance.  The stronger the emotions, the better.  It is emotion that allows a shade to exist, to hang around some aspect of their former lives that were particularly important to them.  To haunt those places, if you will.  Just as an accident victim will wander that lonely stretch of highway where they lost control of their vehicle, so will a murder victim revisit the scene of the crime.  The shade of an adult might even return to the home they knew as a child, if such a place held a strong emotional attachment for them.  When a person sees a ghost firsthand, it is nothing more than a fleeting glimpse into this aspect of reality.

Cade had also learned that having the ability to see into the Beyond had its share of dangers, though.  Ghosts and other supernatural beings hunger for the attention of the living the way a heroin junkie hungers for a fix.  They quickly take notice when the living suddenly drop into their world.  Cade had been hounded by all manner of phantoms when he'd spent too long on the other side of the barrier. 

Being on the other side isn't easy, either.  The real world constantly calls out to you, so your concentration is often split between this side and that.  A momentary lack of caution can get you killed in our world.  In the Beyond, the old saying that there are fates worse than death is more than just a saying, it's a reality to live, and die, by.

A mechanical sound vibrated through the aircraft's frame, announcing the lowering of the landing gear, and bringing Cade's attention back to the situation at hand. He replaced his sword in its case and sealed it up before replacing the case on the seat beside him.  Unbuckling his seatbelt, he moved forward into the main cabin.

His men looked up expectantly when he entered.

"Ten minutes to go," Cade told them.  "Get those weapons secured and sealed away.  Once we're on the ground, Riley and I will unload the gear while Olsen goes for the rental car.  I want us loaded and on our way in less then thirty minutes.  If we get lucky, maybe we'll pick up Bishop's trail from there.  Any questions?"

Both men shook their heads.

"Good.  If everything goes smoothly, we'll be back at the commandery by this time tomorrow."

Leaving his men to their tasks, Cade went forward to talk with the pilot and see what arrangements had been made for their landing.



 
*** ***


	They touched down without problem and taxied to the corporate hanger they'd rented for the duration.  While Olsen went to round up the rental car, Cade and Riley began unloading their gear from cargo area at the rear of the aircraft.  There were four large cases in all. Each case was locked up tight and was sealed with the emblem of the Holy See, making them the sovereign territory of the Vatican itself, off limits to all but their intended recipients.  It was the same type of diplomatic protection afforded to the staff members of a foreign nation's embassy and it allowed the Order to move cargo of all types, including firearms, explosives, and supernatural artifacts, about the country with little to no resistance from the authorities.  If the authorities couldn't see what was in the box, they certainly couldn't prevent it from arriving at its destination.

Ten minutes after they had finished unloading, Olsen pulled up next to the aircraft behind the wheel of a black Ford Explorer.  Cade and Riley quickly put the gear into the rear of the vehicle and then climbed inside.  A few moments later the three of them were speeding out of the airport gate.

With Bishop missing, Cade had no choice but to assume that the safe house was compromised.  Instead of going there as originally planned, Cade had Olsen drive around for a while until they found a run-down motel on the outskirts of town.  Cade went inside and got them three adjacent rooms on the ground floor in the back of the motel, where their comings and goings would be mostly unobserved.  Olsen parked the truck in front of the door to the center room and they made short work of unloading the equipment.

Ten minutes later they met in Cade’s room.  

“Any luck contacting Bishop now that we’re on the ground?” Cade asked.

Olsen shook his head. “I tried several times on the standard and the back-up frequencies without any luck.  I also tried calling his throw-away,”  referring to the prepaid cell phone Bishop had purchased to act as an emergency contact number, “ but didn’t get  a reply. If he’s there, he’s not in any condition to respond.” 

Cade nodded; it was pretty much what he’d expected, but it paid to be thorough.


He turned to Riley.  “What do you think?” 

The black sergeant rubbed the crown of his bald head for a moment, before answering.  “Start with the safe house.  Maybe he left us a message of some kind to let us know where he was going.  If we come up empty at that point, I don’t see any choice but to contact Father Martin and see if he knows anything.” 

Martin was their contact at the church, so it made sense to try there if they struck out at the safehouse.  It was figuring out what to do next if they failed to find anything at either location that was worrying him.

Deal with that when the time comes, he told himself.  One thing at a time.

To the others, he said, “Martin might be compromised or even in on this thing from the very beginning, so if we have to hit the church we treat it as hostile territory.  Secure the premises first, then ask our questions.  Agreed?” 

“Agreed.” 

With that, there wasn’t anything left to do but suit up.

Each team member pulled on a set of grey ceramic body armor that had been blessed by the Holy Father himself and displayed the red cross of the Templars prominently across the chest.  In a shoulder holster, each man carried a standard issue HK Mark 23 .45 caliber handgun, complete with a 12 round magazine, a flash suppressor, and laser-targeting device.  A combat knife was either affixed to their belts or in a calf sheath on the outside of their boots.  Two spare magazines were affixed with Velcro to their left wrists.  Their swords, held in tear-resistant nylon sheaths, were slung across their backs, the hilt of the weapon extending just beyond the right shoulder for easy access in the heat of combat.  Lightweight Kevlar tactical helmets with built-in communications gear went on their heads. 

In addition to the pistol, each man carried his choice of personal weapons.  For Riley, it was a Mossberg 590 12 gauge combat shotgun.  He was also the team demolitions expert, so he carried an assortment of plastic explosives and detonators in the chest webbing he wore over his armor as well.  Olsen's weapon of choice was an HK MP5 compact submachine gun, though on occasion he would swap that for a Barrett Light .50 caliber sniper rifle if the situation demanded it.  Bishop had been an expert with all kinds of throwing knives.  Only Cade restricted himself to the use of the pistol. 

He liked to think his other, more esoteric abilities were all he needed.

When they were ready, the three men left the hotel behind and climbed once more into their vehicle.



 
*** ***




The safe house was located in a quiet, residential neighbourhood on the south side of town.  A thick stretch of woods occupied the right hand side of the street, while several older homes occupied the left.  Cade had Olsen drive down the street slowly, occasionally using his high beams to illuminate the house numbers painted on the sides of the mailboxes before moving on again.  To the casual observer, it would look as if the men in the car were looking for a particular address.  In reality, Cade and Riley were using the time to study the target property, noting entry and egress routes and watching for motion behind the darkened windows that faced out onto the street.

After passing the house once and not finding anything obviously amiss, Olsen drove around the block and pull over to the side of the road in the shadows beneath a large oak, where Cade and Riley slipped out of the vehicle.

  The night was dark, the sky above covered with a thick curtain of heavy storm clouds and the rise of the moon still a half hour away.  That would help them in their effort to remain concealed.  Keeping to the shadows, the two men made their way back down the block until they were hidden in the woods directly opposite the front door of the safe house.  Cade clicked his mike twice, giving the signal that they were in position.  A moment later Olsen came back down the street in the Explorer and parked along the curb in front of the house.  He flipped on the interior light and pretended to study a map.

His companions watched the house carefully, looking for any reaction to Olsen' presence, but none came.

So far, so good.

Cade clicked his mike again. 

Upon receiving the signal, Olsen turned off the interior light and exited the vehicle, the map held in his left hand, leaving his right hand, his weapon hand, free.  He walked up the path leading to the front door and rang the doorbell.  The plan called for him to ask for directions to the airport if someone answered the door, while Cade and Riley covered him from the street.  If no one answered, Olsen would signal to the others and they would advance on the house themselves, at which point they would enter the home with the key Bishop had previously sent to them.

Cade watched tensely as Olsen headed up the walk.  This was the dangerous part of the plan; if Olsen was attacked and dragged inside the house before the others could get to him, he would be on his own with his companions locked outside, unable to help. 

Olsen waited a moment after ringing the bell and then, after receiving no answer, rang it again.  When it went unanswered the second time, he stepped off the front steps, checked the street one time to be certain no one unexpected was watching, and then walked around the side of the house, headed for the rear.

Cade and Riley crossed the street and found him waiting at the back door of the house, key in hand.  The two men moved into position and Cade signaled for Olsen to go ahead and open it up.

Inside, the house was dark.  The three of them fanned out and cleared the structure room by room, but found no sign of Bishop.  They returned to the kitchen and with the help of their flashlights checked it over for a note or other communication from their missing teammate.  The refrigerator and shelves were stocked with food and several city maps lay on the coffee table in the living room next to the briefcase containing Bishop's communications equipment, evidence that he had been here, but that was all.  

There were no clues as to what had happened to him.

Or where he was now.

 They were going to have to check out the church.


 
*** ***


	

The St. Margaret Catholic Church occupied a small, half-forgotten lot sandwiched between two abandoned tenements.  It was made of brick that had long lost its newness, coated as it was by the dust and grime of the city.  A small, squat rectory was attached to it by a short covered walkway.  A broken-down chain link fence surrounded the property.  Here and there small piles of wind-blown trash could be seen trapped up against the fence in the light of the now risen moon.

	Cade parked the Explorer along the curb in front of the grounds and the three of them got out.  The streets were quiet, hushed even, as if the buildings around them were holding their breath, waiting to see what these intruders would do in their domain.  Cade could feel the electrical tension that comes from being watched, but couldn't identify were the feeling was coming from.

	They pushed open the gate and made their way over to the church entrance.  Once they drew close, they were able to see that the heavy, oak doors of the sanctuary were left partially open.  Considering the neighborhood, it was a clear sign that all was not right here.

	They entered the church like it was hostile territory.  

Riley shoved open the door and let his companions slip inside before taking up a position behind them.  Stretching out before them was a large central aisle that extended to the altar fifty feet ahead and divided two sets of pews into equal parts, with aisles stretching down the outside of each section against the walls.  On either side of the altar, two small wings formed the horizontal axis of the cross and stretched out of sight.  The building was shaped like a cross and the team had entered at its base.  The interior was semi-dark, lit only by the soft breath of moonlight that was streaming in through the four windows that were evenly spaced along the left hand wall.  The red beams of their laser sights danced about in the semi-darkness like the lights at a rock concert before swiftly coming to rest on the body that had been left lying across the altar at the front of the church.  

Making certain that the building was clear was the first priority, however, and so the body would have to wait.  Without a word, Riley moved to the left-hand aisle and Olsen moved to the right.  Cade waited until they were in position and then gave the hand signal for them to advance simultaneously toward the altar.  This would allow them to provide fire support to each other while at the same time make use of the wooden pews as cover should it prove necessary.  

They made it to the foot of the altar without incident.  Riley and Olsen circled the outer wings without finding anything out of the ordinary before rejoining Cade at the apex of the central aisle.  Only at that point, once they were satisfied that they were alone, did the three of them advance on the body lying on the altar.

The man was dressed in the black casual clothing and white clerical collar of a Catholic priest.  One leg was draped over the front of the altar, the other hung over the side, bent at the knee.  The priest's hands were arranged on his chest with an antique wooden crucifix clasped upright between them. 

If it hadn't been for the condition of his skin and face, you might have almost been able to believe he was sleeping, Cade thought idly.  Of course there was no way you'd ever make that mistake once you'd gotten a close look at what had been done to him.

Had the man spent the last two hundred years baking in the Arizona deserts, he couldn't have looked any more drained of substance than he did now.  The skin of his face was stretched tightly over his skull, as if the flesh beneath had been sucked away, leaving just the thinnest barrier between the air and bone.  A quick glance down at the man's hands let Cade know the condition extended there as well and from that Cade guessed that it extended across his entire body.  The man's eyes were gone, the empty sockets staring at the ceiling far above.  From the position of the man's jaw, it looked like his mouth was frozen open in a silent scream, but the several strips of grey duct tape that were wrapped around his lower face made it difficult to tell for certain.

Olsen was the first to speak.

"Vamps!" he cried, using the common name for something that was in truth far more vicious than the blood-sucking monsters immortalized by Bram Stoker's Dracula.  “I knew it!  I just knew it!  Every time you think you've rooted out the last of them, another batch shows up in their place."

"Ch'iang shih," Cade corrected softly, using the proper name for the Chinese creatures, but he agreed with the general sentiment.  If the blood cult they had supposedly been called in to investigate actually turned out to be a pack of Ch'iang Shih, he and his team were in for a nasty fight in the not so distant future.  

While his team had never had to face this particular supernatural menace, he had been thoroughly briefed in the past.  He did his best now to recall what he had been told.

Also known as the Gui Ren, or Demon People, they were some of the fiercest supernatural creatures ever encountered by the Templars.  They had their origins in China and were routinely seen throughout Central and Southeast Asia, but they had rarely been encountered here in the States.  According to Asian tradition, they are formed when an individual has an outstanding karmic debt that must be paid, a debt so enormous that it prevents the soul from moving onward through the Great Cycle and forces the body to rise again from death.  More often than not, the higher, rational aspect of the soul, the Hun, becomes dormant, leaving the P'o, or the lower, bestial aspect of the soul, in control of the resurrected creature.  Neither truly living nor dead, the Ch'iang shih are creatures without Chi, the essence of life, and therefore must constantly steal it from the living in order to sustain their existence while they seek to redeem their debt and rejoin the Great Cycle.  

The drained, lifeless husk that is left behind after such a theft had become the Ch'iang shih's signature the world over.  No other creature left such evidence of its passing in their wake, making them easily identifiable for hunters like Cade's team.

Identifying them was the easy part.

Finding and defeating them was another matter entirely.

Leaving Olsen on guard, Riley and Cade did a more thorough search of the church, looking for anything that might indicate what had happened to the missing advance team, Bishop, or the church staff.

After an hour of searching, they came up empty-handed.

Which left the body itself and the need for more drastic measures.

Cade bent over and examined the corpse on the altar before him.  The priest had clearly been middle-aged; his thinning gray hair and liver spotted skin gave evidence to that.  A close look at the shrunken flesh of the right side of his face revealed a large bruise.  The black cloth of his shirt and pants was ripped and tattered in certain places, mainly about the arms and lower legs.

Cade removed his gloves and placed them in his pocket.  He checked to be certain his men had control of the situation, receiving a nod of confirmation from each of them, and then turned back to face the altar.

It was time to go to work.

There was no way Cade was going to use his Talent on the body itself.  The priest had no doubt suffered greatly at the hands of the Ch'iang shih and Cade had no desire to relive any of that experience, not like that.  Instead, he was going to take a reading from the surface of the altar itself, in the hopes that it would filter enough of the horror out of the encounter to allow him to understand just what had happened here.

Cade took a deep breath, mentally preparing himself for the task ahead.  Using his Talent was never easy.  It physically drained him of energy at an alarming rate, leaving him weak and disoriented for several long minutes afterward.  The need to constantly guard against being overwhelmed by another's thoughts and emotions made it mentally demanding as well.  Staying immersed too long in the flow made it difficult for him to regain his own identity, and though he had never tested the theory for obvious reasons, Cade believed that his physical form could be affected by what he was seeing through his Gift as well.

When he was ready, he reached out and laid his palms flat on the altar's surface.

Hands.

Hands carrying him, perversely caressing him, while others seize hold of his arms and legs and haul him bodily into the air.

Our Father, who art in heaven…

Movement, the whisper of bodies parting to get out of the way, a low murmuring of anticipation filling the air.

He’s dropped onto a hard surface (the altar?) and his limbs are pulled out and away from his body, his captors’ claws clicking against each other as they expose the skin of his wrists and legs.

Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with me…

The cloying scent of rancid meat hangs in the air.

More hands seize his face, forcing his jaws open, the taste of something metallic as an object is shoved into his mouth while gnarled fingers snatch at his tongue.

Pain, terrible pain, as his blood flows freely, filling his mouth…

With a sudden cry Cade snatched his hands away from the altar top, the coppery taste of phantom blood sharp in his mouth.  His turned his head and spat on the carpet to clear it.

When he looked up, Riley and Olsen were staring at him expectantly.

"Vamps, all right," he told them, as he pulled his gloves back on. “A lot of them.  And they left us a calling card."  Cade reached out, held the corpse across the forehead with one hand and, with the other, yanked the pieces of duct tape off the corpse's mouth.  The man's mouth remained locked open, so Cade peered inside and then reached in with two fingers to draw something out.

Cade held the object out for the other men to see. 

It was a gold signet ring set with a ruby stone in the shape of a cross.  It was identical to the ring that each team member wore on their right hands, the same rings they were given on the night of their initiation into the Order.  On the reverse side, directly beneath the stone, were the initials JKB.

"Bishop's ring," Cade said.

Riley swore.

Cade handed the ring to him, removed the glove on his right hand and then extended that hand back toward his team-mate again.

"You sure you want to do that, boss?" Riley asked.

Cade nodded.  “We don't have any other choice.  They obviously want us to know they have Bishop.  The ring might be able to tell us if he is still alive, and if he is, where they might be keeping him."

Shaking his head in resignation, Riley gently dropped the ring into his team-mate's open palm.

This time, Cade's Talent was a bit more generous.

Pain.

A deep, throbbing pain that pulsed in his left side, right where the vamps had slashed him with his own weapon. He knew he was still bleeding; the wet trickle that marched down his ribcage and under the waistband of his pants clearly told that story. His right wrist hurt as well, where two of the vamps had locked their vile mouths on his flesh before their leader had stopped them from draining him dry.

He was bone-weary, evidence that the two junior vamps had taken a fair amount of life force from him before the stronger one had intervened. Still, he was alive, and while he was he had no doubt that his team would make an effort to rescue him.

Which meant he had to stay that way until they could get to him.

He knew he was in the warehouse district; he’d seen as much when they'd grabbed him at the church. While he’d been unable to determine the exact location of the building to which they had brought him, he had been able to catch a glimpse of the sign out front. "Markhams Slaught.." was all he’d been able to see before they’d dragged him inside.

A quick search of a phone book was all Cade and the others needed after that.

Markhams Slaughterhouse was located on South 52nd Avenue, near the intersection with Grand.  Olsen went out to the car and returned with his computer equipment.  Using coordinates from a GPS device and some mapping software, he quickly pinpointed the exact location of the warehouse in relation to their current position.  It was less than fifteen minutes away.

Neither Jones nor Riley were surprised when Cade suggested they head directly for the warehouse.  The fact that Cade had “read“ anything at all off of Bishop's ring meant that he had been wearing it sometime in the last forty-eight hours, for this was how long any given object could retain the psychic impressions imprinted on it.  While forty-eight hours was a long time to be trapped in the hands of the Ch’iang shih, the possibility remained that their team-mate was still alive.

They couldn’t take the chance and leave him to the vamps mercy.

They had to try to get him out, as he had known they would.

Cade had no intention of going into a nest of vamps without someone knowing what had happened to them, however.  Using Bishop’s computer equipment, he sent a coded email directly to the Preceptor, informing him of everything that had occurred so far and letting him know what they planned to do next.  If they did not return, at least the Order would have the information amassed to date and could plan an appropriate response to the situation.

Cade had every intention of surviving, but it never hurt to be prepared.


 
*** ***



The warehouse seemed to be deserted.

Cade and his fellow knights stood just inside the entrance, their weapons held ready for use.  The cavernous interior of the warehouse stretched away before them, illuminated by a series of old arc lights strung across the ceiling.  A few piles of discarded crates and equipment lay in the far corners of the room.

One of the lights shone down directly on the bruised and bloody face of a man whose slumped body was tied to a support pole halfway across the room.

Bishop.

Cade looked carefully around the interior of the warehouse, searching for any sign of movement either in the shadows that lined the walls or among the rafters and catwalks that stretched high overhead.

Nothing moved.

With Jones and Bishop ready to provide covering fire, the three men cautiously made their way across to their fallen companion.   While the others stood guard, Cade knelt down beside the pole and gently touched Bishop’s face.  The man’s skin was icy cold.

They had gotten here too late.

Keeping one arm around his team-mate’s body, Cade leaned around the back of the pole and cut through the cords that bound the body to it with his knife.  With its support suddenly released, Bishop’s corpse slumped against him.   Cade gently eased Bishop onto his back on the floor. 

Just to be certain, Cade leaned in close and listened for a heartbeat.

All he heard was silence.

Cade raised his head and looked down at his team-mate’s dead face, burning it into his memory, another victim he would now have to avenge.

Bishop’s eyes suddenly popped open.

His gaze met Cade’s confused one and a wicked grin scurried across his lips.

"Sorry, boss," he said, without a touch of remorse, and his hand whipped around toward his former leader, a razor sharp set of talons extending from his fingertips and seeking Cade’s face.

At that exact moment, most likely the result of some undisclosed prearranged signal, the rafters suddenly vomited a scurrying, seething horde of ravenous creatures that descended the walls with spider-like grace and came rushing across the warehouse floor toward Olsen and Riley.

"It’s a trap!" Cade yelled, throwing himself away from Bishop and out of reach of those deadly claws.

His warning was unnecessary, however, for Olsen had already caught sight of the swarming horde.  Without hesitation the Templar opened fire with his MP 5, pouring 800 rounds per minute into his foes.  Riley followed suit, his combat Mossberg booming in the echoing confines of the warehouse in sharp contrast to the buzz of Olsen’ weapon.

Cade rolled away from his opponent and came up in a crouch, his pistol held securely in his right hand.  He could see that Bishop had already risen to his feet and was snarling in rage at having missed his target.

As his enemy came charging toward him, Cade triggered his Sight.

In the Beyond, the warehouse was a darker, more ominous place, full of the shadows of pain and suffering caused by the slave-driving mentality of its owners.  Here, the true nature of the team’s attackers also revealed themselves, as their thirst for the team’s life force was an almost physical presence pulsing out from them in waves of need and desire.  

There was no mistaking the fact that the warehouse was full of very hungry Ch’iang shih.

Nor was there any doubt as to what had happened to Bishop.

Cade calmly noted his former team-mates’ altered condition - his savage hunger, his unholy rage, and his dual existence in both the real world and in the Beyond  - and then he was out of time.  As his formed team-mate rushed in to savage him, Cade fired point blank into the man’s face.

Bishop went down, hard, with a bullet hole just beneath his right eye.

In the fifteen seconds it had taken Cade to dispense with Bishop, Olsen and Riley had littered the warehouse floor with vamp bodies.  The staccato stutter of Olsen’ weapon was interspersed with the booming tones of Riley', but still more of the creatures swarmed off the rafters high above and charged toward them.  Worse yet, many of those who had gone down were now starting to get back up.

While Bram Stokers’ fictitious creations had access to regenerative powers, the Chaing ’shih did not.  Yet such powers were not really necessary, for their bodies were really nothing more than animated corpses give new life by the hunger and desire of their souls.  As such, bullets, even high powered ones from a weapon like Olsen’ MP5, did little to actually stop them.  Those Chaing ’shih who had gone down under the Templars’ onslaught did so more from the sheer velocity of the striking ammunition than from any physical harm the bullet might have caused them.  A bullet hole to the chest was of little concern for an undead creature and was nothing more than a few moments worth of inconvenience as they were knocked off their feet.

Cade quickly took in the situation.  “Go for their legs, “ he yelled to the others.  When it appeared they did not hear him, he stepped up between them and directed his own fire at the legs of his opponents.  It only took a moment before his companions caught on to what he was doing and followed suit.

The warehouse was filled with a cacophony of sound; the bark of Cade’s handgun, the booming sound of Billing’s shotgun, the shrieks and wails of the Chaing ’shih as they were cut down in mid-step by the precision shots of the knights.  Conversation between Cade and his men was next to hopeless.  It was only the steady training and discipline that Cade enforced on his team that allowed them to operate as a cohesive unit even in the face of such an overwhelming assault.  As one man’s weapon would run dry, the others would step up their volume of firepower, allowing him to reload and rejoin the fray.

Soon, however, their supply of ammunition began to dwindle and then disappeared altogether.

As one, the knights dropped their weapons and drew their swords.  The vamps closed in, anticipating an easier time of things now, only to discover that the knights’ still had plenty of bite left to them.

In the face of the savagery of the knights’ defense, the vamps retreated to the darkness among the machinery in the far corner of the warehouse.  Those wounded that could walk followed suit, while still others, unable to walk due to shattered legs and kneecaps, used their arms to drag themselves along the floor in pursuit.

The three knights took a moment to catch their breath.

"Bishop’s gone," Jones said matter-of-factly as he kicked a still twitching forearm away from his boots.

Having already written off his former teammate, Cade glanced over to his right where he had left Bishop’s body before joining the fray.  That section of floor space was empty.  Jones was right; Bishop was gone.  But had he gotten up of his own accord or been dragged away by his comrades? 

Before Cade could ponder the question further, the vamps attacked again.  

This time they came drifting in and out of the Beyond, so that Jones and Riley were mostly unable to see them coming.  Nothing more than an occasional whisper of movement was visible as the vamps streaked in toward them at inhuman speed, flickers of motion they caught out of the corner of their eyes and desperately tried to counter. 

The vamps had not counted on the changes the Adversary had wrought in Cade, however.

Cade’s Sight showed the vamps clearly, even when they stepped fully across the barrier into the Beyond where they believed they were safe. As the vamps closed in, Cade kept up a constant stream of information, calling out commands to his men, telling them where and when to strike. He danced in and out of the battle like a whirling dervish, his sword flashing in the light, striking his foes with savage grace.

But his fierceness was not enough.  By the time the vamps retreated for a second time, all three of the knights were bleeding from multiple wounds and their energy was getting dangerously low.  They would not be able to hold the vamps off for much longer.

Across the floor the knights could see the vamps gathering together again, preparing for another assault.  They must have abandoned their previous tactic, for they were clearly visible to all three of the Templars.  

Grimly, the knights waited for the onslaught.

Much to their surprise, it did not come.

At least, not yet.

The milling group of Ch’iang shih suddenly parted ranks and an Oriental woman of extreme beauty stepped to the front of the group.  She was dressed in a traditional Chinese gown of flowing green silk that matched the emerald hue of her eyes.  Her midnight black hair flowed loosely across her shoulders and down her back where it hung almost to the floor behind her.  One hand held a Chinese war fan across her upper face and even from across the warehouse Cade could see the gold lacquer that covered nails several inches in length.

Behind her, like a faithful servant, came Bishop.

His face bore the evidence of Cade’s marksmanship; a large swatch of flesh and bone had been torn away just below his right eye.  It did nothing to dim the unholy light in his eyes, however, and only served to increase the hatred in his heart for the living knights standing before him.

The woman spoke up in a voice like a softly lilting breeze.  “Why have you come here?" she asked.

Cade ignored the question and gave the standard Templar response when encountering a supernatural being.  “Your kind is not welcome in this place.  You are an insult to the Lord.  Renounce your evil ways and let the Order send you to the rest you deserve."

In a voice pitched so low that only his fellow knights could hear him, Jones said, “You get better at that line all the time, boss."

Riley laughed at the remark.  “He does, doesn’t he?  Sure has a way with women, too," the knight joked.

Cade ignored them, though their quiet humor in the face of almost certain death made him proud.  He had trained them well.  He did not expect the Ch’iang shih princess to accept his offer, but the demands of the Code required that he offer such succor to any supernatural creature he encountered.  It was a throwback to the days before the Inquisition, when the Order would offer surrender to all their foes before resorting to force.  Personally, he thought it to be complete foolishness, but he had taken a vow to follow the Code and where it did not conflict with his own personal mission of vengeance he strove to do so.

At this point it served to gain him a few more precious seconds to try and figure a way out of their current predicament.

Cade had no doubt that many a foolish young man had fallen for the woman’s innocent facade but the sudden guttural bark of laughter that escaped from her near perfect lips revealed the animal hidden beneath that glamorous form. Her razor sharp teeth flashed into a smile.

"You are as arrogant as the commander of the last team that invaded my territory."  Indicating Bishop with a disdainful wave of her hand, she said, “Like this one here, I will make you into my personal lap dog for your audacity."

Cade smiled and all the hatred he’d harbored for years against the agents of the darkness spilled forth from his gaze.  Raising his weapon in front of him, he said, “I think you’ll find me more difficult prey than my lieutenant.  But feel free to give it your best shot.  At the very least, it should make for an exciting end to a fun evening."

The Ch’iang shih leader snarled, spittle dropping from her lips.  With a wave of her war fan she gave the signal for her troops to attack.

Cade and his men braced themselves for the onslaught, knowing that they had very little chance of surviving.  

The Ch’iang shih dashed forward, their shrieks of rage filling the confines of the warehouse.

Before they had crossed even a quarter of the distance to their prey, however, the warehouse was suddenly filled with the booming thunder of several dozen firearms and the front ranks of the ravenous creatures were cut apart like confetti.  

Cade glanced behind him, the direction from which the firepower was still continuing.

	High above, on one of the catwalks that crisscrossed the building, stood the members of a second Templar assault squad.  They lay down a blistering wave of covering fire over the heads of Cade’s group as other members of their team began flinging hand grenades into the seething mass of oncoming vamps.

	Pure chaos ensued.

	Under such overwhelming firepower the Ch’iang shih stood very little chance of surviving.  From his position on the opposite side of the warehouse, Cade watched the vamp leader scornfully turn her back on her followers and disappear back into the darkness.

	With a last angry glance at his former leader, Bishop followed suit.

	The knights and their unexpected allies made short work of the remaining vamps after that.  

	When it was over, the rescue squad commander, Davis of Charlie Team, walked over to where Cade knelt on the floor tending to an angry-looking but otherwise shallow wound on Jones’ back.

	“Why is it that Echo always gets the fun assignments?" he asked, jokingly. 

	“You call this fun?" Cade asked. “I think its time you got your head examined, Davis."

	“Nah," the other man said, slapping Cade on the back in a wordless show of support for what he and his men had just been through. “I already know I’m nuts. I don’t need some shrink to confirm it for me."

	Cade dutifully laughed and shook Davis’ hand.  Charlie Team had pulled their ass out of the fire tonight and Cade was thankful for it. He just didn’t understand how it had happened.

	When asked, Davis just shrugged.  “Maybe the big man upstairs was watching out for ya," he said and winked.  With another slap on the back he wandered off to direct the clean up efforts, leaving Cade to tend to his wounded teammates.

	“That bitch got away, boss," Riley said, referring to the Ch’iang shih leader, then winced as Cade pulled the bandages around his injured ribs too tight.

	“Bishop, too," Jones added from where he was seated nearby.

	Cade nodded.  “I know.  We’ll deal with them both at another time.  For now, let’s just get you two out of here and back to the commandery.  We’ll debrief there."  

Gathering their gear, the three men limped over to the warehouse entrance, now standing wide open to admit the Templar clean up crews that were already mobilizing to wipe any trace of the Ch’iang shih presence from the warehouse.  The team slipped across the street to where they had left their vehicle in an adjacent lot.

	After he’d gotten his men settled, Cade turned and gave the warehouse one last look. 

	He knew that it would not be the last time they would be hearing from the charismatic vamp leader or from the former Templar who now walked at her side.  The Order had encountered another enemy today, one to add to the every-growing list of evils that would have to be dealt with before long.  

	But that could wait for another day.

	For now, it was time to take his team home.
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PROLOGUE

 Niall O’Connor watched those around him intently.  It was early evening, and the Vienna streets were still crowded, which could make spotting a tail difficult.  He was a veteran of this kind of operation, however, and so he took his time, carefully examining his surroundings.  When he was certain he hadn’t been followed from the museum, he stepped into the phone booth on the corner and shut the Plexiglas door behind him.  Ignoring the mounted public telephone, he removed a satellite phone from his pocket and dialed an overseas number from memory.

 The phone rang several times before it was picked up.  O’Connor could sense someone’s presence at the other end, could hear the sound of breathing, but nothing was said, not even hello.

 Into that silence, O’Connor said, “It’s done.”

 “And?”  The voice was deep and liquid, like water running over gravel.

 “The Hofberg object is a fake.”

 Another long moment of silence. Then, “And the other?”

 O’Connor thought back to the long hours he’d spent in the Vatican Basilica; the endless lines, the quiet hope of the faithful, the majestic beauty of the cathedral itself.  He’d walked beneath Michelangelo’s Dome and examined the pilasters, the four square columns that supported it, paying particular attention to the great statues of the saints - Andrew, Helena, Veronica, and Longinus - that rested in niches within them.

 There was power in the cathedral, great power.  He’d sensed its ebb and flow as it reacted to the faith of those inside; in some fashion almost every object within the building had glowed with traces of it.  Even the statue of St. Peter, its right foot worn smooth after generations of caresses by the faithful, had glistened with the faintest of auras though it wasn’t known to be anything more than an ordinary sculpture.

 The greatest concentration of power had clearly been beneath the Dome.  Three of the four statues that he’d examined had blazed with it, a result of the True Relics each of them contained, relics that were easily discernible to a man of his particular talents.

 But the statue of Saint Longinus, the one supposedly containing the remnant of the Holy Lance, had not.  It was barren, bereft of the same spark of Divinity that so encased the other statutes and their contents.

 “That’s a fake, too,” he said.

 “You’re certain?”

 “Yes.  I’d stake my reputation on it.”

 “Very well.  Return to us, and we will begin the next phase of the operation.”

 “As you wish.”

 O’Connor closed his satellite phone, put it back in his pocket, and stepped out of the phone booth.  Night had come, the Vienna air grown cold and still.  He pulled the collar of his greatcoat closer about his neck, glancing around again as he did so.  When he was satisfied that he was still alone, he walked to the end of the street, gazing in contempt at the closed iron gates of the Hofberg palace as he passed.  Reaching the intersection, he paused for a moment to light a cigarette, waiting for the traffic signal to change.  When it had, he stepped out into the street, confident in the performance of his mission and already dreaming of the ways in which he would spend his exorbitant fee.

 The smile of expectation still on his face, he didn’t see the city bus surge through the intersection against the light, didn’t see the wide front grill bearing down on him until it was far too late.

 O’Connor’s body bounced off the unyielding surface of the speeding vehicle, flipped high into the air and came crashing back down several yards away.  From where he lay broken and twisted in the gutter, his dead eyes stared through the windshield of the vehicle at the empty driver’s seat.

 Across the Atlantic, in a darkened room, a grey hand reached out in the half-light and finally replaced the phone, severing the connection.

 





CHAPTER ONE

 As the SUV turned in through the torn and twisted wrought-iron gates that had once guarded the entrance to the estate, Knight Sergeant Sean Duncan looked out the window at the destruction around him and knew the rumors were true.

 The devil had indeed come to Connecticut.

 The damaged gates were only the first indication.

 The marble statue of the angel that had stood watch over the entrance to the commandery now rested on its back in the middle of the drive, one wing still stretched wide, the other crumbled into fragments a short distance away.  Its stone eyes gazed unflinchingly at the sky above as if searching for repentance.  In the grass just beyond, a group of knights were laying out the bodies of those who had fallen in defense of the gate, the long rows designed to make it easier for the mortuary team as they sought to identify each corpse.  Duncan crossed himself and said a quick prayer for the dead men’s souls.  Farther on, past the lawn, the still-smoking remains of a Mercedes sat in the cul-de-sac before the manor house, the once-fine leather seats cooked to a crisp and melted across the steel springs beneath.

 He’d seen his share of combat; it came with the job, but he’d never heard of a Templar commandery being attacked directly.  The Holy Order of the Poor Knights of Christ of the Temple of Solomon, or the Knights Templar as they were once commonly known, existed in secret, away from men’s prying eyes. The days when the Order guarded the route to the Holy City had long since passed, the general public was no longer even aware of their existence.  Finding the base should have been difficult, assaulting and overwhelming its defenses nearly impossible.

 But someone had done both.

 According to popular belief, the Templars had been destroyed in the 14th century when the Order was accused of witchcraft and the Pope had burned their Grand Master at the stake for the heresy.  In truth, the Order had gone underground, hiding its wealth, disguising its power and managing to remain a viable independent entity right up through the end of the First World War.  A treaty with Pius XI was followed by a reversal of their excommunication, and the Templars were reborn as a secret military arm of the Vatican.  Their mission: to defend mankind from supernatural threats and enemies.

 There were thousands of members worldwide, organized into local commanderies.  These in turn were gathered into continental territories, each led by a Preceptor.  The Preceptors reported to the Seneschal, who in turn answered to the Order’s Grand Master, the individual who governed the entire order from its Scottish base at Rosslynn Castle.  While the Order was primarily allowed to run itself, it was still an arm of the Vatican.  Over the years the Holy See had appointed three cardinals to interact with the Order’s senior leaders to help guide the group along a path that did not conflict with the Pope’s wishes.

 The commandery in Westport, Connecticut, known as Ravensgate, was one of the largest on the East Coast.  Only the Preceptor’s headquarters in Newport, Rhode Island, dwarfed it.  The grounds consisted of thirty-eight acres of rolling green hills bounded on all sides by woodland, putting their nearest neighbors more than two miles away.  The manor house was enormous; forty seven rooms, from the firing range in the basement to a chapel in the north wing.

 And now it was in ruins.

 The driver pulled to a halt next to the smoldering car, and Duncan stepped cautiously out, his hand on the butt of his weapon.  The smell of scorched leather and gasoline washed over him, though the stench of burning flesh he’d expected was mercifully absent.  As the rest of his protective detail took up position around the vehicle, Duncan continued to assess the scene.  He glanced once more out over the lawn at the work crews and then he turned his attention to the manor house itself.

 The damage here was no less extensive.  The windows had all been blown out; the odd pieces of glass that remained in their frames reflected the rising sun with little flashes of brilliance here and there, but not a single pane remained intact.  The front door was smashed, its splintered pieces still hanging haphazardly in the frame.  Bullet holes pockmarked the entryway and surrounding facade.  There was a three-foot-long crack in the marble steps leading up to the door.  The sight of it made Duncan’s blood run cold.  The amount of force it must have taken…  

 Despite the destruction, there didn’t appear to be any immediate threat, so Duncan passed the signal to the driver in the car behind him.  A moment later the rear door opened, and Joshua Michaels, Preceptor for the North Atlantic Region, stepped out.

 Duncan was the head of the Preceptor’s security detail and ultimately responsible for the man’s safety in much the same fashion that the Secret Service watched over and protected the president of the United States.  He’d held the post for the last three years; the first for Michaels’ predecessor and the last two for Michaels himself.  It was a highly respected position and one that gave Duncan significant insight into whatever current matters the Order was involved in.

 Right now that meant finding out who, or what, had attacked them so viciously.

 The Preceptor had chosen to be on-site for the investigation, and they’d quickly made the trip from Rhode Island.  A temporary command center had been set up inside the manor house, and it was from there that Michaels intended to oversee the activity.

 Duncan took his position at the Preceptor’s side, the rest of the team forming up around them.  As one they mounted the steps and entered the manor house.  Inside they were immediately met by a group of officers, who led them to a room down the hall.  As they walked, one of the local commanders brought the Preceptor up to speed, his low voice the only sound other than the clump of the men’s booted feet.

 A video-conferencing unit had been assembled in the corner of the command center and, upon arrival, Michaels headed directly to it.  A technician activated the link, and a moment later, Cardinal Giovanni’s face filled the screen.

 “What can you tell me, Joshua?” the older man asked.

 “Not much yet, I’m afraid, Your Eminence.  As you know, the commandery was attacked at some point during the night.  Our best guess puts the event in the neighborhood of 3:00 A.M., though we’ll be able to narrow that down some once the mortuary team has had the chance to do its work.

 “The intruders breached the gates, then struck directly at the manor house.  We’ve been unable to determine if they were after anything else aside from the destruction of the commandery, but it’s still early yet.  We should know more as the investigation continues.  The site’s been secured, and the bodies are being tended to.  At this point we’ve yet to find a single survivor.  It’s starting to look like we’re not going to either.  Whoever they were, they were thorough.”

 The cardinal’s response was drowned out as the connection momentarily faltered.  The Preceptor simply went on, wanting to get the worst of it out of the way and on the table quickly.  “Based on what I’ve seen and learned so far, I’m going to hand the investigation over to Knight Commander Williams and his team.”

 The cardinal visibly recoiled from the camera in surprise.  “The Heretic?  Are you certain that’s wise?”

 “I am,” the Preceptor replied.  “He’s absolutely ruthless.  He can’t be bribed, he can’t be tempted, and he won’t stop until he’s discovered who or what is behind this attack.  His men are all combat veterans, with the experience and firepower necessary to deal with anything they might uncover, human or otherwise.  If the situation is as bad as I’m beginning to believe, I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather have leading the investigation.”

 Listening in, Duncan wasn’t so sure he agreed.  While Williams was technically a member of the Order, having gone through the investment ceremony just like every other initiate who petitioned for membership, he and his Echo Team unit operated more like freelance operatives than true Knights of the Order.  Where members of other units were selected and rotated regularly by the regional leaders, Cade handpicked all of his men, and they stayed with the unit until death or injury forced them out.   Where other units answered up the chain of command to the Preceptors, Echo Team reported directly to the Knight Marshal, only two steps removed from the Grand Master himself.  They had a reputation for bending the Rule, the laws by which the Order operated, and of occasionally following their own agenda.  Rumors swirled around Commander Williams like the tide.  He’d been accused of everything from practicing witchcraft to speaking with the dead.  He was both feared and revered, depending upon to whom you were talking.  His nickname, the Heretic, was a result of that fear and the belief among some that he was nothing but a wolf in sheep’s clothing, destined to corrupt the Order from within.  Duncan tended to agree with them.

 But this wasn’t his call to make.

 The cardinal’s expression clearly showed the dissatisfaction he had with the idea, but like a good general he let his people on the ground make the decisions.  Reluctantly, he nodded in agreement.  “Very well.  Keep me informed of your progress.”

 “I will.  Good night and God bless, Your Eminence.”

 With a hand raised in blessing, the other man said good-bye and the television screen went dark.

 Once the connection had been cut, Duncan didn’t hesitate.  “With all due respect, sir, I think you are better off putting one of the other teams on this.  Williams might be more trouble than he’s worth.”

 The Preceptor turned to face him, shaking his head in disagreement.  “I know he can be difficult to work with, Duncan, but it’s his very independence that can benefit us here.   Whoever did this knew not only the location of the commandery, but also how to take it by surprise.  Without, I remind you, a single word of warning escaping to the rest of us.  That takes more than overwhelming force, it takes detailed knowledge of who and what they would be facing.”

 “You believe they had inside knowledge,” Duncan said, giving voice to the suspicion that he’d been harboring ever since he’d heard of the attack.   “You’re bringing in the Heretic because of his lack of political connections then.”

 “Correct, though that’s not my primary reason for using him.  I’m convinced that Echo Team is the right choice for the job.  They’re veterans; they know what they’re doing.  We’re going to need the many years of knowledge and skill that they’ll be bringing to the table.”

 Based on what he’d seen outside, Duncan couldn’t argue with that.

 “Last I’d heard the team was on a two-week leave.  Track down Commander Williams and get him here ASAP.”

 “Yes, sir.”

 As Duncan moved to carry out his orders, he wondered just how bad things were going to get.

 

 



CHAPTER TWO

 Williams was at that moment in an alley in one of Connecticut’s rougher neighborhoods, watching the front of a two-story dwelling just up the street from his position.  The smell of garbage from the Dumpster he was using for cover was heavy in the early-evening air, though Cade had gotten used to the stench.

 “TOC to all units. You have compromise authority and permission to move to Green.  I say again, Green.”  The bone-mike was pressed securely against his lower jaw, the high-tech device carrying his words clearly to the rest of his team though they were spoken in no more than a whisper.

 “Five. . .”

 He pictured the assault group sitting in their specially modified Expeditions half a block away, the breaching rams in their laps.  He knew they were concentrating on the sequence to come; who gets out first, who hits the door first, how to say “drop your gun” in Spanish.

 “Four. . .”

 His thoughts jumped to the sniper teams on the adjacent rooftops, his eyes and ears since this assault began.  He knew their preparations intimately, from the way they slid that first bullet into the breach with their fingertips, needing the reassurance of feeling it seat properly, to the thousands and thousands of rounds they’d fired, learning the way the weapons reacted to heat and wind and weather.

 “Three. . .”

 He knew that his sharpshooters were aligning their bodies with the recoil path of their weapons, pressing their hips against the ground, and spreading their knees shoulder width apart for stability.  He knew what it was like to stare through a Unertl ten-power scope at the target, watching, waiting for the moment.  He’d been there himself, too many times to count.

 “Two. . .”

 Discipline was the name of the game, and in Cade’s unit, it was the only game being played.  The stakes were too high, the consequences too horrible for it to be anything but deadly serious.

 “One. . .”

 His men took out the two guards standing near the front door from 250 yards away, the impact of their .308 caliber rounds knocking the targets backward into the tall grass on either side of the front stoop with barely a sound.  As the bodies hit the ground the Expeditions slammed to a halt out front, the rest of Echo Team swarming the house.  The front and back doors fell victim to the breaching rams, flash-bangs quickly following, then Cade’s men were inside.  Brief, sporadic gunfire reached his ears, then silence.

 Cade held his breath.

 “Echo-1 to TOC.  Structure is clear.  Objective is secured.”

 “Coming in,” Cade replied.  He would have preferred his usual position on one of the entry teams.  He was the type of commander who led by example, not from the sidelines, and staying behind as tactical operations command had been a test of his patience; but his concern over their target’s ability to detect his presence had won out over his need to be involved in the action.  The need for stealth was over.  Signaling Riley, his second-in-command, Cade emerged from cover and strode briskly forward.

 He swept up the steps and entered the house, ignoring the snipers’ victims lying in the uncut grass on either side of the porch.  As he moved swiftly through the lower floor he passed four other bodies, all young Hispanic males, each lying in a rapidly expanding pool of blood.  He had no sympathy for their wasted lives; they were on the wrong side of this conflict, and the unflinching hand of righteousness had finally caught up with them.  If anything, he was simply pleased that there were four fewer gangbangers on the city streets.  It was the man that his team held captive in the kitchen that truly mattered to Cade.  Everything and everyone else beyond that was just a means to an end.

 Juan Alvarez was seated in the middle of the room in an old chair, his arms pulled back between the steel posts supporting the seat back and his hands secured together with a set of nylon flex cuffs.  Wilson and Ortega stood a few feet to either side of the prisoner, their HK MP5s at the ready and aimed in his direction.

 His pistol still in hand but pointed at the floor, Cade crossed the room to stand in front of the prisoner.  Alvarez looked as if he had just been roused from sleep; his normally slicked-back hair was in disarray, and all he was wearing was a pair of hastily donned jeans.  His usual air of smug superiority was still in place, however.

 Cade fully intended to change that.

 Alvarez had been under surveillance by Echo Team for the last three weeks.  During that time it quickly became clear that the Bridgeport police were correct in their suspicions; Alvarez was indeed the primary conduit for the movement of heroin through Connecticut and into the rest of New England.

 Cade didn’t care about the drugs.

 He wanted Alvarez for a far more personal reason, and he wasted no time getting to the point.

 “Where is he?” Cade asked.

 The prisoner gave him a look of disdain, and a stream of rapid-fire Spanish poured forth from his mouth.  Cade understood enough to know that it was more a commentary on his mother’s background than an answer to his question.

 Shaking his head in resignation, Cade nodded to Riley.

 The larger man stepped forward and gripped the back of the prisoner’s chair, holding it tightly.

 Cade moved closer, placed the barrel of his pistol against the prisoner’s left kneecap, and, without another word, pulled the trigger.

 Blood flew.

 Alvarez screamed.

 Riley held the chair firmly in place against the man’s struggles.

 Cade waited patiently until the screaming stopped.  Then, softly, he said, “I don’t have time for this.  I asked you a question.  I want an answer.  Where is the Adversary?”

 This time, the answer was in English.

 “Drop dead, asshole.  I don’t know who you’re talkin’ about.”

 Expressionless, Cade shot him in the other leg, shattering the man’s right kneecap.

 Alvarez writhed in agony, his muscles straining against the pain.  Riley’s arms tensed, but that was the only outward sign of the increased effort he exerted to hold the prisoner securely in place.

 Over the wounded man’s cries, Cade shouted, “Tell me where he is!”

 The prisoner lapsed back into Spanish, cursing his interrogator vehemently; but he did not acknowledge Cade’s demand.  His blood flowed down his legs and began to pool on the cracked linoleum beneath his feet.

 Cade snorted in disgust and motioned Riley out of the way. The sergeant lost no time in following orders.

 Cade raised the gun and pointed it at the prisoner’s face.  “Last chance.”

 With that, Alvarez went abruptly still.  His eyes lost focus, as if listening to a voice no one else could hear, and his face went slack.  Out of the corner of his eye Cade caught Riley looking at him quizzically, but he kept his eyes on the prisoner, watching him closely and didn’t respond.

 Without a change in expression, Alvarez began to shake.  His head twisted from side to side erratically as it shuddered atop his neck, darting this way and that like a hyperactive hummingbird.  His mouth opened wide, stretching impossibly far.  It seemed as if he was screaming, but no sound issued forth.  Finally, with a loud pop, his lower jaw dislocated itself.

 Cade calmly watched, his gun unwavering from the target.

 The shaking intensified, the legs of the chair skipping and bumping against the tiles, leaving little skid marks in the blood pooling beneath Alvarez’s feet.  A strange squealing sound came from his throat.  Alvarez’s eyes bulged from their sockets, and blood ran freely from his ears.

 Still, Cade stood and waited.

 It was only when a widening crack appeared in the center of the prisoner’s forehead, a crack that dripped a substance far darker than blood, that Cade reacted.

 With a twitch of his trigger finger, he put a bullet through Alvarez’s skull.

 The prisoner and his chair went over backward to lie still on the blood-stained tiles.

 In the silence that followed, no one moved for several long moments as they waited to be certain the thing that had once been Juan Alvarez was good and truly dead, then Cade gave the signal, and the team went instantly into motion.  One of the men policed the brass from the floor while another checked to be certain no one had left anything behind that might betray their presence in the house.  Thirty seconds later the team was filing out the front door and climbing back into the Expeditions, with Cade and Riley taking open seats in the lead vehicle.

 Less than five minutes after entry the team was on its way, leaving behind seven bodies to lie cooling in the darkness.

 
*** ***


 Later that night.

 He stands alone in the center of the street, in a town that has no name.  He has been here before, more than once, but each time the resolution is different, as if the events about to transpire are ordained by the random chance found in the motion of a giant spinning wheel, a cosmic wheel of fortune, and not by the actions he is about to take or has taken before.

He knows from previous experience that, just a few blocks beyond this one the town suddenly ends, becoming a great plain of nothingness, the landscape an artist’s canvas that stands untouched, unwanted.

 This town has become the center of his universe.

 Around him, the blackened buildings sag in crumbling heaps, testimony to his previous visits.  He wonders what the town will look like a few weeks from now, when the confrontation about to take place has been enacted and re-enacted and reenacted again, until even these ragged shells stand no more.  Will the road, like the buildings, be twisted and torn?

 He does not know.

 He turns his attention back to the present, for even after all this time, he might learn something new that could lead him to his opponent’s true identity.

 The sky is growing dark, though night is still hours away.  Dark grey storm clouds laced with green-and-silver lightning are rolling in from the horizon, like horses running hard to reach the town’s limits before the fated confrontation begins.  The air is heavy with impending rain and the electrical tension of the coming storm.  In the slowly fading afternoon light the shadows around him stretch and move.  He learned early on that they can have a life of their own.

 He avoids them now.

 The sound of booted feet striking the pavement catches his attention, and he knows he has exhausted his time here.  He turns to face the length of the street before him, just in time to see his foe emerge from the crumbled ruins at its end, just as he has emerged each and every time they have encountered one another in this place.  It is as if his enemy is always there, silently waiting with infinite patience for him to make his appearance.

 Pain shoots across his face and through his hands, phantoms of the true sensation that had once coursed through his flesh, from their first meeting in another time and place.  Knowing it will not last, he waits the few seconds for the pain to fade.  Idly, he wonders, not for the first time, if the pain is caused by his foe or by his own recollection of the suffering he once endured at the enemy’s hands.

 He smiles grimly as the pain fades.

 A chill wind suddenly rises, stirring the hairs on the back of his neck, and in that wind, he is certain he can hear the soft, sibilant whispers of a thousand lost souls, each and every one crying out to  him to provide solace and sanctuary.

 The voices act as a physical force, pushing him forward from behind, and before he knows it he is striding urgently down the street.  His hands clench into fists as he is enveloped with the desire to tear his foe limb from limb with his bare hands. So great is his anger that it makes him forget the other weapons at his disposal in this strange half state of reality.

 The Adversary, as he has come to call him in the years since their first, life-altering encounter, simply stands in the middle of the street, waiting.  The Adversary’s features are hidden in the darkness of the hooded cloak that he wears over his form in this place, his mocking laughter echoes clearly off the deserted buildings and carries easily in the silence.

 The insult only adds fuel to Cade’s rage.

 Just as he draws closer, the scene shifts, wavers, the way a mirage will shimmy in the heat rising from the pavement.  For a second it regains its form and in that moment Cade has the opportunity to glimpse the surprise in the other’s face, then everything dissolves around him in a dizzying spiral of shifting patterns and unidentified shapes.

 When the scene solidifies once more, he finds himself standing in a cemetery.  Large, carefully sculpted angels adorn the nearest of the gravestones, with only the word Godspeed carved beneath them.  Older, more decayed stones decorate the other burial plots nearby, but he is not close enough to see the details etched there.

 A sense of urgency grips him in its bony fist.

 It forces him into motion, and he sets off across the lawn, winding in and out between the stones, letting that feeling guide his passage until he sees a small plot set off from the rest by a white picket fence.  In the strange twilight, the rails of the fence gleam with the wetness of freshly revealed bone.  The coppery tang of blood floats on the night air.

 As he moves closer he can see that the earth on the other side of the fence has been freshly disturbed.  A grave lies open, a gaping hole in the peaceful sea of green grass that surrounds it, filled with a darkness deeper than that of the night sky above.  This intrusion of the landscape and of the sanctity of the place draws him closer still, pulling him in toward it the way a fly is coaxed into a spider’s web.

 He stops just short of the small fence and gazes down into the darkness of the grave.

 Unable to see clearly, he places one hand on the fence and leans forward, straining to get a better look.

 Something moves down there, a furtive motion.

 Beneath his hand the fence begins to twist and turn, tumbling him forward toward the darkness of that open grave, just as two eyes gleam hungrily from that inky murk…
 
 Cade awoke in the darkness of his bedroom, his heart pounding and his body slick with cold sweat.  He lay still for a moment, gathering his breath, and reached out for the phone in the second before its shrill ring pierced the silence of the bedroom.

 “I’m on my way,” he said into the receiver, then hung up before the startled novice placing the call could explain the reason for the late-night summons.

 He does not need that information.

 The dream has already told him everything he needs to know.

 

  CONTINUED IN THE HERETIC… 
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