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PROLOGUE

 


 


He stared down at the object at his feet with
the dawning realization that what they had just uncovered could
change the face of the world forever.

Never had he been more exhilarated. Or more
frightened. He knew, too, that he was going to have to decide how
to deal with the discovery in the next few minutes or the news
would spread all over camp faster than a forest fire in the high
Sierras. If that happened, it would be too late.

He and his team had been working along the
shores of the Dead Sea for several months now and the season was
just about over. In another week or two their permits would expire
and, with little to show for all their work, it was doubtful that
he could gain the funding for a return trip the following season.
Never mind the rising violence in the Occupied Territories that
threatened to close the borders permanently.

But now there was this.

He turned to the man crouched next to him.
“Who else knows?”

The other shook his head. “No one. I’ve been
working this end of the trench all day by myself. You’re the first
to see it, other than me.”

Maybe, just maybe, they had a chance
then.

After another moment of deep thought, he
said, “Okay, here’s what we are going to do...”

* * *

Later that night.

His team moved swiftly through the camp and
assembled on the far side. The rest of the area was quiet and no
one seemed to have noticed their passage. With five hours before
sunrise, they should have just enough time to extract the specimen,
wrap it up, and get it loaded on the truck before their companions
discovered what they were up to.

There were five of them. All men he’d known
for years. All men he trusted implicitly. They had sworn the same
oaths as he and so he had little doubt that they would go to the
grave with the secret if it became necessary.

He hoped it would not. He hated to think of
what he’d have to do if they were discovered in the midst of their
activities.

It was difficult work. The specimen wasn’t
too tall, just a hair over seven feet, but the width was twice that
and he was determined to remove it in one piece if at all possible.
It took them almost three hours just to free it from its ancient
resting place. Getting it properly mounted and wrapped took another
two. By the time the sky began to glow pink with the coming
sunrise, they were working furiously to get the now-secured package
loaded up into the back of one of the expedition’s half-ton
trucks.

While the rest of his team had worked through
the night to extract the specimen, he had reached out to his
network and had set other, longer range plans in motion. He’d
secured a site to store the specimen until they could decide what
to do with it and had arranged for others to meet them a few hours
drive north. Smuggling the specimen across the border and out of
the country was going to be difficult, but thankfully he knew more
than a few places where the border guards would look the other way
for the right amount of money. He’d cross that particular bridge
when they came to it. For now, he’d done all he could.

The team said their goodbyes quietly and then
he climbed up beside the driver for the long ride north. The rest
of the expedition’s personnel were just beginning to stir and there
was no time to waste.

As they got underway, it occurred to him that
he had just organized and carried out the biggest theft in the
history of the free world.

And, God help him, it actually felt good.

 



CHAPTER ONE

MIRROR, MIRROR ON THE WALL

 


“You have got to be kidding me!” Sergeant
Sean Duncan stared in disgusted disbelief at the hand-held cosmetic
mirror that his commanding officer, Knight Commander Cade Williams,
had just given to him. “What the heck am I supposed to do with
this?” he asked.

His question was greeted with several raucous
calls from the other men in the ranks, suggestions that he check to
be sure his hair was in place or that he ask it who was the fairest
of them all, which only caused the newest member of the Echo Team
to scowl even deeper than usual.

Cade ignored both the question and its
various replies as he finished handing out the mirrors that his
executive officer, Master Sergeant Matthew Riley, had managed to
procure. Heaven only knew where he’d appropriated them from, here
in the midst of the Longfort Containment Facility, the Order’s most
remote prison complex; Cade was just happy he had. They were
desperately needed for what lay ahead.

When he was done he shot his exec a glance
and the big black sergeant called the rest of the team to
order.

“All right, that’s enough. Pipe down and pay
attention!”

The men were all members of the Holy Order of
the Poor Knights of Christ of the Temple of Solomon, or the Knights
Templar, as they were once more commonly known. Long thought to
have been destroyed in the fourteenth century, the Templars had
emerged from hiding during the desperate days of World War II and
had joined with the very entity that had excommunicated them
en-masse so many centuries before, the Catholic Church. Reborn as a
secret military arm of the Vatican, the Templars were now charged
with defending mankind from the supernatural in all its many
forms.

Williams was in command of the Echo Team, the
most prestigious of the elite strike units fielded by the Templars,
and was as known for his ruthless efficiency as he was for his
unorthodox methods. His command squad was made up of four men;
himself, Master Sergeant Matthew Riley, Sergeant Sean Duncan and
Sergeant Nick Olsen. Riley and Olsen had been with him a long time;
they had seen and heard things that would make the average Templar
soldier sick with fear, but Cade had won them over with his
leadership and his dedication to the cause. They would follow him
anywhere, no questions asked.

Duncan had only been with Echo for a just a
few weeks, having spent several years before that on the
Preceptor’s security detail, but in that time the unit’s strange
and often enigmatic leader had become important to him. Cade had
helped him begin to recognize that his own unique gift was just
that, a gift, rather than a temptation or a curse. And though he
often had difficulty with Cade’s disregard for the Rule, the code
of behavior that every knight was sworn to live by, he had come to
quickly understand that he could learn a lot from the other
man.

Cade waited until he had their undivided
attention and then turned to the smaller man standing rather
uneasily off to one side of the group and said, “Warden, if you
wouldn’t mind?”

“Very good, Knight Commander.” The warden was
a short, stout balding individual who looked more like a banker
from the Midwest than the man in charge of two hundred of the
Order’s most dangerous prisoners. “As you know, Longfort prides
itself on the fact that we’ve never had a major riot or a
successful escape. Since the facility’s construction in 1957, we
have done our utmost to keep the beings you bring to us safely
locked away from the rest of humanity in a place where they can do
no further harm. I say that simply to let you know how unusual and
dangerous our current situation is.”

The warden cleared his throat and then
continued. “I’m afraid our illustrious history caught up with us
last night. Somewhere around eleven pm there was an incident in
Cell Block D. We don’t know what caused it or even exactly what
happened. What we do know is that while a guard was escorting
another prisoner back to cell 26, the door to cell 28 came open
instead and the Eretiku confined there was released into the main
corridor.”

The men were completely silent now, their
attention fixed firmly on the warden.

“Things rapidly went downhill. We lost the
guard and all of the prisoners along that section of the walk
before we even knew we had a problem. When we did realize we had a
breach, we responded the way we are trained to respond. We locked
down the wing and sent in a squad to try and re-secure the
prisoners that had escaped.”

The warden looked out at them and every
single soldier in the room could see the regret so plain on his
face. “It was exactly the wrong thing to do. We lost the entire
squad, never mind a good portion of the prisoners, before we
understood just what it was we were dealing with. When we did, we
pulled out, sealed off that section of the complex, and called for
help.”

Cade took over from there. “We’ve been
ordered to secure the cell block and have been given authorization
to put down the Eretiku and any of the other prisoners that we feel
necessary in order to carry out that order. I don’t need to remind
any of you just how difficult this is going to be; Delta lost five
men during the initial capture and they were better equipped than
we are right now. But we don’t dare delay any longer while waiting
for the right equipment to be flown in because if that thing in
there finds a way out of the complex we’ll have a much bigger
problem on our hands.”

He picked up two stacks of photographs from
the table beside him and handed one of them to Riley, who in turn
made certain each member of the team received a copy.

“This is what you will be facing,” said
Cade.

The photo showed an elderly woman in dark
clothes and a shawl, her face turned mostly away from the
camera.

Several of the men looked up at Cade, to see
if he was joking. He most assuredly was not.

“And here is a picture of a guard who was
unlucky enough to meet her gaze during the incident last
night.”

Riley passed the second stack of photos
around. This one showed a man in a hospital bed who appeared to be
at the end of a long illness. His cheeks were sunken and hollow,
his skin ghostly pale. Large red weeping sores could be seen across
the exposed skin of his face, neck and hands and it was clear that
they extended beneath his clothing as well. His hair had mostly
fallen out; what was left was thin and lifeless.

“You’re looking at Private Jason Polnick, age
28. Yesterday he was perfectly healthy.” Cade paused, and then
said, “They don’t expect him to live out the night.”

He looked them over, making certain that they
understood the implications of what he was suggesting. “Some of you
might not be familiar with the Eretiku. The name itself is Russian
and it refers to a woman who has sold her soul to the Devil and
returns after death from the grave to prey on the life-force of the
living. Don’t let the old crone appearance fool you. She’s
incredibly fast, incredibly strong, and meeting her gaze infects
you with a wasting sickness that makes Ebola look like the common
cold. She also has the unique ability to fool your eyes into
thinking she isn’t there. Hence the mirrors. They’ll protect you
from her gaze and let you see her at the same time.”

Cade moved over to a wall, where a map of the
complex had been tacked up. It resembled nothing more than six
pointed starfish, with each cell block arcing out like arms from
the central hub. “We’ll station half of you here,” pointing to the
thick set of blast doors that cut the cell block off from the
central hub. “A second group will be here.” The blast doors he
pointed to this time were deeper down the block corridor and cut
off the cells themselves from the guard’s section.

“Olsen and Callavecchio, you’re with me.
You’re the best I’ve got, shot-wise, and we’re going to need
everything we can bring to the table in that department because
we’ll be shooting at a target we can only see in a three-inch
mirror.”

The two men nodded, but didn’t say
anything.

Cade looked over at Riley. “Once we’re inside
the doors, the first thing we’ll do is plant some demo charges
along the walls, rigged to a set of controls that we’ll leave with
you. If things go badly for us, and you suspect that thing will
find a way out, don’t hesitate to blow the place. We can always
rebuild but we can’t afford to let that thing loose.”

“Roger that,” said Riley, but it was clear
that he wasn’t exactly thrilled with the order.

Cade turned back to the others. “We do this
by the numbers, people, by the numbers. Watch your backs, keep your
eyes open, and make absolutely certain you don’t look this thing in
the eyes. Any questions?”

There weren’t any.

“All right then, let’s suit up.”

 



CHAPTER TWO

WITCHY WOMAN

 


As quietly as possible, Commander Williams,
Sergeant Olsen, and Private Callavecchio slipped through the blast
doors and into the corridor leading to the cell block proper. All
of them were dressed in jumpsuits of black flame-retardant material
worn over a set of ceramic body armor that had been blessed by the
Holy Father himself. They carried the standard issue HK Mark 23 .45
caliber handgun, complete with a twelve round magazine, a flash
suppressor, and a laser-targeting device. Two spare magazines for
the pistols were affixed with Velcro to their left wrists. A combat
knife was either clipped to their belt or in a calf sheath on the
outside of their boots. Their swords, recently blessed again during
Mass, were slung across their backs, the hilt of the weapon
extending just beyond their right shoulders for easy access. On
their heads were lightweight Kevlar tactical helmets with built-in
communication gear.

Both Olsen and Callavecchio had their mirrors
in hand and were using them to scan the walls and ceiling in their
general vicinity as carefully as possible. Cade, however, had
decided to rely on his own peculiar set of talents.

Several years before, he had barely survived
an encounter with a supernatural entity he had since come to call
the Adversary. The battle had resulted in the death of his wife and
left him scarred both physically and emotionally. He’d lost the
sight in his right eye and the flesh on that side of his face had
been savagely disfigured, leaving him with a wide band of scar
tissue that stretched from the hairline above his eye, down across
his cheekbone, and around behind his ear. The eye itself was still
intact, but was nothing more than a milky white orb floating in a
sea of damaged flesh. Normally he wore an eye patch over it, more
for the comfort of others than for himself, but he’d left the patch
behind tonight, wanting nothing to obstruct his Sight.

While the damage to his eye had cost him his
ability to see in any normal sense of the word, he had gained
something unexpected in return. When he moved his ruined eye just
so, the supernatural world was revealed to him in all its so-called
glory. Nothing could hide from his Sight; he could see through the
guises of demons and angels alike, as well as anything in between.
Mystical power was as obvious to him as a mountain in the middle of
a desert plain. For short periods of time he could even see into
the Beyond itself, without setting foot outside his own plane of
reality, but doing so also revealed him to the denizens of that
realm and so he didn’t do it all that often.

As a reanimated corpse that fed on the
life-force of the living, the Eretiku’s very nature would make it
impossible for it to hide from him. What he didn’t know was whether
or not its killing gaze would have any effect when seen through his
Sight and so he intended to be as careful as possible in the
confrontation ahead.

Still, he didn’t hesitate to activate his
Sight.

Much of the spiritual world is driven by
emotion, with objects and locations taking on the predominant
feelings surrounding them. In a prison, the primary emotion is
despair. The corridor before him went from cold, hard steel to
looking like a diseased artery that pulsed and glistened with
unidentifiable growths and sores in the eyes of his Sight. The
bodies of the dead were black with fear and pain and the ghosts of
several of the guards stood beside them, the confusion about what
had happened clear on their faces. They became aware of Cade in the
same moment he became aware of them and with a quiet word he sent
them on their way, hoping their next existence would end better
than this one had. At the end of the corridor, the doors were
inscribed with a number of mystical seals and signs, the power
within them glowing with a white-hot heat.

Of the Eretiku, there was no sign.

“All right,” he said to the others, “we’re
clear. Keep those mirrors handy and let’s move out.”

Weapons drawn, they advanced down the
corridor, through the guard station, and into the main cell
block.

They emerged on the second and middle tier of
the block, roughly in the center of one of the short sides of the
rectangle. On each level a narrow walkway extended in front of the
cells, with enough room for two men to walk abreast comfortably. A
waist high railing prevented anyone from slipping over the
edge.

Olsen leaned against the railing and used his
mirror to allow him a look at what was beneath them and then did
the same with the level above. The other two tiers were arranged
just like this one, as the plans had indicted, and the center space
below them was simply left empty. He didn’t see any sign of their
quarry and he let the others know it.

For Cade, the cell block was even worse than
the corridor, for it was the place that the inmates spent the
majority of their time. The Mother Church had long ago decided that
it was unjust to simply execute those enemies that surrendered to
its mercy, but knew at the same time that it couldn’t allow those
same enemies any chance of escape back into the world where they
could continue to wreak havoc and harm. Containment facilities like
this one were the best answer the Church had come up with and it
had put its most battle hardened veterans, the Templars, in charge
of their operation and maintenance. Cell Block D was in the lower
security area of the prison, but even here inmates were not allowed
to interact with each other, lest they combine their abilities and
discover a way of getting past the guards and the wards built into
the building itself, and so their existence was reduced to solitary
confinement inside of soundproof cells. They were given an hour of
exercise per day, in separate, isolated exercise rooms and only on
rare occasions did they get the chance to see the sun and open
sky.

Some of the creatures confined in this space
had life spans that were all but indistinguishable from immortality
to the humans who operated it and decades spent in confinement with
only hope for centuries more of the same made for a blanket of rage
and despair so thick that Cade had to take a moment to get used to
looking at it all. When he was ready, they began moving along the
walkway that extended the length of the cell block on the right
hand side. Some of the cell were still sealed shut and secure; from
within them the three knights caught glimpses of a variety of
things that would have sent ordinary men away screaming in fear.
They even recognized a few, captives from earlier missions Echo had
carried out on the Order’s behalf. Others had been torn open,
victims of the Eretiku’s search for nourishment and the corpses of
more than one littered the walkway before them. The men from Echo
were cautious, making certain the victims were actually dead before
trying to move past them.

They had advanced almost to the end of the
first walkway when it happened.

A hand snaked out from beneath the railing
and clamped itself around Cade’s ankle. Before he had a chance to
react, it yanked him off his feet and then dragged him with amazing
strength across the walkway, beneath the railing, and out into the
open air high above the floor three stories below.

But Cade would not be so easy a victim.

He released his grip on his pistol,
sacrificing the weapon so as to leave both of his hands free. As
his gun made the long fall to the floor below, Cade made a wild
grab at the post of the railing as he was swept past.

Luck was with him. He caught a hold of it
with one hand, arresting his fall, but the Eretiku still had a firm
grip on his leg and was already trying to pull him loose from his
makeshift anchor. Against the creature’s awesome strength, he knew
he wouldn’t be able to hold out for long.

“Help!” he yelled and hoped the others would
be in time.

He could feel the thing’s claws digging right
through the thick leather of his boot, searching for a better hold,
and he redoubled his efforts to kick himself free of its grasp.

Hands wrapped themselves around his wrists
and he looked up to find Olsen holding on to him, the other man’s
feet braced against the railing as he fought to keep Cade from
falling any further. Beside him, Callavecchio leaned over the
railing, his mirror in one hand, angled so as to give him a view of
what was happening below, and his pistol in the other.

“Hold still!” he shouted, and Cade had a
second to think “easier said than done” before the other man opened
fire.

It was a difficult task, firing over a ledge
at an angle, past the struggling body of a friend, with only a
small hand-held mirror with which to aim. Cade was all but certain
he was going to end up with a slug in the leg, but even that would
be preferable to the thirty foot fall he was currently staring in
the face, so he simply closed his eyes and hoped for the best.

Callavecchio made three quick shots, one
after another without pause, and the third and final shot was
followed by an angry shriek that echoed off the cold stone walls.
Cade felt the grip on his leg loosen and realized with something
close to shock that he was uninjured and free.

“Quick! Pull me up!” he said and Olsen did
just that, while Callavecchio kept his eye on the space beneath
them.

“Do you see it?” Cade asked, climbing to his
feet and drawing his sword so that he wouldn’t be defenseless if it
attacked again.

Callavecchio shook his head while continuing
to scan the lower area with the help of his mirror. “No. It’s gone,
for now.”

But they knew it was there. Somewhere. The
attack had merely redoubled their determination to find it and end
its miserable life.

An hour later, however, they were back where
they had started, at the edge of the second tier, still
empty-handed. They had searched the entire cell block and had not
found any further sign of the creature. Cade knew it was here
somewhere; there was nowhere else for it to go. But so far it had
managed to elude their best efforts at tracking it down.

Just where the hell was it?

As he looked out over the open space at the
walkway on the other side of the cell block, something swung down
from the tier above, hanging upside down directly in front of his
face. It was close enough that he could feel its fetid breath on
his cheek, could smell the stink of its unwashed body.

With the help of his Sight, Cade could see
through the creature’s human guise, could see it for what it truly
was; a rotting corpse with slavering jaws and molted skin. A third
eye existed in the center of its forehead and it was from this that
its wasting gaze originated. With the help of his Sight he could
even see a black wave of power emerging from that orifice and he
didn’t stop to think, didn’t even take the time to reason out the
options, knowing his companions would be dead the moment they
turned to look. Instead, he simply squeezed his eyes shut and
slammed his head forward as hard as he could.

His skull smashed into the Eretiku’s, dazing
it, and he felt its weight fall upon him as its clawed feet lost
their hold on the railing of the tier above. They tumbled to the
floor, each fighting for the advantage, and ending up with Cade on
his back and the Eretiku lying atop him, his hands wrapped around
the other’s wrists as he fought to keep its slavering jaws from
sinking into his unprotected neck. He bucked back and forth, trying
to throw it off him, but it managed to wrap its feet around the
back of his legs and held him close. He could hear it shrieking its
rage and hunger at him, but he wouldn’t let that distract him for
if it did he was dead.

As the creature shoved its face forward in
another attempt, Callavecchio’s hand shot out and held a mirror
directly in front of its eyes.

The result was astonishing.

Cade didn’t know if it was because its
mystical gaze had been redirected back upon itself or if it simply
couldn’t bear the sight of its true nature, but the Eretiku reared
up, its prey beneath it forgotten for the moment as it clamped its
hands over its eyes, shrieking in agony.

Olsen was ready and waiting. His sword
flashed out in a savage blow, slashing through the creature’s arms
just below the wrists and continuing forward, severing its
head.

Its screams cut off abruptly and the body
fell over backward, spewing blood as black as tar in every
direction, as its head rolled off the edge and disappeared from
sight.

For a moment no one moved, shocked into
immobility by the suddenness of its end, and then Cade was kicking
the thing’s rotting corpse off him in disgust as the other two men
helped him to his feet.

“Are you all right?’ Olsen asked, his gaze
never leaving the Eretiku’s corpse, as if he wasn’t quite convinced
it was dead yet. It was a move learned from long experience; too
many of the things they’d faced had a nasty habit of getting up
again.

This time, however, the creature was good and
gone.

Cade nodded in reply and fought to catch his
breath. That had been closer than he liked. But the job was done
and once more Echo had defied the odds, coming out on top without
the loss of a single man. That made him smile, then laugh, and soon
the other two men were laughing along with him in simple relief at
the fact that they were alive while the enemy lay dead at their
feet. They clapped each other on the back, congratulating
themselves on the success of what they accomplished, and then
turned toward the doors leading to the rest of the complex where
their friends and squad mates were waiting.

Once again, Echo had triumphed.

But in the back of his mind Cade realized how
close they had come to disaster.

Next time they might not be so lucky.

 



CHAPTER THREE

LOOKING FOR THE DEAD

 


“Come on! Pull!” Riley yelled from his seat
on the flybridge of the Hatteras 50 fishing yacht they’d rented
back in Islamorada. Duncan was in the aft cockpit below him,
desperately trying to reel in his fifth marlin of the day, while at
the same time ignoring the good-natured insults coming from his
left where Nick Olsen was seated, a beer in each hand and a grin on
his face.

With the defeat of the Eretiku at the
Longfort Containment Facility coming so close on the heels of the
confrontation with the necromantic Council of Nine and the recovery
of the Spear of Longinus, the higher-ups had decided Echo was due
some much needed rest and relaxation. After the debriefings were
done, the team had been given two weeks of leave.

The three sergeants from Echo’s command unit
wasted no time in getting out of town. They flew by commercial
airline to Miami, rented a car and drove down to Islamorada where
their charter boat was waiting for them. For the last six days they
had done nothing but fish, drink beer, and bask in the warm Florida
sunshine.

Riley was of the opinion that while danger
could bring men closer, fishing can bond them for life. He had a
standing deal with one of the charter boat captains on the island;
he paid a handsome fee to keep a boat ready and waiting for him and
the captain made certain it was available on a moment’s notice.
Over the years he’d made it a habit to go out with each of the
team’s newcomers, getting to know them in a non-stress environment,
doing what he could in that short time to size them up and
understand how well they were going to fit into the unit. Those
that didn’t pass his unofficial test were quietly transferred out
of the unit by Cade, no questions asked.

Riley had pretty much made up his mind about
the new guy before the trip had even gotten underway; Duncan’s
performance during the assault on the Necromancer’s stronghold had
seen to that. He’d been pleased to see how well the young sergeant
had fit in with the two of them and after six days of hard fishing
followed by nights of hard drinking, the three were as close as
brothers.

As he watched Duncan struggle with the fish,
the satellite phone clipped to the helm console between the depth
sounder and the VHF rang. Riley ignored it at first, intent on the
battle in the aft cockpit below him, but by the sixth ring his
dedication to duty got the better of him. He spun his deck chair
around and snatched the phone from its cradle.

“This had better be good.”

“I assure you it is, Master Sergeant.”

The voice was crisp and clean, with more than
a hint of arrogance. Riley recognized it immediately and came up
out of his chair, surprised into standing nearly at attention.
Despite the fact that the man on the other end of the line was some
2500 miles away, Riley’s back was ramrod stiff and he stared out at
the horizon directly in front of him, his attention completely
focused on what was being said.

“Sir. My apologies, sir. It won’t happen
again.”

“See that it doesn’t, Master Sergeant.”

Riley held his tongue, though it took some
effort. “What can I do for you, Preceptor?”

“It’s Knight Commander Williams. I haven’t
been able to reach him by landline or satellite phone. Nor has he
returned any of my pages. In light of recent events, I’m concerned
something might have happened to him.”

Riley let the Preceptor’s comments sink in
for a moment. Cade had always treated this man’s predecessor,
Preceptor Michaels, with a fair degree of respect but it was
equally obvious that he didn’t care for Preceptor Johannson at all.
And unlike all of the other combat units in the Templar hierarchy,
Echo reported directly to the Seneschal at the Order’s headquarters
in Rosslyn, Scotland. If Cade didn’t want to respond to the
Preceptor’s attempts at contacting him, he was perfectly within his
rights not to do so.

But those recent events the Preceptor
mentioned, including the attacks carried out by the Council of Nine
against various Templar commanderies and the discovery of a mole
deep within the Order itself, had left everyone shaken. Security
was at an all-time high. At a time like this, Cade was unlikely to
ignore any attempt at contacting him.

“What do you want me to do?” Riley asked.

“I understand you’ve been to the Knight
Commander’s residence?”

“Yes, sir, I have.” Unlike the men in the
ranks, the senior commanders were allowed to live in private
residences rather than on the commandery grounds. Many did not, but
Cade was certainly not a typical Templar commander, and he kept a
small piece of property in rural Connecticut not far from the
Ravensgate commandery.

“I’d like you to pay him a visit.
Double-check that everything is alright. Once you’ve done so, I
want you to report back to me. Understood?”

Riley didn’t say anything for a moment. He
noted the way the sun sparked off the deep blue waters of the
Atlantic, inhaled the crisp, clean scent of the ocean air, paused
to watch a seagull soar high overhead, hoping for a scrap of bait.
It had been a good trip, while it lasted. He sighed and then said
into the phone, “Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it.”

Once the decision was made, the three of them
moved in earnest. As the other two were bringing in the lines and
cleaning up the deck, Riley turned the boat to the west and opened
up the throttle. While he wasn’t yet convinced that Cade was in any
real danger, he didn’t intend to waste any unnecessary time in
proving it one way or the other either. He was headed straight for
Miami, where he could catch a direct flight later that afternoon to
New York. The other two would take the boat back down to the Keys,
square things with the boat’s captain, and then join Riley as soon
as they were able.

Hopefully, they’d get back to headquarters
and discover Riley and Cade having a good laugh about the
Preceptor’s unnecessary concern.

* * *

The sun had long since fled the coming of
night by the time Riley pulled his rented Ford Explorer into the
driveway of Cade’s personal residence in the quiet town of Willow
Grove later that evening. The house was set a good distance back
from the street and nestled amidst a thick grove of oak trees; a
quiet, reserved place that seemed to be in direct contrast with
Cade’s driven personality, until you considered the fact that even
driven men need a sanctuary to call their own. Cade’s black Jeep
Wrangler was parked in front of the house and Riley pulled his own
vehicle in behind it.

As he got out of the car, the first faint
tendrils of unease began stirring in his gut. The house ahead of
him was dark. If Cade was home, and the presence of his Jeep seemed
to indicate that he was, then there should have been lights, signs
of activity. Instead, the space beyond the windows was dark and
lifeless. Riley unzipped his coat, giving him access to the pistol
he wore strapped in a shoulder holster, and then climbed the steps
and rang the bell. When there was no answer, he rang it again.
Finally, he tried the knob.

The door swung open at the touch of his
hand.

“Cade?” he called, into the darkened
interior.

There was no answer.

Maybe Cade had simply left his door unlocked,
but then again, maybe he hadn’t. In this line of business, Riley
had learned to be careful.

He stepped inside the house and quietly
closed the door behind him. He stood there in the darkness,
listening for signs of life.

The house around him was silent and the
silence itself felt heavy, ominous even, as if the building was
holding its breath, listening back.

That faint tendril of unease grew into a
thick, ropy tentacle that wrapped itself around his heart.

Riley drew his gun, the heaviness of the
weapon providing some sense of reassurance. Holding it in his right
hand, he reached out with his left and flipped the light switch,
illuminating the foyer and the living room beside him.

Everything looked to be in its proper
place.

“Cade? You home, man?” Riley called, his
concern over being accidentally shot as an intruder by his friend
overcoming his worries that someone else might be present in the
house.

There was no answer.

Riley moved through the lower rooms, turning
on lights as he went. The living room and foyer led into a formal
dining room and then a kitchen/great room combination. All were
empty. The kitchen sink held a few dirty dishes, but they had been
rinsed free of garbage and there was no way of knowing how long
they had been there.

A staircase led upward from the great room
and Riley climbed it to the second floor, calling out again as he
did so. There still was no answer, but he didn’t take that as
evidence that the house was empty. There was always the chance that
Cade had been injured and was unable to respond. The upper floor
held two guest rooms separated by a guest bath, all of which were
empty, and there, at the end of the hall, a master bedroom.

Turning on the light, Riley was surprised at
the Spartan nature of Cade’s personal sanctuary; a bed and a
nightstand were the only furniture in the room. Equally surprising
was the large photograph hanging on the wall opposite the bed. It
was of a young woman, vibrant with life, caught in the act of
turning toward the camera with a shy smile on her face. Her long,
chestnut hair was in motion, twisting with her, and the light in
her eyes made it seem as if she could come alive at any second.

Riley had no doubt that he was looking at a
photo of Cade’s deceased wife, Gabrielle.

No wonder Cade missed her so.

Riley flipped the light back off and was
turning away when a flash outside the window caught his attention.
Crossing the room, he pulled back the edge of the curtain and
looked out.

An old shed stood at the rear of the property
and even from here Riley could see the light spilling out of the
partially opened door. The faint memory of a conversation in which
Cade mentioned his “workshop” swam up from the depths of his mind
and he knew that must be what he was looking at. The fact that
there were lights on eased his tension somewhat; perhaps Cade was
home after all.

Riley left the bedroom behind, descended the
stairs and made his way to the kitchen again where he had noticed a
back door during his earlier search. Opening it, he left the house
behind, crossed the yard, and approached the workshop.

He called out again as he did so. “Hey Cade!
You in there?”

There was no answer.

Up close, he realized the workshop was much
bigger than it had first appeared from the bedroom window. It was
actually more a barn than a shed, the darkened window high above
the door indicative of a second-story even. Riley inserted his hand
into the opening between the double doors and pushed. The door
rolled open on its well-oiled track without a sound.

Light spilled out into the darkness.

Riley cautiously stepped inside.

He could see immediately that the entire
structure had been gutted and rebuilt, turning the lower floor into
a well-furnished study. What had once been horse stables was now a
large, open room with bookshelves lining the walls and several work
tables arranged in a semi-circle facing toward the door. A
wood-burning stove stood in the far corner, its thick black pipe
running up through the floor of the second story high above.

He walked into the room, leaving the door
open behind him, just in case he had to get out in a hurry. “Hello?
Is anyone here?” he called but again was met only with silence.

He moved over to the closest table. It held
several books, a pad of paper, and a mug of half-drunk coffee. A
glance inside the cup showed that the cream had begun to curdle,
giving Riley the sense that it had stood there untouched for
several days. In fact, the whole place had that feeling of
emptiness, as if events had been abruptly interrupted.

On the other side of the tables, he could see
that a large mirror had been bolted to the floor in the semi-circle
space between them. It seemed a strange place for it, Riley
thought, for it would easy for someone to forget it was there and
step right on it.

Step right on it…

Riley moved over to the other tables, a
sudden suspicion flaring. They were covered in books, many of which
were propped open to certain pages. He could tell they were old by
just looking at them, their pages yellowed, the script elaborate
and in many cases decorated with symbols and other illustrations.
One table had a stool placed before it and Riley correctly assumed
this was where Cade had been working last.

Only a single volume rested atop this one. A
glance at the text told him he wouldn’t be able to understand a
word of it; he recognized the strange script as Enochian, the
language of the angels, but that was as far as he got. The pages of
notes stacked beside it, on the other hand, appeared to be Cade’s
English translation. He leafed through several of them, noting that
the subject matter dealt with the powers of fallen angels and the
ways in which one might bind them to your service. It wasn’t
exactly the type of thing you’d expect a knight of the Order to be
reading, but Riley wasn’t surprised. Cade would go anywhere, do
anything, to understand what had happened to him and his beloved
wife on that summer night seven years ago. Reading a few forbidden
texts were the least of his sins. But this one might just offer
some clue as to where Cade had gone.

Riley knew that Cade was convinced that the
Adversary, that supernatural entity that had murdered his wife and
given Cade some unusual gifts of his own, was in fact a fallen
angel. Cade also believed that the both the spirit of his dead
wife, Gabrielle, and the Adversary himself could be found in the
Beyond, that mysterious purgatory-like realm that existed somewhere
between this one and the next. One of the strange “powers” the
Adversary had given to Cade was the ability to travel into and out
of that place.

And he got there by stepping through the
surface of a mirror.

A glance back down at the floor showed him
something he’d missed the first time around. A long black case with
silver clasps had been pushed beneath one of the tables. Retrieving
it, Riley ran his fingers over the supple leather covering it and
then threw open the three small clasps.

The space where Cade’s blessed sword usually
rested was empty.

The pieces of the puzzle were starting to
click into place. Cade’s inability to return phone calls or pages.
His empty sword case. The books on understanding and controlling
angels. The workshop with the mirror inlaid in the floor.

Cade was in the Beyond, Riley was all but
certain of it.

From where he stood, Riley could see that the
old hay loft above had undergone some changes. It had been walled
off into its own enclosed room, with a set of simple wooden steps
leading up to a door at this end.

Considering he’d looked everywhere else, he
might as well check that out too, he thought, just to be on the
safe side, though he was convinced he’d solved the problem.

He climbed the steps and opened the door.

Glass crunched underfoot.

At the sound, Riley went still; one foot
inside the partially opened door, his hand still on the
doorknob.

He stared into the darkness ahead of him,
listening.

No other sound reached his ears.

Once again, he was convinced he was
alone.

He pushed the door open wide and stepped
inside the room, reaching out with his left hand for the light
switch as he did so.

The darkness was banished by a dazzling
display of light that was far brighter than he had expected. It was
as if that single light bulb was multiplied a thousand times over,
with all of the lights coming to life simultaneously. Riley was
forced to turn away, shading his eyes as he waited for his vision
to adjust, his skin crawling as he realized that he was all but
helpless should something choose that moment to take advantage of
him.

But nothing did.

Once his eyes adjusted to the light, he took
a careful look around. What he saw raised his anxiety to new
levels.

The room was drowning in mirrors.

Broken, shattered mirrors.

They were everywhere; on the floor, on the
walls, on the small table by the doorway. Not a single one was
intact, though a few fragile pieces remained hanging resolutely in
some of the frames. Most of the glass was scattered across the
floor, as if the mirrors had exploded from the inside out.

Riley’s suspicions were confirmed.

Traveling to and from the Beyond required
incredible amounts of physical energy. Though he’d never been there
himself, Riley had observed Cade making the trip a time or two and
was at least conversational with the details. Truth be told, you’d
never get him to voluntarily cross that line. The tales of the
strange and twisted creatures encountered by Cade on his solitary
explorations were enough to quench any curiosity he might have,
thank you very much. He didn’t need to see them for himself.

But he’d learned enough through talking with
Cade to understand that each and every trip through the barrier, or
the Veil, was draining on the traveler. Time and distance were
different on the other side and hours there could translate into
days here. Should a visitor stay too long, he might find himself
dehydrated, famished, even several days older when he returned.

Repeat trips, particularly in a short time
frame, were extremely dangerous.

From the number of shattered mirrors before
him, it appeared the Commander had made dozens of trips across the
Veil recently, perhaps even more than that as Riley had no way of
knowing how often the mirrors had been replaced.

That amount of travel was damn near
suicidal.

Just what in heaven had he been thinking?

As Riley turned away to descend the stairs, a
loud crash sounded from the room below.

Aiming his gun, Riley looked out the
doorway.

The body of a man lay crumpled beside the now
shattered mirror in the center of the room. Even from here Riley
could recognize him. Cade’s eyes were wide open and he didn’t
appear to be breathing.

Riley rushed down the stairs and over to his
side. Kneeling, he placed the fingers of his left hand against
Cade’s throat while his eyes scanned the rest of the room, just in
case something had followed Cade back from the other side. Riley
was able to find a pulse, but only after checking for it twice and
even then its threadbare nature was not encouraging.

There were no visible wounds on Cade’s body,
but he was clearly in bad shape. He’d lost an incredible amount of
weight, so much so that his clothing hung off of him. His skin was
a nasty shade of yellow and was stretched tight across his bones,
as if his skeleton was trying to force itself through to the other
side. Riley was reminded of the mummified remains he’d once seen in
the Natural History Museum.

No one alive should ever look like this.

Knowing Cade was beyond the limited medical
assistance that was his to give, Riley pulled out his cell phone.
He dialed a ten digit number from memory and when the phone was
answered on the other end he identified himself, gave his location,
and indicated the need for immediate medical extraction for a
senior commander.

After hanging up, he gently gathered Cade in
his arms and lifted him, dismayed at how light he was. He made his
way out of the workshop, across the lawn, and back inside the
house, taking up a position in the living room by the front window,
listening and waiting for the helicopter he knew was on its way. He
tried not to think about Cade’s condition or the minutes slipping
quickly past. The medical team would get here in time or it would
not. It was all in the Lord’s hands.

Riley bowed his head in prayer.

As the first faint sounds of the approaching
chopper finally reached him, he felt Cade shift in his arms. He
looked down and was surprised to find his commanding officer
looking up at him through his one good eye.

“I’ve got to find her, Matt. I’ve got to find
her.”

The sound of his voice, so full of pain and
desperate need, filled the big man’s heart with sorrow. He
struggled to speak past the sudden lump in his throat and finally
settled for a short, “I know, boss.”

Cade slipped back into unconsciousness, which
was fine with Riley. He didn’t need any further explanation anyway;
Cade could only be speaking of one person.

His dead wife.

Gabrielle.

 



CHAPTER FOUR

BACK IN THE SADDLE

 


Riley was waiting in the corridor outside of
Cade’s hospital room when his teammates arrived. After returning
the charter boat, the two men had taken a puddle jumper flight into
Miami. There they had changed planes and flown directly to Boston,
where an initiate brother had met them with a car and driven them
the last fifty miles to the commandery.

“How is he?” Olsen asked.

Riley shook his head. “Not good. He’s so
malnourished and dehydrated that his body is basically eating
itself from the inside out. The doc said it was pretty touch-and-go
there for awhile. Another day and he wouldn’t have made it,
hospital or not. For now, it’s wait and see.”

The big sergeant went on to explain how he
and Cade had been picked up by helicopter and flown to the nearest
Connecticut commandery, only to have the medical officer there
decide Cade’s condition was dire enough to transfer him to the
Order’s primary hospital on the grounds of the Newport facility in
Rhode Island.

Which was where all four of them were
now.

Duncan glanced in through the open doorway to
where Cade lay surrounded by a maze of life-support equipment. He
was sleeping peacefully, but the sight of such a strong man laid so
low was disquieting, to say the least.

“Just what in heaven’s name did he think he
was doing?” Olsen asked, clearly frustrated over the inability to
do anything to help their friend.

“He was looking for his wife,” Duncan
answered absently, still staring at the Knight Commander.

Silence fell and when he turned away from the
doorway to face the others he found them staring at him.

“What do you know about that?” Riley asked,
and with his tone Duncan was abruptly reminded that he was still
the outsider here. There was curiosity, but also more than a hint
of protective anger in the big sergeant’s voice.

Duncan answered without flinching. “I saw
her. Or at least think I did.”

“What? When?”

“That night we found Stones’ body, at the
safe house outside of Otter Lake.”

Duncan remembered that evening with no small
amount of trepidation. He and Cade had gone to see the head of the
Custodes Veritatis, a secret faction within the Templar hierarchy
that was responsible for defending the holy relics placed under the
Order’s control, while Riley and Olsen had played rear guard,
hoping to spot anyone who might be following them. They’d found
Stone dead at the scene, an obvious victim of torture, and had then
been ambushed by members of the necromantic Council of Nine that
were intent on wresting the Spear of Longinus from the Order’s
control. Unable to call for back-up, they had escaped with their
lives only by using Cade’s strange power to travel into the
Beyond.

The trip had only pulled them out of the
frying pan and into the fire, however, for no sooner had they
regained consciousness in that eerie mirror of reality than they
had been set upon by ravenous packs of spectres. With their backs
to a dark and unwelcoming sea, they’d had no choice but to stand
and fight, despite being outnumbered significantly.

In the end, it had been Cade’s dead wife that
had saved them. Or so Cade believed.

Duncan explained what he knew to the
others.

“Why didn’t you say something about this
earlier?” Olsen pressed.

Duncan snorted in disbelief. “Yeah, right.
What did you want me to say? By the way guys, our illustrious
commander thinks the ghost of his dead wife saved our asses while
we were stuck on the other side of reality. Just thought you should
know.”

Riley and Olsen simply stared, not saying
anything. Their silence made it obvious that, yes, that was exactly
what they had expected him to do.

Flabbergasted, Duncan opened his mouth to
respond but was interrupted by the arrival of an initiate carrying
a message for Riley. The Echo Team exec read the note and cursed
once, softly.

“What is it?” Olsen asked.

“They’ve recalled the unit. Echo has a new
assignment. We’re to assemble in the briefing room in thirty
minutes.”

“They can’t do this now! What about Cade?”
Duncan asked.

Riley looked pointedly through the doorway at
Cade’s inert form. “As much as I hate to say it, it looks like
we’re on our own for awhile.”

The three men agreed to meet at the assigned
time and went their separate ways. Riley followed the initiate back
down the hallway, asking questions of the younger man in a quiet
voice, trying to learn all he could about the Preceptor’s mood
before having to go see him. Olsen headed for the barracks,
intending to bring the rest of the men up to speed on Cade’s
condition and let them know about the recall.

Which left Duncan alone. As the newest member
of the unit, he didn’t have any pressing assignments and so had
nowhere in particular to be until the briefing commenced.

He glanced up and down the hall. Seeing no
one, he pulled open the door and slipped inside Cade’s room.

The silence inside was broken only by the
hiss of the ventilator and the occasional beep of the equipment
monitoring Cade’s vital signs. Duncan spent several long moments
standing next to Cade’s bed, staring down at him, his thoughts full
of conflict. On more than one occasion he reached out to touch the
injured man only to pull his hand back each time, remembering
Cade’s admonition during their previous mission not to touch him
under any circumstances.

You could heal him.

The thought came unbidden, but Duncan was
honest enough to admit to himself that he’d certainly considered
that fact once or twice since setting foot inside the room.

Wouldn’t take much at all.

And it wouldn’t; that was true. All he had to
do was reach out and lay his hands on Cade’s body, to think about
his injuries fading away as if they’d never been.

You’ve done it before, for people you didn’t
even know.

True again. He’d healed hundreds of strangers
while overseas a few years back. And since that time he’d vowed
never to use his “gift” again.

But you broke that vow, didn’t you? You
healed Sgt. Olsen when he was injured in that helicopter crash. And
this man certainly isn’t a stranger; he’s your commanding
officer.

Duncan began to pace back and forth in front
of Cade’s bed, his indecision practically a physical torment. The
voice in the back of his head had been silent for years. In the
wake of his disgrace in China, he decided that his “gift” was more
a curse than a blessing and had fervently made up his mind that he
would never again call on the peculiar power that lived inside of
him. For months that voice had pushed and cajoled, whined and
complained, but he’d held strong to his conviction and eventually
it had gone silent.

Until now.

Duncan sighed, knowing there was only one
action to take.

With the hiss of the ventilator and the
beeping of the heart monitor for company, Duncan got down on his
knees in the middle of the room and began to pray.

“Heavenly Father, I come to you now with a
heavy heart…”

After some time, Duncan finally came to a
decision.

* * *

He dreamed.

Dreamed of a cold, grey sea that lapped at
the shore of a grey beach, while a grey sun sank slowly down
through a grey sky. He stood near the water’s edge, looking out
over that grey expanse, waiting; though he knew not for what. A
sense of expectation rose in his heart, an emotion that was
certainly out of place in a setting such as this, yet it was
undeniable and one he couldn’t ignore. He’d come here, to this time
and place, wherever here might be, to…meet someone? See
something?

He didn’t know.

But whatever it was, it was coming.

As surely as he knew his own name, he knew
that.

And so he stood on that strange shoreline,
stood and stared and hoped, as the sun sank below the horizon and
darkness claimed the sea in its inky grasp.

Still he waited.

Still he watched.

And when a light shone out across those dark
waters, a light that shone with a sense of living vitality that
could not be denied, his heart leapt in recognition.

Unfortunately, his time had run out.

Behind him, a snarling cry rose up into the
night air and it was quickly echoed by others. Dozens of others, so
many that the night seemed filled with their cries.

He spun around, reaching for the sword
strapped to his back before he fully registered doing so on a
conscious level.

He knew that cry; had heard it often enough
on his journeys here to recognize it as the hunting call of a pack
of corpse hounds, one that had cornered their prey.

He braced himself for the fight ahead.

They came at him out of the fog, charging
across the stony shoreline toward him. Now that the pack had been
gathered, there was no need for their hunting cry and they swept
forward in an eerie silence that had a weight all its own.

Cade met the first one without hesitation,
sidestepping and slashing its body in half as it leapt for his
throat. He did the same with the second, then plunged his sword
through the chest of the third, holding the carcass with his foot
as he dragged his weapon free once it had expired.

By then the rest of the pack was upon
him.

He twisted and turned, slashing with his
sword at any hound that dared to get too close, keeping them at bay
only through the sheer ferocity of his attack. The bodies began to
pile up at his feet and still they came on, bounding over the
corpses of their brethren to try to reach him.

When the press of their numbers became too
great, he had no choice but to retreat backward, out into the
water. He kept his back to the ocean, his attention fixed on the
ravenous horde that now covered the beach as far as he could see.
He held his sword up before him like a talisman, waiting to taste
the salty tang of his enemy’s blood once more.

But the hounds refused to follow.

They wandered back and forth at the water’s
edge, howling in voices that ripped and pulled at his soul, but
they would not enter the water. The edge of the surf became a
barrier that they would not or could not pass and their frustration
was clearly evident.

Cade was just wondering what the dark waters
might hide, what would keep the blood-thirsty pack from daring
their depths when a pair of hands wrapped around his ankles and
pulled him off his feet.

He went under, spluttering in surprise and
swallowing a mouthful of water in the process. Before he could do
anything he felt himself being pulled through the water at an
incredible speed, moving deeper out to sea with every second.

He frantically began to kick his feet and
twist his frame, doing what he could to fight his way free, knowing
he had only seconds before his lack of oxygen would doom him.

The second he felt the hands on his feet let
go he shot for the surface, sucking in great whooping lungfuls of
air once his head had broken clear of the water. He glanced around
frantically, noting that he’d been dragged dozens of yards from
shore. His sword was gone and the hounds still paced the shoreline
in the distance, but he didn’t have any choice; he’d have to swim
for it and deal with each issue one and a time. Remaining in the
water was out of the question.

He took a deep breath, preparing for the swim
ahead, but before he could set out the hands returned.

This time there was more than one pair of
whatever they were. He felt their rock-hard grip take hold of his
lower legs, cold, clammy hands that grasped his feet and ankles and
calves while others tried to lock his legs together at the
knees.

They yanked him downward for a second
time.

This time however, as he sank beneath the
waves, he could hear a voice calling him, shouting his name, but he
couldn’t respond, couldn’t open his mouth without filling it with
the brackish water that surrounded him, and he was certain that
doing so would be the death of him. His mind screamed at him to
breathe but he fought against it, clamping his jaws tightly shut as
the hands below dragged at him, pulling him deeper, fingers wrapped
tight about his ankles, his calves, his thighs.

A shadow passed overhead, obscuring what
little light there was, and in his mind he screamed I’m here, I’m
here, but only the greedy voices of the dead answered him as they
dragged him deeper still, whispering that he would be here, with
them, for eternity. His arms flailed above his head, frantic now,
as he felt himself dragged down into the darker depths where hope
was replaced by despair and the light never shone.

A hand grasped his wrist.

His heart pounded in his chest and his pulse
throbbed in his head, starving for oxygen, but he had enough
awareness left to understand that the hand came from above, rather
than below.

As the darkness closed in he felt himself
being drawn upwards, his ascent shocking, violent even. He was
hauled from the grasp of the dead with seeming effortless ease. A
moment later he was pulled from the water, but his body was telling
him it was too little, too late. He’d swallowed too much of that
vile liquid, had pulled too much of its poison into his system, and
now he would have to pay the price.

The voice continued calling to him, shouting
his name, but he knew he was fighting a losing battle and he gave
in to it at last, too tired and worn out to fight any longer. A
figure bent over him, a dark, hooded figure that should have scared
him witless but only vaguely registered on his conscious mind as
his sight tunneled down to a narrow window and the darkness came to
claim him.

In that last moment, before the world fell
away and he tumbled down into oblivion, there was a sudden flash of
light and in its glow he caught a last, fleeting glimpse of his
rescuer.

Inside the hood of the long robe she wore,
his dead wife, Gabrielle, smiled her grim reaper’s smile at him and
mouthed his name, the white of bone gleaming through the ravaged
side of her face a harsh contrast to the smooth skin on the
other…

Cade awoke.

A soft voice echoed in the back of his mind
and a hauntingly familiar scent lingered in the air, but both were
gone by the time he struggled back into awareness of his
surroundings.

He was in a hospital bed.

His body ached as if he’d been laid out and
beaten for hours with a broom handle, but his thoughts were clear.
He remembered his repeated trips across the Veil, his fruitless
search for Gabbi’s spirit, his growing despair as he came up empty
with each and every crossing. How he got here, wherever here was,
he didn’t know, but he could make an educated guess or two.

The room around him was stark, austere, and
he knew it wasn’t a public hospital by the fact that he had the
room all to himself. Which meant he was probably in the hands of
the Order. Exactly where was still up for grabs, though. Maybe the
view from the window on the other side of the room might tell him
something.

Pulling back the covers, he swung his legs
over the side of the bed and sat up. He did it slowly, gingerly,
not expecting to succeed, and so was surprised when he did so.
Despite the soreness, his body responded without any problems.

He glanced down, remembering the sight of his
wasted body as he’d gazed at himself in the mirror just before his
last trip, and was astounded by what he saw.

It only took him a moment or two to come up
with an explanation, however.

Duncan.

His teammate had healed him.

Confident that he was now medically out of
danger, he reached down and pulled several sensors off his chest,
knowing as he did so that it would likely bring several nurses
running, but he didn’t care. He’d been in bed long enough; it was
time to get moving again. Last but not least, he carefully pulled
the IV out of his right wrist, knowing the small drip of blood
would clot in a moment. He tossed the sensors and the IV tube onto
the bed behind him.

Forgetting the window, he crossed to the
small wardrobe and found a change of clothing inside.

He was in the midst of getting dressed when
the first of the doctors burst in through the doorway to his
room.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

BRIEFING TIME

 


Just before Vespers the three sergeants from
Echo reassembled together in a secure conference room awaiting the
arrival of Preceptor Willem Johannson, the man who had taken over
after Michaels had perished in the commandery assaults three weeks
before.

Riley and Olsen arrived first, with Duncan
wandering in a few moments later. Echo’s newest member was quiet,
withdrawn, but no one thought anything of it, considering Cade’s
current condition. A moment or two after Duncan’s arrival the
Preceptor arrived. With him was a short, barrel-chested man in
standard issue battle dress uniform, or BDU, with a Captain’s
insignia on the shoulders. They settled into seats opposite the
members of Echo and the Preceptor didn’t waste any time in getting
down to business.

“We’ve got a dangerous situation brewing that
needs to be dealt with quickly and decisively. Bravo and Delta are
off cleaning up that mess in Argentina. Alpha is at half-strength
and Charlie is still enroute from Moscow. That leaves you. I know
your team leader is currently unavailable, but Echo is all I’ve
got.”

Johannson was tall and thin, with long arms
that moved restlessly about whenever he spoke, reminding Duncan of
a praying mantis. The man’s regal attitude and obvious sense of
self-importance reinforced the comparison, causing Duncan to take
an instant dislike to him. The transfer to Echo had been difficult,
there was no question of that, but in the long run he suspected
that working for a man like Johannson would be a kind of slow
torture all its own and he was glad that he was no longer in the
charge of the Preceptor’s security detail.

Riley ignored the thinly veiled distaste in
the Preceptor’s tone when referring to Commander Williams and
simply nodded his acceptance of the situation.

The Preceptor indicated the man seated beside
him, “Captain Mason here is with the unit on the ground. He will
conduct the briefing and answer any questions you have. Captain
Mason?”

Mason was the physical opposite of Johannson
and he projected an air of experience that commanded authority. He
stood, saying, “Thank you, sir.” He stepped away from the table and
over to the podium. Removing a small remote from his pocket, he
used it to trigger the ceiling projector. A photograph of a smiling
man dressed in the black clothes of a Catholic priest appeared on
the screen. He was in his late forties or early fifties, with a
full head of dark hair and the tanned complexion of a man who spent
a lot of time outdoors.

“This is Father Juan Vargas, a Jesuit
archeologist. He has spent his entire life shifting the dirt of the
Holy Land through his hands, looking for physical evidence of the
life of Christ. Many considered him one of the finest expedition
leaders of our time and his work has uncovered priceless artifacts
supporting Biblical scholarship. From discovering the home of
Pontius Pilate just outside of Jerusalem to excavating the secret
tunnels discovered beneath the fortress of Masada, Vargas has been
at the forefront of some of the most important archeological
discoveries of the last four decades.

“He’s also had his share of failures,
however. Entire expeditions that were based on nothing more than
rumors. Wild goose chases that bled the coffers of many a
foundation dry, with nothing to show for it in the end but handfuls
of dust. From Noah’s Ark to the Ark of the Covenant, Vargas has
chased them all.

“A little over three years ago, Vargas
abruptly disappeared after a failed dig on the shore of the Dead
Sea. Some say he deliberately went into hiding, unwilling or unable
to face the wrath of his creditors. Others believe that his health
was failing and that the constant strain of the expeditionary life
was finally too much for him. Whatever the reason, he disappeared
and no one has seen nor heard from him since.

“Until nine days ago, that is.”

The image on the screen changed. The new
photo showed a man in a hospital bed. Though his face was badly
sunburned and he had several days overgrowth of beard, it was
clearly Father Vargas.

“Vargas was found wandering in the desert
outside of Santa Limas, New Mexico last Wednesday. From his
condition, it was clear he’d been exposed to the elements for
several days. He was badly sunburned and dangerously dehydrated.
There is no hospital in Santa Limas, so the locals brought him to
the parish priest. When the priest discovered the injured man was a
fellow member of the clergy, he contacted his bishop. The bishop
had actually met Vargas at a seminar several years before.
Recognizing him, he arranged to have him transferred to St.
Margaret’s, a private Catholic hospital in Albuquerque. Once he was
stabilized, we…”

The door to the conference room opened and
Mason stopped in mid-sentence, his expression of surprise clear to
those seated at the table.

As one they turned to see the source of the
disruption.

Knight Commander Cade Williams stood framed
in the doorway.

Duncan and the others stared in
disbelief.

Two hours ago Cade was lying immobile in a
hospital bed, so weak he needed an intravenous line to feed him and
an oxygen line to help him breathe. His physician had predicated it
would be a month, maybe more, before Cade had recovered enough to
move about on his own, never mind return to active duty. Yet here
he stood, seemingly healed. His face showed signs of weariness and
there was a dark, haunted look in his eyes, but his flesh no longer
looked stretched taught over his bones and the sickly yellow hue
was gone from his skin.

He crossed the room and took a seat in the
empty chair next to Riley. He nodded to Captain Mason and then
addressed the Preceptor, “My apologies for being late, sir. I was
briefly detained on another matter.” His voice was a harsh rasp,
like that of a twenty-year smoker, rather than its usual even tone,
but that seemed to be the extent of his troubles.

Preceptor Johannson stared at Cade with a
horrified expression on his face, as if Cade’s very presence proved
that all of the dark and dangerous rumors that were whispered about
him were true. Several times he opened his mouth to speak, only to
close it again before doing so, unable or unwilling to give voice
to what he was thinking.

The silence stretched like a living
thing.

Duncan stared down the length of the table at
his commanding officer. Like the others, he was startled by Cade’s
appearance. He’d wrestled with his conscience long and hard beside
the man’s hospital bed, but in the end he’d done nothing more than
get down on his knees and pray for the Knight Commander’s recovery.
While he’d been sorely tempted to lay his hands on him, he’d
resisted the urge, believing that his gift should be used only in
the direst of circumstances. While Cade’s injuries had been bad,
he’d certainly passed beyond the life-threatening stage once he’d
arrived at the hospital and so Duncan had refrained from taking any
action beyond simple prayer.

Yet here Cade was, seemingly healed and ready
to join Echo on its forthcoming mission.

Thoughts of prayers and powers and destiny
itself chased each other through Duncan’s mind.

It was Captain Mason who finally stepped into
the gap, breaking the silence. He coughed into his fist, said,
“Good to have you with us, Knight Commander,” and went on with his
briefing as if nothing unusual had happened.

“The circumstances being what they were, the
Order was called in to investigate. A three-man team, including
myself, was sent out to speak with Father Vargas. When we arrived
at St. Margaret’s, we found him to be alternating between spells of
manic activity and near catatonia. When he was lucid, if you could
call it that, he would rant and rave, screaming and crying and
mumbling, throwing himself against his restraints, until the
hospital staff was forced to sedate him to keep him from hurting
himself.”

Olsen spoke up, “Was anything he said
coherent?”

“Not much. Most of it was gibberish, odd
phrases and sounds that seemed to mimic a language, but unlike
anything we’d ever heard before. We’ve since had the tapes analyzed
for linguistic continuity and similarity, thinking it might be a
dialect we simply weren’t familiar with, but came up dry. If it was
a language, it’s one we’ve never heard of.

“We had Vargas transferred to the custody of
the Church and took him to our medical facility in New York. There
we were able to monitor him twenty-four hours a day and every
second of it was caught on video. Upon reviewing the tapes, we
discovered this.”

Mason touched a button on his remote and a
video began to run on the screen behind him. In it, Vargas was flat
on his back on an adjustable bed and was secured with restraints.
He was tossing his head from side to side, a endless stream of
nonsense pouring from his mouth, his eyes tightly closed. This went
on for a full minute or two and Duncan was about to ask why this
was relevant when Vargas stopped moving. Very slowly he turned his
head to face the camera and his eyes popped open wide. Then he
spoke with deliberate clarity.

“He’s waiting for you. There in the Garden.
Waiting to show you the truth. If you have the courage to face
it.”

Mason paused the tape at that point, leaving
Vargas to stare out of the screen at those assembled. “We’ve got
four days of tape. That’s the only coherent moment in any of
them.”

“Do you have any idea what he is talking
about?”

The captain turned to face Riley. “No, not
really. He was reportedly raving about the apocalypse and quoting
from the Book of Revelation when he was first discovered outside of
Santa Limas, so some of the doctors think this is more of the same.
The “Garden” possibly being a reference to the Garden of Eden and
the “he” Vargas is referring to being the serpent. Personally, I’m
not so sure, but that’s simply a gut level reaction and I don’t
have any concrete evidence one way or the other.”

“If you have Vargas in custody and he’s no
real threat to anyone, what do you need Echo for?” asked Olsen.

“Captain Mason is getting to that,” replied
the Preceptor, the first words he’d spoken since Cade had entered
the room.

“Right,” answered Mason. “Vargas was given a
thorough medical exam by our own physicians and they discovered
something the doctors at St. Margaret’s had not. A series of
numbers were tattooed on the inside of Vargas lower lip. The tattoo
was crude, obviously homemade, and the numbers were backward, as if
Vargas had done it himself with the help of a mirror.

“After further investigation, we determined
that the numbers were a set of GPS coordinates. They led us
here.”

Another click of the remote and Vargas’
wide-eyed grimace was replaced with an aerial shot of a compound
somewhere in the desert. Several buildings were surrounded by a
wide fenced perimeter, with a single dirt road leading to and from
the compound.

“It’s an old military base hidden in the
canyons about thirty miles north of Santa Limas, abandoned and
mothballed since the close of the Korean War. When my people looked
into it, they learned that it had been leased to a holding company
based out of the Caymans three years ago, roughly six months after
Vargas disappeared from view.”

“Have your people been on site?” Cade
asked.

Mason looked uncomfortable for the first
time. “Yes. We set up operations around the perimeter and then sent
in an advance squad to take a look around.” He paused, obviously
struggling with how to express exactly what he wanted to say.
“They…” He shook his head, and then looked down at the floor. “None
of the team survived.”

The room was silent for a moment.

“Can you be a bit more specific, sir?”

Mason nodded. “We sent in a full squad, eight
men. They were tied into the Ops Net, so we could see and hear
everything they did in real-time. At first, things went just fine.
They searched the few remaining structures and were getting ready
to come back out when one of the team discovered a hatch in the
floor of the base garage. The hatch appeared to lead to another
level of structure, this one underground.

“The squad checked in and I gave the order
for them to continue their search. They were preparing to descend
into the lower levels when everything came apart.

“We lost the video feed almost immediately.
We still had the audio, however, and we could hear several of the
men shouting and firing at something that we suspect came out of
the tunnel after them. Within seconds we’d lost contact with all of
them.”

Mason paused, obviously still dismayed over
the loss of his men. After a moment to get himself under control,
he continued. “Another team was gearing up to go in after them when
one man made it back out of the compound. Cpl. Jackson’s left arm
was missing and he had a gaping wound in his chest. The medics got
to work immediately but everyone knew it was a losing battle right
from the start.

“Jackson was nearly hysterical, raving about
a gateway to hell and the demons that had come boiling up out of it
but we were unable to get anything of tactical value out of him
before he passed.” Mason looked at each of them in turn. “I can’t
tell you what he saw, but whatever it was, it scared him silly.
Hell, he scared us, just by talking about it. And it took his life
along with lives of seven other men. After that, the decision was
made to have the second team stand down while we brought in the
heavy guns.”

Preceptor Johannson spoke up again. “That’s
where Echo comes in. I’m ordering you to accompany Captain Mason
back to the site and determine just what killed those men. When you
do, you are authorized to deal with it as you see fit.” He turned
and looked at Cade. “Are you up to this, Commander?”

Cade nodded but said nothing.

Duncan wasn’t surprised; he couldn’t imagine
Echo being sent out without its commander and he knew it would take
more than a doctor or two to keep Cade from joining his unit when
they were headed into danger. He was still wondering just how the
Commander had pulled it off when Cade glanced surreptitiously in
his direction and winked.

As the meeting broke up around him and the
rest of the men headed for the door, Duncan found himself frozen in
his seat, his thoughts whirling.

Good Lord, Duncan thought, he thinks I did
it. He thinks I healed him!

But he knew he hadn’t. And that brought him
back to the issue that had been bothering him ever since Cade had
stepped into the room.

If he hadn’t done it, who had?

 



CHAPTER SIX

EYES IN THE SKY

 


“Two minutes out, sir.”

The pilot’s comment carried clearly over the
intercom and so Cade didn’t bother repeating the information to the
rest of his team in the seats behind his own. They’d landed at the
airport in Albuquerque twenty minutes ago to find the three
Blackhawks waiting for them. The locals were used to military types
coming in and out of Kirtland Air Base and didn’t think anything of
the choppers. Cade and the rest of the command squad had taken the
lead bird, while Captain Mason and the men of First squad climbed
into the second. Their gear was loaded into the third Blackhawk and
after that it had been an uneventful flight across the desert and
through a maze of canyons to their present position.

Cade was stowing away the briefing papers he
had been studying when the pilot broke in again.

“What the hell is that?”

Cade looked up and for the first time in a
long while was greeted with an unobstructed view. Gone were the
twisting channels of the canyons they’d been following. Now a large
open valley stretched out before them. An isolated group of
buildings could be seen alone in the distance; obviously the old
military base mentioned in their briefing. To the east of the base,
closest to them, he could see several mobile command centers and
other assorted vehicles assembled into a makeshift camp, Mason’s
staging area for the earlier excursion into the base. But what had
caught the pilot’s attention was the swirling mass of
charcoal-black thunderclouds that hovered low over the facility,
storm clouds that twisted and churned with the urgency of class V
river rapids. Green and silver lightning danced through the
darkness, with the occasional bolt slashing down from the heavens
to strike the fence that surrounded the base in a dazzling display
of pyrotechnics.

Even stranger was the column of darkness that
rose from the midst of it all like a water spout and seemed to be
the source of the turmoil above.

Cade had seen storm clouds like these before,
but never in this world. The fact that they were here, now, on this
side of reality, chilled him to the bone.

But strangely, despite his apprehension, Cade
also felt an odd sense of excitement grow in him at the sight. The
clouds were the same as those in his recurring dream about the
Adversary. While he had long suspected that the setting of those
dreams might just be a real place, either somewhere here in the
natural world or on the other side of the Veil in the Beyond, this
was the first time he’d had even the faintest glimmering of
evidence to support his suspicions. And if the clouds where real,
then that fated confrontation with the Adversary might turn out to
be real as well…

“Can you get a reading on those things?” Cade
wanted to know. “Is that spout moving or staying steady?”

The pilot’s answer surprised him. “Get a
reading? Man, that thing doesn’t even show up on radar. See for
yourself.”

It was true. Glancing over, Cade could see
that the pilot’s scope was perfectly clear, as if the thunderclouds
didn’t exist. If they had been flying by instruments only, they
could have flown right into the funnel without any warning
whatsoever.

“Can you bring us in a little closer?”

The pilot glanced at him, the expression on
his face unreadable. His tone left little to the imagination.
“Yeah, I could. If there was any valid reason for doing so. But
you’ve got to be…”

Cade cut him off. “Just do it. That’s an
order.”

“Your funeral.” As the pilot moved to comply,
Cade got on the radio to the other two helicopters.

“Blackbird Lead to Blackbird Flight.”

“Go Lead.”

“I’m going to check out those storm clouds. I
want the two of you to hit the deck and start unloading the gear.
I’ll join you momentarily.”

“Roger that, Lead.”

“I hear you, Lead. On the deck and unloading
in three.”

“Blackbird Lead out.” Cade replaced the mike.
Through the intercom he let the rest of the passengers know that
things were going to get a bit hairy and then buckled up tight.

The pilot took them in as close as he dared,
letting Cade get a good, long look. The helicopter bounced around
in the wash from the funnel cloud, but the pilot was good and kept
them on station. This close Cade could see that the funnel was
stationary; like a shaft of light, it emerged from the ground in an
open area on the far side of the base and shot straight upward. At
a height of about four hundred feet it simply spread outward in a
churning mass from its center, the way smoke will when it
encounters a ceiling. Ground zero was obscured from view, so he
couldn’t tell if the clouds were man-made, though he suspected they
were not. He’d never heard of a piece of machinery that could do
something like this and sorcery of this magnitude would have
revealed itself in other ways.

Whatever it was, he had little doubt that it
was intimately connected to whatever Vargas and his unknown
colleagues had been doing at the facility and was determined to get
to the bottom of it.

One last glance and then he turned away from
the window. “All right. Let’s get out of here. I’ve seen
enough.”

“Amen to that.”

But they wouldn’t get away that easily. As
the pilot banked away from the funnel, a freak surge of wind swept
over them, literally shoving the aircraft through the air as if
brushed aside by the hand of a giant, tipping them over. Cade’s
right-hand window abruptly became his floor and he found himself
staring down through the glass at the ground far beneath them. He
could hear the pilot swearing over the intercom as he fought the
controls, doing what he could to restore command of the aircraft
before they ended up strewn all over the landscape.

Just as he seemed to get things under control
a bolt of silver-green lightning lashed out from the cloud above
them, striking the helicopter somewhere behind the crew
compartment.

Cade tensed, expecting the worst, but nothing
happened. The lightning apparently had no effect. The pilot got the
bird leveled out and they all breathed a sigh of relief as he
turned back toward the landing zone.

Their path put the storm to Cade’s right and
he turned to look at it again through the window. The clouds seemed
to be more agitated than before, twisting and turning with greater
violence. As he watched the clouds seemed to come together to form
a face, a face that leered at him from out of those dark depths, a
face full of anger and hatred and misery, a face to instill fear
into the hearts of men.

That’s when the lightning returned, this time
in earnest.

A second bolt followed the first. Then a
third. And a fourth. Each bolt struck with near perfect precision,
smashing into the base of the tail rotor. Sparks flew from the
controls and the pilot yelled out in surprise as the board in front
of him crackled with electrical discharge like the ghostly sheen of
St. Elmo’s fire.

For a second time in less than five minutes,
the pilot lost control of the aircraft.

An alarm began blaring incessantly as the
tail rotor ceased to function, sending the helicopter spinning
wildly on its axis. Thick black smoke filled the air around them,
certain evidence that there was a fire somewhere in the aft section
of the aircraft. The pilot’s hands and feet were in constant motion
as he sought to overcome the rotation and land without smashing the
aircraft, and all its passengers, into a million pieces.

Time shrunk down into milliseconds that moved
at a snail’s pace and Cade felt oddly removed from the situation.
He could see and hear the commotion around him; knew beyond a doubt
that they were in mortal jeopardy, but his attention was drawn and
held by the leering face in the clouds. It was there and gone
again, so swiftly that Cade didn’t have any time to point it out to
anyone else, but there was no denying what he had seen.

“Blackbird Lead is going down, I say again,
going down.” The radio message broadcast over the internal
intercom, notifying those aboard at the same time as those in the
command center on the ground.

“Hold on!” the pilot yelled to those behind
him as the bird continued its wild spiral toward the ground.

Cade did as he was told.

The chopper spun several more times and then
slammed into the dirt just on the other side of the fence
surrounding the base.

Then darkness swept over Cade.

* * *

He came to only a few moments later, still
strapped into his chair. Next to him, the pilot was being hauled
out of the wreckage by several other knights. Groggy, but able to
move under his own power, Cade managed to follow suit. Other
knights were helping the rest of the team out of the rear section
of the aircraft. As soon as he was clear, he turned his gaze
skyward. The thunderclouds were still there, twisting and turning
about themselves, but the face was gone.

The pilot was good; Cade had to give him
that. He’d managed to get them all down on the ground in one piece.
Short of a few cuts and bruises, and a broken leg for the hero of
the hour, it looked like they would be all right.

The Blackhawk was a different story; its tail
was broken off, its landing gear crushed, and its main rotor
shattered into hundreds of pieces from the impact with the ground.
As he walked away from the wreckage to the waiting HMMV that would
take them to the trailer serving as a makeshift medical center,
Cade had to wonder just what he had seen in the clouds
overhead.

And what was waiting for them in the tunnels
beneath the base.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

THOSE WHO HAVE GONE BEFORE

 


After letting the medics give him a quick
once over and being assured that nothing was unduly sprained or
broken, Cade left the med trailer and made his way over to the
forty-five foot mobile command center that Mason and his crew were
using as a base of operations.

While he hadn’t been inside this particular
model before, he was certainly familiar with such vehicles. He’d
used them often during his days on the Boston Special Tactics and
Operations team and even a handful of times since joining the
Order. While he personally preferred working out of the open
tailgate of his team’s SUV, he could understand the need for them
on a prolonged op like this. This particular model was built on a
Freightliner chassis and came equipped with a 450 hp diesel engine.
It had workstations for eight and seating for eleven. In a pinch,
the conference room could hold fifteen, though quarters would be
tight. Interior electronics were powered by a 20-kilowatt generator
and included satellite TV receivers, video surveillance cameras
mounted externally on a 30 foot telescoping mast, UHF and VHF
radios, mobile data computers, and other related communications and
surveillance equipment, all of which were secured against
intrusion.

The center was also equipped with a 12-foot
glide room, which was currently extended. Two of Mason’s men were
monitoring video feeds on the workstations set up inside the room
and Cade was tempted to ask them what they had seen during the
helicopter incident, but the knowledge that the storm hadn’t shown
up on radar and therefore probably wouldn’t show up on video kept
him from doing so.

Cade moved to the rear of the vehicle, where
the conference table had been folded up and put away, creating an
open space large enough to hold Mason’s senior officers and the men
from Echo’s two squads.

Each squad consisted of four men, every one
of whom had been cross-trained in a number of different
specialties. First squad, led by Sergeant Manny Ortega, included
Corporal Phil Davis, Private Marco Chen and Private Joe
Callavecchio. Cade’s own squad, the command unit, included Master
Sergeant Riley, Sergeant Olsen, and Sergeant Duncan. They were the
best of the best and if anyone could handle the problem in front of
them, Cade was confident they were the right team to do so.
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