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      The building stood forgotten for months on end, abandoned to the passage of time and the elements, until, from a room high up under the rafters, there came the sound of shattering glass.

      Two figures, a man and a woman, hurtled through the surface of the mirror stretching out across one wall of that room. They crashed to the hardwood floor in a tangle of bruised flesh and limbs.  For a long moment, neither of them moved.

      Then, as if startled out of a deep sleep, the man jerked upright, supporting himself on his arms while his head swiveled back and forth in the dim light, searching the room around him for any hint of a threat. The afternoon light coming in through the series of small windows high along the rear wall fell briefly on his face as he turned, highlighting the pale white orb that had once been his right eye along with the scar that started just above it, running like a jagged crease along his check and down to the edge of his jaw.  His face had always been lean, but now it looked almost cadaverous. Had the mirror still been intact he might have recoiled at the sight of himself, so stark were the planes and angles of his face.

      The Beyond was never kind to the living, he knew, and it looked like it had certainly taken its toll this time around. His limbs felt heavy, his thoughts thick as molasses. He wondered how much of what he was feeling was a result of the energy he'd expended while on the other side, fighting spectres on a nearly non-stop basis or if it were a natural consequence of carrying another person across the Veil. He'd never felt this way before after crossing from one side to the other, but then again, he'd never done so under these circumstance before either.

      Mentally putting the issue off to the side, he glanced around at where he found himself. The room was longer than it was wide and if Cade had to take a guess, he'd put it at about twelve feet by twenty. A single door at the end of the room to his left provided both entry and egress. The wall behind him held the remains of the mirror they'd used to facilitate their passage from the Beyond while the one opposite held a long handrail bolted horizontally to the wall at waist height. The floor was made of smooth-sanded hardwood, dulled from the passage of time but still as serviceable as the day it had been laid down.

      Some kind of dance studio? Maybe a martial arts practice room? he wondered.

      He couldn't imagine what else the room might be used for, given the mirror and handrail combination, but it really didn't matter either way. They were back in the real world and, for the moment at least, that was good enough for him.

      Rising to his feet, he brushed the glass from his clothing and then crossed the short distance to where his weapon lay on the floor. It was unlike him to have dropped it during the transition and he shook his head at his clumsiness.  The old English long sword had been his constant companion for too many years now and he felt almost naked without it. Only when he had secured the sword and replaced it in the sheath along his back did he turn his attention to the room's other occupant.

      His companion was Hispanic, about thirty to thirty-five years of age, with jet black hair and fair features. She was dressed in jeans and a worn flannel shirt that had more than their fair share of dirt and stains on them. Her sneakers, once a pristine white, were barely recognizable, so covered with grit and grime had they become.

      He remembered the first day that he'd laid eyes on her; how surprised he'd been to see another living, breathing person that deep in the Beyond. He'd nearly cut her down then and there, convinced she was just another demon come to corrupt his soul, using the appearance of humanity to get inside his defenses and finish him off, once and for all. He'd raised his weapon, ready to strike, only to have her drop to her knees in front of him, her head bowed as she tossed a Templar sword at his feet.

      The weapon she carried, and the fact that she'd just given it up without a struggle, were so unexpected that it froze him in place, giving her time to get a few words out, words that most likely saved her life.

      "You did not fail me, my love. Far from it. I am here today because you never stopped searching, never stopped hoping, and I thank God for the fierceness of your dedication and determination to set things right."

      He'd gaped at her, struggling to comprehend.

      "It's me, Cade. Gabrielle. I don't know how and I don't know why, but I've come back in someone else's body, and I'm here to take you home with me. The world needs you, Cade Williams, as do I. It's time to leave this vile place behind and return to the land of the living."

      She'd kept talking, gently persuading, until, at last, he'd understood that she really was who she said she was, despite her changed physical appearance. He'd wept then, tears of relief and pain and sorrow and shame, seemingly every emotion possible; tears for the years they'd lost, tears for the miracle of her return.

      She might be in a different body, but his heart and soul recognized the woman he'd gone to hell and back to try and save.

      Now Cade closed the distance that separated them, then extended a hand and helped her to her feet.

      "Thanks," Gabrielle said, her usually husky voice seeming unnaturally loud in the stillness of the empty room. She glanced around, then asked, "Where are we?"

      "Not where we're supposed to be," Cade answered absently, as he tried to work out what had happened. Their passage from the Beyond had been more difficult than usual and he didn't know if that was simply because his skills were rusty with disuse or if something about the nature of the Veil had changed in the time that they'd been gone. Either way, this was not the old barn he'd converted to a workroom at the back of his property on Willow Road, which had been their intended destination.

      The windows were too high for him to reach and there didn't appear to be anything else in the room that he could use to stand on to get him higher enough to be able to look out of them. Unless...

      "Here, give me a hand," he said, as he moved to stand beneath them, one hand on the wall. Gabrielle joined him, leaning her back against the same wall and making a cradle with her hands for Cade's foot. When he stepped into it, she boosted him up so that he was even with the middle of the window above their heads.

      Cade tried to get a look outside, but the glass was covered with so much grit and dust on its exterior that it was nearly impossible to see anything clearly. Nor could he get the window open; at some point not only had it been nailed shut but had the sill painted over as well. Peering through the grime as best he could, Cade had the sense that he was looking down from a height – Second floor? Third maybe? - but that was about it.

      Cade didn't like it. Not knowing where they were meant they couldn't anticipate the kind of reception they were going to receive, should there be anyone in the building. Having a complete stranger just pop out of thin air had the tendency to make people nervous and in certain parts of the country that was reason enough to shoot first and ask questions later.

      "Can't see anything worth a damn," he said to Gabbi before clambering back down to stand beside her.  "Looks like we're going to have to do this the hard way."

      She gave him a thin smile. "Is there any other way?"

      By unspoken agreement they drew their swords and moved to the door on the other side of the room, intending to clear the building as if it were hostile territory, just to be safe. Both of them would rather scare the present occupants a little, if there were any, than end up getting shot because some trigger-happy yahoo mistook them for burglars.

      Having fought together for some time now against hordes of spectres and other vicious creatures that inhabited the world on the other side of the Veil, the pair had developed an easy rhythm that needed little explanation between them. Cade took up position slightly off-center in front of the door while Gabrielle flattened herself against the near wall, her free hand on the doorknob.  At a nod from Cade she pulled the door open sharply, her position momentarily hiding her from anything that might be on the other side. Should Cade be rushed by an enemy, Gabrielle would be ready to strike at its back once it passed beyond the door.

      Thankfully, the only thing on the other side was a narrow staircase leading downward, but this offered its own set of challenges. The staircase was steep and narrow, making it impossible for them to swing their swords if the need arose. They would have to keep them at their sides, ready to thrust forward at a moment's notice should something nasty be waiting for them at the bottom of the steps. Even more problematic was the lack of light inside the stairwell. A wall switch was situated just inside the door where one would expect it to be but flipping it up and down didn't produce any power to the lone bulb hanging above the top step. Cade reached up and gave the bulb a twist, making sure it was tight in the socket, to no avail.

      Using hand signals, Gabbi mimed stayed at the top of the staircase, holding the door open to let light in, while Cade descended. With a nod of his head, Cade agreed and began his descent, wincing at all the noise his boots were making against the old wood beneath them. At the bottom, another door waited.

      Not wanting to be caught in the bottleneck of the enclosed staircase, Cade went straight through that one as soon as he reached it, quick and sure.

      Thankfully, nothing untoward awaited him on the other side.

      The door opened onto the main floor of what could only be a gymnastics and dance center, given the padded floor and gymnastics equipment – from parallel bars and rings to balance beams - scattered about the place.  On the far side of the room, floor to ceiling windows let light in from outside, though they too were covered with dust and grime like those upstairs had been. In fact, the entire place looked like it hadn't seen hide nor hair of a human being in a long time; dust was everywhere.

      "Clear," Cade called back over his shoulder, indicating that it was safe for Gabbi to join him. Lowering his sword – but not sheathing it – he stepped forward, his attention caught and held by the vista outside.

      Behind him, he heard Gabrielle's footfalls descend and then her soft gasp as she stepped up beside him and caught sight of what lay beyond the windows.

      Outside, the world had changed.
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      The street on which they emerged looked like an empty Hollywood set, so quiet and still it was. Two-story buildings lined either side of the road, a focused shot of Main Street, Small Town, USA if there ever was one. Commercial establishments were on the ground floor, with offices and small apartments filling the spaces above.  Many of the businesses came complete with colored awnings and the names of the places painted on the front retail windows in large letters. From where he stood, Cade could see Carstair's Bakery, Triple A Travel, and Ron's Pet Shoppe. The kinds of places you'd expect to find in a small town like this one.

      But it was clear with just a glance that things were not right here, wherever here actually was. The silence was only the start. The store awnings were faded, as if they'd spent far too long in the sun, and many were ripped and hanging listlessly downward toward the street. While some of the front windows of the commercial establishments were intact, quite a few more were not, shards of glass littering the sidewalk outside and adding to the clutter that wouldn't have lasted ten minutes had this still been a functioning community.

      A short distance down the street, Cade could see a pickup truck sticking out of the entrance to the bank, its cab jammed in the revolving doors and its rear end jutting out toward the curb. The handful of other cars that Cade could see parked along the street hadn't fared much better, with their hoods and trunks open to the elements. The closest, a late model Mercedes, was resting on its hubs, the wheels having been stripped off and carted away at some point. From the amount of leaves and other debris that had fetched up against those hubs, the theft hadn't been recent, either.

      The power appeared to be out everywhere as well. There were no lights on in any of the establishments that he could see and the traffic light stretching across the intersection ahead of them was dark as well. Cade's gaze rose, from the traffic light to the rooftops to the sky beyond. There, an angry grayish-red haze stretched from horizon to horizon, partially blotting out the sun and reducing the amount of light that reached them as a result.

      For a moment, he wondered if they were somehow still caught in the Beyond, so strange was the skyline that he was seeing, but the feel of the sun on his face, shrouded though it was, told him that couldn't be the case. The Beyond was caught in a perpetual state of near-twilight; the sun never actually shone there, not even at this weak rate.

      The sky wasn't the only oddity, however. The few trees that he could see appeared to be radically affected as well. Rather than reaching upward, their limbs were twisted and gnarled, as if desperately seeking to escape something that threatened to choke them out of existence. Their leaves were streaked with silver veins that ran through them like quartz through granite, giving them an unnatural coloration that clashed sharply with what Cade was expecting.

      Gabrielle finished her own surprised survey of their surroundings and said, as much to herself as to him, "What the hell happened?"

      Cade shook his head.

      He didn't have any idea.

      The thick haze in the air made him think that perhaps the town had been the victim of a natural disaster of some kind; maybe a fire or a tornado that required the place to be evacuated in a hurry? But if that was the case, where was the evidence? All of the damage he could see looked to be human in origin, the result of a hasty evacuation or most likely the looting that followed. None of the buildings showed any of the structural damage that a tornado would leave behind, nor was there was any fire sign or scorch marks as far as he could see. Maybe a man-made disaster then? he thought. A chemical spill or some kind of airborne contaminant? Neither of those options would leave behind the kind of damage he was looking for and either of them might even account for the strange nature of the sky above, depending on what had been released into the atmosphere and how bad it had actually been. After all, the skies above Washington had been filled with crap for months after Mount St. Helens had blown its top back in the eighties, though he was hard pressed to think of a man-made disaster that could reach that magnitude.

      Gabrielle, however, wasn't having the same difficulty.

      "You don't think it was terrorists, do you? A dirty bomb or something like that?"

      Cade turned to look at her, startled by the thought.

      A dirty bomb?

      If so, were they are risk? Where their bodies soaking up lethal doses of radiation even as they stood here, unaware and unconcerned? And if that were the case, how would they even know until they got physically sick, at which point it would likely be too late to do anything about it anyway, wouldn't it?

      He didn't know the answers to any of those questions. And that, in and of itself, was deeply concerning.

      They began making their way down the street, peering into windows and looking for signs of life, to no avail. Cade tried several doors, opening and glancing inside those that he found unlocked, but everywhere it was the same. Dust covered the interiors and the lack of disturbance within suggested that no one had been there for some time.

      The door to the Five Star Café was open, a set of muddy footprints leading inside. Cade didn't expect to find anyone still there – the footprints were too worn and faded to be recent – but he pointed them out to Gabbi, then held a finger to his lips just the same before quietly stepping inside.

      Gabrielle followed.

      It was your standard small-town diner, with booths lining the front window looking out onto the street, a long stretch of counter opposite those, and the kitchen and serving area on the other side of that.

      Cade leaned down and blew dust off a menu lying on the counter in front of them, revealing the café logo and address at the top.

      Stonebridge, Connecticut, it read.

      Well, at least we know where we are now, he thought.

      A quick search showed that the place had been cleaned out at some point in the past, no doubt by the same individual who'd left the footprints. Any foodstuffs that remained had long since spoiled.

      They let the diner behind and continued down the street, occasionally poking their heads into other establishments but not finding anything particularly enlightening in any of them.

      When they reached the intersection, Cade glanced left and discovered another surprise.  The exterior wall of the building next to them was covered with a haphazard array of posters, some two and even three deep. Many were faded beyond recognition, victims of the elements to which they'd been exposed, but a few still had enough ink left to recognize them for what they were.

      Missing persons posters.

      Dozens upon dozens of them.

      Faded faces stared back at Cade and Gabrielle from some of the fliers on the wall in front of them; here an elderly woman, there a young boy, over there a man in a bus driver's uniform. People from all walks of life and all ethnicities were displayed on those peeling pieces of paper.

      Whatever had happened here, it had started slowly, Cade realized, one victim at a time. Slowly enough that their loved ones had gone looking for them and, failing to discover what had happened to them, had gone to the authorities for help of an official nature. Apparently the authorities had failed to locate them as well, hence the missing persons posters.

      The sight of all those faces staring out at them gave them both a case of the willies. When Gabrielle suggested they keep moving, Cade didn't object.
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      With no better options available to them, the pair continued on foot, following the road in search of someone who might be able to tell them what had happened while they were away. As they left the center of town behind and found themselves on residential streets, they saw more evidence of whatever had happened here. Many of the homes they encountered had been abandoned, most in a hurry it appeared, and several had been ransacked by those passing along at some later point in time. Most everything of value had been stripped from each building, but Cade did manage to find a dented can of tuna fish at the back of a cupboard, perhaps overlooked or discarded by those who had come before them. It was the first food that either of them had since returning from the Beyond and it didn't last more than a few seconds between them once Cade peeled off the lid.

      We're going to need more food, and water, definitely water, before much longer, he thought as they continued walking. The question was where they were going to find it.

      They hadn't seen anyone since they'd left that first house behind. No one had come up behind them since they had set out walking nor had any cars passed them going in the other direction. Hell, they hadn't seen even a single person since arriving back on this side of the Veil. Not a single soul. It was as if the land had risen up and swallowed everyone whole, leaving only their material possessions behind.

      "Earth to Cade."

      He started at the sound of her voice, turned to find Gabbi watching him closely.

      "You okay?" she asked.

      He nodded. "Yeah. I'm good. Just thinking is all."

      "'Bout what?"

      "It's too quiet."

      "What do you mean?" she asked. He could tell by the tone of her voice that she wasn't necessarily disagreeing with his observation but rather trying to draw him out, to get him to elucidate on the topic a bit more and so he complied.

      "We've been on this road for a couple hours now and we haven't seen a single vehicle. No cars, no trucks, no motorcycles. Nothing. Doesn't that strike you as weird?"

      Gabby's brow creased as she considered what he'd said. "Maybe it's just a quiet stretch of roadway?"

      "Okay, then where are the planes?"

      "The planes?" she repeated, then leaned back and looked up at the sky above.

      "Yeah, the planes." Cade followed her gaze with his own, raising one hand to shield his face from the sun's glare before remembering that the haze above hid even the sun from them. "I haven't seen a single flight passing overhead since we got underway. No commercial jets. No small craft. Nothing."

      "Maybe that cloud cover is just too low?" Gabby said, as she turned, searching for the glint of light off a metal fuselage high above.

      "We're in a triangle formed by three major airports; JFK, La Guardia, and Newark. Four, if you count Hartford General. Commercial flights should be passing overhead every ten or fifteen minutes. Even if we couldn't see them through the haze, we should be hearing something, right?"

      Gabrielle shrugged. "Maybe. All that cloud cover has a way of dampening sound though."

      Cade had to admit that was a possibility, but he wasn't convinced. Something had happened here, something big, and he was starting to suspect that it wasn't confined to just this region.

      It seemed clear to him that the local area had been evacuated. That would account for both the empty houses and the lack of people.

      And the looting, too, he thought, as those who chose not to evacuate began taking matters into their own hands when their own supplies ran out.  But what had caused the evacuation in the first place?

      That, he didn't know.

      And that's what had him worried.

      Evacuating a large-scale area wasn't an easy task and the government wouldn't make the decision to do so lightly. That meant that whatever it was that had caused the evacuation had to be significant.

      But what?

      They were in western Connecticut, which ruled out major weather problems like hurricanes, tornadoes and even nor'easters. The same went for earthquakes; there just weren't any major fault systems that they needed to worry about around here.

      A large forest fire wasn't out of the question and, given the state of the sky above, might actually be a reasonable guess as to what had driven everyone off, but something told him that wasn't it either.

      If pressed, he would have said it felt more dangerous than that, but he couldn't have said why or what he meant by that exactly. It was just something he felt deep in his gut and his years on the force, never mind his time in the Order, had taught him to trust that implicitly.

      Still, there wasn't much more he could do at the moment than keep his eyes open and his wits about him. He knew Gabrielle would do the same.

      Around mid-morning something caught his eye through the trees ahead of them and as they drew closer he could see that it was the entrance to a gated community.

      Or what was left of it, rather.

      The complex was surrounded by a brick wall about eight feet high that ended on either side of the entrance in a pair of thick, square pillars. A wrought-iron gate hung between the pillars, barring entry unless one had the proper key card handy. A small guard shack stood in the middle of the drive just beyond the gate. In other words, it was a typical gated community, the kind that could be found anywhere in rural America.

      What wasn't typical was the barricade that had been erected in front of that gate.

      Or rather, the remains of that barricade.

      Several vehicles had been arrayed in a semi-circle in front of the entrance and behind those stacks of furniture, appliances, and even a piano barred the way forward, no doubt designed to leave the invading force at the mercy of the defenders arrayed on the other side of the gate.

      One glance at the burned-out shells of the cars that were now pushed to the sides and the twisted remains of the gate beyond them told Cade all he needed to know about how effective that strategy had been.

      Deciding to take a look, they carefully climbed over the barricade and entered the community proper. Once past the gates, things didn't look much better. The condominiums were grouped in sets of four per building, with two units per floor, and it was immediately clear from the smashed windows and forced doors on the units that Cade could see that it was a long shot that any of them remained undisturbed. Smashed furniture and other belongings littered the grassy areas between the buildings, items the invaders no doubt considered less than useful.

      Perhaps most disturbing was the graffiti that appeared on  several of the units, crosses marked in red spray paint that eerily reminded Cade of Templar symbols.

      There was a grassy park in the center of the community – now overgrown and wild-looking – and in the center of that park they found the remains of a large fire. The pile of ash, charcoaled wood, and scorched earth that had been left behind was a good ten feet in diameter.

      Must have been one hell of a blaze, Cade thought, as he looked it over. A large white stone, half buried in the soot and ash and just out of reach, caught his eye. He scrounged about in the brush until he found a long stick which he used to poke at it. Doing so caused the stone to roll toward him, revealing that it wasn't a stone at all but rather the shattered remains of a human skull, the forehead cracked and the lower jaw missing. The two empty eye sockets seemed to stare back at him, as if accusing him of disturbing its rest.

      Now that he'd seen the skull for what it was, more bones jumped out at him throughout the ash pile; he counted the remains of at least a dozen people, maybe more, amidst the debris. Whether these were the remains of the attackers or the defenders, he didn't know, but it was clear that someone had paid a heavy price for what was left of this little hunk of paradise.

      "Cade."

      He looked up at the sound of Gabrielle's voice and then followed the direction of her nod to where she was staring at something on the far side of the park. At first, he didn't understand what she was looking at but then motion caught his eye and he spotted the dog moving slowly through the tall grass, its gaze fixed directly upon them. It wasn't alone, either; he counted five more moving about behind the first.

      The pack was a motley one, from the big, grey-coated husky with the mismatched eyes, clearly the pack leader, to the pair of small Chihuahua mixes standing uncertainly in the rear. In between were a couple of Australian shepherds and a barrel-chested Rottweiler. The dogs might have been someone's pets once, but their tangled coats and lean bodies made it clear that they had gone feral long ago. Right now they were still sizing the situation up, trying to figure out just how much of a threat the interlopers into their territory might be, but Cade knew it wouldn't be long before the pull of their hunger got the better of them.

      It was time to go.

      Cade stood suddenly, shouting at the dogs as he did so, and was relieved to see them turn tail and disappear back into the grass in the direction they'd come from.

      Conflict avoided, the pair made their way back to the entrance, climbed carefully back over the barricade, and continued on their way.

      As Cade walked on, something about the last half hour nagged at him and it was awhile before he make sense of it.

      How bad did things have to be for someone to leave their pets behind when evacuating?
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      More determined than ever to figure out what was going on, Cade and Gabrielle continued heading east on foot, following the road as it wound its way through the trees. They had yet to see another human being since arriving back in the world earlier that morning, a fact that had Gabrielle growing increasingly concerned.

      When she'd located him in the Beyond, Gabrielle done what she could to convince Cade of who she was and to plead with him to return to the world with her. She'd told him that the Templars were under attack from within and that his men, including Sergeant Riley, needed him if they were to win out and keep the Order intact. She'd been betting on his loyalty, both to her and to his team, to pull him out of his self-imposed exile

      She'd made no mention of the Adversary or of how the fallen angel had twisted the ritual that was supposed to bind him forever into something that ultimately set him loose, nor did she say anything about the six other members of the Adversary's scream who were out there somewhere, wandering the world with him.

      She'd been terrified that Cade would refuse to return, should he know the truth. He'd banished himself to the Beyond when he'd thought his actions had led to her death; what would he do if he thought those same actions had doomed all life on earth to the Adversary's service? She didn't even want to think about it.

      But that first glimpse of the sky outside of that old farmhouse told her something was seriously wrong and each new discovery increased the chill in her bones that much more. She'd been able to write off that first house as just an abandoned property they'd accidentally returned to, but the subsequent houses and the ruins of that condo complex, complete with its charred pile of human bones, made it impossible for her to ignore the voice in the back of her head telling her that they were too late.

      The Adversary had won.

      She had no idea how to break that news to Cade, however, so she simply kept her mouth shut and kept putting one foot in front of the other, following where he led. Eventually, the opportunity would arise and she'd tell him then.

      They'd been walking for nearly an hour when Cade broke the silence and called, "Hold up."

      She was a few steps ahead of him and came to a weary stop at the sound of his voice. She was surprised at how poorly she felt; the heat and humidity must be draining her strength faster than she thought.

      What I wouldn't give for some air conditioning right about now.

      She turned to find Cade staring at a spot on the side of the road, right in the center of the bend they were currently rounding. She followed his gaze and looked the spot over, but didn't see anything unusual. It looked like the same to her as the ground on either side; a few inches of gravel separated the road from the thick bramble-infested tree line just beyond.

      "What is it?" she asked.  "What do you see?"

      Cade didn't answer her, at least not verbally. Instead, he stepped off the road and walked a few feet forward before reaching down and sticking his hand into a nasty-looking briar patch.

      She opened her mouth, intending to call out and tell him to stop before he hurt himself, but the words died stillborn in her throat as Cade straightened up, pulling the entire "briar patch" to the side with a sweep of his arm and revealing a metal post jutting up from out of the ground beneath it. As Cade pulled more of the camouflage tarp out of the way – for that was what the "briar patch" actually was – he revealed a thick chain running from the first post, across a narrow dirt access road, to a second post on the opposite side. The other end of the camouflage tarp stretched upward at an angle into the nearby trees, creating an illusion of overgrowth that concealed the road beneath it quite effectively.

      Gabrielle shook her head, mentally castigating herself for not noticing the camouflaged area. She'd missed it entirely. She hadn't seen any hint that something wasn't right with that section of the woods and she'd been looking right it.

      She moved to Cade's side. The road stretched deep into the woods just beyond, eventually running out of sight when it bent to the right a dozen yards ahead of them.

      "What do you think?" Cade asked.

      Gabrielle didn't hesitate.

      "Somebody went to an awful lot of trouble to hide this road, which means there's bound to be something interesting at the other end. I say we check it out."

      No matter what's at the other end, it has to be more interesting than what we've seen so far, she added mentally.

      That was good enough for Cade.

      They followed the rough dirt road for about a quarter mile into the woods, until it opened up into a wide clearing of soft green grass amidst the trees. A house stood in the middle of the clearing and, unlike the others they'd seen so far, this one looked intact.

      It was a two-story split-level, painted dark brown with beige trim. It had a shingled roof and a large bay window in the front. Or at least Gabrielle thought it was a bay window; it currently had a large sheet of plywood nailed over it, as did all the other windows that she could see, reminding her of the way people in the South would protect their homes in the lead-up to a tropical storm or hurricane.

      But this is New England. We don't get hurricanes like that, she reminded herself.

      Cade was already headed for the front door, but Gabrielle stayed were she was for a moment, glancing around at the woods surrounding them. It was quiet; too quiet.  She didn't think she'd heard a single bird or even the buzz of an insect the whole time they'd been walking. It was as if the animal population had cleared out right along with the human one.

      Cleared out or died out.

      She shook her head, as if doing so could banish the thought, but her unease continued as she forced her feet into motion and moved to join Cade who was examining the front door.

      He straightened as she approached, pointing at the door in front of him.

      "Steel reinforced. No way we're getting through that."

      "Which means no one else did, either."

      Cade nodded. "Right. If that's the case, there might still be something worthwhile inside. Let's check the back."

      They circled around to the back of the house. As Cade headed for the door, Gabrielle kept a watch on the rear yard and the woods just beyond. She spotted a small shed half-buried in the overgrown brush at the edge of the yard and made a mental note to check that for anything useful once they were done with the interior of the house.

      A sudden creak filled the air, making her jump, and when she turned she found Cade near one of the boarded-up rear windows, leaning his weight on the sword that he had jammed between the plywood and the wall of the house, causing it to move a few inches. As she watched he bore down on the weapon again, using the leverage it provided to force the nails holding the wood in place to pull free even more, until, at last, he could get his hands beneath it.

      Gabrielle hurried over to help.

      "Watch for the nails," Cade said between grunts of effort as he tugged on the wood. "Don't want to get tetanus."

      Gabrielle nearly laughed aloud.

      Tetanus? He was worried about tetanus? After the things they had faced in the Beyond, he was worried that she'd get scratched by a rusty nail? It was just so...Cade.

      Despite her amusement though, she knew he was right. Getting scratched could quickly lead to an infection and who the heck knew where they could find help for something like that around here? After all, they hadn't seen another living human being all afternoon. Better safe than sorry.

      The plywood finally popped loose, tumbling out of their hands, bouncing once on its edge before landing flat on the grass a few feet away. Cade ignored it, turning his attention to the window that the wood had been covering. As Gabrielle looked on, he pulled his sword free of its sheath, reversed his grip on it, and then used the heavy pommel to smash the glass.

      Gabrielle winced at the sound, startling loud in the stillness of the woods, and glanced around guiltily as if expecting the owner to make a sudden appearance and admonish them for their intrusion.

      Given how things had been going since they'd returned from the Beyond, she'd almost welcome it.

      Cade cleared the windowsill of glass shards and then boosted himself up and in through the opening. Gabrielle could hear him moving about for a moment and then the locks were disengaged and Cade opened the front door from the inside, inviting her in with a sweep of his hand.

      Inside, it was dark, but thankfully the home owners had been safety conscious individuals because they found a flashlight in the drawer of the table right next to the front door. Cade switched it on and shone it about the room.

      Just as they'd hoped, the interior was intact. They found themselves standing in a foyer looking on a living room to the right and a dining area to their left. Ahead of them, the hallway passed a staircase on one side before opening up into a kitchen. Since they only had one light, they decided to stick together and work from the top down.

      Upstairs, they found four bedrooms; a master and three singles. Two of the single rooms were decorated in pink, yellow, and light blue pastels, and given the furniture and decorative touches were clearly for younger girls. The third just as clearly belonged to a teenager, but that was as much as Cade could figure out. Movie posters fought for space with images of bands, but he didn't recognize any of them and couldn't tell if the room belonged to a boy or a girl.

      There was a layer of dust on everything and it was clear that no one had been in any of the rooms for some time.

      Moving back to the ground floor, the duo cleared the living and dining rooms, finding the same level of abandonment and neglect, and then moved into the kitchen.

      Gabrielle's eyes went wide as she opened the nearest cabinet and discovered that it was full of boxed and canned foods, everything from bags of dried beans to cans of corned beef hash and Chef Boyardee. She and Cade began pulling the doors of the other cabinets open, discovering the usual kitchen paraphernalia of pots and pans and various countertop appliances. Other cabinets revealed more of the same, including the discovery of an unopened case of plastic water bottles in the cupboard near the refrigerator.

      Cade stepped out of the room, only to return moment later with a pair of backpacks, the kind kids used to carry their books to and from school.

      "Load this one with the best of the canned goods," he said, handing one to her. "I'll fill this other one with the bottled water."

      We'll probably grow sick of Beefaroni before very long, she thought, as she packed cans into the backpack, but at least we won't starve to death.

      When they were finished, they passed through the door on the far side of the kitchen, which, as it turned out, led to the garage.

      They found two vehicles there but one look was all it took to let Gabrielle know that neither of them were going anywhere in a hurry.

      The first, a decades-old Chevy Blazer, sat with its hood open and an empty space where the battery should have been. The distributor cap and spark plug harness had also been removed, the pair sitting atop the engine block like a dead octopus with its tentacles dangling. It looked like someone had siphoned off the gas, too; a section of garden hose stretched from the mouth of the gas tank to the garage floor where it lay in a limp curl.

      The second vehicle was a much newer model Mercedes sedan. Gabrielle wasn't a car nut but even she could tell this car couldn't be more than two years old, at best. It gleamed in the sunlight, its slick lines making it seem like it was ready to take off at any moment. Unfortunately, it was resting on four flat tires.

      "Damn," she said, shaking her head at the sight.

      Cade, however, wasn't ready to give up that easily. Gabrielle watched as he stepped over to the Mercedes and tried the door. When it opened with issue, he slipped inside, reached up to the visor, and then flashed the car keys he found sitting there out the open door at her.

      "Lot of good that's going to do you," she said dismissively, but he just grinned at her and tried to the start the car.

      It took several tries, but eventually the engine caught and turned over, testament to the superior engineering that was the hallmark of the brand. Cade let it run for a few moments, checked the gas gauge and then turned the car off and got back out, keys in hand.

      "Okay, so the engine works. But we're not going to get far on four flat tires," she said.

      "Good thing we don't have to," Cade replied.

      Taking the flashlight, he moved between the vehicles, located the manual release lever hanging down from the automatic door opener above their heads and gave it a good yank. With the automatic door opener now disconnected, Cade walked over to the garage door and rolled it on up.

      Light flooded the garage, illuminating the shelves along either side and the workbench at the back. A variety of tools were haphazardly strewn across the bench and he poked through them until he found what he needed.

      "Given the conditions we've seen so far, I'm betting the Blazer is the better choice for our needs, so I'm going to take the battery out of that," he said, pointing at the Mercedes, "and put it in that," with a head nod to the Blazer. "Hopefully I can get it up and running without too much effort."

      Gabrielle nodded in agreement. "We're going to need to transfer the gas, too."

      "Right. Look around and see if you can find a bucket so we can do so."

      She could hear him tinkering around under the hood as she searched the shelves. She found a variety of sports equipment, boxes of Christmas decorations, and a collection of kitchen appliances including a blender, a juicer, a bread machine and a Keurig coffeemaker. She found an old garden hose, which she pulled out and set near the Mercedes; it would be useful for siphoning off the gas.

      But, unfortunately, no bucket. Not even an empty container of any kind.

      Gabrielle wandered back over to where Cade had his head inside the hood of the Mercedes. "Nothing on the shelves," she told him, "but I spotted a shed in back so I'm going to go check that out. Bound to be a gas can in there."

      "Good idea," he told her, without looking back.

      Gabrielle turned and left the garage.
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      Cade was neck deep in the truck's engine bay when a piercing cry split the air. He jerked upright, barely noticing as he slammed his head on the underside of the hood, then turned, his hands already going for the sword sheathed across his back.

      Belatedly, he realized that Gabrielle had been gone longer than she should have and he cursed himself for not keeping better track of the time.

      If something happened to her because of my lack of attention...

      Cade rushed out the garage door, sword in hand, and raced around the corner of the house toward the backyard and the shed that she'd gone to explore. The shriek sounded a second time as he did so and this time the cry was even more powerful than the last. It was like a machete to the skull, cutting through his senses and sending fire flaring along his neurons, disrupting his thoughts and nearly bringing him to a stuttering halt as his body came close to forgetting what his brain had told it to do just seconds before.

      He stumbled, falling to one knee, then gritted his teeth and forced the mental disruption back through sheer force of will, determined not to let it come between him and his companion. He pushed himself back to his feet, rounding the final corner of the house just as the cry sounded a third time.

      Cade took in the tableau before him even as he continued charging forward.

      Gabrielle stood in the middle of the backyard, frozen in place by the same power that had just tried to take control of Cade. Her right hand was hanging in the air, caught halfway to the hilt of her own sword when the creature's paralyzing cry had split the air, and Cade could see the tremble racing through her limb as she fought to free herself.

      Stalking toward her from the open mouth of the shed at the edge of the yard was a cat-like creature straight out of a nightmare. It was shaped like a panther, all black fur and sinuous motion, but it was twice the size of a regular big cat, with three legs on either side, a long tail that flattened on the end into a paddle-like weapon, and two heads instead of one.

      It was from that second head that the eerie cry came a fourth time, splitting the air like a knife.

      Cade recognized the creature immediately.

      Howler Demon, he thought, and then he was racing forward to put himself between it and its intended prey, knowing that there was no way for Gabrielle to free herself now that she'd fallen victim to the demon's mesmerizing cry. He'd faced such creatures before, albeit with the help of custom ear plugs, and by all rights he should have been in the same situation as his companion, but after that first jolting cry the creature's scream had no effect on him. He didn't know why, but he wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth. As long as he could move, he could act.

      He was going to have to dispatch it on his own.

      The creature had been slowly advancing on Gabrielle, taking its time, enjoying the look of fear in its prey's eyes, but as it caught sight of Cade it turned toward him instead. Both heads opened their mouths at the same time, the right head hissing in the manner of big cats the world over while the left let loose another bone-chilling shriek designed to stop Cade in his tracks.

      The look that crossed both the creature's faces when it didn't was almost priceless.

      Cade used the demon's momentary confusion to his advantage, rushing forward and lashing out with his sword before it could recover from its surprise, carving a deep furrow across the demon's chest as he hurried past.

      The demon reared up on its hind legs, screamed in anger, and then bounded after him.

      Which was exactly what Cade wanted.

      Howler demons were dangerously strong, but they weren't particularly bright. This one could have ignored him and gone after Gabrielle, who was still trapped by the magic of the demon's cry; she, at least, would have been easy prey. But Cade's blow had angered it and that anger was all that was needed to distract it from its intended prey.

      Cade put what he thought was a fair distance between himself and the demon, then spun about, sword at the ready, only to find the hellish beast nearly on top of him.

      Damn, it's fast! he thought as it charged forward, its six legs a blur of movement as it tore up the ground beneath it in its eagerness to reach him.

      Cade braced himself for the beast's rush and in that second something clicked in the back of his mind. One second his heart was beating a hundred miles an hour, his thoughts awhirl, and in the next an icy calm settled over him. The adrenaline-fueled pounding in his ears went away, replaced by a calm, calculating inner sense that analyzed the situation in the blink of an eye, measuring angles of attack and relative velocities, the possible height of the creature's leap based on the way the muscles in its hindquarters bunched with each stride.

      Time slowed, or maybe he speeded up, he wasn't quite sure which, but the end result was that he seemed to be moving outside the normal sequence of events and had all the time in the world to prepare for what was to come.

      He watched the beast's haunches tense, preparing to spring, and he knew before the creature even left the ground that it intended to leap over him, intended to use that flat, bony blade at the end of its tail like a sledgehammer as it passed overhead. He had little doubt that it would crush his head like an eggshell if it connected as planned.

      Cade willed himself not to move as those bunched muscles pushed the beast into the air, knowing that doing so now would all but seal his death warrant. The demon's bulky form was far more graceful that he expected, the coiled strength in its hindquarters giving it more than enough momentum to carry it in an arc over his head. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest, could hear his breath filling his ears as the demon sailed over him and, at the apex of its leap, lashed downward with that cudgel-like tail, just as he'd expected.

      Calmly, ever so calmly, Cade took a single step to the side, watching as the bony mass at the end of the demon's tail soared in slow motion through the space where he'd been standing a split second before. As it slid past, he whipped his sword around like a batter swinging for the fences while facing a 3-2 count at the bottom of the ninth.

      Blade met demon flesh and slashed through it effortlessly, severing the bony pad from the end of the tail and sending it tumbling away from them, blood splashing along in its wake.

      The demon let out a ferocious shriek as it came down from its leap and Cade smiled at the sound, a hard, cruel smile that few who knew him in the days before the Adversary's attack on his family would have recognized. Years of battling the supernatural had brought out certain aspects of his personality that he might have preferred stay hidden and now, in the wake of the changes the world had undergone since he'd exiled himself to the Beyond, those underlying traits were surfacing with surprising rapidity, but he barely noticed; his focus was on the demon before him and not on the changes to his personality.

      He expected the beast to be a bit more wary in its approach now that he'd drawn first blood, but no sooner had the creature's paws returned to earth that it whipped around with surprising speed and rushed right back at him. He thought it was going to try to use its bulk in an effort to knock him aside and so he wasn't prepared when it suddenly stopped on a dime just mere feet away and lashed out with one of its paws, aiming to take his head off with a single blow.

      Cade jerked his upper body back, just barely ducking beneath the strike, the demon's claws passing so close that he felt the wind of them across his face. Even as he straightened back up the demon was lashing out again, this time from the opposite direction with its other paw, and Cade barely got his weapon up in time to deflect the strike. The strength of the demon's blow knocked him off balance and he stumbled backward a few steps as a result.

      The move probably saved his life, as what was left of the demon's bony tail lashed through the space he'd been standing in a moment before with enough force to crush bone on contact.

      Even wounded, this thing had far more strength than he did. If he wanted to survive, he was going to have to end the fight quickly.

      But how?

      He glanced frantically about even as he continued to keep the creature at bay with the sharp edge of his sword. For now the demon wasn't willing to risk getting injured by rushing him again, but Cade knew it would eventually figure out that its size and bulk gave it a considerable advantage. It might take some injury, yes, but it would certainly be able to overwhelm him before he could get in the killing blow if it chose to accept some injury in order to finish the confrontation.

      That's when his gaze fell on the pair of double-paned windows ready for installation that were leaning against the side of the house, the weak sunlight reflecting off the glass and creating a mirror-like effect.

      Before he could give it much thought, Cade turned and raced for the glass.

      Behind him, the howler demon stood surprised for a few precious seconds, as its small brain worked to figure out what had just happened, and then, with another shriek from that second head, it gave chase.

      Faster, Williams, faster, he mentally shouted at himself as he heard the demon's big paws thud against the ground behind him.

      As the demon opened it mouth to seize him in its jaws, Cade threw himself forward those final couple of feet and slammed into the window glass, passed through it in the blink of an eye as if its surface were made of liquid rather than solid glass.

      Unable to stop, the demon slammed into the side of the house with tremendous force, shattering the glass, too stunned by the collision to even shriek its frustration.

      Above its head, Cade reemerged into this world via the reflection on the surface of a second story window and dropped the fifteen feet toward the demon's unprotected back, his sword held steady in both first, the blade pointed downward.

      The Templar's aim was true; he landed directly on the demon's back, legs sliding down on either side of its neck as his blade bit deep into the larger of the creature's two skulls, sinking nearly to the hilt.

      The demon's second head let out a long, shrill scream and the beast collapsed beneath him, unmoving and still at last.

      He was still poking at the carcass with his sword when Gabrielle jerked, wavered, and finally regained control of her body. Her hand completed its upward motion, grabbing the hilt of her sword and drawing it, despite the fact that the danger had already passed.

      Cade didn't blame her; he'd be just as spooked if their positions were reversed.

      She made her way toward him, her gaze locked firmly on the dead thing at his feet.

      "What is it?" she asked, her eyes narrowing in disgust.

      "A howler demon."

      "Right. A howler demon. Of course, it is," she replied, in a tone that made him wonder whether her distaste was for the thing itself or the Templar habit of naming things in the simplest way possible. It was a demon, it howled, hence howler demon. Made perfectly good sense to Cade, but he was used to the way the Order liked to put everything into a nice little box all its own. His job was to hunt them down and kill them; he didn't really care what they were called.

      Her next question was more interesting to him, though.

      "Where did it come from?" And right on the heels of that, "And what's it doing here?"

      "Good question."

      He considered his answer for a moment, trying to work it out in his own head before giving voice to his thoughts, but there were just too many unknowns.

      "Howlers are low level, class three demons. Good for guard duty, perimeter security, that kind of thing. They're cunning and have a keen intelligence, but their tendency to reject authority makes them a bit difficult to control. Add to that the fact that all they need to do is have a literal screaming fit to freeze your ass where you stand and turn you into a ready-to-eat frozen dinner and you can see why most mages avoid summoning them unless absolutely necessary."

      "So, it's not here by accident?"

      Cade shook his head. "Someone had to call if forth from the infernal plane; it can't move between realms on its own."

      Even as he said it, Cade realized just how odd the situation was. Like Gabrielle had said, just what the hell was the howler demon doing here anyway? They hadn't found any evidence in the house that the owner had been anything but an ordinary, everyday citizen. Certainly nothing to make them suggest that a mage lived there, now or any time in the past. So where the devil had the demon come from? Had it just wandered out of the woods at the right moment?

      His gaze snapped up at the thought, wondering if they were in danger even now. Were there more of the creatures watching them from within the tree-line? Waiting for their chance to strike?

      He slowly turned his head, examining the edge of the woods from one side to the other, until his gaze fell upon the shed in the rear corner of the yard that had been Gabrielle's intended destination.

      He noticed that the door was standing open.

      "Did you find that bucket?" he asked, without taking his gaze off the doorway.

      He could almost hear Gabrielle shake her head. "Never got that far," she said. "The Howler started doing its thing and..."

      Cade didn't wait to hear any more. He strode toward the opening, sword in hand and at the ready, suspecting what he was going to find even before he got there.

      Behind him, he heard Gabrielle hustling to catch up.

      "What's going on, Cade? Talk to me!"

      He ignored her, his attention on the yawning entryway before him. The shed was one of those prefab affairs, made of reinforced plastic built to withstand a decade or so in the sun and snow. He was all but certain that the door had been shut when they'd walked around the house earlier, which meant the demon hadn't come out of the woods at all.

      It had come out of the shed.

      But that makes even less sense than the woods!  What the hell was a howler demon doing hiding in a tool shed?

      He was about to find out, it seemed.

      As he drew closer he moved to one side, not wanting to approach the doorway directly head-on. He sensed Gabrielle moving to the other side out of the corner of his eye and mentally wished he'd told her to plug her ears with something.

      Too late now, he thought.

      He signaled for her to hold her position; he was going in first. Normally this would be the most dangerous part of the encounter; he was moving from daylight to darkness as he stepped inside the shed and he would be momentarily blinded as his eyes adjusted to the dark. But Cade had more than one way of seeing in the dark.

      His encounter with the Adversary on that summer night so many years ago had left him with a few gifts of his own. One of those was his Sight, which allowed him not only to the see directly into the Beyond from the real world, but also to see beneath the surface of things, to see the supernatural and spiritual world that surrounds us at all times. That world cast off a light of its own and he could use it to see what lay ahead of him, even in the darkness.

      Reaching deep inside his mind, he mentally flipped the imaginary switch that controlled it. When he opened his eyes, the view before him had radically changed.

      The interior of the shed glowed with a sickly, red light that reminded Cade of a neon sign splashed with blood. He'd seen that effect before and knew it meant something in the area had been touched by the demonic, usually quite recently. Thankfully there were no other howler demons waiting just inside the doors, which was what he'd been worried about the most, and so he stepped forward, entering the structure.

      The shed held the usual assortment of tools; rakes, shovels, a pick axe, and the like. A tarp covered what he took to be a lawnmower and to his right was a floor to ceiling set of shelves that contained a variety of cleaning supplies, including the bucket that he needed to transfer gas from one vehicle to the other.

      Ahead of him, in the rear left corner of the shed, was the portal.

      He spotted it straight away; it was rather hard to miss.

      It wasn't a big one, just a few feet across, occupying a section of the floor near the rear right corner of the shed, but its surface writhed and rolled uncontrollably in the reddish-black light that emitted from its center, indicating that it was active. Given the nature of the creature they'd just fought, Cade didn't have to guess where the other end of that portal came out. It was painfully obvious.

      The howler demon hadn't needed to be summoned at all.

      It had simply crawled out of hell all on its own.

      Which meant another one could come waltzing along at any minute.

      Another howler, or something much worse...

      He felt Gabrielle slip into the shed behind him and heard her little gasp of surprise when she spotted the portal.

      "Is that what I think it is?" she whispered, as if afraid something on the other end might hear them.

      For all he knew something might.

      Before he could answer, she added another question. "Is there any way of closing it?"

      He found himself whispering back. "Yes, it's a portal. No, we can't close it, at least not on our own." Cade glanced at it once more, then said, "We need to get out of here. Now."

      Gabrielle didn't object.

      They backed out of the shed, Cade snatching up the bucket he needed on the way by, and closed the door behind them.

      Cade glanced about, looking for something he could use to brace it shut. Spotting a large tractor tire in the grass nearby, he hustled over and hefted it upright. Rolling it over in front of the shed, with Gabrielle's help he got it situated so that when they let it tip over sideways, it prevented the shed door from being opened easily.

      "What now?" Gabrielle asked, as she eyed the door suspiciously.

      Cade didn't blame her.

      "Now we get as far away from that portal as we can get."

      She turned to him, surprise on her face. "You're just going to leave it there? Open and all?"

      "I don't have any choice," Cade said, as he turned and began walking briskly in the direction of the garage, bucket in hand. "I don't have any way of closing it off, nor the firepower I'd need to keep the things in that want out. Our best bet is to get away from here before something more dangerous than that howler demon comes along. If and when we find someone with the power needed to close it down, we can send them back to do so."

      "What if a civilian comes along and wanders inside?"

      Cade waved his hands in the air. "You see anybody creeping about?"

      "Well, no, but that doesn't mean somebody won't."

      "Nothing we can do about that. All I know is that we're getting out of here before something else comes out of that gate."

      Reaching the garage, he grabbed the hose Gabrielle had found earlier and cut two sections from it, one longer than the other. He took both over to the Mercedes, unscrewed the gas cap, and then put one end of each tube into the tank. He packed a rag in tight around the tubes, sealing off the open mouth of the gas tank as best he could, then put the other end of the longer hose into the bucket he'd grabbed from the shed. Satisfied that all was prepped the way it needed to be, he bent over and blew strongly into the short tube, creating pressure in the tank. In just a few moments gas began to flow out of the longer tube and into the bucket.

      "Color me impressed," Gabrielle said, as she watched the bucket begin to fill.

      "You should see my encore," Cade joked in return, then turned serious. "Grab one of those boxes over there," he said, pointing to a stack of cardboard boxes on one of the shelves, "and fill it with canned food and bottled water. See if you can find a can opener in one of the kitchen drawers as well."

      "I'm on it," she said.

      Satisfied she had the situation under control, Cade turned back to the Mercedes. The bucket was only about a fourth of the way full, so he hustled over to the Blazer and finished the job of hooking up the battery that he'd started earlier. By the time he was finished with that, the first bucket of gas was just about full.

      He returned to the Mercedes, pulled the rag away from the mouth of the tank and pulled the hoses up out of it, cutting off the siphon for the moment. He took the bucket over to the Blazer and carefully poured the gas into its tank. When he was finished, he returned to the other vehicle, started the siphon going again, and got back to work under the hood of the Blazer, attaching the spark plug leads and then reinstalling the distributor cap.

      By the time Gabrielle returned from the kitchen with not one but two boxes of canned good and bottled water and put them in the rear of the Blazer, Cade had gotten the engine ready to go and transferred three buckets of gas into the vehicle's tank. He splashed a little gas into the carburetor to prime it, then set the bucket down and closed the hood of the truck. It was time to test it out.

      "Cross your fingers," he said, as he got behind the wheel. He didn't have keys for the Blazer like he did for the Mercedes, but that was fine; he didn't really need them. He took the long, thin-bladed screwdriver he had in hand and jammed it into ignition keyhole.

      A little help would be nice right about now, he thought heavenward, and then turned the screwdriver.

      The engine reluctantly turned over once, twice, and then shut down.

      "Come on, you bastard," Cade said beneath his breath as he pumped the gas pedal a few times and tried the key again.

      This time the engine caught with a grumbling backfire that stuttered for a few minutes and then smoothed out. He gestured for Gabrielle to get in and, when she had, backed the Blazer out of the garage and down the drive.

      It was time to find Riley and the rest of the Templars.
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      Thanks to the information that they'd found inside the house, they knew they were on the outskirts of Covington, a small town just few miles from the abandoned quarry that had been the rendezvous spot where Riley and the other Templars had gathered days earlier. Thankfully Cade had scouted the area thoroughly before choosing the location for one of his emergency caches and was quickly able to orient himself once he knew where they were.

      The drive was passed in silence, their attention caught by the emptiness of the houses they passed along the road. Occasionally they'd find a car or truck abandoned by the side of the road, but there was no sign of any people.

      To Cade, it felt like they'd been dropped into the middle of some apocalyptic, end-of-the-world movie. He kept waiting to drive around a corner and find himself facing a mob of undead zombies stumbling in his direction. He almost mentioned as much to Gabrielle, but the look of concern on her face as she watched the empty houses roll past kept him from doing so.

      They soon left Covington behind and headed into the woodland that comprised the Hilltop National Park, following forest roads north for a few miles. About a half mile before reaching their destination, Cade cut northeast on a less traveled byway, intending to come around and approach the rendezvous point from further north where they could look down on their destination before revealing their presence. It had been several days since Gabrielle had come looking for him and heaven only knew who occupied the quarry now. It might be Riley and his men, but it could just as easily be the enemy, especially given the situation Gabrielle had said the Templars had found themselves in during those last few seconds before she'd stepped into the Beyond.

      Better safe than sorry, he thought.

      After another ten minutes of driving, Cade pulled the Blazer off the forest track and into the midst of the nearby trees.

      "We hoof it from here," he said.

      Before leaving the truck, however, he took the object he'd taken from the house, used the tire iron from the back to break it in half, and then laid one section of it on the ground beside the vehicle.

      Gabrielle looked at it, then turned a curious expression in Cade's direction.

      "What's that for?"

      "Insurance," he said, shaking his head when she tried to get him to explain further.

      Cade led the way through the forest for a few hundred yards until they could see light starting to break through the trees ahead of them. At that point, he gestured for Gabrielle to get down in a crouch and they moved the final dozen yards in that position until they were nearly atop the ridgeline. The last several feet were covered in a Marine crawl, leaving them both side by side on the edge of the ridge, looking down into the pit from a hundred feet above.

      From that point, Cade could see the lone road that was the only way in and out of the abandoned quarry, as well as the smelting facility and warehouse at the far end of it. It was an isolated location and that had been one reason he'd chosen it as a weapons cache and meeting spot when things had started to go sour within the Order shortly after the war with the Chiang Shih. The other reason had been the network of tunnels below the smelting operation that provided an alternate escape route from the facility. An enemy would think they had them trapped, only to discover they'd seemingly vanished into thin air. It had seemed ideal.

      He remembered coming out here alone to inspect the site that first night, and the subsequent trips he'd made to stock the supply cache. He'd never thought he'd actually have need of the place; he'd expected the whole mess within the Templar hierarchy to sort itself out long before it got to that point. Apparently, he'd been way off base in that regard.

      Peering down now from high above, he could see the torched remains of what appeared to be a trio of SUVs littering the road about a hundred yards before the warehouse. Several other vehicles, as well as a half dozen ore carts from the quarry, were strategically placed between that point and the door to the facility. They would have provided some cover for the Templars who'd been charged with defending those inside or at least given them time to escape and Cade nodded in approval at what he saw. His men had learned well.

      His biggest concern, that the enemy would have taken and held the structure once Riley and his men retreated, didn't seem to be an issue. The place looked as deserted as the day he'd discovered it. Nothing moved down there and even though he watched the windows of the smelting facility and the adjoining warehouse, he didn't see any signs of movement.

      They were alone, apparently.

      He turned to Gabrielle. "So you were to meet Riley and the others here, after you brought me back from the Beyond?"

      She glanced away. "Sort of," she said.

      "Sort of?"

      "Yeah. Sort of. We were under attack and I was doing everything I could, with Uriel's help, to break through the Veil before the Preceptor's troops got through our defenses. I didn't really have time to discuss how I was going to find Captain Riley and the others once I made it back from the Beyond. If I made it back, that is."

      The Forsaken One was here? Cade thought.

      That put a different spin on things. He didn't remember Gabrielle mentioning the archangel the first time she'd told him her story.

      "What did he want?" he asked.

      "Who? Riley?"

      "No, Uriel."

      Gabrielle shrugged. "He's an angel. Who the hell really knows what they want?"

      Cade had dealt with more than one angel in his time, both good and bad, and couldn't disagree with her.

      Who knows indeed?

      But still, he had the feeling she was holding something back.

      "Take me through it again, would you? Start to finish."

      Gabrielle sighed, but she did as he asked, telling him about how she'd run into Captain Riley while she'd been looking for Cade and how Riley'd convinced her to accompany him here. His reasoning had been pretty straightforward; he was intent on gathering as many men as possible to face the corruption with the Templar ranks and thought someone in the group might be able to shed some light on what had happened to Cade. The other Templars, however, hadn't believed that she was, in fact, the knight commander's wife and had been just about to evict her from the gathering when Uriel appeared in their midst.

      The archangel's appearance had changed everything. He'd supported her assertions that she was Gabrielle Williams, Cade's formerly "deceased" wife, and that she had an absolutely vital role with regard to stopping the Preceptor's power grab. She was, after all, the only one who could retrieve Cade from his self-imposed exile in the Beyond. That piece of information hadn't gone over well with the others; one of the Templars, a previously well-respected noncom, had revealed himself to be working for the opposition when he attempted to assassinate her on the spot! The traitorous knight had been stopped, but not before relaying the renegade Templars' position to Preceptor Johannson via a powerful arcane link.

      The enemy had shown up shortly thereafter, forcing Riley and his men to stand their ground and fight, buying her the time she'd needed to open the doorway to the Beyond and go after Cade.

      The enemy had broken through their frontline defenses and were inside the building when she'd finally been able to open the gate. As she stepped through the portal, her last instruction from Uriel was to find Cade and return as quickly as possible, before it was too late.

      "Too late for what?" Cade wondered aloud.

      Gabrielle just shook her head.

      And there it was. The thing she was holding back from him. She might be living in someone else's body, but once they'd been as close as any two people could be and he'd been able to read the subtle clues she gave off for years now. It was clear that she wasn't telling him the whole story but for the moment he was willing to let it go. She had her reasons, he was sure, and he trusted her enough to wait for when she thought the time was right. He thought she was going to say something when they'd uncovered the hellgate back in the shed, but she'd choked off whatever she'd been about to say at the time and he had let it go, just as he did now.

      When she's ready, she'll tell me, he thought and left it at that.

      With nothing more to be learned from up here, Cade backed away from the cliff's edge and then led Gabrielle down what was little more than a goat track until they reached the quarry floor. He hung back for a moment, looking and listening, but when he still saw no signs of life he decided that they'd been cautious enough.

      It was time to get some answers.

      He stepped out of the brush and moved forward, following the edge of the road toward the pair of buildings ahead of him, Gabrielle at his back. It was eerily quiet, the only sounds the soft crunch of their footsteps in the gravel underfoot, and Cade could feel his tension rising as they continued forward, the hair on the back of his neck standing up straight as he considered just how exposed they really were. If someone wanted to take a potshot or two at them, they'd be sitting ducks...

      He reached the burned-out hulk of the first SUV without incident. The vehicle lay on its side near a large crater in the middle of the road and it didn't take a tactical genius to understand that it had fallen victim to some kind of improvised explosive device, also known as an IED. When he'd realized they were about to have unwanted company, Riley must have mined the road and built the barricades to make it as difficult for the enemy to reach them as he possibly could. Having their lead vehicles blown-up unexpectedly would have put quite a damper on the enemy's enthusiasm to reach those holed-up inside the buildings ahead of them. It would also have forced them to slow down, buying those inside more time to prepare for the fight to come.

      Cade nodded his head in admiration; under the circumstances, he would have tried the same thing and it only served to reinforce his long-held opinion that his former executive officer had been an excellent choice to replace him as Echo Team commander.

      He moved on, passing two more wrecked vehicles, the last one carrying a pair of crispy critters still held in their seats by the remains of their seatbelts. Cade barely gave them a passing thought; they'd chosen their side and had paid the price for doing so. But when he reached another set of skeletal remains lying in the middle of the road ahead of him, he stopped and squatted down to examine it.

      There wasn't much left, just a skull and several bones tangled up in the remains of a tattered jumpsuit of battlefield grey. The enemy had apparently cared more for the fallen knight's equipment than his earthly remains, for Cade saw no sign of the man's firearm or sword. Even the man's equipment belt and boots had been scavenged from the scene.

      He reached out and picked up one of the bones, turning it over in his hands. It had a weathered look to it, the surface picked clean and no longer gleaming white. Time had turned it cream-colored and it had a spongy texture to it, not brittle but not solidly strong either, calcified with divots running across its surface. He was reminded of an article he'd seen once about the discovery of Sir Edmund Mallory's remains high atop Mount Everest. This bone had the same kind of look to it that he'd seen in the photographs of Mallory's skeletal remains.

      Like they'd been there a long time.

      Cade didn't see any teeth or claw marks on the bones' surface, which meant it was unlikely that animals had stripped away the flesh. That left only time and the weather as the logical culprits.

      Which made no sense at all, given what he knew.

      He looked up, letting his gaze travel over the ground between him and the entrance to the smelting facility, spotting several more jumbled piles of remains. He frowned at the sight of them just lying there; even the enemy's troops deserved a respectful burial.

      Carefully putting the bone back where he had found it, he rose and walked over to the next set, bending to examine those as well. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Gabrielle doing the same with another, the look of confusion on her face matching his own.

      "How many days has it been since you came looking for me?" he asked, his words sounding unusually loud as it cut through the silence.

      Gabrielle replied, "Four, five days at most."

      Five days?

      And the bodies have been reduced to nothing more than skeletons?

      No way. It just wasn't possible.

      First the abandoned houses, then the howler demon, and now this.

      Something was seriously wrong.

      He thought about the time he and Riley had spent in the Beyond after the defeat of the Chiang Shih, when they'd been searching for the Isle of Sorrows and Gabrielle's disembodied soul. The two of them had spent just a few weeks in that purgatory-like realm by their reckoning, but when they'd returned, months had passed in the real world. Had something similar happened here? Were they already too late to be of any help at all?

      And, of course, there was the bigger question of what the hell had happened while they'd been gone.

      He looked over at Gabrielle. She must have been having similar thoughts, for when he met her gaze he could see that beneath her calm exterior, she was worried.

      No, he thought, not worried.

      Scared.

      That was unsettling, to say the least. She was one of the strongest women he'd ever known, ready to tackle any situation head on. She'd endured captivity at the hands of the Adversary and had used her wits and guts to break free more than once to warn him when his life had been in danger. She'd kept her sanity when the same fallen angel had occupied her physical form for days on end, forcing her into the nether regions of her own mind, trapped and aware but unable to do anything about it. She'd stood shoulder to shoulder with him in the Beyond, facing down wave after wave of spectres, and hadn't flinched even once. And yet...

      And yet here she was, looking practically terrified.

      The time for patience was over.

      "What aren't you telling me, Gabbi? What's the real story here?"

      She stared at him, wordless, and at first he thought she was going to refuse to speak, to avoid his question entirely, or, at the very least, brush it off with some platitude of an answer. But then, after a moment, she seemed to gather her courage and, with a deep breath, she told him.

      "The ritual didn't work," she said.

      Cade frowned, not understanding. "What ritual?"

      "The one Uriel taught you. The one that was supposed to destroy the Adversary once and for all." She smiled weakly. "The one in which I died."

      An image flashed through his mind before she'd even finished speaking; her standing before him, fighting to mentally hold the Adversary at bay, while he screamed in anguish and rammed the blade known as Gabriel's Tear upward, under her rib cage and deep into her chest, where it pierced her heart in a single, savage blow.

      He shook his head, driving the memory away while at the same time trying to understand what she was saying.

      "What do you mean it failed?"

      The idea that her sacrifice might have been in vain was nearly too much to bear. He felt unsteady on his feet, as if the bedrock beneath him was shifting in different directions.

      It couldn't be true.

      It couldn't.

      But deep down he knew it was.

      Gabrielle reluctantly went on. "In those final seconds, while I was fighting to hold the Adversary from breaking free, I caught a glimpse into his mind and saw the real reason he had maneuvered us into that situation.

      "The ritual didn't destroy him. Didn't even come close. He'd been prepared for it, had used its raw power to his advantage, channeling it through him and his connection to the infernal realm, sending it down to the other six members of his scream that had been waiting patiently for millennia for that very moment.

      "Then, when the seven fallen angels were full of their own power as well as the power of the ritual itself, they fought back, seizing control of the angels supporting you, driving their spirits from their bodies and taking them as their own."

      "And thereby setting the Adversary free to walk the earth one more," Cade said in a stunned voice.

      Gabrielle nodded. "Not just the Adversary, but his six closest allies as well."

      It was their worst nightmare come true. He couldn't believe it; all they'd fought for, undone in an instant and by his own hand, no less. He'd never been more disgusted with himself.

      "Does Riley know?" he asked.

      Another nod. "His men didn't want to believe it, but Uriel was a bit more convincing than I."

      Not surprising, that. When God's record keeper, the Watcher of the Ages, told you something, it tended to make an impression. He remembered his own initial encounter with the archangel and he could just imagine how Riley and the rest of the Echo Team soldiers had reacted to theirs. Must have been quite the revelation, he thought.

      With a nod to show he understood, he turned and made for the entrance to the building behind him.
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      The oversized doors to the warehouse stood half open, the gap between them shadowed in darkness. Cade stood outside the entrance for a moment, Gabrielle at his side. A large pile of dust and debris had piled up against the bottom edge of the door closest to him, indicating that it hadn't been moved in quite some time.

      A glint of metal caught his eye and he bent over, brushing away some of the loose dirt near his feet to reveal a brass shell casing. He recognized it immediately; it was a 9mm Parabellum, standard issue for the Templar's MP5 submachine guns. His gaze roamed the ground, picking up dozens more now that he knew what he was looking for. Riley's men had clearly made a stand here before the doors; the evidence was scattered all about their feet.

      As they slipped through the doors, movement caught his eye. Cade stopped just inside the doorway, looking back outside. He let his gaze roam the area in front of him, trying to figure out what he'd just seen.

      Nothing happened for a moment and he was just about to join Gabrielle inside when he spotted it again. A dark spot on the edge of the quarry wall slipped a few feet lower than it had been the moment before.

      It looked for all the world like someone slowly making their way down the cliff face on their hands and toes, crawling along spider-like, unaffected by gravity or the long drop ahead of them.

      Cade's breath caught in his throat as he focused his attention on it, realizing even as he did so what it was that he was seeing.

      The hair on the back of his neck stood on end.

      He immediately began searching the rest of the cliff face, knowing where there was one there was certain to be more, and one after another he picked out the rest, until all seven were in his sights.

      A full sneak of shadow demons was on its way toward them, which meant their time at the quarry had suddenly gotten very limited. So far it didn't seem like the demons knew where they were – the demons' descent was too slow and methodical for them to be on their direct trail – but it wouldn't be long before they picked up their scent. After that, it would be like a Friday night feeding frenzy for a school of sharks at Chum Lake.

      They needed to figure out where Riley had gone and then get the hell out of there before the demons closed in.

      Cade slowly stepped back into the shadows on the other side of the doorway, not wanting to call attention to himself with any sudden movement.

      Gabrielle had noted his absence and was waiting there for him to join her.

      "Problem?" she asked, seeing the expression on his face and noticing his tension.

      "There's a sneak of shadow demons behind us," he said. "We've got ten, maybe fifteen minutes, at best, before they locate us. We need to get what we came for and then get the heck out again before they catch up to us."

      "Shadow demons?"

      He'd forgotten that she didn't have the years of experience hunting the supernatural that he did. Her competence with everything they'd dealt with while in the Beyond and after was the equal of any Templar he'd served with and he had to keep reminding himself that she didn't have the same training that any member of his team would.

      "Supernatural bloodhounds," he explained, "Except these are the size of grizzlies and track you by your aura, rather than your scent. Plus there's very little substance to them, hence the name. Makes them hard as hell to kill."

      She was looking toward the open door, eye wide, when he reached out and grabbed her arm, focusing her attention back on him.

      "We're fine. We've got plenty of time," he reassured her. "A quick search for information on where Riley and the others might have gotten off to and then we're gone, okay?"

      She nodded, but her hands didn't stray far from the sword she wore across her back.

      Cade didn't blame her; his hands didn't either.

      Inside, by the light of their flashlights, they found packing crates and pallets piled up in various locations across the warehouse floor. The pattern looked random at first, but Cade's trained eye picked out the firing lanes and arcs of cover that the stacks provided. He could imagine Riley's men making a fighting retreat, engaging the enemy from behind each stack while leading them deeper into the warehouse, no doubt to be attacked by other troops waiting there.

      Must have been a helluva fight, Cade thought, as he eyed the hundreds of shell casings that littered the floor.

      There were more remains in here as well, all in the same condition as those outside. He counted at least ten sets, all clearly part of the attacking force based on their positions relative to the defensive structures. He didn't bother to examine them; he'd already learned what he'd needed to learn from those outside. The fact that there weren't any defenders remains was reassuring; it either meant they'd been carried out when Riley had ordered the retreat or that someone had come back for them once the battle was over. Either way, someone had clearly survived the fight.

      "Over here," Gabrielle said, leading Cade to the rear of the building where there was a wide section of open floor. "This is where I opened the gate to the Beyond."

      There wasn't anything left there now, of course. The portals always closed seconds after being used and left no physical impact on the place where they appeared. But the fact that there wasn't a ring of Templar corpses surrounding the spot seemed once again to suggest that Riley and his men had made it out safely.

      Gabrielle, however, didn't think so.

      "I saw him fall as I stepped through the gate," she said, her voice full of sorrow.

      "Who?"

      "Riley." She explained how she'd seen him standing his ground, holding off the enemy troops practically on his own, when a grenade bounced across the floor and landed by his feet. She'd seen him lifted into the air by the force of the explosion just as the gate had pulled her in with its vice-like grip and spit her out into the Beyond on the other side.

      While she talked, Cade couldn't help but glance to his left where a large section of the floor had been scorched by an explosion. He imagined Riley standing there, firing his Mossberg at the enemy as they closed in, refusing to leave his post until Gabrielle was safely through the gate. Cade felt fear for his friend spread through him at the thought. They had fought together for so long that it seemed almost inconceivable that Riley could be gone and yet he knew how damaging a grenade could be in close quarters.

      Gabrielle went on. "I appreciate what he did to protect me, but I don't understand why he let himself get cornered like that?" She waved her hands at the walls around her. "There's no exit back here. Where did he think he was going to go? Why sacrifice himself in vain?"

      "He didn't," Cade said. "Riley knew what he was doing. Here, let me show you."

      He led her over to a blank section of the rear wall. It looked like any another part but Cade knew differently. He reached out with his left hand, the one on which he wore his Templar ring, and watched Gabrielle eyes grow wide as the surface of the wall shimmered and changed, revealing the door hidden there.

      "What the...?

      Cade grinned. "It's an illusion spell, keyed to the presence of my ring, as well as Riley's and a few other senior commanders that I trusted. If they got out – and I think that they did – this is how they did it."

      He glanced across the warehouse to the entrance, searching for signs of their pursuers.

      Thankfully the coast was still clear.

      "We're going to do the same. Come on."

      The door had a large wheel set in the center, like a bulkhead door on a battleship. Reaching out, he spun the wheel and then gave the door a good shove. It groaned at first but finally swung free.

      "Quickly now! They can't be far behind."

      Gabrielle stepped over the doorframe and Cade followed, closing the door behind them as soon as he was through. He spun the wheel, sealing it shut for the time being, but knew it wouldn't take the shadow demons long to get through it once they figured out where they had gone. He needed something to slow them down.

      Turning, he shone his flashlight about, searching for something he could use to hold the door shut. He and Gabrielle found themselves on what amounted to a loading dock in the midst of a tunnel running perpendicular to their position. When the facility had been in operation, the dock was used to load the finished product onto railroad handcars that where then transported to a small station half a mile east. The finished blocks would then be loaded onto to a cargo train that would carry them a thousand miles away to the company's showroom in Atlanta.

      His light landed on a couple steel fence poles resting against the back of the dock. With Gabrielle's help, he carried one of them over to the door and slipped it through the opening in the wheel, preventing it from being turned from the opposite side.

      "That will hold them for a bit," he said.

      Gabrielle looked skeptical, but didn't disagree. She walked to the edge of the dock and shone her light down the tunnel, then onto the tracks a few feet below her.

      "Cade, look!"

      Joining her, he added his light to hers, illuminating the footprints on the wooden slats of the tracks. He jumped down to take a closer look.

      The size and shape of the tracks suggested that they been made by a thick-soled pair of boots, perhaps even more than one. They were dark brown, almost black. Cade used a fingernail to scrape a little bit of it away and then held his finger under his nose. The blood, for that was what it was, still had a bit of a coppery smell to it. Whether the individual who left the tracks had been injured or had simply trod through freshly spilled blood and carried it along with them, Cade couldn't tell.

      As he straightened, Gabrielle jumped down off the loading dock to have a look for herself.

      "Someone made it out," she said, shining her light further down the tunnel, where more tracks could be seen.

      "They did indeed," Cade said. The tracks led deeper into the tunnel and he saw no reason not to follow them to their destination, given what was waiting for them back the way they'd come.

      He'd just said as much to Gabrielle when a powerful blow slammed into the loading dock door from the opposite side, sending the sound of ringing metal echoing through the tunnel. As one, the pair shone their lights onto the door and were just in time to see it shake again from a second blow. To Cade, it seemed as if the entire door shook within its frame.

      Apparently my estimate was a bit off, he thought to himself. Get a move on.

      "This way! Quickly!" Cade cried and headed down the tracks with Gabrielle at his heels.

      They ran for all they were worth, neither of them wanting to face a pack of shadow demons down here in the dark where they could barely see anything. Cade set his sights on reaching the station at the other end of the tunnel, knowing the shadow demons would be weaker in the sunlight, and praying that the door held long enough.

      After what felt like forever but was probably less than ten minutes, light broke the darkness ahead of them and a few moments later they emerged from the tunnel to find themselves at their destination.

      The station had fallen into disrepair before Cade had gone into the Beyond; now it looked absolutely dilapidated. One section of the roof had caved in and the glass in the windows of the station office had broken at some point, allowing a large family of squirrels to make their nests just inside the windows. There was a large sign next to the tracks with the words Barlett Station crossed out. Some joker had replaced them with "End of the Line," which was true both literally and figuratively.

      Guy probably didn't know how prophetic he was being when he wrote it, Cade thought.

      Aware that the clock was ticking and that the shadow demons couldn't be far behind, Cade began looking for some sign that Riley and his men had made it out of the tunnel. He found it after several minutes, a small set of symbols, four to be exact, carved into the front wall of the station office. The symbols were from a set he'd created for clandestine communications among the Echo Team leaders shortly after he'd been promoted to Knight Commander and which had proved useful several times in the years since.

      He knew the symbols by heart and so had no trouble translating the message they contained.

      

      Code Black. Heavy Casualties. Retreating to secure location. Command Third Squad.

      

      Cade stared at that last line, his thoughts awhirl. The fact that command had been assumed by the leader of Echo's Third Squad reinforced the idea that Riley had been injured, possible even killed, by the grenade in the warehouse. Given Gabrielle's description of those final few moments, he didn't see how his friend could have escaped, but he couldn't think about that now. There was nothing he could do about it until they found the Templars anyway, so focusing on Riley's potential injuries was a waste of time, he told himself. Stick to the mission.

      He tried to remember who Riley had promoted to command of Third Squad when Cade had stepped down, but the name just wouldn't come. Sanchez? Billings? Ransom? He couldn't remember and that frustrated him. Whoever it was, they'd done the right thing and left a message for anyone who might come looking for them.

      The only problem was that the message was next to useless to Cade, for it didn't tell him the one thing he needed to know.

      Where they had gone.

      Retreating to a secure location?

      Great idea. But which one?

      He didn't have a clue.

      Cade pointed out the symbols to Gabrielle, explaining what they meant, and then asked, "Did Riley mention a backup plan of any kind? Where they might regroup if the Preceptor's men came after them?"

      "Maybe to his troops, but not to me," she replied.

      "And Uriel didn't say anything, either?"

      She shook her head.

      "Shit!" Cade kicked the station wall, knowing they'd reached a dead end for the time being.

      From deeper in the tunnel came an eerie cry that was instantly taken up by half a dozen other voices, the sound echoing within the tunnel over and over again, sounding ten times larger than life and filling both Cade and Gabrielle with dread.

      The shadow demons had found them.

      Gabrielle drew her sword and faced the tunnel.

      "How do you want to handle this?" she asked over her shoulder, assuming that Cade would stand his ground the way he'd done so many times while fighting spectres in the Beyond.

      But Cade had other plans.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the other half of the mirror he'd left near the truck earlier. He stepped up next to Gabrielle and placed it on the ground in front of them.

      He gripped her about the waist, pulling her in close, and said, "I think it's about time we got out of here, don't you?"

      The first of the shadow demons came charging out of the tunnel mouth at that moment, headed directly toward them. Cade's mind tried to make sense of what he was seeing as the creature seemed to flow across the space between them, nearly quicker than the eye could follow, all gleaming eyes and sharp teeth wrapped in a shroud of darkest black. He felt Gabrielle stiffen beside him, but then he took the smallest step forward, his foot landing on the reflective surface of the mirror shard, and with a mental twist he and Gabrielle left this world behind and stepped elsewhere along the Mirror's Road.

      Behind him, he heard the shadow demon howl in frustration.

      Bye bye, doggie, he thought with a grin of satisfaction.
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      They burst through the surface of the mirror and went sprawling across the ground next to the Blazer, having moved from the railroad station to the ridgeline above the quarry in the space of a heartbeat and losing their pursuers in the process.

      As Cade rose to his feet and brushed the pine needles from his clothing, he noted the driver's side mirror hanging from the side of the truck, looking for all the world as if someone had taken a Louisville slugger to it.

      The piece of mirror he'd left next to the truck, his intended exit point, lay gleaming and intact, right where he'd left it.

      And the Russian judge gives that a six, he thought to himself with a shake of his head. He'd been getting better with practice at walking the Mirror's Road, but there were still a few tweaks he needed to make apparently.

      Even so, it had been good enough to get them away from the shadow demons and that was just fine with him for the time being.

      "Next time, a little warning might be nice," Gabrielle said dryly, dusting herself off in the process.

      "So says the woman who used to complain that I wasn't spontaneous enough."

      Cade meant it to be light-hearted, but somehow it came out wrong. Rather than making her laugh, it reminded both of them of all they'd been through over the last several years; the pain, the loneliness, the despair. They'd endured the worst the world could throw at them and by some miracle here they were still, damaged, yes, broken, no doubt about that, but still standing, still fighting back with everything they had.

      He honestly didn't know whether to shake his fist at the universe in defiance – still here motherfucker, do your worst! – or weep uncontrollably for all that they had lost.

      The same emotions were reflected in Gabrielle's eyes and before he could say anything more, she had crossed the space between them and wrapped herself tightly against him, holding on to him as if for dear life. Cade found himself gripping her just as tightly back; it had been years since he had held his wife like that and he felt the tears pouring down his face as the emotions overwhelmed him.

      In that moment, it didn't matter that she inhabited someone else's body or that he'd be irreversibly changed by the power of the Adversary and the angel blood that flowed through his veins.

      In that moment, it didn't matter that the world they'd known had apparently ceased to exist, that the simple life they'd once longed for was now forever out of reach.

      In that moment, they were simply husband and wife, united against the world. They'd come through the impossible more than once and he had no doubt that they'd do it again. His love for her had been the thing that had driven him forward for so long and would be the thing that would allow him to do it all over again if need be. They were together again and everything else was secondary to that. The knowledge that she felt the same was all Cade needed to continue.

      He kissed the top of her head, then gently pulled away.

      "We need to go, love."

      "Go where?" she wanted to know. "We don't have any idea where the Templars went."

      He nodded. "You're right. We don't know where the Templars went, so we'll go looking for them where they used to be instead."

      They climbed back in the truck, now sans one mirror, and Cade started it up. He pulled back onto the forest road, but rather than heading back the way they'd come, he drove forward, following the road as it led deeper into the woods.

      Twenty minutes later they came out on the other side of the state parkland and Cade headed south, looking for State Route 7, which he hoped would take them all the way to Westport and the Ravensgate Commandery. His plan was a simple one. If he couldn't find Riley and the remnants of the actual Templars, he'd go looking for the other half of the equation – those who had turned to the darkness, who had allied themselves with the Adversary for reasons beyond Cade's comprehension. If he could find the enemy, then just maybe he could find out what happened to his allies as well.

      The hug they shared seemed to have broken some barrier between them that Cade hadn't even realized was there. Perhaps it was the fact that for the first time since Gabrielle had located him in the Beyond, they didn't have to think about survival every second of the day and night. They weren't constantly beset by spectres on all sides; they didn't have to sleep with one eye open waiting for the next attack. Yes, they had a pack of shadow demons on their tail but they'd outsmarted them for the time being. The world was in disarray around them, the population, of Connecticut at least, seeming to have vanished into thin air, but for now Cade could breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that he'd been reunited with the one person that mattered the most to him in the world.

      The sun was going down by the time they spotted signs for State Route 7. They still had not seen another person; the road was empty of vehicles and they hadn't seen anyone in the few homes that they passed along the way.

      There was no doubt now that something had gone horribly wrong since Gabrielle had stepped into the Beyond in search of him. Whatever the Adversary had done in the midst of that ritual had turned things for the worst, that was clear. The question that needed answering was just how bad things actually were.

      Was this a local issue, Cade wondered? Or had it spread across the nation, perhaps even across the entire world? Had they escaped some kind of world-wide devastation, only to be left to wander these empty highways, ever searching for signs of life?

      Cade shook himself, trying to stave off the depressing line of thought that threatened to overwhelm him.

      Think positive, he told himself. After all this time and everything you've been through, you managed to find Gabrielle, right?

      He had, yes, or rather she had found him. And with her by his side, he was certain he would find Riley, Uriel, and the rest of the Templars, as well. Together they'd put the world to right again.

      They had to; there was no one else to do it.

      As the sun went down and darkness crept over their part of the world, it started to rain. Not a light, gentle drizzle either but a harsh, heavy downpour, big fat drops striking the windshield like phantom spirits suddenly finding substance and incessantly knocking to get inside.

      Cade switched on the windshield wipers, thankful to discover that they actually worked, and kept driving.

      Nature, however, wasn't done with them apparently.

      A wind kicked up, at first just blowing the rain harder against the windshield, but then increasing so strongly that it began to blow the truck around on the road. Cade gripped the wheel with both hands and peered through the windshield, trying to see the road as best he could.

      The first peal of thunder, so close and so very loud, made them both jump. The crash of lightning that followed lit the interior of the truck cab with a harsh, blinding light.

      "Think we should pull over?" Gabrielle asked.

      Cade shook his head. "Not yet. I want to put some more distance between us and the quarry."

      Both of them knew what he really meant, that he wanted to get farther away from the shadow demons that were no doubt still on their tail, but somehow mentioning them by name didn't feel right, as if doing so would call them forth like Bloody Mary from the mirror. Neither of them wanted to face the creatures again so soon, especially not in these conditions.

      With his knuckles white on the wheel, Cade continued driving, doing his best to stay to the middle of the road, avoiding the sides where the water was starting to collect in deep pools. The force of the weather and his speed of travel were directly opposed to each other; as the weather grew worse, his speed grew slower, until he was moving along at half the pace at which he'd started half an hour earlier.

      Just a little bit farther, he told himself.

      Then Gabrielle gasped as the lightning lit up the sky.

      "Good Lord," she whispered.

      Before he could ask what she'd seen, another flash filled the sky ahead of them and this time he saw them for himself.

      Three enormous twisters, moving together like the three Norns of fate, headed in their direction, tearing up anything and everything that stood in their path.

      "Fuck me," Cade said.

      There was no way they could outrun the things; they were just too big and moving too fast for him to have any hope of avoiding them. He had only seconds to find them some safe harbor before the twisters would be on top of them!

      He pumped the brakes, knowing he needed to stop but fearful of putting the truck into a dangerous spin if he did it too quickly with this much water on the road and the high winds pushing and pulling on the vehicle's frame.

      They could hear a roaring sound filling the night sky now, adding to the cacophony of thunder and wind and rain, and Cade was genuinely afraid for the first time in what felt like forever. These twisters were monsters and they had come to swallow them whole.

      Cade looked frantically about, searching for safety, but there were no structures that he could find to hide them in and no guarantees that they'd survive hiding in such a place even if there were.

      His gaze fell upon a stand of trees to the right of the vehicle.  The tops of the trees were bending and twisting in the high-speed winds, but the trunks looked steady enough. The youthful nature of the trees allowed them to bend and twist without tearing up from the roots as older, less flexible trees might have.

      Another flash of lightning and this time there was a fearful "Cade!" from the seat beside him.  He could barely hear her over the sound of the storm and so he didn't bother to reply, just jerked the wheel to the right and stepped on the gas, knowing he was going to need some speed to accomplish what he was thinking of doing.

      You're insane, he told himself, but that didn't stop him from pushing down on the accelerator a bit harder and silently urging the truck to "Go, go, go!"

      As the twister bore down on them, filling the sky overhead, Cade bounced the truck down the side of the embankment and ran it straight toward the copse of trees ahead of them. Brush scraped and bounced off the grill and sides of the vehicle, but he kept his foot on the gas as the trees sped toward them.

      "What are you doing?" Gabrielle shouted.

      Cade didn't have time to explain.

      "Brace yourself!"

      The first of the trees passed them by and then Cade was in the thick of them, aiming for a narrow opening between two sets of trees, hoping to use them as an anchor to keep the truck from lifting away in the winds.

      They were almost there, just yards away, when the rear end of the vehicle started to lift, robbing them of some of their momentum as the twisters sought to seize them for their own.

      "No, no, no!" Cade shouted as he stomped on the accelerator.

      The engine roared, the storm screamed, the tires bit into the dirt beneath them and there came the sound of crunching metal and breaking glass as he ran the truck right between the trunks of several trees, wedging it in, good and tight.

      As the twister reached down to seize them in its grasp, Cade turned off the engine, grabbed Gabrielle and pulled her toward him, covering her body with his as the storm descended with fury and tried to tear them from their anchorage.

      "Hang on!" he shouted over the winds, but he wasn't sure if Gabrielle even heard him.

      For several long moments it was touch and go as the trio of twisters roared overhead, the trees bending nearly to the ground and the truck shifting in unison with them as they moved, the roar of the tornado drowning out nearly every other sound except the groan and crunch of bending metal, and then, at last, the twisters continued on their path, leaving the truck, and the pair within, safe for the time being.

      "You okay?" Cade asked, as he helped Gabbi sit up.

      She nodded. "You?"

      "Yeah, I'm good."

      The rain was still coming down hard, hammering the truck like steel ball bearings, and Cade decided enough was enough for one day.

      "What do you say we sit tight for the night? If the storm comes back in our direction we won't be caught out in the open and it will be easier to get the truck free in the morning when we have some light."

      "Fine with me. You okay with me breaking out some food? As crazy as it sounds, I seem to have worked up an appetite."

      "Be my guest," he told her.

      Slipping through the space between seats, Gabrielle climbed into the back and rooted around in the box of canned goods for a few minutes, at last coming up with a family-sized can of Dinty Moore Beef Stew. They didn't have any way of heating it up inside the vehicle, but neither of them cared. Food was food and at this point they'd gone most of the day without. Gabrielle peeled off the lid and they took turns passing the can back and forth, savoring the thick pieces of meat and the chunks of potatoes and carrots that went along with them. They each drank a bottle of water with the meal; they needed more than that but given the shortage of supplies they'd found so far neither of them were willing to risk haphazardly tearing through their supply of drinking water until they better understood the situation in which they found themselves.

      With bellies full of food and their thirst sated for the moment at least, Cade suggested that they get some rest and Gabrielle agreed. The storm had brought cold temperatures with it, cold enough that they could see their breath when they exhaled, so they climbed into the rear bench seat and lay down holding each other for warmth.

      Cade was nearly asleep when he felt Gabbi's hand on the side of his face and heard her whisper his name. Her voice was full of the same need that suddenly pulled at his own soul and as he bent his lips to meet her own, he had to hold himself back for fear of being too rough and hurting her.

      They kissed, softly at first and then with more urgency, as if aware that every moment they had between them was a moment stolen from the misery of the world at large and that they needed to make the most of them while they were free to do so. Clothing seemed to slip away as if of its own accord, the heat of their skin pressed together was a sharp contrast to the cold on the other side of the blankets.

      They made love in the back of that beat-up old Blazer, the rain pounding out a rhythm on the roof above while the wind howled on all sides. They barely noticed, wrapped up as they were in each other and their need to reconnect in a fashion that was old as the world around them.

      Afterwards, they slept, curled in each other's arms, and for the first time in a very long while, the world seemed whole once more.
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      Gabrielle woke the next morning to the sound of a revving engine and crunching metal. She sat up quickly, nearly banging her head on the roof of the Blazer as it lurched backward at that exact moment before throwing her against the seat in front of her.

      "Sorry 'bout that," Cade said, as he looked back from the driver's seat. "Tornadoes wedged us in there pretty good. Had to get us unstuck."

      She waved his apology off – no harm, no foul – and then watched as his gaze drifted downward and a grin crossed his usually taciturn face. It was only then that she realized that she hadn't gotten dressed after their activity the night before and the blanket she'd been wrapped up in had fallen to her waist when she'd sat up.

      The old Gabrielle would have snatched the blanket and covered herself up, but that woman hadn't seen or experienced the things she had. A little nudity was the least of her concerns. She good-naturedly gave Cade the finger for ogling her, then set about getting dressed. When she was finished, she joined her husband, who had gotten out of the truck to access the damage.

      "A few more dents and one less mirror," he said, pointing at the empty post on the driver's door, "but otherwise, I think we're okay."

      Gabrielle nodded. That was good news, at least. She gave voice to the question that had been plaguing her thoughts since the night before. "You ever see twisters this far north?"

      Cade frowned, looking out across the road where the windstorms had left a swath of destruction in their wake. "One every decade or so, maybe. And those are usually small, isolated storms. F1s or F2s on the Fujita scale. Those monsters last night? Never seen anything like them."

      Could it have been unstable weather patterns that drove people from the area? she wondered. The idea seemed a bit extreme, but then again so did everything else they'd encountered since returning from the Beyond. If storms like the one they'd experienced last night were the norm now, she'd think about packing up and getting the hell out of Dodge, too.

      Cade must have been up for a while, for there was a fire going and, when she wandered over to it, she found a can of corned beef hash keeping warm amongst the outer coals.

      "When you're done eating, we'll get back on the road. Shouldn't take long to reach the commandery once we do," he said.

      Gabrielle didn't need to be told twice. She was famished and set into the hash with gusto, pleased that they weren't repeating last night's cold meal regardless of how filling it had been.

      By the time she was finished, Cade was pacing back and forth, clearly ready to get underway. Gabrielle didn't blame him; she wanted answers as much as he did. They dumped their trash in the ashes and then buried the lot with earth taken from the roots of a tree unearthed by the storm. When they were finished Cade scattered some loose leaves over the top, adding another layer of camouflage, meager though it might be. Gabrielle knew it wouldn't through the shadow demons off their trail, but it would at least hide the fact that they'd been there to any humans who might stumble along in their wake.

      With nothing more to do, they climbed into the Blazer and set off once more.

      The day was sunny, with a handful of clouds, and it was hard to imagine that just a few hours before it had seemed like the sky was about to fall down on them. Despite the front end looking like it had been caught in a vice, the truck ran just as well as it had before. Cade drove at a quicker pace than yesterday; to Gabrielle, he no longer seemed interested in anything around them, but was focused instead on reaching Ravensgate as quickly as possible and hopefully discovering what had happened to the Templars since she had set out on her quest to find him.

      She had a sneaking suspicion they weren't going to like the answers, whatever they might be.

      They'd only been on the road about fifteen minutes when they came around the corner and found the onramp for the highway.

      Or rather, the tangled mass of cars that blocked the onramp.

      Cade pulled the truck to a stop, then put it in park and got out to take a closer look. Gabrielle followed suit.

      "Wherever they were going, they were certainly trying to get there in a hurry," she said, after a moment spent studying the wreckage.

      The ramp, as well as the shoulder on either side, was filled with vehicles packed in bumper to bumper, as if the entire population of the town they'd just left behind had all tried to evacuate at the exact same moment. From the damage to same of the vehicles, it was clear a few of the larger ones had tried to use their size and mass to force their way through the jam, creating even more of a mess. Cars were even piled up on top of each other at the top of the ramp.

      They weren't evacuating, she thought, staring at the destruction in front of her. They were fleeing.

      But fleeing what?

      Gabrielle moved between the first few vehicles, looking in through the windows, trying to get a better sense of what might have caused such panic. Her imagination conjured up horrific scenes with the bodies of the dead still strapped in behind the wheel of each car, mouths open in silent screams but the reality of the situation was far more benign.

      Every one of the vehicles she peered into was empty.

      And not just of human remains, but of anything else that might be useful in any fashion, it seemed. Aside from odd bits of trash here and there, the interiors of the vehicles had been picked clean.

      "Gabrielle!"

      She pulled her head out of the car she's been looking in and turned around, searching for Cade but not seeing him.

      "Up here!" he cried.

      He had climbed the embankment to the highway above while she was exploring and was now standing on the roof of a car that was one of many lining the edge of the road. He waved for her to join him.

      Extricating herself from the maze of wreckage, she climbed the grassy slope, slipped over the guardrail, and clawed her way up onto the roof beside him to see what had attracted his attention.

      To her surprise, and Cade's as well apparently, a path had been cleared down the very center of the highway, wide enough for an eighteen-wheeler to pass comfortably down the middle of the road. Not even the bumper of a single vehicle jutted so much as an inch into that make-shift lane. The outer lanes on either side of the interstate were a tangled mass of wreckage, vehicles of all makes and models jammed into and piled atop one another, even worse than the ramp she'd just left behind, but the center of the road had been cleared as far as she could see in either direction. It was if some massive piece of machinery had slowly made down the middle of the interstate, pushing everything in its path to one side or the other.

      Cade was exuberant at the sight.

      "First decent piece of luck we've had so far," he said, a wide smile on his face. "Clearly there's someone besides us still around. All we need to do is head in one direction or the other and we're sure to run into someone who can tell us what happened around here!"

      Gabrielle, however, wasn't so sure. This looked more like a scene out of The Walking Dead than the yellow brick road and she wasn't certain that she wanted to meet whatever it was waiting for them at the far end. Of course, there was also the practical matter of getting the Blazer up to the interstate. It would take hours, if not days, to clear a way through all the wreckage on the on-ramp and said as much to Cade.

      He waved her objection aside. "You're right, which is why we're not going to do it that way. Instead, we'll use the winch to pull a couple of these vehicles down the embankment. Then we'll just drive through the gap and voila, we're on our way!"

      It turned out to be a little more work than Cade had first imagined, the hardest part being figuring out how line up the winch so that they could pull the wrecks out of the way without them tumbling down the embankment and into the Blazer, but after a bit of trial and error they got everything working properly and an hour later had an opening they thought would be wide enough. Cade gunned the engine of the Blazer a few times and then stomped on the accelerator, shooting up the embankment and right through the gap with at least a few inches to spare on either side.

      Moments later, they were on their way to Ravensgate once more.

      They'd been driving for about a half hour, Gabrielle staring out the window at the cars lining the side of the road, imagining that they'd been pushed there by the hand of a passing giant, when Cade slammed on the brakes and brought the Blazer to a screeching halt. If Gabrielle hadn't been wearing her seatbelt she would have been thrown through the windshield, and she shouted a surprised "What the hell?!" at Cade when she got her heart rate back under control.

      But Cade didn't hear her, or, at least, didn't seem to, for he was starting out the windshield at something in the distance.

      Gabrielle was about to ask what he was looking at so earnestly when he turned to her suddenly, eyes wide, and said, "Out of the truck! Quickly!"

      The urgency in his voice was so apparent that she found herself obeying his command without even asking why. Releasing her seatbelt, she opened the door and stepped out, coming around the front of the truck and looking ahead of them, trying to see whatever it was that had caused him such apprehension.

      "Come on," Cade called, already moving to the side of the road.

      She hesitated, looking to the stash of supplies they had in the back of the truck. All of their food and water was in there, along with the blankets and tools...

      Cade rushed to her side, grabbed her arm, and pulled her back in the direction he'd been heading just seconds before.

      "Forget about that stuff! We don't have time!"

      Normally she would have resisted his efforts, demanded to know what the heck was going on and why he was so uptight all of a sudden, but the tone of his voice stopped her protests stillborn in her throat.

      She knew a command voice when she heard one.

      Trusting that he had her best interests at heart was easy; he'd gone to hell and back to save her. She followed him across the road to the tangle of wrecks lining the other side, where Cade clambered up and over the nearest vehicle rather than taking the precious few seconds needed to find a clear path through them. Gabrielle followed suit and then chased him down the embankment on the other side until they reached the bottom. An open field of tall, yellowed grass stretched out ahead of them for a couple of hundred yards before it met a thick set of trees on the far side.

      Cade headed out across the grass, making for the trees as fast as he could without looking back.

      Gabrielle hurried after him.

      The grass seemed to push and pull at them as they charged through it, threatening to knock them off their feet as it slowed them down. Gabbi let Cade blaze a trail and did her best to follow in his footsteps; she just hoped the track they were leaving behind them wouldn't be too visible to whatever it was they were running away from.

      Sweat was pouring down her face by the time they reached the trees. Cade found a tree trunk wide enough to hide both of them and hurried over to it.

      He gestured at ground beside it. "Lie down on your stomach. Quickly!"

      Gabrielle slid into place and Cade quickly began to grab handfuls of leaves and dirt from the ground beside her, covering her up with them as best he could.

      She started to ask, "What are...," but Cade silenced her with a finger over his lips and a quick shake of his head. When he was finished burying her, he threw himself to the ground beside her and rapidly did the same for himself. Anyone walking along beside them would probably see them without issue, but the debris served to break up their outlines and would make them much harder to see from the field they'd just crossed and all but invisible from the road.

      Cade was still for a moment and then he pointed out toward the highway and the vehicle they'd just left behind.

      Looking that way, Gabrielle could make out the white top of their Blazer above the wrecks of the vehicles lining the side of the road. But that was all; she didn't see anything threatening or even unusual around it.

      She glanced back at Cade, a quizzical look in her eyes, and in reply he pointed farther down the road in the direction they'd been headed.

      What the heck is he...

      Then she saw them.

      Just black dots against the sky at first, but very quickly those dots grew larger until they revealed themselves to be humanoid creatures with massive bat-like wings sprouting from the middle of their backs, wings that beat the air with a steady rhythm and the sound of thick sheets of canvas flapping in a heavy wind. Gabrielle couldn't make out their features from this far away, but she didn't need to in order to know what they were facing. She'd encountered their like before; she knew that even if her eyesight could reach that far, she wouldn't have seen anything but their blank visages staring back at her. Their faces were like clay models with just the hint of human features, unfinished sculptures waiting for the hand of the master potter to give them form and individuality.

      They were known as nightgaunts, or at least that was what Riley had called them when the two of them had faced a pair of the creatures on the night Gabrielle had regained her memory. The battle had been close; the creatures' savage strength and speed, combined with their vicious natures, had nearly been enough to overcome the Templar captain and his ally. Only the fact that both Riley and Gabrielle had been well-armed had kept the attack from being a slaughter.

      With just their swords between them, Gabrielle knew they'd have a tough time facing the creatures it if came to a head-on confrontation.

      Two of the nightgaunts circled the vehicle she and Cade had abandoned like vultures above a still warm carcass on the desert floor, while the third made ever-widening spirals outward from the same starting point, searching the area on either side of the highway.

      "Steady," Cade whispered, while it was still close to the roadway. "We'll be all right; just stay still."

      After a few passes on both sides of the road, the lone nightgaunt turned its attention solely to their side of the highway.

      Gabrielle watched with bated breath as the creature swooped low over the grassy field several times and then headed toward the trees on the far side where they were hiding.

      Had it seen their path through the high grass? she wondered. Did it know where they were?

      The creature swooped low over the grass once more, then flared its wings and came in for a landing less than twenty feet from where they were hiding.

      Gabrielle didn't dare mover her head, lest she call attention to herself, but she could see the creature out of the corner of her eye. It was standing there, partially hunched over, its great bat-like wings moving up and down slightly in the morning air. A terrible sense of wrongness came off it and the lizard side of her brain was practically screaming at her to get away from the thing as quickly as possible but she knew if she moved now she, and Cade, were done for so she bit down with all her force and ordered herself not to so much as flinch, never mind get up and run.

      The creature stalked forward on its powerful legs, coming closer and moving more squarely into her field of view as it did so. She watched as it thrust its face forward, like a dog seeking a scent, and she wondered anew how it could see anything through that featureless expanse.

      As if hearing her thoughts, the nightgaunt slowly turned and looked in her direction. It took a step forward, then two more, its head moving from side to side as it peered into the shadows beneath the trees.

      Beside her, she felt Cade stiffen, as if he were preparing to jump up and attack. If the creature came any closer, she had no doubt that's exactly what he would do.

      And more than likely die in the process.

      Just when she thought things were going to come to a head, a shrill cry filled the air. The nightgaunt in front of them stopped and turned, looking back toward its companions. The cry sounded again and with it the creature took to the air, returning to the others.

      Gabrielle let out a heavy sigh, but her relief didn't last long.

      The trio of nightgaunts circled the Blazer a few more times and then, one by one, they tipped their wings and swooped down for a closer look, the claws on the ends of their feet scraping against the roof of the vehicle each time they passed overhead.

      Then, with a suddenness that nearly made her gasp in surprise, one of the nightgaunts folded its wings and rushed downward, slamming its feet into the roof of the vehicle with incredible force, like a falcon breaking the back of its prey. When it rose into the air once more, Gabrielle could see that the driver's side of the Blazer's cab had been crushed downward half a foot.

      The other nightgaunts followed suit and in just a few moments the Blazer's had been reduced to an undriveable wreck by the repeat pounding. Clearly they weren't going to be using that vehicle again. And along with their transportation went the food, water, and various supplies they'd managed to gather earlier the day before.

      It was not an auspicious beginning to the day.

      Gabrielle felt Cade's hand on her shoulder. When she turned to look at him, he put a finger to his lips, gently shook himself free of his makeshift camouflage and then slipped away, moving deeper into the woods.

      With one last glance at the still rampaging nightgaunts, Gabrielle followed.
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      Cade was worried.

      The only living things they'd seen so far had been creatures from the darker planes, which shouldn't have been here in the first place and didn't bode well for humanity in the second.

      Get to Ravensgate, he kept telling himself. You'll find answers there.

      But he was no longer so sure that would be the case.

      Still, it gave them a destination to shoot for, and that, more than anything else, was keeping them moving forward at this point so he made sure to keep his doubts to himself.

      They'd lost all of their food and water with the Blazer and while they were fine for the time being, he knew that they would need to replenish them both, especially the water, before too much longer.

      They'd been moving through the woods for nearly two hours when Gabrielle called out for him to wait.

      "Need a break?" he asked, when she caught up.

      To his surprise, Gabrielle shook her head.

      "Listen," she said.

      Cade did so. At first he didn't hear anything but then, at the edge of his hearing, he caught it.  Somewhere off to their right. Faint, but clear enough.

      It sounded like...

      "Engines," Gabrielle said, finishing the thought for him.

      As one, they turned and charged in that direction, determined to catch whoever it was before they got out of range. Engines meant people and people meant answers to all the questions that were plaguing them about what had happened in their absence.

      Cade was just a bit faster than Gabrielle and so he was the first to notice the increased light coming through the trees as they raced ahead, indicating that they were nearing the end of the forest they'd been slogging through since they'd left their ruined Blazer behind. The sound of the engines was much louder now, as well, and Cade slowed down, not wanting to rush into a situation they knew little about.

      Gabrielle caught up moments later and together they pushed forward the last dozen or so yards. They found themselves standing at the edge of the woods looking down onto a four-lane road that had been cut through the terrain like a shallow valley.  A hundred yards ahead of them, two people sat atop a makeshift cart constructed out of the bed of a pickup truck with a driver's platform and extra set of wheels attached. The cart was being pulled by a pair of ragged-looking horses. The older of the pair was a man in his early sixties, or thereabouts, while the other was a young teen, perhaps his son or grandson. They were both dressed in jeans, boots, and thick over-shirts. The younger one had a baseball cap pulled down tight on his head but the older man's scalp was bare. They were being harassed by a group of men on dirt bikes – four in all – who rode in tight circles around the cart, whooping and hollering over the revving sound of their engines.

      The bikers were dressed uniformly in grey BDUs, with black boots and watch caps, and had swords slung across their backs, Templar-style. Cade could see a unit patch on their shoulders and was surprised to see it was a black fist superimposed over a red Templar cross. It wasn't a symbol he recognized; none of the Templar units he'd been familiar with had worn patches of any kind for fear of providing the public with a means of identifying them. He didn't see any sign of firearms, but that didn't mean they weren't carrying any in the saddle bags he saw hanging on either side of the bikes' frames, just behind the drivers, or in concealed carry holsters on the bikers' themselves.

      "Who are they?" Gabrielle whispered from beside him.

      Cade shook his head. He didn't know.

      But given these were the first living, breathing people they'd encountered since returning from the Beyond, he certainly intended to find out.

      The bikers must have grown bored with their antics for one by one they took up positions around the cart and came to a stop, leaving one of them at each of the four cardinal points of the compass. The one in front – their leader, presumably – turned off his engine and dismounted. He set the kickstand and then slowly, deliberately, approached the pair atop the cart, stopping to one side, away from the horses, and looking the driver and his companion over in silence for several long minutes.

      It was the cart driver who spoke first.

      "Morning, Captain," he said nervously.

      The cart was a dozen yards away from Cade but the men's voices carried easily in the stillness of the morning air and he was able to follow the conversation without much difficulty.

      He knew from the captain's initial response that it wasn't going to go well for those in the cart.

      "This road belongs to the Regent."

      The driver nodded. "Yes, sir. I know, sir."

      "You know?"

      "Yes, sir."

      Another long pause.

      "It belongs to the Regent and is therefore reserved for the Regent's official business."

      "If you say so, sir."

      The captain stared at him and then, slowly, said, "If I say so?"

      "Y-y-yes, sir," the driver stammered.

      Cade could tell that the old man knew he'd misstepped, but that he didn't know how.

      "Are you doubting my knowledge, old man?"

      "N-no, sir."

      "Calling me a liar?"

      "Definitely not, Captain."

      The biker captain frowned. "Well, help me understand then. You know the road belongs to the Regent. You know that it is reserved for his official business. And yet here you are."

      The driver didn't say anything.

      "Are you on the Regent's business?"

      He hesitated, then said, "No, Captain."

      The other man cocked his head to one side and said, with an air of confusion as fake as a three-dollar bill, asked, "Why are you on his road then?"

      Flustered, the older man said, "Ah, well, you see..."

      That was as far as he got. The boy on the seat beside him cut in.

      "We're going to market and have the proper permits to be on the road!" he said angrily. "Why are you bothering us?"

      Cade winced. It was exactly the wrong kind of tone to take with someone like the captain and he had little doubt that the teen was going to pay for it.

      The captain did not prove him wrong.

      He turned his attention from the old man to the teenager.

      "Permits, you say?"

      Cade could practically hear the grin in his tone.

      "Why don't you show me these permits then?"

      The teen glanced at the man beside him, who shook his head and patted the other on the shoulder before turning to the captain.

      "I've got the permits," he said, handing the reigns to his companion. "I'll bring them..."

      "I said the boy should do it," he commanded sharply. And then, before the other man could respond, he asked, "Is he yours?"

      The old man got nervous again. "Y-y-yes sir. My son, sir. Stephen."

      "Stephen, huh?" The captain turned his attention back to the other and this time there was steel in his voice. "Bring me the permits, Stephen."

      Another glance between the pair and then the old man handed a worn document folder to the teenager, who took it in hand and began to climb down from the cart. Knowing trouble was on the way, Cade started to rise, intent on stopping the abuse, but Gabrielle grabbed his arm.

      "What if they've got guns?" she asked. "You could be putting them in more danger by barging in."

      She had a point. If he rushed down there now, he might turn an ugly situation into a deadly one. He hesitated, thinking it over, and while he did so the decision was taken out of his hands.

      The teen marched over to the biker captain and thrust out the document folder toward him.

      The captain stared at it a moment and then, casually, slapped it out of the teenager's hands and into the mud at his feet.

      "Oh, look at that, would you? Seems you dropped it," the captain said to him. "Pick it up and hand it to me."

      The teenager glared at him, unmoving.

      "I said pick it up and hand it to me, you mouthy little bastard."

      As the teen bent over, the biker captain rammed his knee forward, delivering a stunning blow to the younger man's face that knocked him into the mud next to the papers he'd been trying to pick up.

      The blow finally raised the older man's courage. "Hey!" he shouted, as he climbed down off the cart. "There's no need for that!"

      The captain glanced at the old man, then looked over his shoulder and nodded to the biker standing on that side of the cart.

      The old man hadn't taken more than half a dozen steps toward the captain when the guard ran up behind him and delivered a hefty blow to the back of the old man's head. Cade watched him topple over like a felled tree to lie unmoving in the dirt.

      The captain grinned, then turned back to the boy at his feet. "What happened? Did you slip?" he asked in a mocking tone. "Here, let me help you up."

      He reached down with one hand, grabbed the other man by the lapel and pulled him halfway off the ground.

      Dazed from the first blow, the teen still had enough wherewithal to know what was coming next. He put his arms up, trying to protect himself, but the captain's incoming fist simply pushed them aside before crashing into the teenager's face.

      The blow left the boy only half-conscious, dangling there in the biker captain's grip. It also knocked the boy's cap off his head and let the long hair that had been tucked up underneath it fall free.

      "What's this?" the captain exclaimed at the sight.

      Cade froze for half a second as his mind put two and two together and then he was up and pushing through the branches ahead of him. He slid down the embankment on the other side and when his feet hit the road he rushed forward, determined to help before it was too late.

      The captain and the other bikers didn't notice the enraged Templar, too intent on the hapless captive before them to pay attention to their surroundings. As the others slowly moved closer, the captain dropped the teen to the ground. Ignoring the other's dazed protestations to leave him alone, the captain reached down, grabbed either side of the man's shirt and tore it open, revealing pale white skin and a thick piece of cloth wrapped tightly about the other's chest.

      Cade could see the man's eyes practically light up at the sight.

      The biker reached back to his hip and drew a long, blade knife from a sheath at his belt that Cade hadn't noticed earlier. With what could only be described as abject eagerness, he grabbed the upper edge of the cloth and pulled it away from the skin. Slipping his knife blade behind it, he began cutting downward.

      The material parted down the middle, revealing the pair of breasts that it had been designed to hide.

      The teenage boy wasn't a boy at all.

      "Looky here, lads!" the biker captain exclaimed. "Look what just dropped into our laps like a gift from the devil himself!"

      Luckily for Cade, the biker captain couldn't seem to take his eyes off the flesh he'd just uncovered. If he had, he would have easily seen Cade's approach and been able to shout a warning. The battle might have gone much differently if he had.

      As it was, their lack of awareness allowed Cade, sword in hand, to run up behind the biker poking about at the rear of the cart. He could feel his anger surging within his veins, a righteous fire that seemed to have taken on a life of its own. His original intention was to club the man in the back of the head just hard enough to render him unconscious, in case they wanted to question him later, but as he closed the distance another alternative occurred to him and he found himself unable to resist. The man still hadn't noticed his presence when Cade reached around, grabbed the man's face from behind, and then, using his momentum, drove his sword diagonally up through the small of the man's back and out the other side of his chest just below his collarbone. Cade felt the biker stiffen at the deadly blow and knew he'd choke to death on his own blood seconds later if he weren't dead already. Cade didn't care; these men deserved to feel the wrath of justice and Cade intended to be the hand that delivered it.

      Hidden from the others' sight thanks to his position behind the cart, Cade yanked his blade free, letting the body fall where it may as he did, and chanced a glance back the way he had come.

      Gabrielle was just now sliding down the embankment, headed in his direction.

      How did I get here so fast? he wondered briefly and then promptly let the thought go. He had three more targets to deal with; now didn't seem to be the time to wonder about trivialities.

      Knowing his biggest advantage was the element of surprise, Cade briefly considered climbing up into the cart and using it as cover while he advanced on the other bikers. The fact that he didn't know what was in it and therefore couldn't determine if he could cover that distance quietly made him almost immediately disregard the idea. Same went for the idea of rounding the far side of the cart and attacking the others from the opposite side; it would give them too much time to adjust to his sudden appearance and prepare for his assault. Instead, Cade chose the simplest, and easiest, of the available options, spinning around the corner of the cart closest to him and charging forward toward the two men who were standing with their backs to him.

      One of them either heard or sensed that he was coming for the biker started to turn in his direction, but Cade crossed the fifteen feet between them before the man could complete the motion. As the biker's eyes went wide and he fumbled for the weapon at his belt, Cade ran him through the gut with his sword.

      Barely slowing, Cade dropped his sword, grabbed the blade from the dying man's belt, and pivoted to his left, slashing the biker's borrowed weapon across his companion's throat before the other man realized what was happening.

      Just like that, the enemy was outnumbered two to one.

      Up until that point the biker leader had been too busy pawing his unconscious captive to pay much attention to what was going on around him, but the gurgling death cry of his former companion caught his attention. He whipped his head around, took in the situation at a glance, and surged to his feet, drawing his pistol at the same time.

      Cade didn't hesitate.

      He flipped the knife around in his hand, caught the blade between his thumb and fingers, and drew it back over his shoulder, ready for the throw.

      As with the howler demon, time seemed to slow.

      Cade watched as the biker's finger tightened on the trigger of the firearm in his hand, saw the muzzle jerk as the weapon recoiled, and knew in that moment that the bullet would miss if he moved ever so slightly in this direction.

      He shifted his weight, his body falling into line along the same direction, and the bullet whipped past his head, moving through the space where he'd been just a millisecond before. As the biker's finger tightened on the trigger for another try, Cade whipped his hand forward, releasing the knife at the zenith of its arc. The blade flipped end over end and planted itself with a solid "thock" in the other man's skull.

      The gun went off a second time as the biker jerked the finger one final time in death, but by then the weapon wasn't pointed anywhere near Cade and the shot disappeared harmlessly into the undergrowth.

      It was at that point that Gabrielle came running up, sword drawn and looking a bit dazed at what he'd had managed all on his own. Cade did what he could to stifle a laugh at her expression.

      "About time you decided to join the fun," he quipped and then suggested that she go check on the teenager while he turned his attention to the old man.

      Stepping over to him and rolling him onto his back, Cade discovered that the cart driver was breathing steadily but remained unconscious from the blow he'd taken to the back of the head. He had a good-size goose egg where the now-deceased biker had struck him, but his eyes were clear when Cade pulled them open one at a time and took a look into them, which was a good sign. Cade just hoped the old man didn't have any internal bleeding or other more significant injuries, for there was nothing he could do about them if he did.

      Time would tell, it seemed.

      With no means of waking him up on his own, Cade made sure the man's airway was clear, and then left him there, turning his attention to searching the bodies of the bikers one by one. None of them, aside from their leader, were carrying firearms, which Cade found surprising. The battle might have turned out very differently had they been carrying, but there was no sense in dwelling on that now.

      What's done is done, he thought, with no small sense of satisfaction.

      Each of the bikers had knives in addition to their swords. The latter were nothing special, just simple designs that looked as if they'd been cut from a machine press in bulk. He took the one from the belt of the leader and used it to cut the unit patch from the shoulder of the man's uniform. The symbol bothered him and he wanted some time to study it later.

      He turned his attention to the dirt bikes next. There wasn't anything fancy about them; they were a mish-mash of common brands, two Yamahas, a Suzuki, and a Kawasaki. Their frames were covered with enough dirt and grease that Cade marveled that they could run at all, but run they did, a fact he confirmed when he chose one at random, straddled it, and kicked it to life. He revved the engine for a moment, then, satisfied, shut it back off.

      Three of the four bikes had saddlebags attached and he

      brought them together in a row next to the cart and began to go through them one at a time. In them he found water jugs, canned food, and an assortment of camping gear, tarps and ropes and the like, the kinds of things you'd expect a crew that had to rough it out in the open away from base for a few nights to be carrying.

      He glanced in Gabrielle's direction, saw that she had the girl sitting up and was helping her get her clothing situated. He felt good about saving her but he was concerned about whatever it was that they had stumbled into. Why had the old man introduced her as his son, Stephen? Why would a girl of that age – or any girl for that matter – need to hide the fact that she was a woman? Had life changed so radically here that being a woman was some kind of danger or problem? If so, what did that mean for Gabrielle?

      All questions for which he had no answers.

      But perhaps the girl or her father, if that's who he was, could shed some light on the situation.

      The thought made him decide to go check on the old man again. When he bent over him, the old man started, curling up and raising his arms to protect himself.

      "Easy now," Cade said, backing off and holding up his hands to show that he meant no harm. "You're safe."

      The old man pushed himself to a sitting position and looked about frantically.  "My son?" he asked, clearly more concerned with the condition of his traveling companion than himself.

      Cade’s respect for the man, whoever he was, went up a notch. He'd just regained consciousness and he'd still managed to protect the teen's cover story. That took focus and more than one's fair share of wits.

      He's a wily old coot, he thought. Better watch this one.

      Aloud he said, "You mean your daughter? She's fine. She's over there with my wife," reassuring him that his daughter was fine but at the same time letting him know the gig was up as well.

      The old man's gaze fell on his daughter, sitting with Gabrielle a few yards away, talking, and Cade watched the man visibly relax at the sight when he discovered that she was all right. Then and only then did he turn his attention to his surroundings. He gave Cade a once-over without saying anything and then looked beyond him, taking in the line of dirt bikes parked by the side of the road and the bodies lying unmoving in the dirt just beyond.

      A look of horror crossed the man's face at the sight.

      "Good god in heaven," he whispered beneath his breath. "You've killed us all."
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      The man's name turned out to be Jacob. And while he was grateful for Cade and Gabrielle's efforts in rescuing him and his daughter, he was absolutely terrified at the way the rescue had been executed.

      He rose to his feet, staggered, and would have fallen if Cade hadn't reached out to steady him. As Cade caught him, the old man turned and stared at him with incredulity.

      "You killed them!" he said.

      Cade nodded "Didn't particularly have a choice," he said. "If I hadn't, they would have raped your daughter and left both your corpses behind for the animals to find, I suspect."

      But as reasonable as Cade's explanation was, it only served to upset the old man even further.

      "No, no, you don't understand. There will be repercussions. If they found out that we had anything to do with this..."

      He trailed off, the contorted expression on his face enough to convince Cade of the horrors the old man expected to endure should they – whoever they were – found out they had anything to do with what had happened here.

      "What kind of repercussions?" Cade started to ask, but Jacob whirled on him, filled with apprehension and nervous energy.

      "We've got to get out of here!" the old man said. "Quickly! You'll find a ditch just beyond that boulder there." He pointed at a large glacial stone about thirty feet away, on the far side of the road. "Drag the bodies over there and dump the bikes in the woods just beyond! We don't have much time!"

      Jacob surely knew more about the present situation and the dangers it represented than Cade did, so he was willing to go along with the man's assessment of what needed to be done for the time being. Later, when they were out of immediate danger, he could get the other man to tell him what he knew.

      "Gabrielle! Some help!" Cade called, as he raced over to the bodies. He grabbed one of the men by the arms and began dragging him over to the boulder that Jacob had pointed out.

      "What's going on?" Gabbi asked as she caught up, took one of the man's arms from him, and helped him pull the body along.

      He filled Gabrielle in on what Jacob had said and why he was going along with it. She, in turn, let him know the girl's name was Stephanie, not Stephen, and that she was Jacob's only daughter, confirming his earlier guess. Unfortunately, the girl had been too torn up by her recent experience to tell Gabrielle much more.

      They reached the boulder and discovered that the ground sloped downward just beyond it, as Jacob had said, creating a natural ravine that should do a good job of hiding the corpses for the immediate future. Between the two of them, they lifted the body up and then tossed it over the edge, watching as it tumbled down into the cleft and out of sight.

      One down, three to go, Cade thought.

      As he turned away from the ravine, he saw Stephanie run over to her father and bury herself in his arms. For a split second, he worried that Jacob was going to desert them now that he'd been reunited with the girl, but the concern passed as quickly as it had come. For some reason, he trusted the old man and didn't believe that he would lead them astray.

      Having decided to throw their hat in with the pair, Cade and Gabrielle worked quickly to carry out Jacob's instructions. Ten minutes later, the bodies had all been tossed in the ravine and the bikes dragged into the woods and hidden beneath a pile of loose tree limbs that the recent storm had torn free.

      When they returned to the cart, they found that Jacob and his daughter had lifted up the bed of the truck body, revealing a space beneath just large enough for Cade and Gabrielle to lie prone beneath.

      Cade glanced at the truck bed and then over at Jacob.

      "Seriously?" he asked.

      The old man nodded. "We can't take the chance of you being seen by anyone, especially not additional members of the Red Fist. Don't worry, there's a quick release hatch on the bottom that will let you out swiftly if we run into further problems."  Jacob's mouth turned up in a wry smile. "Who knows, maybe the ride's actually better down there? Either way, it won't take us long to reach the homestead."

      As Gabrielle had already hopped up on the tailgate and was lowering herself into the opening beneath the false truck bed, Cade saw no point in not following suit. With one last look at his new partners-in-crime, so to speak, he slipped down into the truck well beside his wife.

      

      _______________________

      

      Jacob was right; the trip didn't take long at all. Roughly half an hour after climbing inside the well of the cart, Cade felt it come to a halt. A few moments later the false bottom of the truck bed was raised up by Jacob and his daughter, allowing their two passengers to climb out.

      The cart was parked in the middle of an old barn, not unlike the one that Cade had converted to a workshop on his own property. There were stalls on either side and behind them was a set of double doors that were open, letting in the afternoon sunlight.

      Cade helped Jacob unhook the horses from the cart and lead them to their stalls. Once the animals were squared away, the four of them left the barn and headed for the house on the other side of the yard.

      It was a one-level solidly built affair that resembled something Cade would expect to see on the midwestern prairie circa the eighteen fifties than here in the heart of New England. It was made from rough, dark planed wood rather than commercial materials, with a stone and mortar chimney rising from the left side of the house.

      As Cade followed the line of the chimney skyward, he noticed the camouflage netting strung overhead, just beneath the real forest canopy. Based on his past experience with such material, he knew that it would make the house and barn almost impossible to see with the naked eye from the air.

      The presence of the netting caused Cade to look around with a more critical eye. Details he'd missed at first glance now jumped out at him; the way the front door was reinforced with a thick steel band running diagonally across its surface, the heavy wooden shutters ready to be pulled over the windows, the firing platform high in the fork of the tree standing between the house and the barn allowing the position to cover both locations.

      Cade turned and found Jacob watching him take it all in.

      "Expecting an invasion?" he asked.

      "Every minute of every day," Jacob replied, without batting an eye.

      The time and energy he'd put into his preparations said that he wasn't joking, either, Cade knew. These weren't haphazard defenses thrown up in a hurry. Jacob had clearly considered a number of factors and planned for a variety of eventualities. The false-bottom in the cart should have been Cade's first giveaway, but he'd been too caught up in what was happening to give it much thought. Now he saw that it was just another piece in a larger plan.

      Cade frowned. He didn't like where his thoughts were taking him.

      "Is it really that bad?" he asked.

      Jacob eyed him curiously. "Let me guess. You're not from around here, are you?"

      "What makes you say that?" Cade asked.

      "Well, for starters, if you were, you would know that interfering with the Regent's troops while they are officially conducting their duties is a crime punishable by death."

      "You call what they were doing 'official business'?"

      Jacob laughed, but there was no humor in his tone. "Doesn't matter what I call it. They consider it official business and so it is."

      "Perhaps I disagree with the Regents' policies then," Cade replied.

      The old man snorted in disgust. "Everyone disagrees with the Regent's policies. Well, except for those who directly benefit from them, I guess. But they're traitors to the human race, in my view, so they don't count. But it's more than just your lack of knowledge about the Preceptor. You've got that deer in the headlights look about you, like you've just stepped off the boat in a foreign country and can't seem to make sense of what's staring you right in the face. So, before I invite you into my home, perhaps its best if you tell me who you really are, eh?"

      Cade was trying to come up with a reasonable way to answer that question when Gabrielle cut in.

      "We are from this area, actually, or, rather, we were. We've been away for some time and just returned a few days ago."

      Jacob turned to face her. "Away, huh? Where?"

      "Canada."

      "Walked across the border, did you?"

      Gabrielle nodded.

      The old man grunted. "Things any better up there?"

      "Would we be here if they were?"

      It was one of those answers that wasn't really any kind of answer at all, but Jacob seemed to accept it at face value and didn't push any further.

      Cade saw an opening and stepped into it. "Obviously things have changed while we've been gone and what we don't know can hurt us. Can you tell me about this Regent?"

      Jacob glanced about, as if suddenly afraid someone might overhear. "Not out here. The world has gotten much smaller and there are ears everywhere. Let Stephanie and I fix you supper – the least we can do for your assistance, smart of you to get involved or not – and then we'll talk."

      

      _______________________

      

      Dinner turned out to be rabbit stew, thick with home grown carrots and potatoes. Perhaps it was the fact that she'd been living off canned food for the last couple of days, but to Gabrielle it was one of the best meals she'd tasted in a long while.

      She said as much to Stephanie, who'd done most of the cooking, and the girl smiled in response before unconsciously running a hand over her newly shaven scalp. Gabrielle approved; it would be much easier to pass for a boy without her long locks and she wondered why Jacob hadn't insisted on his daughter making the necessary sacrifice long ago. Then again, she'd never had children, least of all a teenage daughter, and she knew there was most likely far more to the situation than she could imagine.

      When they were finished eating, they retired to the living room. Jacob stoked a fire in the fireplace and then settled into a worn armchair, indicating with an outstretched hand that they should join him on the couch nearby.

      Jacob was silent a moment, and then began his tale.

      "I don't know how it was up there in the Great White North, but down here, when the war was over and the demons had won, civilization just kind of ceased to exist.

      "Most of the major cities were gone by then, never mind the federal government, and with them all the trappings of comfort, things like, oh, I don't know, electricity, clean drinking water and modern medicine. You know, the non-essentials? Add to that the fact that we'd just become the cuisine of choice for the thousands of demons that now roamed the countryside and it was a miracle that any of us survived."

      Gabrielle couldn't believe what she was hearing. She'd known things were bad; she couldn't have gone through the events of the last few days without admitting that to herself, but she hadn't realized just how bad they truly were.

      War? Demons? The end of civilization as they knew it?

      "Nature, of course, abhors a vacuum, especially when it comes to the distribution of power, and so it wasn't long before something rose from the ashes. But even as we struggled to put things back together, even as groups of survivors began to cooperate, to pool their resources and try to rebuild, the enemy was using that very cooperation to their advantage.

      "Groups of people gathered in one place simply became all-you-can-eat buffets for hungry demons. If you wanted protection, you had to live in the demon-ruled towns and play by their rules. There were plenty who did, too; they'd sell out their own mothers if it meant they could get a step ahead of the next guy down the line.

      "Those of us who chose not to fall into line were, and still are, fair game in the eyes of those in power."

      "You're talking about the Regent?" Cade asked.

      Jacob shrugged. "Yes and no. Or, rather, not just the Regent. Some say the demon princes from the Old Testament now rule the world. I don't know if that's true or not. But I do know that the Regent isn't the top of the food chain. He's more like a local crime boss reporting to an unseen godfather, if that makes sense?"

      Cade nodded and gestured for him to continue.

      "So, with the demon godfather's help, this Regent sets up shop in what's left of New York City and starts acting like the big man on campus. He's got his own personal army – the Knights of the Red Fist – to enforce his rules and he's got the backing of whoever is above him in the food chain. Before long he's running all of the territory from Maine to New York City, or what's left of it, that is. Step out of line and the knights convince you of the errors of your ways and then make sure you never step out of line again."

      "Sounds like a swell guy," Gabrielle said.

      Jacob laughed bitterly. "Sure, if being a traitor to your own kind fits your definition of swell. In exchange for his power, the Regent is responsible for providing both sustenance for the demons occupying New York and women for them to breed with."

      He inclined his head toward the other room, where Stephanie was cleaning up after dinner. "I was supposed to register her for the breeding program several years ago but I'll be damned if I subject my own flesh and blood to that kind of horror."  He lowered his voice, so Stephanie couldn't overhear him. "Better dead than forced to breed with one of those hideous things, never mind carrying its offspring to term. More than half the women don't survive their pregnancies!"

      Gabrielle was horrified and had no doubt that her expression said as much. What it didn't reveal, however, was exactly what had generated that feeling.

      Did he say years?

      Jacob was still talking, but Gabrielle couldn't contain herself and had to cut in.

      "What's today's date?" she asked.

      Jacob shook his head. "Don't have a clue. But Stephanie's been tracking it for our crops." He turned toward the kitchen. "Hey, Steph!"

      The teenager appeared in the doorway too quickly not to have been standing just beyond it, listening in the whole time.

      "Yes?" she asked, all innocence.

      Jacob rolled his eyes and repeated the question.

      Stephanie thought about it for a second. "May 17th," she finally said.

      But that wasn't enough for Gabrielle.

      "And the year? What year is it?!"

      Jacob looked at her, surprised by the vehemence of her question, but Stephanie answered readily enough.

      "2022."

      The girl kept speaking but Gabrielle barely heard what she was saying. A loud buzzing filled her ears as her mind grappled with what she'd just heard.

      2022.

      Five years.

      Five fucking years!

      Uriel's voice echoed in her mind. "Time passes differently in the Beyond. Find him and return as quickly as you can!"

      Five years.

      Good God, they were too late!
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      The rest of the evening passed in a kind of blur for Gabrielle. Cade and Jacob kept talking, but she excused herself and retired to the bedroom that Stephanie had given up so they'd have a private place to sleep for the night. Now it served as a quiet refuge for her to try and hold it together, for she just couldn't seem to wrap her head around what Jacob had told them.

      The Adversary had won?

      The demons ruled the world now? Civilization was...gone?

      After all they'd been through, everything they had sacrificed to prevent that very thing from happening, if felt like the universe had just reared up and delivered a giant slap to her face.

      Five years!

      It was so unfair. She'd braved the Beyond, had fought her way to Cade's side, and brought him back as quickly as she could. And it didn't matter a damn bit.

      She'd suspected something was wrong when they'd stepped outside the house in the first few minutes after returning from the Beyond and that feeling had only grown stronger in the two days since. But the idea that her efforts to find Cade and bring him back in time to do some good had entirely been in vain was not something that had occurred to her despite her growing feelings of unease. Now she was having difficulty adjusting to that fact.

      Cade's failure to banish the Adversary back to the infernal planes had started an avalanche of events that anyone would have been hard-pressed to prevent, even with the full might of the Templar Order working in concert with them, Gabbi knew. She'd seen the ragtag state of Riley's group of "renegade" Templars before she'd accepted the mission to find Cade in the Beyond; she'd known that they were behind the eight ball right from the start.

      But still, she'd believed.

      Believed that she could find Cade in time.

      Believed that he could somehow make things right, that his very presence could tilt the odds in their favor and allow good to triumph.

      She'd never imagined that the battle would be long over by the time she returned to this world with their secret weapon in tow.

      There, in that quiet little room, Gabrielle fought to keep a scream from erupting from her throat. She knew if she started, she might never stop.

      She was still trying to come to grips with it all, just sitting there dejectedly staring at the floor when Cade came into the room, shutting the door behind him so the others couldn't overhear.

      He came over and sat on the bed next to her. "Are you all right?" he asked.

      She spoke without looking up. "What do you think?"

      "If I had to guess," Cade said, "I'd say that you're feeling like someone just ripped the world out from beneath your feet. That your feeling responsible for the fact that civilization has gone the way of the Dodo. And one could make an argument that you're right."

      Gabrielle slowly turned to look at him.

      "What?" she said, in a voice that had gone dangerously flat.

      He waved her anger away, as if it were unimportant. "I didn't say that you were right – just that an argument could be made to support how you're feeling. But the truth is that you're way off base."

      "Is that right?" she asked, with no little sarcasm.

      "Yes, that's right. After all, if I hadn't gone off on a grief-induced walkabout to try and get myself killed when I was too chicken to do it myself, you'd never have had to come looking for me in the first place, right? And we wouldn't have wasted five years wandering around the Beyond. We might even have been here when the Adversary made his move. I'm telling you, decades from now, when the history books are being rewritten, I'll be listed as Cade Williams, Destroyer of Worlds or some shit like that. I doubt you'll even get a footnote. Seriously."

      Gabrielle looked away, shaking her head at his attempt at humor. "There won't be any history books."

      "What's that?"

      "I said there won't be any history books, you idiot! In another five years there won't be any people left to write them! Don't you get it? The fucking Adversary won!"

      Cade was silent a moment and then he said, softly, "No, he didn't win. Not as long as we're still here, still fighting."

      Gabrielle scoffed. "What, you think the two of us can take on an army of demons, never mind the Adversary and his gang of fallen angels, all on our own?"

      "I do,' he answered solemnly. "As long as I live and breathe I will fight to bring that bastard down. Third time's the charm, as they say. But I don't think we're alone."

      "You heard the man, Cade. They're systematically wiping out any opposition and herding everyone else into camps. They might call them cities, but you and I both know their little better than pens in which to fatten up their dinner. A few freedom fighters aren't going to make a difference."

      But he shook his head. "Against all odds, the Templars have held the evil in this world at bay for more than seventy years. We've been outnumbered and outgunned, so to speak, and yet we've still faithfully, and successfully, carried out our mission."

      Gabrielle whirled on him. "The Templars are gone, Cade!"

      "I don't think so, Gabbi. Your own visions say otherwise."

      The comment brought her up short. What visions was he talking about?

      When she asked as much, his answer surprised her.

      "Uriel showed you visions of the future and as far as I can tell, they've all come true. Or at least the ones you told me about. The success of the Adversary's gambit. The war and its aftermath. Even the privileged living high and mighty in the remains of New York City."

      "Okay, great. So what?"

      "So, I seem to remember you mentioning something about an attack on a motorcade by an armed group that sounded a heck of a lot like the Templars to me."

      Cade was right; the final vision Uriel had shown her did include an attack by freedom fighters of some kind or another against a protected target, most likely one of those in power in New York. Perhaps even the Regent that Jacob had mentioned. She tried to remember. Was there anything in the vision that could identify those guerrilla fighters as renegade Templars? She thought she remembered the fighters wearing grey jumpsuits like those Riley and his men had been wearing the day she'd entered the Beyond, but she couldn't be certain her "memory" wasn't just wishful thinking.

      Cade went on. "We don't know that Riley or any of those you met with survived the purge by Johannson and his men, but on the other hand we don't know they didn't either. I still think we should head for Ravensgate, see if there are any clues there to what happened to Riley and the others. Even if all we find is that the facility is now being used by these so-called Knights of the Red Fist, at least it will give us our first look at those we'll be fighting against, right?"

      Gabrielle couldn't argue with his logic. Ravensgate was as good as any place to start their search for Riley and the rest of the Templars, given that they'd struck out at the quarry.

      Before she could say anything further, there was a knock and then the door opened, admitting Jacob. From the expression on his face, whatever he'd come to say wasn't good news.

      "Look," he said, hesitantly. "I really appreciate your help with the patrol and saving my daughter and all. Really, I do."

      "But?" Gabrielle asked, sensing this was more to this than Jacob's thanks.

      The old man grimaced and his explanation came out in a rush. "But having you here under my roof after what you did to the members of that patrol - justified or not - is simply too dangerous for me and my daughter. The Regent's troops can search the farm at any time. It would be bad enough if they discovered I was keeping a woman of breeding age to myself, but to be found to be harboring fugitives from justice would mean certain death for us both. Never mind what they would do to the two of you. I'm sorry, but I just can't risk it."

      Cade opened his mouth to say something, but Gabrielle shushed him with a hand on his arm. She wouldn't put this man at risk any longer than necessary.

      "It's okay, Jacob. We understand."

      "I can let you stay the night, as it's not safe to travel after dark these days, but I need to ask you to head out in the morning."

      "No problem," Gabrielle replied. "Thank you for having us."

      Jacob nodded, mumbled, "Tis the least I could do," and then slipped back out the door, closing it behind him.

      "So it's decided then? We leave for Ravensgate in the morning?" Cade asked.

      Gabrielle didn't have a better suggestion.

      Ravensgate it would be.
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      They set out just after sunrise the next morning. Both Jacob and Stephanie had gotten up to see them off and there were tears in the young girl's eyes when she reached in to give Gabrielle a hug goodbye.

      "I put this together for you," Jacob said, handing over a well-worn, and well stuffed, backpack to Cade. "It's not much, just some food and water, but it should last you a few days."

      "Thank you." Cade took the pack and then shook the old man's hand. "You take care, both of yourself and that daughter of yours," he said.

      Jacob smiled. "With my every breath."

      After a final round of goodbyes, the pair set off on foot, leaving the farm further behind with every step they took. Jacob provided them with a hand-drawn map, showing them the places to avoid as they made their way east toward the outskirts of New Haven, where the Templar commandery had once hidden in plain sight, and they followed it as best they were able, sticking to the back roads to avoid encountering any of the Regent's patrols.

      They took a short break around noon, digging into Jacob's bag of supplies for a lunch consisting of home baked bread, hard salami, and cheese, washed down with swigs from a large plastic bottle of water that they shared between them.

      Once finished, they buried their trash and packed the empty bottle into the pack to refill when the opportunity presented itself later and got underway once more.

      They reached Ravensgate by late afternoon.

      Or what was left of it, rather.

      They approached clandestinely through the woods that stood opposite the front gates, not knowing what they were going to find when they arrived. When Cade had last left the facility, it had been in the hands of Preceptor Johannson. Given what they now knew about his cooperation with the Adversary and his efforts to subsume the Order from within, they needed to be careful. They could be walking right into a hornet's nest of danger. Cade had been declared an enemy of the Order, after all, and he knew Johannson and his men would stop at nothing to see him tried for his crimes and executed. They'd start by observing the commandery from the safety of the woods and decide what to do from there.

      But when Cade saw that the iron gates that guarded the entrance to the commandery were hanging loose in their frames and that the stone pillars that supported them were covered in a tangled growth of ivy, he knew they were in the clear. The facility must have been abandoned some time before, for even that idiot Johansson wouldn't let the defenses fall into such disrepair.

      What he didn't expect was the extent of the destruction that they found on the other side of the gates.

      Ravensgate had been one of the prime Templar facilities on the east coast, rivaled only by the Preceptor's home base in Bristol, Rhode Island. The sprawling manor house that served as the outward representation of the Templar's presence was three stories high and consisted of several wings stretching in various directions. But the real facility, the one that housed the various combat units that called Ravensgate home, was below ground. It was there that the men and women of the new Templar Order trained, worked, and lived while dedicating themselves to protecting the rest of humanity from the things that went bump in the night.

      Or, at least, that's what they'd done before being betrayed from within by one of their own.

      As Cade and Gabrielle slipped through the gates and entered the grounds proper, they could see across the wide lawn to the remains of the manor house. Only about a third of the building was still standing. The rest was little more than blackened ruins, the roof having collapsed inward in the midst of what appeared to have been a massive fire at some time in the past.

      Or a massive explosion, Cade thought.

      Having examined and then improved on the facility's defensive plans after the attack by the Necromancer and his allies several years ago, Cade knew that it was unlikely that the fire had broken out accidentally. If it had, the emergency systems would have isolated it long before it could have consumed the whole facility.

      No, this looked more like the result of an attack than an accidental disaster.  Three days ago, Cade would have said the attackers must have been enemies of the Order, the demons or their supernatural allies, but knowing Riley had managed to gather some of the Templars to his cause in those last days made him wonder if the attackers had been members of the Order themselves. Those who still believed in its mission of protecting mankind from the evil in the world.

      He said as much to Gabrielle.

      "You think this is Riley's handiwork, then?" she asked.

      Cade shrugged. "His or one of those who backed his cause at least."

      He wasn't willing to commit to anything more than that, for he knew that believing Riley had lived through the firefight at the quarry might just be wishful thinking. Cade knew from the search they'd conducted at the rendezvous point that at least some of the Templar rebels, if he could call them that, had survived, so seeing this as their handiwork was a natural progression for them. But the reality was that it could have been anyone with access to some heavy weaponry and that included everyone from the federal government to the local police force, never mind armed militias and the like. At the moment, there was no way to tell who it had been.

      They crossed the wide lawn, now overgrown so much that it nearly reached their waists, and passed the oversized fountain that stood to the left of the drive.  To Cade's surprise, the fountain still had water in it, the self-recycling system that ran it apparently still operational and functioning after all this time.

      The manor house was a different story.

      Only a third of it still stood, the remainder having caved in upon itself, as if it had grown weary of standing against the elements after those who had occupied its halls for so long had fled, leaving the structure lost and abandoned on its own.

      As they drew closer it became clear that the destruction hadn't been entirely natural; bullet holes marked the exterior walls and there was more than one section that was blacked with the residue of explosives and the flash marks that heralded the use of magicks. A battle had been fought here, that much was certain.

      Cade strode up the front steps - noting the crack that still split their surface, a reminder of the attack the commandery had suffered at the hands of the Council of Nine several years earlier - and through the open door into the interior. From the debris scattered across the floor and gathered in the corners, it was clear that the building had been open to the elements for some time. It was also clear that it had been abandoned in a hurry; shell casings rolled underfoot and skeletons still lay where they had fallen in the midst of the fighting that had taken their lives. Most of the clothing had since rotted away, but scraps of grey cloth here and there told Cade that the dead had once been fellow Templars dressed in the Order's standard battle dress uniforms, or BDUs, but whether they had been on the side of righteousness or corrupted by Johannson and his infernal allies was impossible to tell.

      With Gabrielle just a few steps behind, Cade made his way through the Great Hall and deeper into the interior of the building. Everywhere he looked he found the same thing - evidence of a prolonged firefight that seemed to have damaged the structure around them so badly that the facility itself had been abandoned.

      At one point he stopped and, stripping the glove from his right hand, squatted down near one of the skeletons lying at his feet.

      "You sure you want to do that?" Gabrielle asked.

      Cade shrugged. "Might be the only way we figure out what happened here."

      Before he could give it more thought, and possibly talk himself out of it, Cade reached down and put his bare palm flat across the forehead of the skull on the ground in front of him, like someone checking for a fever.

      Darkness.

      Then...

      The crash of gunfire.

      The cries of the wounded mingled with the shouts of the living.

      They've broken through the southern perimeter, a voice says over the radio in his ear, but he doesn't have time to respond, for they'd broken through here as well and it was all he could do to keep the covering fire going while the others tried to drag the wounded out of the line of fire.

      His weapon ran dry and he dropped back around the corner he'd been firing from, yanking free the magazine and inserting a new one.

      He spun back around the corner, his gun coming up to continue his covering fire, only to find a bearded man in black BDUs charging his position, gun blazing.

      A sharp pain spread through his chest and he felt himself falling backward...

      Cade pulled his hand free and fought to calm his racing heart. Sometimes it was hard to separate memory from reality when using his psychometric power and more than once he'd come back to himself carrying the same injuries that he'd seen his subject experience.

      Thankfully, he didn't come back from this one with a bullet in his chest.

      "What was it? What did you see?" Gabrielle asked.

      What had he seen? Cade thought about it for a moment and then shook his head.

      "Hard to say. Two groups fighting each other, but we knew that already. I wasn't able to see anything that shed any light on who they were or what they were after, unfortunately."

      They continued searching the ruins for another hour or so, but didn't find anything that told them more about what had happened here. Reluctantly, Cade finally indicated they should call it quits.

      They made camp inside the ruins, against a corner section of wall that was still standing. While Cade cleared the floor of debris to give them a place to lie down for the night, Gabrielle gathered some loose bricks and built a fire pit angled toward the corner, using the wall around them as both a wind-break and a reflector for the heat of the flames.

      They dug into the rations Jacob had made for them, then settled in for the night. Fifteen minutes later, Gabrielle was snoring gently at Cade's side.
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      Cade waited until he was certain that Gabrielle was asleep, then eased his arm out from beneath her sleeping form and rose to his feet. He waited a moment, making sure that she didn't awaken when she felt his absence, and then quietly stepped to the fire and withdrew one of the burning logs. Holding it aloft like a torch, he slipped away through the ruins until he reached the fountain he'd noticed earlier.

      He carefully stepped up on its edge and then looked down, watching as the dark water caught the light of the torch and cast his image across the surface. He watched his reflection waver in the water for a moment, considering whether or not to carry out his plans. He glanced back in the direction where Gabrielle was sleeping, hesitating, then steeled himself and decided that she'd be fine for the brief period he'd be gone. Without another thought he gave a sharp mental nudge to that spot deep in the depths of his mind that activated the Mirror's Road and stepped forward, vanishing from sight the moment the sole of his foot hit the surface of the water.

      He reappeared half-a-second later, crashing through the reflective glass surface of a display case in the midst of the vault hidden several stories beneath the ground floor of what was left of the commandery. Thankfully, the torch remained lit; he hadn't been certain the flames would survive the jump through the Veil with it. He held it aloft, letting its light spill around him, illuminating the immediate area.

      The room was massive, the vault stretching above and away from him for a good distance beyond the edge of his light. He remembered being surprised by the sheer size of the room the first time he'd been here and it was no different now. All about him stood tall display cases in neat rows, their glass surfaces reflecting the red and orange light of his torch back at him.  Glass littered the floor at his feet, the remains of the case his entrance had shattered, but thankfully that was the only damage he could see.

      The cases around him, he noted with a sigh of relief, were empty. Most of them stood with their locks disengaged and their doors open, the lack of damage to them suggesting that the keepers of the relics, the Custodes Veritatis, had been warned in advance and had enough time to remove the items from the reliquary before the enemy could get their hands on them.

      Unless the enemy had access to the keys, a voice whispered in the back of his mind.

      Cade did his best to ignore it.

      He moved through the rows, remembering the first time he'd been granted access to the Reliquary. He'd been hot on the trail of the Council of Nine at the time, having just learned that the group's leader, Simon Logan, the Necromancer, was searching for the fabled Spear of Longinus. To help him with his investigation, then-Preceptor Michaels had not only revealed the presence of the artifact vault to him, but had given him and his fellow Echo Team member, Sean Duncan, a tour of the facility, bringing him face to face with the legendary weapon in the process. Cade could remember the sense of wonder he'd felt when his Sight had revealed the power inherent in the Spear, as well as the other artifacts stored in the vault. The room had practically vibrated with the arcane energy stored within and Cade remembered thinking how disastrous it would be should any of the relics fall into enemy hands...

      They'd nearly been undone by treachery back then; Preceptor Michaels' aide de camp had not only allowed the enemy onto the commandery grounds but had used an opportune moment to take the Preceptor's life. In the resulting confusion, the Necromancer had stolen the Spear.

      Thankfully, Cade recovered the weapon in the subsequent assault on the Necromancer's stronghold, after having made sure that Henderson paid a price for his crimes by leaving him to fend for himself in the Beyond.

      A suitable punishment for a traitor.

      In the wake of the Necromancer's attack on the Bristol commandery, the Reliquary had been moved here, to the newly constructed vault beneath Ravensgate. Information about the vault's location had been a tightly controlled secret and Cade had been one of the few who'd known.

      Unfortunately, Preceptor Johannson was another.

      And therein lies the rub, Cade thought.

      Knowledge of the reliquary and what it contained had no doubt gone with him when Johannson went over to the dark side. Which meant it could just as easily have been the enemy who had cleaned out the place as it could have been the surviving Templars.

      And Cade had no way of knowing which it was.

      Unless...

      Carefully laying his torch on the floor, he turned and walked in the opposite direction of the light, wanting to limit its interference in what he was about to do as much as possible.  When he'd reached the far side of the vault and the light was just a dim presence at his back, Cade stopped and, with barely a thought, triggered his Sight.

      Around him, the room lit up with a faint silvery light, a vestigial remnant of the power that had been present in the room for so long. Cade turned in a slow circle, carefully examining everything in view. Just as the relics had left their mark on the room in the sense of the silvery aura he was seeing, so, too, should the presence of anything with infernal ties do the same by way of a darker aura, usually in hues of crimson and black.

      Thankfully, there was no such aura to be seen anywhere in the room.

      Score one for the good guys, Cade thought in satisfaction as he let his Sight fade back to normal. He might not know where the relics were, but he was fairly positive that it was not the Preceptor and his new allies, that had taken them.

      Satisfied that he'd learned all he was going to learn down here, Cade walked back to where he'd left his make-shift torch and picked it back up. Stepping over to the nearest display case, he positioned himself so that the light caused his reflection to appear on the glass door.

      Calling up his destination in his mind, he took a deep breath and opened the doorway through the Veil once more.
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      "We have a breach, sir."

      "A breach? Where?"

      "The reliquary at Ravensgate."

      There was silence for a moment as the senior officer considered the implications of what he'd just been told. "Have you run a diagnostic check?" he asked finally.

      "That's just it, sir. It wasn't any of the tech we left at the entrance to the vault that was tripped, but one of the wards inside that was activated."

      "Inside the vault, you say?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "Hmm. Who do we have nearby?"

      The other man consulted a clipboard hanging nearby.

      "Sergeant Moretti's unit is doing surveillance on a target about fifty miles north of Ravensgate. Rollins' unit is even closer, but are slated to be off rotation until tomorrow."

      "Leave Moretti where he is. We need that intelligence more than anything else right now. Send Rollins' team to Ravensgate. If he bitches about being recalled early, tell him he can talk to me about it after the fact. Right now, we need him on site as quickly as possible."

      "Roger that."
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      Cade returned along the same path, bursting back into the world through a reflection of moonlight on one of the surviving panes of window glass in the south wing of the commandery. He picked his way through the ruins and out onto the lawn, then circled the house to return to where they'd made camp.

      Gabrielle was still sleeping fitfully when he lay down beside her for a second time that night. Now that his curiosity about the artifacts was satisfied, he hoped he could get some rest himself.

      He lay there, staring up at the stars, wondering what they were going to do next, until, at last, he fell asleep.

      Only to snap back away some time later, his senses on high alert and his ears straining to recapture the noise that had awakened him.

      He couldn't be certain, but he thought he'd heard the distant sound of an engine.

      It didn't come again, and it might just have been wishful thinking, but he couldn't be sure if he'd heard it or not and that bothered him enough to keep him from falling back asleep again. After lying there for a moment he sat up, drawing his knees up and leaning his upper body against them. The fire had gone down to little more than coals and he stirred with a stick left nearby for just that purpose, preparing to throw another log into the fire. As he reached for the wood, his ears caught a new sound.

      He froze.

      After a moment it came again and there was no mistaking that sound.

      It was the call of a marsh bird in mating season.

      Except there was no marsh for fifty miles and it was late November, a far cry from mating season.

      Cade dropped the piece of wood he'd picked up and reached for his sword instead. Now armed, he knelt over Gabrielle and gently put his hand over her mouth. When she startled awake, her eyes wide in the moonlight, Cade leaned closer so she could see it was him and put a finger over his lips, indicating she should be quiet.

      When she nodded her understanding, he took his hand away from her mouth and then used it to point to the area around them on the other side of the wall.

      There was something out there, the gesture said.

      Another nod. While Gabrielle quietly sat up and reached for her sword, Cade kicked dirt over the fire coals, not wanting the light to give away their position.

      With both of them now armed, they turned and took up positions on either side of the corner wall section that they'd been using as their windbreak and waited for their eyes to adjust to the darkness so they could see what was out there.

      When he was ready, Cade peeked around his side of the wall, looking out into the darkness beyond. He didn't stare at any one location, but let his gaze drift across his entire field of vision, watching for movement.

      It didn't take long.

      The moon had all but set while he slept, but there was still enough ambient light left for him to spot the five-man team slowly making their way across the lawn toward where he and Gabrielle were hiding. They were well-spaced out and moved together as a unit, keeping the distance between them and advancing at the same pace. There wasn't enough light to make out any details, all he could see were shadowy silhouettes, but something about the way they moved told him they were armed, most likely with rifles of one sort or another.

      Cade glanced at the sword in his hand and shook his head.

      If he was right, they were more than a little outgunned.

      He signaled to Gabrielle to stay where she was and then quickly crossed the room, staying low as he went, not wanting to present an obvious target to those getting closer.  Once against the opposite wall, he edged over to the window and then stood up, flattening himself against the wall next to the window. Slowly, inch by inch, he moved close enough until he could see around the window's edge and out behind the building.

      Their movement, slow though it might be, gave them away. He counted at least four more men trying to box them in from that direction. They were still a good distance away, so Cade made the split-second decision to focus on those coming from the other direction and returned to Gabrielle's side.

      He had just peeked back around his side of the wall when he saw the squad leader raise a clenched fist and the assault team stopped, its members going down on one knee to present smaller targets while keeping their weapons trained forward, each covering their assigned angle of attack.

      A voice shouted out of the darkness.

      "We know you're in there! Come out with your hands up and no one gets hurt!"

      Cade didn't respond. The other man might be bluffing and there was no sense in confirming their positions for him. Better to wait and see what they intended to do.

      When it was obvious no answer was forthcoming, the squad leader pointed at one of his men and gestured toward the section of wall behind which Cade and Gabrielle were hiding.

      First mistake, Cade thought.

      The problem with taking a room by yourself is that there are simply too many angles of exposure to cover all at once. You have to make choices; expose yourself as little as possible while checking one way and hoping you didn't get a bullet in the back of your head when doing so before turning and checking the other side. There was no way to do it without exposing yourself for even a few seconds.

      And a few seconds was all Cade would need.

      The overwhelming majority of people were right-handed and Cade had seen men time and time again clear a room by looking to the right first; it just felt more natural to right-handed people to do it that way. He was betting on that happening here.

      If the newcomers had assaulted the position as a unit, it would have been impossible for Cade and Gabrielle to defend the location, armed as they were with just melee weapons against the others' firearms. But by sending a single man in to do the job that should have been handled by half a dozen or so, the opposition had just given Cade the chance to even up the odds a bit.

      He stood on the left side of the opening, sword in hand, waiting.

      Seconds passed.

      He still hadn't heard anything from the other side of the wall, but an electric tension ran through his body, letting him know that the other man was close.

      Then he heard it.

      The sound of breathing, low and heavy.

      Guy's psyching himself up to do what needs to be done.

      The opening was suddenly filled with the silhouette of the soldier as he stepped across the threshold and spun to the right, checking that corner.

      It was exactly what Cade had been hoping for.

      Before the other man could spin about and check the opposite side, Cade stepped forward, grabbed the other man's forehead and pulled his head back sharply, exposing his neck to the knife blade that Cade now held against it.

      "Don't move," he whispered in the man's ear.

      The soldier froze.

      "Drop the gun."

      A moment later there as a clatter as the weapon fell to the floor.

      Cade shook his head. The idiot wasn't even using a sling.

      He pressed the edge of the blade tight against the man's throat to keep him from making any smart-aleck moves as Gabrielle bent and picked the weapon up off the ground. She checked it over and then returned to her position by the wall, making sure they weren't being flanked while letting Cade deal with their captive. The rifle she was now carrying would make doing so infinitely easier, he knew.

      "On your knees," Cade told the prisoner.

      When the other man had complied, Cade asked, "How many are out there?"

      The man shook his head.

      With no time for niceties, Cade yanked the guy's head back further and pressed the knife hard against his throat. "I've no time for bullshit! Tell me how many of them are out there or I'll cut your throat here and now."

      This time he got an answer, but it was a far cry from what he expected. Against all reason, the other man said, "In the name of the Lord Almighty, I call upon you to relinquish your weapons and receive the mercy of Christ the King."

      Cade froze for a moment, stunned. Ever since the Crusades, the Templar Rule had required that enemies be given the chance to surrender before hostilities could commence. It was one rule Cade never bothered to follow – warning your enemy that you were about to attack was one of the stupidest things he'd ever heard of – but he knew there were men in the Order who followed every element of the Rule to a T. His friend and fellow Echo Team member, Sean Duncan, had been one of them.

      If these men were Templars, that changed everything.

      But he wasn't ready to trust them quite yet.

      Pulling the man to his feet, Cade stepped in close behind, keep his blade against the man's throat. "Alright," he whispered in the man's ear, "we're going to go out there and talk to your friends. Nice and slow, understand?"

      The man nodded.

      Cade looked over at Gabrielle. "You good with that?" he asked, nodding at the rifle in her hands.

      Gabbi gave him a thumbs-up, then turned to cover him from behind the protection of the wall.

      Cade turned his head and shouted out into the darkness, "Don't shoot! We're coming out!"

      He nudged the man in the back to get him moving and together they stepped out into view of those outside the ruined walls of the manor house.

      Cade stayed close to the wall; it would allow him to duck back under cover if things didn't go well while at the same time preventing any of the soldiers in front of him from maneuvering around behind him.

      The squad leader held a hand behind him, palm up, indicating to his men to stay put as he took a few steps closer. His weapon was lowered by his side but that didn't fool Cade for a moment. He knew how quickly it could be brought to bear should the need arise.

      With only a few yards separating them, Cade could see that the man before him was young, mid-twenties or thereabouts, but he held himself like a someone who'd seen his fair share of action, loose and ready to move. He was tall and thin, with a few days beard and eyes that gleamed hard in the moonlight.

      "Let him go," the squad leader instructed.

      Cade ignored him; there was no way he was letting go of the only leverage he had.

      "Who are you and what do you want?" he asked in return.

      The squad leader shook his head and then snapped his weapon up to his shoulder, ready to fire.

      "I'm not going to ask again. Let him go and we'll talk. Otherwise I'll be forced to do something you'll find unpleasant."

      Unpleasant? Was this guy serious?

      Aloud, Cade said, "Think again. The minute you pull that trigger, it's all over for you."

      Gabrielle chose that moment to activate the laser sight on the rifle she'd acquired, putting the green dot square in the middle of the man's chest, where he couldn't miss seeing it, and then sliding it up to rest in the center of the man's forehead.

      To give him credit, the squad leader didn't flinch at the realization he was under Gabrielle's sights, but neither did he lower his weapon, much to Cade's annoyance.

      "Look," Cade said, "we don't want any trouble. You're the ones who crashed our party, not the other way around. Why don't we cut the bullshit and get down to business? I know who, or rather what, you are." To prove his point, he recited the Templar motto. "Non nobis, Domine, non nobis, sed Nomini tuo da gloriam."

      Not unto us, Lord, not unto us but to thy name be the glory.

      The squad leader was not impressed.

      "Anyone can learn a motto," he said, rather stubbornly in Cade's view.

      "Yeah? So, tell me, who's running the show these days? Is that bastard Johannson still in charge?"

      That got a response. Behind the squad leader, the other men in the unit suddenly raised their weapons and aimed them at Cade.

      "Lower your weapons!" the squad leader shouted, no doubt still cognizant of the laser sight focused on his head.

      Behind him, the men did as they were told.

      Cade let out the breath he didn't realize he'd been holding. Touched a nerve with that one, I see.

      The squad leader addressed Cade again.

      "You're standing in the remains of a Templar facility, so clearly you know something about the Order. But that doesn't prove anything."

      The former Echo Team commander wanted to hit the man. "I'm not trying to prove anything!" he said. "I'm the one who was minding my own business, remember?"

      But the squad leader stubbornly held to his previous line of questioning.

      "Who are you and what are you doing here?"

      It was Gabrielle who broke the impasse.

      Stepping out of the shadows still holding her recently-acquired rifle steady on the man in front of her, she said, "His name is Cade Williams."
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      A strange expression crossed the squad leader's face. "Cade Williams?" he repeated.

      Cade nodded. "Yes."

      "Knight Commander Cade Williams?"

      What the heck was wrong with this guy? Didn't I just answer that?

      "Just Cade. It hasn't been Knight Commander for some time. Now who are you and what do you want?"

      The squad commander didn't seem to have heard him. He stood there, staring for a moment, his gaze going from Cade to Gabrielle and back again.

      Finally, he said, "I don't believe you."

      Cade laughed; he couldn't help it. The whole situation was just absurd. A Mexican standoff in the ruins of Ravensgate? With a squad of Templars who may or may not be on the same side he was on? And the best their leader can come up with is "I don't believe you?" Could the night get any more ridiculous?

      Rapidly losing his patience, Cade said, "I don't care if you believe me or not."

      Behind him, Gabrielle said softly, "You're not helping the situation."

      Cade spoke without turning to face her. "Not helping?" he said over his shoulder. "He's the one pointing a gun at our heads."

      "And you're holding one of his men hostage."

      "Because he's holding a gun to our heads!"

      The Templar squad leader looked from one to the other with an expression that could only be disbelief, though whether that was because he didn't believe they were who they said they were or because they were talking about him in the third person as if he wasn't even there, Cade wasn't sure.

      The man's next statement cleared that up, however.

      "Prove to me that you're who you say you are."

      Cade sighed, exasperated. "How the hell do you expect me to do that? Think I've got my name and birthdate tattooed on my ass?"

      Behind him, Gabrielle murmured, "Wouldn't that be something..."

      There are at least half a dozen guns pointed in our direction and she's making jokes. Damn, but I love this woman.

      The squad leader, thankfully, didn't hear her.

      "While I never met him myself, the tales say that the Knight Commander had a particular word engraved on his sword."

      The tales say? Cade thought.  What the fuck tales were those?

      "What was that word?" the squad leader asked.

      "Defensor," Cade replied.

      But the squad leader shook his head. "Every Templar sword bears that mark. I'm talking about the other one."

      Cade was silent long enough that Gabrielle spoke up.

      "Cade? Do you know what he's talking about?"

      "Yes."

      "Then answer the man, for heaven's sake! My arms are getting tired."

      A moment passed, then two, as Cade found himself oddly resistant to saying the other phrase aloud with Gabrielle standing right there beside him.

      She opened her mouth, no doubt to say something about the delay, when Cade gave in to the inevitable.

      "Ulciscor," he said softly, and then, with more force, "Ulciscor."

      Vengeance.

      The squad leader pointed to the sword hilt rising up over Cade's shoulder with the barrel of his own weapon. "Show me."

      Gabrielle glanced at Cade. He gave it a moment's thought and then nodded. Since he was still holding a knife to the soldier's throat, it was left to Gabrielle to draw the weapon, walk toward the squad leader and hold up the sword so that he could see the engraving running down the length of the blade.

      Reading the word etched there, the squad leader's face went still. He looked at Cade, and it seemed to him that the squad leader was noticing his eye patch and facial scar for the first time. In the next moment the entire situation changed.

      "My apologies, Knight Commander," the squad leader said, lowering his weapon and giving the signal to his men to do the same. "We had no idea who you were and meant no disrespect."

      Surprised himself by the sudden turn of events, it was all Cade could to do shrug and say, "Sure. None taken."  He glanced down, realized he was still holding a knife to the other Templar's throat, and quickly let him go with a whispered apology. Thankfully, the man seemed too stunned by the revelation of Cade's identity to do more than stand there rubbing his throat with a shocked expression on his face.

      The squad leader stepped forward and extended his hand.

      "Sergeant Michael Dean, sir."

      Cade took the man's hand in his own and gave it a brisk shake, thankful for the sudden change of attitude and intending to capitalize on it while the going was good. He introduced Gabrielle to the sergeant and then told him that he had an urgent message for the Templar high command.

      "How quickly can you get me in front of them?" he asked.

      Sergeant Dean shook his head. "Best I can do is to get you in to see my commanding officer, Major Hale. Anything beyond that will be up to him."

      "But he can put me in touch with those further up the chain of command?"

      "I really can't say, sir. That would be up to Captain Hale."

      Cade could recognize a bit of military stonewalling when he heard it. No sense pushing too hard just yet, he thought. They only just made contact with what was left of the Order and he needed to stay in their good graces if he was going to find what he was looking for.

      He put a smile on his face and glanced around, saying. "Good enough, sergeant. Is this Major Hale close by?"

      "Less than an hour, Knight Commander. We have a vehicle standing by. It won't be long."

      "Very well. Lead on then, Sergeant."

      A few quick commands from Dean had his men reorganized as a loose group with Cade and Gabrielle in the center and then they set out toward a break in the wall surrounding the former commandery. Once beyond the barrier, Sergeant Dean led them through the woods to where a six-wheeled vehicle was parked in a small clearing, guarded by two more Templar soldiers who Cade rightly took to be the vehicle's crew.

      The vehicle was an armored personnel carrier; long and lean and fearsome looking. It had six all-terrain tires – four in the front and two in the back – and an armored chassis that would easily withstand small arms and possibly even heavy weapons fire. The front windshield was protected by a set of metal louvres, currently open, and a 7.62-mm machine gun rested in a roof turret just behind the front cab.

      Cade didn't bother looking for insignia on the vehicle. The Templars had always operated in secret and he didn't expect that to have changed in the time he'd been gone, end of the world or not.  Leave the enemy to their iron fist emblems; just made them easier to identify in the wild, he thought.

      The double doors at the rear of the vehicle were thrown open and the squad members began to climb inside, the smoothness of their actions making it plain they had done this very act many times before. The interior was outfitted with long bench seats on either side and built to carry ten soldiers reasonably comfortably. It was a tight fit with Cade and Gabrielle added to the load, but the sergeant refused to allow anyone to ride on the outside of the vehicle, so they made do with cramming everyone inside.

      Once they were settled, Sgt. Dean gave the order, the big 365-horsepower engine rumbled to life, and they got underway. Dean had said the ride would take close to an hour, so Cade settled back and took stock of those around him. Dim, red-colored lights ran the length of the vehicle above the bench seats, designed to save the occupants' night vision should they need to deploy rapidly, and while the lights weren't the best for noticing fine detail, they did shed enough illumination to let Cade get a decent look at those who shared the compartment with him.

      The first thing he noticed was the rag-tag nature of the team seated around him. They might move and act as a unit, but they certainly didn't look like one. Gone were the custom-designed battle dress uniforms and the standardized weaponry that marked the Templar combat teams of his day. These soldiers – six men and four women – were dressed in a hodge-podge of styles, from camouflage BDUs to jerseys and jeans, all in various stages of wear. The same variety could be seen in their ages; a couple of them had to be pushing sixty and at least one couldn't have been long out of his teens.

      Cade was seated across from a woman with close-shaven hair and fine features that were in part blunted by her hard expression. She sat with her head pressed back into the seat and her eyes closed, giving him the chance to study her at length. He guessed she was about twenty-five, give or take a few years. The sallowness of her complexion suggested she hadn't seen the sun in quite a while and the tightness of her skin revealed a less than adequate diet. She was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, over which she wore a thick button up, no doubt to ward off the evening chill. A watch cap was pulled tight on her head.

      As the vehicle bounced along the wooded track, her over-shirt parted slightly and a necklace of long, sharp teeth could be seen hanging around her neck. Cade angled his head and leaned forward slightly, trying to get a better look.

      Are those vampire teeth? he wondered.

      Curious as to their origin, Cade triggered his Sight. The teeth lit up with an eerie blue-green aura, revealing their supernatural nature and confirming his initial guess.

      He blinked, restoring his vision to normal.

      The woman chose that moment to open her eyes, no doubt having felt the weight of his ongoing scrutiny. She didn't say anything, just stared back at him as if daring him to say something.

      So, of course, that's just what he did.

      "Where'd you get those teeth?" he asked.

      She studied him in turn for a moment, then answered laconically.

      "Hunting vamps."

      Cade nodded to himself. Ask a stupid question...

      Still, her response gave him pause. With the exception of the Chiang Shih incursion several years ago, Cade could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times he and the Echo team had been called out to deal with vamps.  They simply weren't that numerous in the United States. Or so he thought; the fact that the woman opposite him was wearing a necklace of vamp fangs suggested that might be another one of those things that had changed since he'd been gone.

      He was still pondering the implications of that when the woman followed his question with one of her own.

      "Where'd you get that scar?" she asked, nodding at the large white line that started above his eye, crossed the orb itself, and ran down the side of his cheek to end near the top of his neck.

      "Hunting a fallen angel," he told her, which, while it wasn't exactly the truth, was close enough.

      "Yeah? Rad. Hope you made the bastard pay."

      She smiled as she said it, prompting Cade to smile in return, two hunters understanding each other perfectly in that moment.

      They might not look like the knights I'm used to, Cade thought, but if she was any indication, they were Templars through and through.

      It was a reassuring thought.

      It was coming up on close to an hour of traveling when the truck made several turns and then came to a halt. A few moments later someone pounded twice on the rear doors, no doubt the signal that it was okay to open up.  Those sitting near the doors did so, then dismounted. Cade and Gabrielle followed.

      They found themselves standing in a parking lot that had seen better days. The pavement was cracked and crumbling, and weeds grew up through the surface in small patches here and there. A chain-link fence in dire need of some much-needed repair ran around the outer perimeter. On the far side of the lot, Cade could see three large earth-movers rusting in the sunlight, their Department of Public Works logos faded but still visible even at a distance. Closer still, on the far side of the vehicle they'd just emerged from, Cade could see an odd shaped building that resembled nothing so much as a giant beehive, if that beehive had been cut in half vertically and then cemented to the side of a hill. He'd seen DPW garages like this in the past and wasn't surprised when two massive doors suddenly swung open in the center of the "hive", allowing their all-terrain vehicle access to the interior.

      Sergeant Dean appeared at their side. "Follow me," he said, then turned and headed for the entrance. Cade and Gabrielle fell in behind him.

      They had just entered the facility when Cade felt the hair on the back of his neck stand at attention as the wards protecting the entrance snapped closed at their backs, sealing them inside. Soldiers stepped out of the shadows around them, rifles trained in their direction, and Cade and Gabrielle came to an abrupt halt as they were quickly surrounded.

      "What's going on, Sergeant?" Cade asked, taking care to keep his tone level and steady. "I thought we had an agreement?"

      "You did," said a voice from behind the ring of soldiers and a moment later the group parted slightly to let this new individual approach. The newcomer was about Gabrielle's height - five seven, maybe five eight, if Cade had to guess - with a stocky frame and short-cropped hair that was far more salt than pepper. He was dressed in well-worn fatigues of dusty grey and was wearing military grade combat boots on his feet that looked at least a decade old.

      "I've since rescinded it."

      "And you are?"

      "Major Thomas Hale."

      Apparently that was all Cade was going to get from the man, for at that point the major turned to Sergeant Dean and said, "Take their weapons and then search them."

      Under cover of the other soldiers, Dean moved in. "Sorry, Knight Commander, but I'll need you to surrender that sword," he said quietly, once he stood in front of the other man.

      To his credit, he didn't flinch as Cade reached up and took hold of the hilt of his weapon, drawing it forth from its sheath, and then handing it over without objection.

      Then again, Cade thought, it's easy to be brave when you've got half a dozen other guys covering you with semi-automatic rifles.

      Dean took the weapon, almost with a sense of reverence it seemed to Cade, and then moved to do the same with Gabrielle's. She, too, handed hers over without a fuss.

      What else was there to do, really?

      Dean passed both swords to one of the other soldiers and then stepped back over to them, quickly frisking them to be certain that they weren't carrying anything else. Satisfied, he looked over at Major Hale and nodded.

      At that point Hale stepped forward, his attention centered on Cade.

      "These are dark and dangerous times," Hale said. "My responsibility goes first to those under my command and second to those who have taken refuge here. I don't know you or your companion, so I'll be damned if I let you take another step inside this facility without confirming that you are who you say you are, regardless of whatever arrangement you made with Sergeant Dean."

      Cade felt his anger swell. He'd been fighting the Adversary and his minions for well over a decade, had faced numerous supernatural creatures and more than one fallen angel in his quest to keep evil in check. Who did this major think he was, preaching to him about responsibility?

      He was about to saying something along those lines, something that no doubt would have landed them in even hotter water than they currently found themselves, when he felt a gentle touch on his shoulder.

      "We need them, Cade. We won't find Riley on our own," Gabrielle said softly, in a voice only loud enough that he could hear and at the touch of her hand his anger fled as swiftly as it had come.

      Gabrielle was right. What was he thinking?

      He nodded, then addressed himself to Hale.

      "How do you intend to do that?" he asked. "Fingerprints? Retinal scan?"

      To his surprise, Hale laughed. "If only it were that easy. Even if we had the technology for that, which we don't, the records we'd need to match them against have long since been lost. Besides, there are plenty of demons who can replicate a human being right down to their very DNA. No, we're going to do things a little differently."

      Demons replicating DNA?

      While Cade was still wrestling with the idea that the men and women around him seriously thought he and Gabrielle might be demons in disguise, Major Hale called for another member of their group to come forward.

      This man was dressed in the classic black shirt and pants of a Catholic priest, complete with a white collar at his throat, but the mystical symbols tattooed on his face and forearms in blue and silver ink made him resembled an ancient Druid covered in blue woad more than a modern priest. His head had been shaved on the sides, the remainder gathered into a kind of top knot, like those worn by monks in the Dark Ages.

      If Cade hadn't already guessed that this was one of the Order's mystics, the power he senses radiating off the man would have confirmed it.

      Use of the arcane was nothing new to the Templar Order, despite their fervently religious nature. Back when Cade had been in charge of the Echo Team, there had been a small division of mystics stationed at Ravensgate and he'd used their scrying abilities to track down lost items or to get a sense of where a fugitive might be holing up on more than one occasion. They were also the group that created and maintained the wards that guarded the facility and they'd been indispensable in repelling the demon the Council of Nine had called forth to attack the commandery several years earlier. Unlike his own abilities, which many of his fellow Templars thought had been given to him by the Adversary during their initial encounter, the mystics were considered men of God, their power granted by the Lord Almighty and therefore safe to use without concern for corruption or sin. More Moses to Cade's Witch of Endor, if one wanted to put it into biblical terms, which the knights were wont to do.

      This particular mystic stepped forward and, without even bothering to introduce himself, pulled what looked like a silver ball on a stick from his pocket and raised it over his shoulder as if to hurl it forward like a knife.

      Thankfully, Cade had seen an aspergillum before, a device used at Mass to sprinkle Holy Water on congregants, and rather than seeing it as a threat and taking the man out where he stood, he waited patiently as the priest thrust his arm forward once, twice, three times, splashing droplets of blessed water on him and Gabrielle.

      Cade was reaching up to wipe the water off his face when a shriek split the air directly behind him and he turned to see Gabrielle with her face in her hands, squirming about as if the water had grievously injured her. Rifles snapped into position all around them and Cade stepped closer to her, trying to cover as much of his wife's body with his own as he could, when she cried, "I'm melting!" in her best Wicked Witch of the West voice and straightened to stare at those surrounding her.

      "Are you fucking serious?" she asked, her voice dripping disdain. "Do you really think one of the Adversary's demonic allies would be able to just waltz in here past the wards you've got covering that door?" she asked, pointing at the large iron barrier that had slammed shut in their wake.

      She has a point, Cade thought, and also made note of the fact that she'd recognized the presence of the wards in the first place. He hadn't known she was able to do that.

      The priest scowled, not happy with the disrespect he was being shown, but Cade didn't care. In his view, respect was earned and he wasn't about to kowtow to this guy just because he had a bit of power at his disposal. Cade had plenty of power of his own but he wasn't using it to lord himself over the others as he sensed this guy was used to doing. If he wanted respect, he'd need to do something worthy of it.

      To Cade's surprise, the priest stepped out from among the soldiers he'd been standing with and crossed the space between them. Addressing Major Hale, the priest said, "If the prisoner is willing, I can confirm his identity with just a touch."

      Cade felt himself bristle again when the priest used the word prisoner, but he held his tongue. He might not like it, but he was a prisoner, at least for the time being. If letting this guy touch him resolved that small problem, he was willing to do it.

      Before Hale could say anything, Cade said, "Fine. I've got no problem with that."

      Hale appeared surprised, but clearly wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth. "Very well. Father Moynihan, proceed please."

      Moynihan stepped over to Cade and raised his right hand as he considered where to make the connection he sought on Cade's bare skin.

      In that moment, Cade felt that other side of his nature suddenly rise up, just as it had first with the holder demon and then again when confronting the Regent's patrol on the old road. If Moynihan wanted to verify his identity, he thought, why not remove any possible doubt? Let the priest see exactly what he'd been through, let him experience it for his own.

      Rather than wait for the other man to choose a place to touch him, Cade quickly slipped the glove off his left hand and grasped Moynihan's with his own, as if they were dance partners about to swing.

      In the past, touching anything with his bare skin would have immediately sent a series of images and feelings racing through Cade's mind and body as he relived whatever the other person had most recently experienced. Dead or alive, it didn't matter; he'd see whatever there was to be seen. The same held true for inanimate objects as well; his Gift didn't discern between animate and inanimate objects, between a person and a thing.

      For whatever reason, this time Cade was able to control the flow of information. Rather than Moynihan's past flooding his sense and overwhelming him, he called up his own memories and sent them coursing down the link between him and the other man. The sight of the body of the Dorchester Demon suddenly splitting down the center like a chrysalis, releasing the physical form of the Adversary to strike out and kill his wife, Gabrielle; the fear and disgust he'd felt the first time he'd crossed the Veil and entered the Beyond; the love and despair that had overwhelmed him whenever Gabrielle would appear to him during those years when he'd been convinced she was dead; all the emotional detritus that he'd carried month after month, year after year, as he'd sought to revenge her death at the hands of the Adversary. And then, as the final piece de resistance, he shared just how it had felt to sacrifice all he had worked for, all he dreamed about, when he drove that knife deep into her heart to keep the Adversary and his scream from returning to Earth in physical form.

      Cade let him have it all.

      By the time it was over, by the time Cade unclenched his fingers and let go of Moynihan's hand, the priest was on his knees, staring up at him in horrified wonder with tears streaming down his face.

      For a long moment no one said anything and then the mystic turned to look at Hale.

      "It's him," he said. "It's Cade Williams."
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      The Lord Regent, Viceroy of New York, Conqueror of the Northern States and Grand Master of the Knights of the Iron Fist, was enjoying a rather sumptuous lunch in his private dining room when there was a knock on the door.

      "Come!" he shouted.

      His aide entered, closing the door behind him after doing so, but not before the Regent caught a glimpse of one of his patrol scouts standing uncomfortably in the hall just beyond, no doubt awaiting an audience.

      His suspicions were confirmed when his aide sketched a quick bow and then said, "Sorry to disturb you, sir, but I think you should hear this man's report first-hand."

      The Regent glanced down at the medallions of steak over mashed potatoes served with a thick mushroom demi-glaze that he'd just begun eating and then up at his aide.

      "Tell me, Benjamin, does it look like I'm doing something at the moment?"

      His aide gave the question a second's thought and then hung his head, no doubt realizing in that moment that he'd done the wrong thing by interrupting, no matter what the reason.

      Eyes downcast, he answered the question put to him.

      "Yes, sir."

      "And what is it that I'm doing, Benjamin?"

      "Eating, sir. You are eating."

      The Regent nodded. "That's correct. I'm eating. And what did I tell you about disturbing me when I am eating?"

      The aide's voice only trembled a little when he said, "Not to do it, sir. Not to disturb you."

      "And yet here you are."

      The aide tried to correct his mistake. "I'm sorry, sir. I shouldn't have disturbed you. I will send him away and let you finish your..."

      The Regent's voice was sharp. "You will do no such thing. I've already been disturbed once. I'll not have it happen a second time."

      Benjamin's anguish was all but palpable and the Regent breathed in deeply, relishing the exquisite taste of the man's fear. He didn't blame his aide for the mistake; Benjamin had only been promoted to the position yesterday and it took time to learn the various aspects of the job. Still, a little fear went a long way when it came to teaching the proper way of doing things and the Regent wasn't one to pass up the opportunity when it presented itself.

      He took another bite, savoring the taste, and then looked up to find his aide still standing there next to the table.

      "Well? What are you waiting for?" the Regent demanded. "Get the man in here!"

      Benjamin scrambled to comply, rushing across the room to the door, opening it, and gesturing at the man waiting on the other side. The Regent watched all this out of the corner of his eye, quietly amused.

      I say jump, they say how high. Just as it ought to be, he thought with no little satisfaction.

      The two men crossed to stand next to the Regent's table.

      Benjamin opened his mouth, but snapped it shut again when the Regent held up his hand in a clear signal to wait.

      Several long moments passed, with the two men standing there, watching and fidgeting nervously, as the Regent went on with his meal.

      Finally, he put his fork down, wiped his mouth with the linen napkin in his lap, and then turned to the two men. He waved dismissively at his aide, sending him away until he needed him again. Once he was gone, the Regent turned his attention to the man his aide had escorted into the room.

      "Report."

      The man took one step forward. "My apologies for disturbing your lunch, sir" he began. "Hal Beckett, Iron Fist Commander from Lesser York."

      The Regent snorted. "I don't give a damn who you are. What is it that you and my aide thought was so important?"

      Beckett swallowed nervously, then continued gamely on.  "Two nights ago, one of my patrols failed to return from their regularly scheduled route. I gave them an extra twenty-four hours, believing they might have been forced to hole up for the night on account of the large storm that came through the area that evening."

      The Regent took a swig of his wine but didn't say anything.

      The soldier glanced at the Regent's aide, now standing off to one side, who gestured for him to continue.

      "When they failed to show the following afternoon, I sent another patrol out to locate them."

      "And?" said the Regent, still more interested in his wine than what the man was telling him. A waved hand suggested that the soldier get on with things.

      "And...and the second patrol found the bodies of the first tossed into a ravine, their motorbikes abandoned nearby."

      The man hesitated, as if afraid to say whatever else it was that he had to say.

      This time the Regent turned to look at him.

      "Out with it," he demanded irritably, not understanding why his aide would bother him with such trivial business.

      "One of the bodies was marked."

      "Marked?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "What do you mean marked?" the Regent asked.

      The aide stepped forward and put a cell phone down on the table in front of the Regent, then used his finger to begin paging through photos of the bodies of the missing patrol members and their abandoned motorbikes so the Regent wouldn't have to do it himself.

      Still damned useful devices, the Regent thought absently as the photos flipped past under his nose, even without the cellular network running. He made a mental note to raise their priority level on the asset recovery list.

      His aide reached the last photo in the set and stopped, interrupting the Regent's musings. The image was a close up of a man's face, showing the large cross that had been posthumously carved into his forehead.

      A large, Templar cross.

      Sudden fury spread through the Regent's frame.

      Before he could help himself, he raised his fist high above his head and brought it smashing back down an instant later, the flesh shifting and morphing in the final second before impact, growing a deadly array of spikes that struck the surface of the phone with shattering force and sent small pieces of plastic flying in several directions.

      Nor did it stop there. The Regent surged to his feet, snarling like a wild animal, and proceeded to hammer his lunch plate, serving platter, and wine glass into oblivion before sweeping the remains off the table and onto the floor. He then set to work on the table itself, smashing the hardened oak into pieces.

      When he was finished, he stood over the remains, panting heavily. Then, his anger apparently spent, he turned to face his visitor.

      To his credit, Commander Beckett hadn't moved – not even to flinch – during the Regent's outburst. He stood at attention, his gaze locked on something in the distance.

      The Regent noted the man's professionalism, filed it away for later reference. Perhaps this one might be worth something after all, he thought. Let's see how he follows orders.

      In a steady voice, one that failed to display even the slightest hint that just a moment before he'd violently "I've had enough of this rebellious behavior. One good deed deserves another, wouldn't you say, Commander?"

      "Yes, my Lord."

      "Good. You are to round up twenty villagers, males only, I don't care what age, and string them up to die outside the city where it will be impossible for the rebels to miss them. Is that understood?"

      "Yes, my Lord."

      "Good. Dismissed."

      The Regent watched Beckett cross the room and then called out to him just before he reached the door.

      "I don't need to tell you that I expect you to catch those responsible, do I, Commander?"

      It was a near-impossible task, the Regent knew. They'd been trying to root out this particular band of guerillas for months now, with little success. But to his surprise, Commander Beckett met his steely gaze with one of his own.

      "No, sir. I will find them," he answered confidently.

      The Regent nodded and watched Beckett slip out the door.

      Then and only then did the Regent turn his attention to his aide, still cowering nearby.  He pointed at the demolished table on the floor in front of him.

      "Clean this up. Then bring me another bottle of wine."

      As his aide scrambled to do as he was told, the Regent walked over to the windows and looked out over this city, his city, as the sun set in the distance. An image of that cross carved into his warrior's forehead floated in his mind's eye.

      Damned Templar vermin. You can't hide forever. And when I find you...
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      Major Hale stepped forward and extended a hand to Cade. Gabrielle watched her husband hesitate for a moment, then he slipped his glove back on and took the other's hand in his own.

      "Welcome to Moria," Hale said and then nodded in her direction, including her in the welcome as well.

      "Moria?" Cade echoed.

      "Yes, it's a name from Lord of the..."

      "I know what it is, Major. I'm just surprised you chose to name your refuge after a place that was overrun by the enemy not once, but twice, in Tolkien's epic tale."

      Hale shrugged. "My command staff are apparently a bit fatalistic in their outlook."

      And with that one comment, Gabrielle decided she liked this man.

      "It would seem we have a lot to talk about," Hale said to them, even as he helped Father Moynihan to his feet. "Perhaps we can do so in my office?"

      "Lead the way," Cade replied.

      And with that Major Hale led them down the hall, deeper into the Templar facility, with a handful of armed soldiers and Sergeant Dean accompanying them along the way.

      The original facility had consisted of the primary garage and a few rooms built off of that, but it was quickly clear that the Templars hadn't been satisfied with just that. They dug in and expanded the locale, burrowing deeper into the hillside like badgers in a warren. On just the first level, Gabrielle noted chambers being used for a variety of purposes, from equipment storage to food prep to planning and communication. They passed two large chambers full of cots lying in orderly rows and more than one individual stopped what they were doing to watch them go past.

      Large steel doors had been put in place at various points along the central corridor and she recognized them for what they were - chokepoints that could be used to seal off the rest of the base should it come under attack and the entrance be breached. The warrior in her approved.

      When they reached a stairwell at the end of the corridor, they descended three more levels and Gabrielle began to wonder just how big this place actually was. Eventually they found themselves in a narrow corridor with thick wooden doors set at equal intervals on either side. It felt like officer's quarters and Gabrielle wasn't surprised when Dean opened a door at the end of the corridor and ushered them inside.

      Like most of the others they'd seen so far, this room had been roughly hewn out of solid rock and occupied a space about twelve feet square. A bit on the small side, she thought, but certainly functional. From the looks of it, it served as the base's makeshift command center. Large maps, each decorated with multicolored pins, dominated one wall. A rack of semi-automatic weapons dominated another, with stacked magazines in boxes beneath. Crates of various shapes and sizes were stacked against the rear wall, hiding it from view. A scavenged wooden desk was situated in the middle of the room and Major Hale went directly to it, opening a drawer and removing a bottle of liquor and a trio of glasses.

      "Drink?" he asked.

      Given that there was no label on the bottle, Gabrielle was expecting some homemade rotgut but accepted anyway; it truly had been one of those days. To her surprise, the liquor was smooth and quite refined. It went down easy, its warmth spreading through her body like oil in a finely tuned machine.

      Hale must have noticed, for he smiled in her direction and raised his glass in a mini-salute. "It isn't every day I get to welcome a genuine Hero of the Order, never mind two of them. I figured the good stuff was the least I could do."

      He sat down heavily in his chair and waved his glass in the direction of the doorway they'd just entered. "Sorry about all that back there," he said. "I had to be certain. I hope you understand."

      Gabrielle did and she knew Cade did as well. If everything they'd heard about the present situation was true, this man was carrying a tremendous responsibility on his shoulders, given the number of people that this facility seemed to be hiding from the established government.

      Hale wasn't quite finished with what he had to say, it seemed. He slammed back his first drink, picked up the bottle and poured himself another. He drank that one down just as quickly as the first and then addressed the again. "But now that we've determined that you are, in fact, who you claim to be, that raises a few more questions."

      "Such as?" Cade asked.

      Hale's tone didn't change when he said, "Why the fuck did you leave?"

      Cade nearly choked on his whiskey.

      "Excuse me?"

      "You heard me. Why the fuck did you wander off and leave us on our own? You, of all people, knew just how dangerous the Adversary was! You knew that he'd tear down the very walls of Hell itself to escape to wreak havoc on this world and yet you left us to the whim of the enemy! You deserted us when we needed you most!"

      For a moment there was silence, then Cade surged to his feet.

      "Deserted you?" he said, his anger twisting his face into an unfamiliar visage and Gabrielle's heart skipped a beat at the sight. Around them, she could feel a heavy pressure rising, filling the confines of the room, like a thunderclap poised to break.

      Cade went on, his fury growing with every word.

      "Is that what you think? That I deserted you? Johannson drove me out after years of faithful service, cast me aside like so much useless waste, made a mockery of all that I had endured in service to the Order and ignored the warnings I gave about the dangers of the Adversary and his growing power, and you think I deserted you?!"

      A wind kicked up, seemingly from nowhere, stirring the papers on Gale's desk and sending several items on the shelves behind him crashing to the ground. Hale glanced about, confusion on his face as he tried to figure out how wind could be blowing through his sanctuary this deep underground, and Gabrielle felt a moment of pity for him as it was clear that he had no idea just who or what he was dealing with.

      Cade didn't care; he was too caught up in the memories of his own betrayal by the brotherhood he had loved and fought for.

      "For your fucking information, I murdered my own wife, stabbed her in the heart to save your sorry asses, and you stand there and accuse me of betraying the Order!" he roared, his rage like a living, breathing thing, and for just a split second Gabrielle thought she saw the flash of great, grey wings rising from behind her husband's shoulders, there and gone again in an instant, so quick that anyone else would have doubted that they'd seen them at all.

      But Gabrielle knew the truth about her husband's ancestry.

      And given his emotional state, she knew that things might get ugly very quickly if she let him continue in this vein.

      "Enough!" she shouted, startling both men.

      She stepped between them, her back to Hale, and caught her husband's gaze with her own. "What the hell are you doing?" she demanded. "Do you think now's the time to go all self-righteous on these people? While we were trapped in the Beyond, they were dealing first-hand with the results of our failure, Cade. Our failure. Now would be a good time for you to sit down, shut up, and start acting like an adult!"

      Cade's anger seethed for another moment and then, as abruptly as if a switch had been thrown, it went away again. The tension in the room visibly deflated.

      She turned around to find an ashen-faced Hale pouring himself another whiskey with shaking hands. She waited of him to drink it down, then gently took the bottle away from him. They were going to need clear heads if they were going to work this out.

      For his part, Cade seemed to recognize that as well, for he didn't waste any time apologizing to the major. "That as uncalled for," he said. "You had nothing to do with what happened back then and I shouldn't allow my frustrations to curtail our cooperation before it even begins. Please forgive me."

      Hale nodded. "My apologies as well, Knight Commander," he replied, using Cade's former title for the first time. "All of this was set in motion long ago by powers that none of us suspected were at war in the world. You have done far more than most to put an end to it and I regret my outburst."

      The trio were silent for a time, until at last Hale asked, "How much do you know about what happened after you left?"

      Gabrielle shook her head. "Not much. We know the Adversary somehow reversed the ritual Cade attempted, that rather than permanently banishing him from this plane it served as a conduit for him to bring his closest allies across the Veil and into our world. After that he set out to destroy the Order from within by taking control of Seneschal Ferguson and corrupting those he could while in that guise, including Preceptor Johannson. All of that was laid out for us by the archangel Uriel when he and Captain Riley assembled what was left of the Templar special combat teams at the old quarry before I entered the Beyond to look for Cade. We've had very little access to information since."

      Understatement of the year there, Williams, she thought.

      Hale didn't seem to find her lack of knowledge unusual. No doubt it was a lot harder to get accurate information these days without computers and cell phones and near instantaneous communication from one side of the globe to the other.

      He startled her out of her line of thought when he said, "That's what they called it, you know."

      "Called what?" Gabrielle asked.

      "The Battle at the Old Quarry. It's gone down in the Templar Histories as the night the newly resurrected Gabrielle Williams opened a portal to the lands of the dead and went in search of her husband, Cade, so that together they could set things right again."

      "Jesus," Cade said. "A little melodramatic, don't ya think?"

      "You tell me," Hale said, suddenly earnest again. "Isn't that what you've come here to do?"

      Cade didn't say anything, but Gabrielle knew the truth. If he could find a way to set things right, Cade would.

      It was that devotion to righteousness, no matter the odds, that made her love him so. She just hoped this time the challenge wouldn't prove too much for him. After all, every man had their limits.

      Even Cade.

      She pulled her thoughts back to the present. "And those who were with me that night at the quarry? Captain Riley? The men that fought with him? What happened to them?"

      Hale shook his head. "I'm sorry, but I don't know any of the specifics. I didn't join the Order until well after that point and the records I've seen only mention the two of you by name, along with a mysterious individual referred to only as the Watcher of the Ages. We wouldn't have even those if some of those fighting that day hadn't survived, but I can't tell you who they might have been."

      Gabrielle's thought took her back to that day. She saw again the portal to the Beyond shimmering in the air before her, having just flashed into existence at her command. She saw the archangel Uriel standing off to the side, urging her forward, telling her to hurry, to find Cade before it was too late. And then that fateful moment where the enemy grenade bounced out of the smoke to land by Captain Riley's feet, the desperate leap he made to try and avoid the resulting blast...

      When she shook her head to clear it of the images her memory had conjured up, Hale was talking to Cade once more, explaining what had happened while they were lost in the Beyond.

      "At first, there was nothing to indicate that what the archangel told us was true; that the Adversary, and his scream, had regained physical form, that they were walking the earth as they had so long ago. But in the months that followed, it became clear that a darkness had entered the world.

      "Those demon princes made their way into the inner circles of key world leaders and began to influence things. Tensions rose. Long time allies argued fervently over trivial matters and soon were set against each other as enemies. Eventually someone did the unthinkable."

      "They hit the button," Cade said softly.

      Hale nodded. "By some miracle - or maybe grand design of the demon lords, who knows? - the nukes all failed. The conventional weapons, however, did not. Rather than obliterating ourselves from the face of the planet, all we managed to do was knock ourselves practically back into the Stone Age. Entire cities across the globe were pulverized into dust in mere moments. By the time world leaders figured out they been had, civilization had taken a beating.

      "But that was just the beginning."

      Cade and Gabrielle watched as Hale visibly sought to control his emotions. After a few moments, he was ready to continue.

      "Hellcats opened across the globe in the wake of the war, allowing an army of lesser demons access to our world. At the same time the supernatural creatures that we, the Order, had held in check for so many generations, recognized a shift in the balance of power and made their move, coming out of the woodwork like an army waiting for its chance to strike when the enemy's back was turned. Estimates suggest we lost 80% of the human race within that first year.

      "My God," Gabrielle breathed, horrified.

      Eighty percent of the human race? Gone? Just like that?

      But Hale still hadn't delivered the worst news.

      "After that the Seven took control, one on each continent, and mankind became a subservient race practically overnight. The rich and powerful allied themselves with the demons early on and served the rest of us up on a platter. Men are captured and forced to work in the cities on the demon's behalf while all women are required to sign up for the annual breeding programs to help produce the half-breed troops that fill the ranks of the Regent's army.

      "In short, the human race is fucked," he concluded.

      Gabrielle knew the situation was bad after talking to Jacob and his daughter, but she'd never expected it to be this bad.

      "Thankfully the Templars are still fighting back, just as we've always done." Cade replied. "Who's in charge now?"

      Hale laughed, but it was not a happy sound. Nothing that mournful could ever be.

      "Fighting back? I guess you could call it that, if you were being extremely charitable. Fact is, we're barely surviving day to day. What little impact we're having on the enemy is more a result of what we need to get by than any concerted effort to reduce their numbers or regain territory that we've lost. We operate more like terrorist cells that the global organization we used to be. I report up the chain to another cell just like mine and so on, so that if any of us are caught, we can only give up so much information before that becomes a dead end.

      Hale shrugged. "As for who's in charge, I don't have a clue. I don't even know if we have a regional commander anymore, much less a Grand Master."

      "So you're making decisions on your own then?" Cade asked.

      "Ones that effect this area, yes. Frankly, we don't have the supplies, never mind the manpower, to expand beyond that point. It's all we can do to steal enough food and supplies to keep us going. I never thought I'd say it, but the Templar Order has been reduced to little more than a thorn in the side of the Seven and maybe not even that."

      The Seven. That was the second time he'd used that expression and it caught Gabrielle's attention.

      "The Seven? Who, exactly, are they?"

      "As best as we've been able to determine," Hale said, the disgust in his voice evident, "they're Ashereal's scream, the angels that fell with him when he was banished from the heavens. We know some of their names -      - but not all."

      "And the destruction of Ravensgate? Was that the work of the Seven?" Cade asked.

      For the first time since they'd started the conversation, a grin crossed the major's face. It was there and gone again quicker than lightning, but Gabrielle was certain that she'd seen it.

      "No, that was us. The Templars, that is. The Regent was using the facility as a staging ground for attacking those who refused to pledge allegiance to the demons' cause so it seemed the perfect target.

      "That, of course, was back when we still had running water and electricity and all the comforts of modern civilization. Those days are long gone."

      Hale sighed. "I'll send word up the chain that you've resurfaced. Who knows, it might even do some good, help rally the troops and all that. In the meantime, you're welcome to stay here, train with us, whatever you'd like. I'll have Sergeant Dean get you settled in some quarters and show you around. Welcome home."

      As Cade thanked him, Gabrielle found herself focusing on Hale's final comment.

      Home? she thought. I don't think anything will ever feel like home again.

      Welcome to a brave new world.
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      Late on the afternoon of their third day after their arrival at the Moria commandery, Cade and Gabrielle were summoned to Major Gale's office.  When they arrived, they found Sergeant Dean waiting there as well.

      Hale wasted no time in getting down to business.

      "If we're going to put your skills to use, it's high time you saw first hand what we're up against," Hale began. "Sergeant Dean is leading a team on a fact finding mission to Lesser York this evening, and, if you're feeling up to it, he's requested that you accompany them."

      Cade grinned broadly. "More than up to it," he said.

      "You are there as observers only," Hale warned, the tone of his voice making it clear that he wasn't as enthused about the idea as Cade was. "Sergeant Dean is in charge and I expect you to follow orders just like any other member of the squad. You keep your heads down and do what you're told, understood?"

      "Absolutely," Cade replied.

      Gabrielle nodded her agreement as well. "What's in Lesser York that's so important?" she asked.

      Hale turned to the man standing nearby. "Sergeant?"

      "Not a what but a who," Dean told them. "We've got a source among the Regent's supply convoy drivers. Guy keeps us abreast of what's moving in and out of New York. He reached out the other day, let us know he had something we'd be interested in. So we've set up a meet to hear what he has to say."

      "Wouldn't it be easier to meet him outside the city, away from prying eyes, as they say?"

      Dean shook his head. "Easier, yes. Possible, no. The drivers' movements are highly restricted. When they're not behind the wheel, they're confined to the city limits, under the watchful eyes of their overseers. If we want to talk, we've got to go to him."

      "Seems like that would look even more suspicious," Cade said. "A bunch of strangers showing up out of nowhere? Everyone's eyes will be on us."

      This time, it was Major Hale who answered. "We've spent the last several months setting up the good sergeant and his crew as a group of salvage rats working the countryside, searching for anything that might be useful, anything they can trade to those living inside the city. The bar our informant drinks at just happens to be a hub for the city's vibrant black market, so no one looks twice when our boys show up for a quick word."

      "Our goal," Dean finished, "is to get in, have a chat, and get out again before anyone's the wiser."

      Sounded like a reasonable plan to Cade and he had to admit he was more than a little curious to see what "Lesser York" looked like, up close and personal. There was only one problem.

      "Aren't you guys forgetting something?" he asked, waving a hand at Gabrielle's obviously feminine form. "If the Preceptor is snatching any able-bodied female of the streets for his breeding program, won't we be calling undue attention to ourselves if Gabrielle accompanies the team?"

      Gabrielle snorted. "As if I can't take care of myself," she said.

      "It's not the taking care of part I'm worried about, Gabbi. It's the blowing our cover before we begin part that has me concerned."

      "Cade's right," Dean said, "which is why I had this prepared." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cloth-wrapped object, which he handed over to her.

      "You're going to need to wear it at all times once we leave the commandery," he told her, as she unwrapped the cloth to reveal a gold pendant with a dark green gemstone in the center. "Our resident mystic charged it with an obfuscation spell. As long as you wear it against your skin, you will appear as a middle-aged man to all but the highest ranked demons and supernaturals of similar power. Give it a test," he suggested.

      Cade watched as Gabrielle slipped the necklace over her head and adjusted the pendant beneath the front of her shirt so that it would lie flat against her skin. Seconds later the hazy image of a sharp-featured bearded male settled over her face. Cade could still see her features beneath the disguise, however, like a double-exposed negative.

      Well that's not going to fucking work, he thought sourly, and turned to say as much to the others only to be brought up short by the pleased expressions on their faces.

      "My complements to the mystics," Major Hale murmured to Sergeant Dean, as he stared in fascination at Gabrielle's new look.

      Dean grunted in agreement and then passed a small mirror to Gabrielle so that she could see the result for herself.

      They can't see it, Cade realized, looking from Dean to Gabrielle to Hale again. All they see is the illusion.

      He thought about what Dean had said about high ranking demons and other supernaturals being able to see through the disguise and decided not to say anything that would give his situation away. Their place here was already precarious; no sense generating further suspicions - and the questions that accompany it - by revealing the charm was ineffectual on him.

      "Looks good," he said.

      Something in his tone must have given him away, for Gabrielle cast a curious look his way, but he just planted his smile back on his face and held it there until she turned away with a shrug. He would no doubt have to face questions from her later, but he wasn't worried about that. She'd get the answers she wanted, he just wasn't going to give them to her here in front of the others.

      Satisfied with what she saw in the mirror, Gabrielle pulled the necklace over her head, wrapped back in its protective cloth, and put it in her pocket for later.

      With that, the meeting came to an end.
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      Just as the sun was rising the next morning, Cade and Gabrielle, with her necklace already in place, made their way back to the main entrance, where they found Sergeant Dean and four other Templars waiting for them in the early morning darkness. The multi-wheeled all-terrain vehicle they'd rode in earlier that week had been swapped out for a set of horses Dean had produced from somewhere in the warren of tunnels that made up the commandery.

      Introductions were quickly made. The four men accompanying Sgt. Dean were named Savile, Meikle, Leveen, and Care. When they were finished, they mounted up and then set off, moving in single file away from the commandery and into the surrounding forest.

      As they rode, Cade took the time to study the men with Dean. They all had the look of seasoned fighters, which pleased Cade. While it was never a guarantee for how a man would act when the shit hit the fan, the fact that they looked like they had been out on the sharp end a time or two might increase the chance that they'd remain steady if things went unexpectedly sour. All of them were dressed in an assortment of handmade and recovered clothing, as were he and Gabrielle, doing what they could to visibly support their cover story of being scavengers working the ruins for anything of value. They also carried firearms, but Cade had already been informed that they would be leaving them behind once they reached the staging point before their entrance into the city proper. Apparently possessing one was a crime punishable by death and the Preceptor had given his men the authority to mete out that punishment right on the spot should anyone be discovered carrying one. As a result, all of the members of the team were armed with large combat knives stuffed into their belts, with the exception of Savile, who favored a pair of tomahawks.

      To each his own, Cade thought, missing the long sword that usually rode in a sheath on his back. Major Hanes had persuaded him to leave it back at the commandery to avoid even the hint of suspicion that he might be more than they seemed. Apparently there were quite a few of the Preceptor's infernal allies who had grown weary of fighting sword carrying knights in the early days of the resistance and any association was quick to draw a demon’s ire. Cade wore a K-bar knife in its place, though strapped to his boot instead of his back, but the sword had been with him for so long that he felt almost naked without it.

      He just hoped he wasn't going to rue his decisions to leave it behind before the night was through.

      The trip from XXX south to Bridgeport - correction, Lesser York, he thought - would have normally taken them no more than an hour, maybe less, by car, but those days were long gone. Most of the roads were congested with wreckage and those that had been cleared were either watched or guarded by more than one of the Preceptor's spies. They were going to have to stay out of sight as much as possible, which meant keeping to the denser, wooded areas as they made their way south, significantly hindering their progress. Dean didn't expect them to arrive at their destination much before sundown.

      As it turned out, they made good time and reached the staging point they'd chosen, a derelict high school a few miles outside the city limits, around three that afternoon. As they rode up to their destination, Cade smiled in amusement at the larger-than-life image of a black knight, the school's mascot, that was painted on the side of the building.

      Dean led the way around the side of the building to a set of double doors. Meikle dismounted and opened them up, allowing the rest of them to ride their horses straight inside what turned out to be the former school's gymnasium. Bleachers lined one wall and the lines of the basketball court could still be seen beneath the dust and grime that had accumulated over the years.

      The men fell into what appeared to be a well-ordered routine and it was clear to Cade that they'd done this before and knew their roles without being told. Leveen gathered up the horses and led them over to one side of the room, where they were tied off to those same bleachers and given feed bags to keep them occupied. Meanwhile, Meikle and Savile took up positions by the doors through which they'd entered, standing watch in case anything had followed them out of the woods. Leveen conferred briefly with Sergeant Dean and then slipped out the door and disappeared into the waning afternoon light.

      Finally satisfied with the preparations his men were making, Dean turned to Cade and Gabrielle.

      "The gates to the city close at dusk and remain closed until dawn the next day. The guards tend to be a bit more lax during the final half hour of their shift, so we'll time our entrance to make the best use of that distraction."

      He handed them both a piece of metal about the size of a playing card, stamped with the image of a raptor in flight, claws extended.

      "These are your authorizations for travel, straight from the Regent's office of trade and transportation. They change every week, so they'll only be useful for another day or so. If you get stopped and asked for ID, you show whoever's asking these. They're fakes, of course, but they're good fakes and should hold up to everything but the most rigid scrutiny."

      "And if they don't?" Cade asked.

      "Hope to hell that you can fight your way free," Dean responded, "because you won't like the alternative if you don't."

      "We're going to leave the horses here and travel the rest of the way on foot. When we get to the gates, we'll split into pairs and join the other travelers waiting in line. Once we're past the guards, we'll regroup and head over to The Bloody Entrails to meet our informant."

      "You can't be serious," Gabrielle said. "Someone actually named a bar The Bloody Entrails?"

      Dean nodded. "Trust me, once you've had a chance to see some of what passes for polite society within those walls, naming a bar The Bloody Entrails will be the least outrageous thing you'll hear tonight."

      Dean's men drew sticks to see who would stay behind with the horses and Meikle lost the draw. Fifteen minutes later, with him gazing forlornly after them from the door of the gymnasium, the rest of the team set out on foot to complete the final part of their journey.
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      The last time Cade had been in Bridgeport, it had been a thriving historical port of some one hundred and forty-six thousand residents, the largest population of any city in the state of Connecticut. It covered nineteen square miles of land area and sat at the mouth of the Pequonnock River on Long Island Sound, some sixty miles northeast of Manhattan.

      Clearly, times had changed, Cade thought as he gazed at the city walls rising in the distance from the pile of rubble the group had chosen to hide behind.

      The majority of the city had been destroyed shortly after the Seven had seized control, Dean explained. All that was left was a three square mile area near the docks that had been walled off to create the new community of Lesser York. The Regent regularly sent out troops to cleanse the ruins surrounding the city of any squatters that might have been inclined to take up residence there, but they never managed to get all of them and Dean suspected a handful of supernatural had also moved in, drawn by the easy pickings of those who wandered out past the gates once the sun went down.

      "All right, just as we planned it," Dean said to them. "Savile and Care, you're first. After them will be Cade and Gabrielle. Leveen and I will bring up the rear. Questions?"

      There weren't any, so the first pair slipped out from behind their cover and made their way forward. Dean kept watch on them and then, apparently satisfied, motioned from Cade and Gabrielle to set out for the gate.

      As he drew closer, Cade could see that the walls were a good twenty feet high and crenelated at the top like those of a medieval castle. Cade guessed them to be several feet thick, as well.  The gate itself was a set of large, iron doors that could be closed and no doubt barred from the inside.

      A line of ragtag looking individuals were queued in front of the gate, waiting for the guards stationed there to examine their IDs and let them into the city proper. Most of them had goods of some kind, either in sacks or carts that they pulled along behind them, to be sold to those on the other side of the walls. From time to time, one of them would be pulled aside, only to stand there and protest as the guards roughly looked through their goods, taking what they wanted before waving them through.

      Normally the indignity being heaped on them would have gotten Cade's ire up, perhaps even enough for him to get involved, but he knew now was not the time nor the place, Instead, he and Gabrielle queued up at the back of the line, about half a dozen individuals behind Savile and Care, and he surreptitiously turned his attention to studying the guards.

      For a time, he'd been told earlier by Meikle, the half-breeds that resulted from the Regent's breeding program were known among the Templars as half-men or prior-men, but then someone had started calling them Fomori, after the supernatural race from Irish mythology, and the name had stuck. The Fomori of legend had represented the forces of destruction and chaos and been portrayed as foul creatures, some with supernatural powers, like Nuada's terrible poisonous eye that killed all that looked upon it, and Cade could see why the name had grown so popular. The four fomori guarding the gates towered over the humans before them by at least a foot, in one case nearly twice that. Their skin was a mottled grey color, like a corpse too long in the sun, and their eyes were a stark shade of greenish-white with vertical pupils like those of a cat.

      Cade felt his hackles rise just looking at them. Maybe it was the angelic blood that flowed through his veins recognizing the demonic that flowed through theirs, or maybe it was simply the sense of wrongness that came off them in waves, but either way he found he had to concentrate just to keep from reacting to their presence.

      What the hell was it going to be like when he was surrounded by a city full of them? How was he going to manage that?

      It seemed he was about to find out.

      The line moved quickly and before long Cade found that he and Gabrielle were next.

      "State your business," the guard said, as Cade stepped forward.

      "Trade," he replied, keeping his eyes on the ground and doing everything he could to project an air of respectful servitude, which was not an easy thing for him to fake.

      "Identification."

      Cade handed over the metal card that Dean had given him, just as he'd been instructed.

      A moment passed.

      Then another.

      Cade was starting to worry that something was wrong, that they were using the last week's passes or something equally problematic, when the guard shoved the chit back into his hand.

      "Next!" he called.

      With Gabrielle at his side, Cade stepped forward and entered the demon run city of Lesser York.
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      The team gathered back together once they were all on the other side of the gates and Dean set off, leading them through the city streets as the sun went down and darkness fell. Cade had witnessed many disturbing things in his life, both as a police officer and as a member of the Templar special response teams, never mind all the time he'd spent in the Beyond, but the sights they so casually passed on their way to the rendezvous with their informant would not easily be forgotten.

      Packs of children moving through the streets like feral dogs. Women prostituting themselves to humans, fomori and demons alike, with no more thought to what might happen to them physically beyond the need to get off the cold streets for even a short while. A group of men being led past in chains, guarded by other men who were clearly no different than those in bondage, aside from to whom it was that they had sworn allegiance.

      At one point, a mid-level demon strolled past, its leathery wings covered with barbs that snared and tore the flesh of those who weren't quick enough to get out of its way, and it gaze followed Cade for a long moment before it finally turned away, leaving him to breathe a sigh of relief.

      Of everything they passed as they made their way through the streets of Lesser York, it was the use of Nero's Torches to light the way that would remain seared in Cade's mind for years to come. Centuries ago, the Roman emperor Nero lit his garden parties with torches made from the bodies of murdered Christians and it seemed the Regent and his demonic allies had resurrected the practice, with a twist of their own.

      Long narrow cages just large enough to hold a human form had been welded to poles at regular intervals along the main thoroughfares. Living prisoners were placed inside those cages and set alight using some kind of mystical fire, casting a bluish-green light over everything; the victims burned, filling the night with their screams of horrific pain, but their bodies were not consumed by the flames. Come the morning, the flames would be extinguished, the victims removed, only to wait for the fall of darkness when the cycle would repeat itself all over again.

      What made the sight of them nearly unbearable to Cade wasn't so much the torture itself - which was horrible, yes, but he'd seen his share of horrible things in the years he'd given himself to the Order - but rather the callous disregard the rest of the city's inhabitants had for the suffering of the victims, as if exchanging pleasantries by the light of a fellow human being burned alive as a human torch wasn't anything to be ashamed of or even notice as unusual.

      If humanity has been reduced to this state in just five short years under the Seven's rule, Cade thought, perhaps it didn't deserve to be saved after all.

      Eventually they left the main thoroughfares - and their grisly street lamps - behind and ventured off the beaten track into darker and less traveled roadways. Dean kept them moving at a steady pace, intent on reaching their destination without incident. The others they passed on the street along the way seemed to understand that they were not a group to be trifled with and left them alone.

      Finally, Dean brought them to a halt in the shadows by the edge of the street and pointed at a structure half a block away. Customers were coming in and out and each time they did, the flash of electric light could be seen from inside the door.

      "Okay, that's the Bloody Entrails, where we're to meet our man." He began passing out a handful of coins to each off them. "We'll go in a few at a time, just the way we entered the gates. Use this money to buy drinks and try to blend in while I have a chat with our contact. Remember, no matter what you see, ignore it. You're a regular part of the crew; nothing should surprise you in there. And watch each other’s backs."

      And with that, Dean was gone, making his way down the street toward the tavern entrance with Savile on his heels.

      Cade and Gabrielle waited the prescribed ten minutes and then made their way to the door. Whatever they might have imagined the interior of a bar named The Bloody Entrails to look like, the reality of the place was far worse.

      It resembled a seedy nightclub in the red light district of a city long past its prime far more than any tavern Cade had ever been in. Electric lights lit the interior, flashing in beams of red, green, and blue from high overhead while music blared from large speakers hung on the walls. The patrons were a mix of humans and Fomori of all shapes, sizes, and sexes.

      The room itself was long and rectangular in shape, with just the one door they'd entered through as the only way out that Cade could see. A long, U shaped bar was situated at the back of the room. Behind it, large mirrors covers the wall, making the room seem twice as large as it actually was.

      Above the bar, in two large cages that swayed on iron chains, danced a man and a woman, one per cage. Their naked bodies gleamed with unearthly health and perfection, their movements designed to stir the desires of those who watched them for even just a few minutes. Thanks to his years in the Order fighting such creatures, Cade could recognize an incubus and a succubi for what they really were, minor level demons that traded sex for some of their unsuspecting partner's life force. Somehow, trading a mind-blowing orgasm in exchange for five years off your life just didn't sound like a fair bargain to him. And now that he'd seen the two in the cages clearly, he spotted a few others throughout the crowd, working the room for their next victims.

      Gabrielle tugged at his sleeve and pointed to an empty table about halfway across the room. Cade nodded and mimed that he was going over to the bar to get them drinks. Gabrielle flashed him a smile and then headed to claim their seats.

      For a moment Cade was reluctant to let her go on her own; a woman would be an instant target in this crowd. But then he remembered the amulet and realized that he was the only one in the place who was still seeing her as the woman she was, rather than the bearded man the charm made her look like to the casual observer.

      Satisfied she was in no more danger than the rest of them, Cade headed to the bar. There, he used the coins Dean had given him to buy a drink for himself and one for Gabrielle as well. The bartender took his money and returned with two shot glasses full of some kind of amber liquid that smelled somewhere between bleach and nail polish remover. Cade took them, knowing even as he did so that there was simply no way in hell he was letting a drop of that stuff down his throat.

      As he turned away from the bar he felt a hand on his arm. Looking to his left, he found himself staring into the eyes of a gorgeous brunette with long hair and a thousand watt smile, dressed in dark leather that fit her like a glove.

      "My name's Ilyana," she said. "Come play with me."

      Cade ignored the double entendre and gently shook her hand from his arm, trying not to spill his drinks in the process. "Sorry, no time at the moment. I've got to get back to my friend," he said, nodding in Gabrielle's direction.

      The succubi looked in the direction Cade indicated, her eyes narrowing as they took in Gabrielle seated alone at the table nearby.

      "Two's more fun than one," she said absently, licking her lips and then turning back to face him. "What do you say?"

      There was something desperate in her tone, as if her failure to secure some time in the backroom with a willing participant might lead to something much worse than some unresolved sexual tension. He wondered if she were a prisoner here herself and the notion caused him to Cade glanced around, to see if anyone else was watching them.

      His gaze passed over the heads of the patrons immediately around them to settle on a group of Fomori sitting on stools in the back corner of the room.

      There were a half dozen of them, but the most noticeable was their leader, a large, muscular fellow that might have been mistaken for your average, every day linebacker on leave from the NFL if it weren't for the pair of curling rams horns that erupted from either side of his head at the temple, who was staring at the two of them with unbridled envy. Cade was suddenly struck by the mental image of the guy trying to pull a football helmet over those horns and had to quickly turn away in order to hide the smirk of amusement that crossed his face at the thought.

      He turned back to say something to the "woman" at his side, only to find that she was gone. While his attention was elsewhere, she'd slipped away into the crowd apparently.

      So be it.

      He brought the drinks over to their table and pushed one over to Gabrielle.

      "Drink it at your own peril," he said, "and I mean that with utter sincerity."

      Gabrielle wrinkled her nose at the sight of it and left it there on the table in front of her, a convenient prop should they have need of it.

      "Do you see the others?" Cade asked, smiling at her and gesturing as if he were telling a witty tale.

      "Care and Leveen are at four o'clock," she replied. "Chatting up a pair of women who look like they'd rather eat them alive than have sex with them, but to each his own. Dean's at a table at ten o'clock, talking to a greasy-looking guy in dark overalls. Saville's watching his back."

      "Good. The nicest patron in this place would still probably shove a knife in your gut for just looking at them sideways."

      "Ain't that the truth. I don't know how any of these..."

      Gabrielle stiffened, cutting herself off in mid-sentence and Cade sensed someone approaching him from behind. He turned, only to find those that had been staring at him previously now gathered in a group behind him. Within seconds, the rest of the patrons had moved back, opening a wide circle around them and watching what was about to happen with eager eyes.

      "You're in my seat," said their leader, the one with the ram’s horns jutting from either side of his head. The rest of his entourage laughed, despite the fact that it was a line probably as old as time itself. Clearly they were just here to cause troubler him and Gabrielle.

      For a moment, Cade considered planting a fist right between Ramshead's big yellow eyes. The bigger they are, the harder they fall and all that, he thought, but he managed to restrain himself. Getting in a fight with this crew wasn't exactly living up to his promise to Dean to keep things low key.

      Instead, he put a smile on his face and casually pushed his chair back from the table, allowing himself room to maneuver if it was going to come to that.

      "I'm sorry," he said, putting as much sincerity as he could into his tone. "We didn't realize that you were sitting here. We'll find somewhere else to sit."

      He gestured with his head to Gabrielle, indicating that they should give up the table and find somewhere else to sit, but as he moved to stand Ramshead thrust his face right in Cade's, no doubt intending to deliver some more verbal harassment.

      Unfortunately for him, he never got the chance.

      Cade's sight activated on its own, startling him because it was something that had never happened before, and like a curtain being lifted at the start of a play he could suddenly see the true nature of the creature before him. His initial assessment had been wrong. This wasn't just a Fomori, but an actual demon, a lesser one, but still a demon nonetheless slumming in the guise of one of its half-breed cousins.

      In the same moment, the demon's eyes went wide as it no doubt saw Cade's true nature as well.

      "Hey, we've got a..." the demon shouted, but got no further.

      Dean's admonition about staying out of trouble aside, Cade knew that being identified as a nephilim would have far greater consequences than a bar fight between angry patrons, so he whipped the knife from his belt and slashed it across the demon's throat, severing its vocal chords with one powerful blow.

      The hot smell of demon blood filled the air as it sprayed out of the wound, splashing across Cade's face and upper body even as Cade pulled his boot back and kicked the demon in the chest, sending him stumbling backward right into a group of humans playing cards at a nearby table.

      The demon crashed into their table, sending cards and money flying, as those seated there lurched to their feet, spoiling for a fight.

      Cade pointed to the nearest of Ramshead's companions, shouted, "He did it!" and waited to see what happened next.

      Thankfully he wasn't dealing with the sharpest tacks in the box. The card players, no doubt already having drunk their fair share of the rotgut being passed off as alcohol by the bartender, took one look at the dead fomori in the middle of their table and back at his companions standing nearby with belligerent expressions on their faces and that was all it took.

      With a roar the card players rushed for the fomori and in seconds pandemonium had broken out across the entire room.

      Someone grabbed his arm and Cade spun about, arm already pulled back to deliver the punch that would free himself from the other's grip, when he realized it was Gabrielle.

      "What the hell was that about?" she shouted above the din.

      "He recognized my true nature," Cade told her. "I didn't have any choice!"

      "So now what?"

      Cade didn't know. With only one exit, they were going to have to cross the room if they wanted to get out and that meant making their way through a milling mass of patrons currently taking their frustrations out on each other in every way they knew how. Fists, feet, and bar stools flew everywhere he looked.

      There's no way we're getting through that, he thought.

      The sound of breaking glass drew his attention and he turned just in time to see a body disappear out of sight behind the bar after being thrown in the mirrored wall behind it, pieces of glass raining down atop the hapless victim.

      About half the mirror remained attached to the wall behind the bar.

      Staring at it, Cade knew he'd found their way out.

      "Cade!" Gabrielle shouted and he turned just as a fist came flying out of nowhere, aimed straight at his face. He ducked beneath the blow, kicked the fool who'd thrown the punch square in the crotch, and then grabbed Gabrielle's hand and began to pull her behind him deeper into the room, headed directly for the bar.

      Twice they were forced to stop and deal with an assault by various patrons, but both of them were trained fighters and their opponents were nothing more than belligerent drunks who didn't even know why they were fighting. Each time Cade and Gabrielle made short work of their foes and in less than a minute they were scrambling up onto the bar.

      Cade glanced out over the crowd and caught sight of Dean standing by the door, hesitating, no doubt looking for him and Gabrielle. As if on cue Dean looked up, his gaze connecting with Cade's.

      "Go!" Cade mouthed, knowing he'd never be heard over the din in the place, and then, without waiting for Dean's response, he grabbed Gabrielle's hand and together they leapt straight at the mirror before them.

      At the last second Cade activated his power and carried them through the glass and into the Beyond without a sound.
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      Cade burst out of the Beyond in the middle of a puddle of water, the forward momentum he'd brought with him from the other side sending him rolling across the rubble-strewn floor of the room he suddenly found himself in as if shot from a cannon. When he finally came to a halt, elbows and knees a bit banged up but otherwise intact, he took a second to catch his breath and then sat up, looking around in the dim light for Gabrielle.

      The beam of a flashlight shot out of the darkness, pinning him in place in the midst of its glare.

      "Don't shoot! Don't shoot!" he shouted, holding his hands up over his head so whoever was on the other end could see that he was unarmed.

      "Knight Commander?" a voice asked from behind the light. "Is that you?"

      Cade recognized the voice as belonging to the knight they'd left behind to guard the horses. The man's Scottish burr was hard to miss.

      "Meikle?"

      A moment later the other man appeared at his side and helped him to his feet. Together they found Gabrielle sitting a few yards away, rubbing her head from where she'd bumped it as she'd emerged from the gate.

      "How'd you two get in here?" Meikle asked, looking around the dead-end room in confusion, as if expecting to find an entrance he must have missed the first time around. "And where's everyone else?"

      Cade ignored the first question, knowing he didn't have a good answer for it at the moment, and addressed the second one instead.

      "We got separated from the others back at the bar. Dean ordered everyone to make their own way back to the rendezvous."

      Cade breathed a sigh of relief when that seemed to satisfy Meikle. After making sure the other two were okay, the Templar returned to his guard post to watch for the others.

      The rest of the team arrived about two hours later, having dispersed with the crowd and slipped out of the city one by one as the evening had worn on. Meikle didn't say anything aloud about the strange means by which Cade and Gabrielle had arrived back at the rendezvous point, but Cade saw him having a quiet word with their leader later that night and he had no doubt that the information was passed on.

      For the first time, Cade found that it didn't bother him. He'd hidden his abilities from everyone but his closest allies for years and doing so had gotten him nowhere. Perhaps now, in this new world, it was time to stop hiding behind the mask and show what he was capable of in more ways than one.

      He was still mulling over the consequences of doing so when the decision was made to hole up where they were for the night and head back to the commandery in the morning. Traveling at night would look suspicious if they were discovered, never mind exposing them to additional danger from other, nocturnal foes. Better to keep their heads down and set out at first light.

      The decision made, the team settled in to wait for morning.
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      They saw the carrion crows first.

      A great mass of them was circling above the trees in the distance, their loud calls mixing and merging with each other as they dove out of sight toward the ground, only to rise again moment later to start the process anew.

      The sight of them brought the group to a halt.

      Sergeant Dean rose up in his saddle, studying the flock for a moment, and then turned his horse in that direction without a word.

      Behind him, the others followed suit.

      About a quarter mile later they emerged from the tree line to find themselves on the edge of what had once been Route 8, a four lane highway running north from Bridgeport to other parts of the state that still served as a main byway into the remains of the city.

      Rough X's made from hewn logs had been erected on the other side of the roadway every ten feet in either direction as far as Cade could see. Secured to each X was a human form and it was on these that the crows were feasting.

      Cade was urging his horse forward before any of the other had even managed to reconcile what it was that they were seeing and so he reached the nearest X first, scattering the birds with a shout that was swiftly drowned out by their irritated cries.

      Tied to the wooden X was the body of a naked male. Cade guessed him to be somewhere in his mid-forties. His arms and legs were secured to each beam of the X by thick strands of rope, holding his body in place and keeping him from struggling free. The man's eyes were wide, staring forward unseeing, and his mouth hung open, chin against his chest, partially obscuring the wide slash that ran across his throat. Blood from that slash coated his bare chest, which no doubt had helped to attract the feasting crows.

      Carved into the center of the man's forehead was a Templar cross.

      Anger washed over Cade in a wave and for a moment all he could see was red.

      Someone was going to pay for this.

      By the time the others were just reaching the first body Cade had gotten himself under control and was spurring his horse over to the next makeshift cross. The man tied to this one was a good thirty years older than the first, but he had been strung up and tortured in the same fashion, right down to having the cross carved into his forehead.

      The same went for the body after that. By the time he reached the fourth victim, a young boy no older than sixteen, Cade knew that they were all going to have been killed in the same fashion. He also knew why.

      The crosses carved into the victims foreheads were a clear sign.

      These men been killed in reprisal for Cade's attack on the patrol four days earlier.

      Not just men, Cade thought in furious disgust. Children, too.

      There would be hell to pay. He would make certain of it.

      He returned to the others, dismounted and stepped up to that first cross, knife in hand.

      "What are you doing?" Sergeant Dean asked.

      "What does it look like I'm doing?" Cade responded without looking at him, as he bent and began sawing through the ropes that held the man's right foot to the wooden beam. "I'm getting this poor bastard down."

      "No, you can't."

      "Watch me."

      "No. That's an order. Leave them be." Dean replied, more forcefully this time.

      Cade paused, then slowly turned and rose to his full height, staring at Dean where he sat atop his horse a few feet away. "You can't be serious," he said, his voice growing dangerously calm. To his surprise, none of the other men had bothered to get down off their horses to help him.

      That made no sense to Cade.

      Out of the corner of his eye he saw Gabrielle note the way the other soldiers were eyeing him with concern, saw her tense and then watched as her hand slipped to the hilt of the knife at her belt.

      Always has my back, he thought with satisfaction.

      Sergeant Dean, on the other hand, didn't appear to have noticed Gabrielle's motion as he focused his attention on Cade.

      "There's got to be two dozen bodies here!" he said, pointing to the long row of crosses. "We'll be here for half the day jut pulling them down and then what do you expect to do with them? Give them a decent burial?"

      Cade didn't respond.

      Dean stared down at him for a moment, then sighed and looked around, no doubt making sure that they were still alone on the road before turning back to face Cade.

      "Look. I get it. Really, I do. Seeing this kind of shit makes me crazy, too. But if we're caught taking any of these "examples," as the Regent calls them, down from their crosses, our lives will be forfeit right here on the spot."

      Cade scowled. "I'm not worried about getting caught. We can handle ourselves."

      "We can, sure, but can the fifty innocents the Regent rounds up next in response to what we do here defend themselves equally well? I don't think so."

      The former knight commander knew the sergeant was right, but he couldn't bring himself to just leave these men here to be feasted on by the carrion birds and said as much.

      The rest of the men were growing more anxious, casting looks down the roadway in both direction with increasing frequency, when Gabrielle spoke up.

      "How about we turn them into funeral pyres?"

      The sergeant twisted about in his saddle to look at her. "What?"

      "Leave the bodies where they are," she said. "That way we aren't breaking the Regent's edict or whatever the fuck it is. But instead of leaving them there to rot, we set each of the crosses alight, keeping the birds away and giving them a kind of burial, at least. I mean, if it was good enough for the vikings..."

      Cade liked the idea and he watched a Dean weighed the options in his mind, though not without another glance in either direction down the old roadway.

      Finally, Dean nodded and turned to his men. "Savile, Leveen, head up the roadway about a hundred yards and play look-out. Meikle and I will do the same from this end. Care, a blessing for the dead, please."

      As his men moved to do as he'd asked, Dean turned to face the Williams. "There are gasoline soaked torches in Care's saddlebags. Get them going as quickly as you can. Every minute we stay here our risk of being caught increases."

      By the time Cade and Gabrielle had the torches lit, Knight Corporal Care was finished saying a prayer over the bodies of the dead. Together the three of them ran from one cross to the next, setting the wooden structures alight with the torches in their hands. The smell of burning wood and scorched flesh was almost overpowering as twisted columns of dark smoke began rising into the air.

      The stench drew the others back from guard duty and together they turned their horses for the woods they'd emerged from, knowing that to travel on the road at this point was tantamount to suicide.

      As they prepared to ride off, Cade turned and stared at the scene before him one final time, the crosses now giant pyres throwing heat and smoke into the air as if in replacement for the voices of the dead which could no longer be heard.

      Remember us, they seemed to be saying, and Cade vowed to do just that.

      He would make the Regent pay for what he had done.

      With a final glance, he turned his horse and spurred it into the undergrowth, intent on catching up with the others.
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      Shortly after arriving back at the commandery later that evening, Cade, Gabrielle, and the rest of the companions were called to a debriefing with Major Hale. There, they went through the events of the night before, including the pre-emptive attack Cade had made on the fomori gang leader.

      Not wanting to talk about the fact that angelic blood, no matter how distant, ran through his veins, a fact that he'd only recently come to grips with himself, nor how he'd somehow lost control of his Sight, thereby revealing that nature to his opponent, Cade did the only thing he could think to do.

      He lied.

      "I'm not sure how, but that guy knew I wasn't who I claimed to be. He said he was going to alert the guards and opened his mouth to shout for assistance. I knew if he got that far that we were all going to be in serious trouble, so I shut him down. Permanently."

      "You endangered the entire mission," Sergeant Dean said flatly.

      Cade nodded. "Yeah, you're probably right," he agreed, knowing that doing so would steal some of the wind from Dean's sails. "But if I hadn't done something, the entire mission would have been scrapped anyway and the whole lot of us would probably be sitting in a jail cell, or worse, rather than standing here discussing it."

      Dean opened his mouth to say something further but Hale intervened.

      "All right, all right," Hale said. "That's enough on that topic. What's done is done."

      He turned to face Dean. "After all that, did your man give you anything useful?"

      "Aye. My informant told me that the Regent is unhappy with the recent attacks on his scheduled supply convoys, especially those to occur so close to their destination.  Says it makes him look weak and he can't have that," Dean began. "So this time he's going to try something new.

      "Instead of sticking to the usual format of a dozen trucks guarded by at least the same number of armored vehicles all running non-stop from Boston to New York, he's going to start running smaller loads on non-standard schedules, hoping that being lighter and faster will make them less of a target.

      "The trucks will make their way to Lesser York, where they'll be loaded on barges and taken along Long Island Sound until they reach the East River, where they'll be offloaded again in time to take the Queensboro Bridge over to Manhattan."

      "Do we have any idea what the convoy will be carrying?" Hale asked.

      Dean couldn't help be smile as he said, "My guy tells me that there will be three trucks in all; two carrying ammunition and one carrying medical supplies."

      There were whoops of excitement from several of those present, as apparently both of those items were currently in short supply.

      "What can we expect in the way of an escort?" Gabrielle asked.

      "Word is that they are traveling light," Dean told them, "with only a single escort vehicle attached to the convoy. My understanding is that they are hoping not to attract the kind of attention a most robust convoy usually does."

      Sounds almost too good to be true, Cade thought. But he suspected the Templar needed a break to go their way for once and this looked like as good an opportunity for one as possible, so he didn't say anything.

      The meeting broke up shortly thereafter, with an order from Hale to take down the convoy and secure those supplies.
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      Forty-eight hours later, Cade, Gabrielle, and Sergeant Dean found themselves reunited for the mission to take down the supply convoy, under the command of a captain named Coates.

      They'd chosen a spot about fifteen miles north of Lesser York, where the old Interstate 95 ran through a series of tight turns with high embankments on either side. The ambush position would not only box the vehicles in, but would give the Templars a tactical height advantage, allowing them to fire down onto the convoy without exposing themselves to a high degree of return fire.

      A pair of scouts were situated up the road, with walkie talkies to report to the others when the convoy showed up. Cade was down at the edge of the road with Captain Coates and a squad of five men. Gabrielle, Sergeant Dean, and another squad were up along either side of the ridge above. All of them were dressed in makeshift uniforms they'd seized during prior confrontations with the Knights of the Red Fist, in order to confuse any witnesses that might see them.

      The plan was simple; as the convoy approached, the roadside squad would trigger a set of explosives that had been stretched across the road, creating a trench the vehicles could not surmount without time and energy. As soon as the trucks stopped, a second set of charges would be blown behind them, effectively trapping them in place.

      If the drivers wouldn't surrender, the Templars would take them out the hard way, then seize the cargo and disappear into the night before anyone was the wiser.

      It was a good plan and it would have worked, too, if it hadn't been for a corrupt set of detonators.

      The teams had been waiting for just under an hour when the radio in Captain Coates' hand buzzed.

      "The birds are flying. I repeat, the birds are flying."

      That was the signal that the convoy was half a mile out.

      "Already, everyone, look sharp. Here they come!"

      A few minutes passed and then Cade could hear the rumble of the diesel engines as the trucks drew closer. As the first of the headlights gleamed in the early morning light, Coates turned to their demolitions man and said, "Wait until they’re in the middle of the marked area, then blow the first set of charges."

      "Yes, sir."

      Cade watched as the trucks drew closer. The first of them passed the large boulder they were using as a marker and kept going, not noticing anything amiss. Then the second and the third followed suit.

      In minutes all of the vehicles were in the zone and Hale gave the order.

      "Blow it."

      The soldier in charge of the demolitions pushed his thumb down on the trigger and ducked his head.

      Only to raise it again a moment later when nothing happened.

      "Blow it, I said," Coates ordered, in a louder voice in case the other man hadn't heard him the first time.

      "I did." He held up the detonator and stamped his thumb down on the button a second time.

      Still nothing.

      They're going to get away, Cade thought.

      The lead truck was only twenty feet from the forward fire line. If the explosives didn't go off before it reached that point, there would be no way of trapping them in place.

      Fuck it, Cade thought.

      He scrambled forward, out of the ditch they were hiding in, even as Coates shouted at him to get back down. If he did that, they'd lose the convoy, Cade knew, so he pretended not to hear Coates and charged ahead.

      Up the bank and across the road directly into the path of the lead vehicle.

      He waved his arms over his head, signaling for them to stop. He had his gun hanging on its strap across his back, not wanting to give them the wrong impression and ending up shot before they even heard what he had to say. He was hoping the lights would pick up his uniform and that they were a bit lax when it came to their security protocols.

      If they weren't, this was probably the last idiotic thing he was going to get away with.

      To his surprise - and thanks - the lead vehicle slowed down and came to halt about ten feet in front of him.

      The truck sat there, engine rumbling, and then the driver's window came down.

      "Get out of the road, you idiot!" the driver shouted.

      "There's been a bridge collapse a couple miles ahead," Cade shouted back, as he walked slowly forward. If I can just get a little closer...

      "You're not going to be able to continue going this way. You need to turn around and take the alternate route."

      Out of the corner of his eye he could see Coates poised on the edge of the ditch, ready to rush forward to secure the vehicle on his signal.

      "Bridge collapse? What are you talking about?"

      The driver sounded more confused than worried to Cade, which was good. He kept his hands away from his weapon and kept moving forward.

      "Here, let me show you on the map."

      Just before passing from view around the front of the truck, Cade flashed the signal to Coates with his free hand.

      As Cade reached the side of the truck, the driver finally realized that strangeness of the situation and pointed a gun out the window at Cade.

      "Not one step closer," he said.

      By then, of course, it was too late. A tap on the window of the passenger side caused the driver to glance away from Cade, only to find Coates standing on the running board, pointing a gun through that window at him in turn.

      Realizing the odds were not in his favor, the driver surrendered.

      The other trucks were taken by the rest of the squad in turn, with only one injury, thanks to a belligerent driver who refused to surrender and had to be shot in the shoulder before getting out from behind the wheel.

      They lined the drivers up in front of the lead vehicle and searched them, then secured their hands behind their backs with zip ties.

      Cade was turning away to speak to Coates about what they intended to do with the prisoners, when the line of explosives behind the rear vehicle finally went off.

      Dirt, gravel, and pieces of concrete were thrown high into the air and the resulting tremors knocked everyone off their feet. Dust and smoke filled the air and Cade could barely hear anything thanks to the ringing in his ears. He pulled himself to his feet, trying to make sense of what was happening, when he saw the Templar next to him raising his weapon. He turned, only to see the drivers making a run for it straight down the road ahead of him, their hands still bound behind their backs.

      No, not that way, he thought dazedly, but his head was still spinning and he couldn't make sense of why he would think that.

      No sooner had the thought occurred to him that the front line of explosives blew as well.

      Cade was closer to this one and he felt himself picked up and tossed backward by the blast. He missed the front of the truck by mere inches and slammed back onto the roadway as debris, including chunks of human flesh, rained down around him.

      He was still lying there moments later when Gabrielle appeared at his side.

      She said something to him, but he didn't catch it through the haze in his ears, making everything sound like he was underwater. She helped him sit up and asked again.

      "...Okay?"

      He nodded. "What about the others?'

      He only realized he was shouting when she pulled back with a wince.

      "Our guys are okay. Minor injuries, nothing fatal. The drivers didn't make it though. Ran right into the explosion."

      Cade nodded to show he understood.

      "I'm going to help the others, if you're okay."

      He gave her a thumbs up.

      As she moved off, he tried to come up with some compassion for the drivers, but failed. They'd chosen the wrong side of this conflict and he just couldn't drum up any sympathy for them.

      Besides, he thought, now they didn't have to figure out what to do with them.
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      The victorious Templars returned to the commandery with the seized vehicles and their precious cargo. Cade and Gabrielle helped unload the munitions and the even more precious medical supplies, including crates of much needed antibiotics and other pharmaceuticals. The success of the mission had everyone in a good mood.

      By the time they were finished, Major Hale and his intelligence squad had time to go through the cache of documents that they'd seized from the lead vehicle and the pair were summoned to Hale's office to discuss what had been found.

      Upon arrival, they found Hale and Captain Coates in animated discussion.

      "Excellent job this evening," Hale told them. "The documents you collected have not only supplied us with information on future shipping schedules but have also revealed something totally new. A previously unknown fuel depot."

      Hale brought them over to his desk, where a map of the surrounding region had been unrolled for viewing. He pointed to a location about twenty-five miles northeast of their present position.

      "The depot is supposed to be operating out of a former National Guard facility and, according to these documents, is only lightly defended."

      In this day and age, refined fuel was a precious commodity and the location of a depot, especially one that wasn't locked down like Fort Knox, was like a gift from heaven.

      "Sounds like we've got our next target," Cade said.

      "Possibly. We're going to want to confirm the information before we make any firm decisions, but I'll sent out a pair of scouts to take a look," Hale replied. "We should have some first-hand knowledge of just how heavily guarded the place actually is in a day or two and we'll make a decision then.

      "In the meantime, good work! Take a day of rest tomorrow, you've earned it."

      As the meeting was breaking up, Major Hale caught her sleeve. "A moment, please?" he said quietly.

      She nodded and then waited as the others left the room, until only herself, Captain Coates, and Major Hale remained.

      Never one to mince words, Major Hale got right down to business.

      "Captain Coates has informed me that Cade disobeyed a direct order to stand down this evening. That he attacked the convoy on his own, requiring Captain Coates to back him up in order to keep him from being killed. Is that an accurate assessment of what happened?"

      For a moment she considered denying it, but she was worried about Cade and knew that doing so wouldn't do any of them any good. She glanced at Coates impassive face and then looked back at Major Hale.

      "It is."

      Hale frowned. Perhaps he hadn't been expecting her truthfulness on the matter.

      "Do you have any idea what might have caused him to do so?"

      "Clearly he thought we could handle the convoy, despite the additional defenses. And he was right."

      "It's not a question of being right. Even a broken clock is right twice a day. It is a question of command authority and your husband ability to follow orders."

      "I'm aware of that, Major. Cade hasn't..." she hesitated, searching for the right words, "...quite been himself since returning from the Beyond."

      "In what way?"

      "I can't really put my finger on it. He's a bit more impulsive than I remember, but then again, we were separated for some time, Maybe he just changed while I was, um, away, and I'm just not used to the new Cade." She shook her head in frustration. "Honestly, I can't be certain. I will keep my eye on him, however."

      "See that you do," Hale said and then dismissed her.

      As Gabrielle left the room and headed for her quarters, she pondered the question that Hale had asked her. Cade was different now; she knew that for a fact. All she had to do was look at the things he'd done since returning from the Beyond to know that was a fact. The way the howler demon's cry hadn't affected him at all. The speed he'd exhibited when taking down the bikers harassing Jacob and his daughter. The quick temper and the flash of power he'd exhibited when they'd first arrived at the commandery. All of those things spoke to a deeper reservoir of power that he hadn't spoken about or exhibited before now.

      When they'd been in the Beyond together, they'd had plenty of time to talk. He'd told her about his years in the Order, about his team and all they'd been through in their fight against the Adversary. He'd explained how his Gifts were both an honor and a curse and relayed to her all Uriel had said about his heritage.

      It was heavy stuff and if she hadn't experienced her own unique challenges over the last several years she might have had trouble believing it. The fact that she'd been standing in what was arguably the land of the dead, in someone else's body after her own had been killed at the hands of her loving husband as he tried to stop a group of fallen angels from taking over the world, had made it just a hair easier.

      Something was definitely happening to him and she had to believe it had something to do with how the world had changed since the Seven had taken over. Cade's angelic blood seemed to be activated in a way that it never had before and she couldn't help but be concerned at the changes it was causing in his behavior.

      It would bear watching in the future.
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      The Regent had just finished meeting with two ambassadors from the Rocky Mountain Kingdom when his aide informed him that he should speak to one of his soldiers that was lying near death in the infirmary on the 8th floor.

      The Regent was tired; negotiating with demons was a difficult task at best and the two who'd come in from Denver the day before had been a particularly difficult pair. They kept rehashing everything over and over again, with subtle changes each time to see if you'd notice and if you weren't careful you could talk yourself right out of the concessions you'd gained the first time around.

      The last thing he wanted to do was speak with one of his "subjects," especially in the damned infirmary.

      But his aide insisted, telling him that if it wasn't worth the Regent's time, he would disembowel himself with a dull knife right there on the infirmary floor.

      His aide certainly knew how to get his attention and the Regent was mentally considering which knife to give the poor soul as he made his way down to the lower levels via his private elevator.

      When he arrived at the man's bedside, his aide informed him that the patient had been driving one of the trucks in a supply convoy when it had been attacked. He had barely escaped with his life and they weren't certain that he would survive the night given the extent of his injuries.

      "Then why the hell did you drag me down here?" the Regent asked.

      "You need to hear his story, sir. You'll understand once you do."

      "I had better," the Regent replied, then slipped into the room.

      The patient was heavily sedated to reduce the pain - apparently he'd suffered severe burns when an explosive charge had detonated nearby - but he was still coherent enough to recognize the Regent when he entered the room.

      "My Lord," he mumbled, through the drugs and the pain.

      "Tell me what happened," the Regent urged. "Who did this to you?"

      Slowly, in fits and starts, the story came out. How the convoy had been stopped on the roadside by a one-eyed man wearing the colors of the Knights of the Iron Fist. How the drivers had been forced out of their vehicles at gunpoint. And finally how an errant explosion had set the stage for this driver to escape into the night and make his way back to New York on foot so he could deliver his information to the Regent.

      "A one-eyed knight, you say?" the Regent asked, just to be certain he'd heard correctly.

      The dying man nodded. "Didn't seem to slow him down any, either. He fought like the devil himself, sir, and his sword seemed to have a life of its own."

      The Regent didn't like the sound of that. He'd known a one-eyed man who fit that description in the past, but as far as he knew that particular individual perished years before at the hands of Prince Ashareal himself.

      Hadn't he?

      Could it be that he had survived the Adversary? That he had survived the cataclysm that had shaken their world out of its old ways and into the new?

      That he was, even now, out there causing problems the way that he used to do?

      One part of him shuddered to think that his old enemy was not only alive and well but was causing him difficulty while the other part welcomed the opportunity to once again face off against the man who had been a thorn in his side for so many years.

      After all, the Regent thought, the last time they'd encountered each other he'd been a mere human. Now, with his enhanced capabilities, the confrontation should be far more satisfying for him.

      And far more painful for his opponent.

      The Regent leaned over the bedside, making sure the driver could see him clearly.

      "You did well, my son. Well, indeed. Now it’s time for you to rest."

      Still smiling, the Regent lifted the extra pillow up from  the bedside chair and clamped it over the driver's face. The man struggled, but in his present condition there wasn't uh he could do and it didn't take long for him to suffocate.

      The Regent lifted the pillow, surveyed his handiwork, and then handed the pillow to his aide, who was staring at him with a look of horror.

      "He was in pain," the Regent said. "What else would you have had me do?"

      Besides, he thought, this way he can't mention Williams' possible return to anyone else.

      If it even was Williams.

      We'll see soon enough.

      Leaving the infirmary behind, the Regent returned to his quarters and then ordered his aide to summon one of his officers, Ephram Black, Captain of the 1st Cohort of the Knights of the Red Fist, to his side.

      By the time Black arrived, the Regent had come up with a plan. It wasn't all that original a plan, he'd used something very similar to it once before, in fact, but then again, he didn't see the point in messing with something that worked.

      "I have a mission for you, Captain Black."
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      As it turned out, when the scouts returned with the news that the fuel depot was only minimally guarded and that the Regent was most likely counting on the secrecy of its location to keep its contents safe, Hale ordered the Templars to take it down.

      Thanks to the missions Cade and Gabrielle had participated in lately, plus the minor injuries and shell shock that Cade was still healing from as a result of the mishap on the convoy strike, the smash and grab at the fuel depot was assigned to another squad and they were told to get some rest.

      They waited anxiously with Sergeant Dean, who was becoming a close friend, for the squad to return and they made sure that they were stationed near the entrance around the time the team was supposed to return.

      Trouble was, the team was late.

      T plus fifteen became T plus thirty and still no sign of the squad.

      Sergeant Dean began pacing just inside the entrance, his concern growing with every passing minute. They'd been exceptionally lucky lately; had their luck finally run out?

      An hour after the squad was due in, lights could be seen coming down the old forest road and moments later the two assault vehicles appeared, followed by a pair of lorries full of fifty gallon steel drums. Everyone was okay; the delay had been caused by a problem with the engine of one of the lorries, rather than any opposition from the Regent's men.

      Along with sixty drums of diesel fuel, the raiders also returned with nearly forty new people, men, woman, and children, all of whom had been rescued from a set of cells inside the fuel depot where they'd been waiting to accompany the next shipment south.

      Cade and Gabrielle join the others in helping the newcomers out of the trucks and getting them inside, where they were assigned temporary bunks until their information could be gathered and they could be assigned more permanent quarters and work assignments.

      In the new Templar Order, everyone paid their dues one way or another.

      Cade handed out blankets while Gabrielle gave each person a care package of toiletries and snacks. One man broke down in tears when he took the blanket from Cade.

      "You're safe now," Cade said to him. "You can rest easy."

      "Thank you. You have no idea what we've been through..."

      That was probably true, but he could certainly guess. "What's your name?" Cade asked.

      "Ephram."

      "Got a last name, Ephram?"

      "Black," he said.

      "Well, please to meet you, Ephram Black. I'm Cade Williams. And this is my wonderful wife, Gabrielle."

      Ephram shook both their hands, thanked them again, and then moved off with the other refugees.

      It would not, unfortunately, be the last they would see of him.
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      By the next morning, Cade had managed to secure the one thing he'd been asking for from Major Hale for the last week - the chance to take the battle directly to the enemy.

      Rather than slink about in the darkness, attacking small facilities here and there to get what they needed but little more, he argued for a larger, more proactive assault.

      Just north of the ruins of New Haven, he told Hale, there was a large labor and recreation camp that held close to a hundred of their brethren captive. Men were forced to work in the fields, harvesting crops for those in the city, while the women serviced the local troops and, occasionally, if they were lucky, selected to work in the restaurants and entertainment parlors of the upper class.

      Perhaps emboldened by the recent successes or just the need to do something where before all they'd been able to manage as to keep their own hides out of bondage, Hade finally agreed when Cade offered to lead the expedition himself.

      Several days passed, as Cade gathered and sorted through all the intelligence they could get their hands on regarding the camp and its inhabitants. Finally, with a battle plan prepped and approved in advance by Hale, the team was ready.

      The night before they were due to set out, Cade asked to address the assembled warriors just as he had for years while running the Echo Team. Hale agreed.

      They assembled in the large garage area where Cade and Gabrielle first encountered Major Hale. The troops milled about and Cade saw some of those who'd arrived just the other night already among them.

      Good, he thought. They're eager to help and we're going to need that enthusiasm in the months ahead.

      If this assault worked the way he hoped it did, he had plans for much more that the Templars could do down the road. It was time to take this world back from the monsters.

      World of the assault on the work camp had spread through the troops earlier that afternoon and dozens had come forward to volunteer for the op. Cade knew that they were as eager to bring the fight to the enemy as he was.

      There were a few crates of machine parts lying nearby and Cade grabbed one of them, moved it to the center of the room, and then climbed atop it. The noise of the assembled crowd died down as they turned to hear what he had to say.

      "Thank you all for coming!" he began, not really knowing any other way to begin.

      "Some of you know me. For those that don't, my name is Cade Williams."

      "Knight Commander Williams," someone shouted from out of the crowd.

      Cade nodded. "Yes, I once held that rank, though I don't think that matters all that much anymore. What matters is that I have been in this fight at least as long as most of you.

      "Once I led the Echo Team, one of the Order's elite strike teams, and during that time I faced many a foe. But never one more dangerous, or more deadly, than the Adversary, the fallen angel you know as Ashareal.

      "Now, Ashareal and his scream of angels have taken control of our world. In their guise as the Seven, they rule the continents and lord themselves over the human race. For too long have we lived under their yoke. For too long have we toiled on their behalf."

      Every eye was on him. The room had gone completely quiet as they stared, spellbound, at him. He imagined he looked quite the sight, with his dusty old eyepatch and his scar that ran from eyebrow to jaw, with his gloves that protected his hands from unexpected contact.

      But they didn't seem to care. They hung on his every word.

      "Tomorrow that changes!" he shouted. "Tomorrow we'll take the fight to the enemy in a way we never have before. No longer will we settle for taking what we need to survive, Tomorrow we'll take what we need to start anew!"

      The crowd was stirring now, the excitement flashing through it from person to person and they began to realize that things were about to change.

      "Tonight darkness may reign, but tomorrow the sun will rise and we will come with it. We will free our brethren from their chains and with them we will continue, one strike at a time, to take our world back from the evil that controls it."

      "Who's with me?" he shouted.

      The crowd roared back at him.

      They were ready, he thought. They could do this.

      They would do this.

      He'd said what he'd come here to say and so he left it at that, waving to the crowd for a moment and then ending it before things got out of hand.

      As Cade stepped down from the make-shift podium, he heard his name being called from nearby over the cheers of those around him. Turning, he saw the new guy, Black, coming toward him quickly through the crowd. Thinking the man just wanted to say hello and thank him for helping him get settled a few days before, Cade waited for him to approach and then extended his hand.

      Black smiled and extended his hand as well.

      Cade saw the knife Black was holding too late.

      He tried to twist out of line of the attack, but only partially made it. Black thrust the knife deep in his side and Cade felt the blade glance off a rib before burying itself up to the hilt.

      Pain shot through him from the blow and he tried to speak, to ask the fool why he had done such a thing, but he found that his mouth, and the rest of his body, were paralyzed. He couldn't move a muscle.

      That's when the pain began radiating out from the injury itself, sweeping through his system so quickly that it felt like someone was pumping sulphuric acid through his veins. That emotionless, new side of his personality, the one that he imagined was the angelic side of his nature, idly considered the situation and opined that he'd just been poisoned, even as the pain became overwhelming and his vision began to narrow.

      He could hear screams around him now and through his tunnel vision he saw Black raise the blade of the knife and slash his own palm even as hands pulled him away from Cade.

      Punches rained down on the unfortunate man as Cade's vision began to narrow.

      The last thing he saw was Gabrielle's face looming over him.

      I'm sorry, my love, he thought, I've failed you again, and then blacked out.
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      An hour passed. Then two. Gabrielle was getting ready to barge into the surgery and demand some answers about her husband when the door opened and Major Hale emerged with another, dark-haired man in tow.

      They walked directly over to her and Hale introduce his companion as Dr. Wyatt, their chief physician.

      "What can you tell me about my husband?" she asked, as soon as the introductions were over.

      Wyatt started with the good news.

      "The wound itself wasn't as bad as I initially expected. Cade must have twisted toward the strike when he sensed the blow coming, no doubt trying to give his assailant a smaller target, and that probably saved his life. The knife entered his torso about six inches below his left armpit, scraping along his third rib in the process. The end result was a deep puncture wound that was accompanied by a fair bit of blood loss, but no internal organs were injured in the strike and, if we can get him through the night, the wound should heal without much difficulty given plenty of time and rest."

      The news should have been comforting, but Gabrielle hadn't missed the doctor's prevarication.

      "What do you mean, 'get him through the night'? I thought you said the wound wasn't that serious."

      Dr. Wyatt nodded. "You're right; it isn't. In fact, the wound is relatively minor given what we're used to dealing with. The problem is that the blade was coated with Dante's Tears."

      Beside her, she heard Major Hale gasp.

      "I don't understand," she said, looking first to Hale and then back again at Wyatt. "What's Dante's Tears?"

      "Poison," Hale said beside her, nearly spitting in disgust. "A fatal one."

      Gabrielle felt her heart skip a beat. "Is that true?"

      Another nod from Wyatt. "Usually, yes. But there's something strange happening with your husband. Normally, Dante's Tears kills on contact, or as close to contact as to not make much of a difference. Look at how quickly your husband's attacker succumbed to the cut on his hand."

      "But you said Cade's doing pretty well, all things expected."

      "And he is. Somehow his body is fighting off the poison. It's like nothing I've ever seen before. Coming into the slightest contact with that poison is usually a death sentence, but somehow Cade hasn't succumbed. I have no idea how."

      "Well," Gabrielle said, frowning, not liking what she was hearing, "can't you do something for him?"

      "Like what?"

      "I don't know. Give him something to help counteract the poison. Help his metabolism break it down somehow."

      "I'd love to," said Dr. Wyatt. "The problem is that we don't even really know what Dante's Tears really is, never mind have an antitoxin available to treat it."

      Major Hale lightly touched Gabbi's arm, pulling her attention in his direction. "As far as we can tell, Dante's Tears is an artificial compound, made from mixing together the blood from several different demons breeds and then weaponizing the results with ritualistic magic. We've been unable to break the compound down any further than that, never mind get an understanding of the type and kind of ritual utilized. Until we can answer both of those things, there's no way of for us to develop an antidote."

      "So we're just going to do what? Nothing?"

      Dr. Watts finally showed some emotion. "I wouldn't say that," he replied a little testily. "We've treated his injury, preventing further blood loss and staving off the chance of infection by doing so, and we've brought in one of our senior mystics who will use this healing arts to monitor Cade's body for any sign that the poison might be gaining the upper hand."

      "And if it does? What then?"

      Wyatt shrugged. "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it."

      Which is just another way of saying they don't have a frickin' clue, Gabbrielle thought. Never being one to beat around the bush, she went straight to the heart of the matter. "What do you think his chances are?" she asked.

      Neither of them said anything, but it didn't take a genius to see what they thought; neither man would meet her gaze.

      After an uncomfortable moment of silence, Wyatt said, "Right now, as far as well can tell, he's unconscious but stable. We'll keep him as comfortable as we can and hope for the best. It's all we can do."

      She nodded. Paused, then asked, "Who will lead the assault now?"

      Hale waved the issue away. "We'll figure that out later. Right now, our concern is for Cade."

      "Can I see him at least?" she asked.

      "Of course."

      Gabrielle thanked Major Hale and then followed Dr. Watts as he lead her through the maze of warren-like tunnels, deeper into the Templar complex, until they came to the large chamber that served as the commandery hospital. Gabrielle counted about twenty beds, with half that number currently occupied. A portion of the chamber at the rear of the room had been separated from the rest with portable cloth partitions. A pair of guards stood before them, weapons in hand.

      A bit like guarding the barn door after the horse had fled, she thought at the sight of them, but didn't let that show on her face as Wyatt led the way across the room, nodded to the guards, and led her past.

      On the other side of the partitions, in a hospital bed salvaged from God knew where, was Cade.

      Gabrielle had to clench her fist from crying out at the sight of him. He looked terrible; the worst she'd ever seen. Even worse than when she'd come upon him after all those days in exile in the Beyond. His flesh was sallow and tinged with grey, making him look far more like the corpse he'd almost ended up being rather than the living, breathing person he miraculously still was. The network of black lines running beneath his skin, evidence of the poison running through his system, didn't help dispel the illusion either. His eyes, now closed, were sunken in their sockets and his cheekbones seemed far more prominent than usual, as if the poison were eating him alive from the inside out. For all she knew, that's exactly what it was doing.

      She stepped up to the side of the bed and took his hand in her own, nearly gasping aloud at how cold his flesh was.

      Catching her reaction, Wyatt hastened to explain.

      "It's okay," he told her. "We used a cryogenic spell to bring his body temperature down as low as we dared in an effort to stop the spread of the toxin."

      "He's not in any danger of slipping into hypothermia?"

      The doctor shook his head. "He's medically stabilized at that specific temperature and there's no risk from the cold."

      With that, they left her alone with Cade.

      At first she just talked to him, having heard at some point in the past that patients could often hear those around them while in a coma, medically induced or otherwise. She didn't want him to think that he was alone. She found it ironic that they had somehow come full circle, that now she was the one sitting by his side, talking to him, caring for him, just as he'd done for her for so many months when her soul had been trapped in the Beyond, cut off from her physical form by the Adversary's magick.

      But after a time, hearing herself talk but not getting an answer from him, not a murmur of acknowledgement or even a twitch of his limbs, grew wearisome. At that point, she turned to prayer.

      Gabrielle had never had that much faith, growing up as she had in a secular family that hadn't attended church when she'd been a child and only coming to religion later in life more as an intellectual exercise than anything else. Cade had always been the faithful one. The one who had believed in a benevolent God that cared about His people.

      Then had come the Adversary, in the form of the Dorchester Slasher, and everything had changed. Cade had lost his faith and in the process, Gabrielle had found hers.

      After all, how could she not believe when she herself was the recipient of God's amazing grace, when she was standing here, reborn anew when by all rights she should have been dead long ago?

      She knelt by Cade beside, his cold hand in her warm one, and asked for God's mercy.

      "Spare him, Lord. Heal him. Drive the poison from his body. You haven't brought us this far only to have him stuck down at the hand of an assassin. Give him the ability to heal what needs healing and return him, body, mind, and soul, to me, Lord. I beg of you."

      She continued in that vein for some time, until at least, weary and exhausted, she pulled a chair up beside the bed and collapsed into it.

      Moments later she was asleep.
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      "Gabbi?"

      She started awake at the sound, confused about where she was and who was calling her name.

      Then it all came flooding back and she opened her eyes to find Cade staring at her from his bed across the room.

      "You're alive!" she cried, as she rushed over to him.

      "Is that what this is?" he joked, in a weak voice that showed what he'd been through during the last twenty-four hours. "Certainly doesn't feel like I'm alive. More like I got run over by a truck. And then he put it in reverse and did it again."

      Gabrielle couldn't believe it. Cade looked a thousand times better. His voice was still weak, yes, but his flesh had returned to its typical color and the dark lines that had run beneath it were now gone as well.

      "Do you remember what happened?"

      He waved a hand. "Vaguely. I'd just finished speaking to the troops when someone pulled a knife...?"

      Gabrielle nodded. "The blade was poisoned. The attacker took his own life with it seconds after stabbing you. You're lucky to be alive they tell me."

      Cade tried to smile, but the little effort he'd already expended had exhausted him. She told him not to worry, everything was under control, and by the time she'd reached the door to his room he was already fast asleep.

      Outside, in the hall, she grabbed one of the nearby knights and asked him to take a message to Major Hale.

      "Tell him Cade is awake," she said, "and that I'll lead the mission in his stead."
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      Just after midnight, Gabrielle found herself in the lead assault vehicle, sitting up front in the command seat with Sergeant Dean acting as driver to her left. Behind her, in the main body of the truck, were the twenty knights that would be under her command once the assault got under way.

      Behind their vehicle came two more, also full of troops, which were in turn followed by a pair of lorries they intended to use to transport those they rescued from the work camp.

      As the vehicle bounced along the forest track, Gabrielle felt oddly comfortable. Maybe it was just muscle memory from her body's former "life" as a Marine; maybe it was just the fact that they were taking the battle to the enemy in a way she'd longed to do for some time now. Either way it felt good; she was ready.

      They had picked out a clearing in the woods about a click from the camp and would use that as a staging area. A small squad of troops would remain behind to guard their transport, while the rest of them would split into three squads, each with a mission of their own to carry out.

      The drive took about an hour and by the time they arrived at the clearing the moon had almost set, reducing the light that could potentially give them away. They dismounted, checked their gear, and then headed out for the short hike that would bring them closer to the camp.

      The camp was situated in a low valley and Gabrielle brought the assault teams to a halt just within the treeline on the ridge just above. Using their only pair of night visions goggles, she and Sergeant Dean took a few minutes to familiarize themselves with the place.

      To Gabrielle, it looked like nothing so much as a World War II internment camp. The entire site was surrounded by wire fencing ten feet high, topped with an additional five feet of barbed wire. There appeared to be three sections once inside. One for the men, where large vegetable patches were tended during the day. Another for the women, who sewed clothing and helped cook for the community as a while. And a final one that consisted of the barracks for the guards and a small headquarters building where the camp commander lived and worked.

      When Gabrielle gave the signal, all three of her teams would head down to the fence line. There they would cut through the wire and cross the open ground just beyond - a stretch of about a hundred yards - before reaching their individual objectives. Sergeant Dean would handle the barracks and headquarters building, hoping to keep as many of the enemy troops inside as possible. Another knight, Lieutenant Lopez, was in charge of the men's section, while Gabrielle would handle the female prisoners.

      Their plan was to strike fast and hard, then hightail it back out of there as quickly as possible with the freed prisoners in tow.

      With the element of surprise on their side, it should work, she thought.

      When they were all in position, Gabrielle gave the signal and the assault began.

      They hit the wire without any trouble. Men came forward with bolt cutters and quickly cut through it. As soon as the holes were big enough to admit at least one man fixed figure, Gabrielle began waving them through and sending them across the open ground between the wire and their destinations.

      Finally, only she and Sergeant Dean were left.

      "Good luck!" he said softly, then bumped his fist with hers.

      "You, too," Gabrielle replied, then turned and headed for the women's barracks as Dean ran off into the night toward his own objective.

      Three minutes later she was standing next to Corporal Helms, who was crouched in front of the door to the barracks, working to open the lock they'd found threaded through the chains that held the doors shut on the outside.

      "Come on, come on, Corporal," Gabrielle whispered, knowing they were terribly exposed just standing there, bunched up and waiting to get inside.

      "Working on it, ma'am," the young man said through clenched teeth and then, as if on cue, the lock popped open and he caught it in his hands before it could hit the ground.

      "Yes!" he said beneath his breath, as he pulled the chain free as quietly as he could.

      Gabrielle patted him on the shoulder. "Never doubted you for a moment, Corporal."

      Gunfire split the night somewhere off to their left, but Gabrielle ignored it. Dean had made contact with the enemy, it seemed, with meant the clock was ticking. They had no idea how quickly the garrison stationed here could reach out for reinforcements, if they could at all, but there was no sense in waiting around to find out.

      With the doors open, Gabrielle and her squad headed inside.

      The building had a central corridor off which there were at least a dozen doors, maybe more. Behind every door were six to eight women, locked into their rooms each night and only let out again each morning when under supervision by various quislings loyal to the demon cause.

      Gabrielle expected them to be thankful that they were being rescued.

      To her surprise, many of them cowered at the back of their rooms and refused to come forward when she told them that she was there to rescue them.

      "Get out of here before we call the guards," they cried, and Gabrielle could scarcely believe it. The prisoners were so afraid of what they captors would do to them if they were caught trying to escape that they refused to even try. For some, the fact that they'd get three meals a day and a place to lay their head down at night was a far more attractive option than hacking out a life in the ruins beyond the demon run civilization that they were used to.

      Fear had them paralyzed.

      Even worse, it made them complicit.

      Gabrielle freed those who were willing, sending them out with members of her squad to cross the open field and find their way through the woods to the rendezvous point. Those who refused to come, she left behind.

      She wasn't their mother; they were free to make their own choices.

      They had cleared most of the room and Gabrielle and Corporal Helms were working on the lock to one of the cells when a loud siren began blaring across the compound.

      "What's that?" Gabrielle asked the woman on the other side of the door.

      "Reinforcements are on the way," she heard through the wood of the door. "You'd better get out of here while you can."

      "Not without the rest of you," Gabrielle replied.

      Helms was bent to the task, working the lock, and never even bothered to glance in her direction.

      Good man, she thought. If they got out of this she'd see he got a commendation for courage under fire. She knew plenty of other men who would have turned tail and run.

      "How are we doing, Helms?"

      "Almost there."

      She kept watch on the door as he fought with the lock. When the first of the enemy troops stuck their head in the door, she blew it off with a quick burst from her rifle. She took down two more before a shout from beside her indicated that Helms finally had the lock open.

      The room beyond contained six woman, five of which were willing to be rescued. Gabrielle put them in the center of the group of soldiers still with her - Helms and three others - and as a group they crossed the room and checked out the situation outside.

      For the moment, the coast looked clear.

      "Go, go, go!" Gabrielle shouted, and the group burst through the door and headed for the fence line at a run.

      They were halfway there when lights flashed on directly in front of them, revealing the line of vehicles stationed between them and the fence, vehicles carrying enemy troops and mounted weaponry that made the rifles Gabrielle and her team were carrying look like toy guns in comparison.

      When a loudspeaker crackled on and told them to surrender, Gabrielle didn't see that she had any other choice.

      She let her rifle fall to her side on its sling and put her hands over her head, directing her troops to do the same.

      At least they'd live to see another day.
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      They were herded over to another group that had been captured and Gabrielle stood there, unable to do anything as the prisoners were divided into two groups by gender. She counted two dozen men and another ten women, including herself, which, thankfully, meant the majority of the attack team had gotten away. She could breathe a sigh of relief over that, at least.

      The men were forced to stand at attention in two rows under the watchful eyes of more than a dozen of the Regent's troops while the woman were rounded up in another group and moved off to one side. A pair of fomori soldiers began moving among them, forcing the women into leg and wrist irons that were linked together by thick chains designed to prevent escape.

      Once the shackles were in place, the guards grabbed the lead woman's chains and began pulling her along behind them as they marched forward, so that all the others had no choice but to follow.  Those near the front of the line, caught unawares by the sudden motion, stumbled and tripped. Several fell. Other guard descended on those unlucky few, kicking them with their heavy boots until the prisoners regained their feet and moved forward once more.

      Positioned as she was in the middle of the group, Gabrielle had time to see what was happening and was ready when those chained in front of her began moving. She kept her steps short, knowing her shackles wouldn't allow her full stride, and was able to keep up with the others and move without too much difficulty. When the woman in front of her stumbled, Gabrielle grabbed her arm before she could fall and steadied her.

      "Thanks," the woman said, but before Gabrielle could reply the sound of gunfire split the night. She spun about and was just in time to see the first row of male prisoners collapsing to the ground, cut down by semi-automatic fire from the rifles held in the guards' hands.

      "No!" she cried, but her shout was drowned out as the guards opened fire a second time, mowing down the second row of male Templars even as they tried to run.

      None of them made it more than a few steps before their bodies were riddled with bullets, causing them to jerk and twitch like puppets on a string.

      Within seconds it was over.

      "Keep moving!" a pig-faced Fomori guard shouted at Gabrielle and her companion, grabbing the chain that connected them at the wrists and giving it a good tug, forcing them to move forward or risk falling.

      Knowing she couldn't do anything for her fallen comrades, and that she would readily join them if she put up resistance when there wasn't any immediate plan for escape to go along with it, Gabrielle swallowed her retort and stumbled along in the wake of the woman before her as they were marched around the prison building from which she'd just freed most of these people and out onto a wide stretch of blacktop just beyond.

      There they stood for several long moments, clearly waiting for something. The guards kept looking up into the sky with an earnestness that belied the Second Coming which was only explained when the steady thrum of an approaching aircraft reached Gabrielle's ears. She looked skyward herself, catching sight of the bird's running light moments later. At first she thought it was a helicopter of some kind, but as it settled down to earth she recognized it as a vertical takeoff and landing aircraft, or VTOL, specifically a Marine V22 Osprey, in fact.

      The massive rotors were turned vertical as the craft circled and then began descending not far from where they are standing, kicking up dust and debris from the ground as it did so.

      With her hands shackled together she couldn't reach high enough to shield her face, so she settled for bending her head forward and closing her eyes to mere slits to protect them against the grit. From that position, she watched the aircraft settle onto the blacktop, open its rear cargo door, and then lower its ramp. No sooner had the door fully settled that the guards were yelling at them to get moving once more.

      Apparently, they were going for a ride.

      Gabrielle shuffled along with the rest of them; across the blacktop, up the ramp, and into the interior of the aircraft, where they were directed to take seats on either side of the fuselage. As soon as they were all in place, the ramp was drawn back up into position via its hydraulic controls and less than five minutes later, they were airborne.

      "Where do you think we're going?" asked the woman on Gabrielle's right, while casting fearful glances at the guards seated at the end of the row by the cargo door, afraid of being caught speaking.

      Gabrielle shook her head, as if to say she didn't know.

      That wasn't actually the truth, though; she thought they were most likely headed for the Regent's command center in New York City, but didn't see any point in talking about it. They'd find out sooner rather than later and calling attention to themselves now wouldn't serve them any good. Better to conserve their strength for the long run.

      So instead of talking, she feigned disinterest and leaned her head back against the bulkhead behind her, letting her eyes fall to half-mast. In truth, she was watching the guards, trying to judge what she and the rest of the prisoners were in for given their reactions.

      One thing was immediately clear; the guards didn't think the women were any kind of threat. They sat within reach of the last woman in each row, their hands only loosely on their weapons. For a moment Gabrielle considered ordering those closest to try and overwhelm the guards, but what would they do after that? Assault the cockpit? Order the pilot to turn the vehicle around and take them back to the base?

      She supposed they could fly the craft to a neutral waypoint and abandon it, so as to not pinpoint the location of the commandery, but again, that depended on their ability to take control of the aircraft without damaging its controls or its pilot.

      Not an easy proposition, she thought.

      In the end, the decision was taken away from her. She was seated by one of the two hatches on the side of the aircraft and through the small window set in the middle of the hatch she could see the lights of New York City coming up in the distance. She turned in her seat slightly and looked down out the window, noted that they were leaving what looked to be Roosevelt Island behind and crossing the East River. Moments later they made landfall over Manhattan, which she saw with surprise was now a walled community. Much of the area beneath them was dark, but as the aircraft turned she could see the southern half of Central Park and all of Midtown lit up like a Christmas tree.

      The VTOL banked sharply and then straightened before beginning to descend. From her position Gabrielle could see that they were headed for a rooftop landing pad and she thought it might be the one atop the old Trump Tower building, though she couldn't be sure.

      A few minutes later they touched down with a hard bounce and she heard the hum of the rotors start to wind down. The rear cargo door opened and the prisoners were led down the ramp and out onto the rooftop, where more Fomori troops led by a human captain were waiting for them.

      "This way, move it along," the captain shouted in a bored voice, as if he'd done this hundreds of times before.

      Once again, they were taking the prisoners for granted and were showing little concern that they'd just brought nearly a dozen trained rebel fighters to their inner sanctum. If their laxness continued, Gabrielle knew she could put it to their advantage when the time to break out finally came.

      They were taken from the rooftop landing area, still in chains, and into a freight elevator which then descended several floors. When the door opened, they were ushered into a large room with half a dozen guards standing about, waiting for their arrival. Unlike those on the rooftop, all of these guards were human.

      The guards looked on as the prisoners' shackles were removed and then leered in anticipation as the captain ordered the women to strip. One of them hesitated and received a rifle butt to her back for her troubles, which prompted the others to get moving. Their clothes were collected and carried out of the room by one of the guards and then they were directed into the next room, which turned out to be a communal shower, like you'd find in a health club locker room. As the prisoners entered the room and turned around to face their captors, two of the guards activated the thick hoses they held in their hands, blasting the women with high-powered streams of cold water.

      When the "decontamination" procedure was finished, they were given small towels to use to dry themselves off and then marched, still naked, down the hall and into another room.

      This one looked like the living room of a former suite, all plus carpets and tasteful lighting, but all of the furniture had been removed so it was hard to be certain. Gabrielle stuck to the middle of the group, trying to reassure the others with her steady stance and air of confident resistance.

      They were ordered to line up against one wall and there they waited until a door quietly opened and a tall, silver-haired man entered the room. As he did so, the guards snapped to attention.

      The Regent, I presume, Gabrielle thought, as he looked him over.

      The newcomer was dressed in a well-tailored suit and had the kind of healthy sheen to his skin that spoke of fine food and a pampered lifestyle. His hair was combed, his nails manicured, and his teeth gleamed beneath his lips.

      Gabrielle dislike him at first sight.

      The captain of the guard intoned, "The Lord Regent, Viceroy of New York, Conqueror of the Northern States and Grand Master of the Knights of the Iron Fist."

      Gabrielle clenched her jaw to keep from adding more titles to the list, Dickhead Supreme being high on her list.

      The Regent preened for a moment and then stepped over to the line of Templars and began examining them from head to toe, feeling their biceps, breasts, and buttocks, sticking his fingers inside their mouths as if they were livestock, dehumanizing them with his every motion.

      Not once did he say anything to them, simply indicating his pleasure or disappointment with a nod or shake of his head. The captain followed along behind him, making notes on a slim pad of paper he'd produced from his pocket.

      When the Regent reached Gabrielle, his eyes widened. The other prisoners had been too intimidated to meet his gaze but Gabrielle stared straight ahead, pinning him with her own.

      "Where did we find this one?" the Regent asked.

      The captain glanced at his pad and then said, "She led an assault on Work Camp 352."

      "An assault? How interesting."

      He looked Gabrielle over, deliberating lingering at various places on her muscular body. When at least he raised his gaze to her face again, he looked her in the eyes and said, "So you fancy yourself a fighter, do you?"

      Her only reply was to spit in his face.

      The Regent recoiled, his face going red with anger.

      It was precisely the reaction Gabrielle had been waiting for. This man was the cause of so much pain and oppression that she knew any chance to remove him from the equation would be worth the risk. With the captain's attention on the Regent and the Regent's attention elsewhere, Gabrielle took advantage of the opportunity and attacked.

      She lashed out with her hands and feet, striking the exposed points of vulnerability, trying to cripple him enough that she could deliver a fatal blow. She drove a foot into his groin, then followed it with a heel strike to his knee, driving him off balance so that she could surge forward, inside his reach. There she delivered a hard chop to his throat with one hand, smashed his nose with the heel of her other, and then tried to tear out his eyes with her fingers.

      By that point the captain and the other guards had recovered from their surprise and had moved in, dragging her off the Regent and holding her between them as other prepared to beat her for daring to assault their leader.

      The captain managed to land a single blow to her solar plexus, driving the air from her lungs, before a short, sharp command from the Regent stopped him.

      Gabrielle fought to get her diaphragm to take in a breath as the Regent stepped forward, grabbed her by the hair, and raised her face to look at him.

      She almost smiled when she saw the crooked bend in his formerly perfect nose and the deep, bloody furrows that ran from above his eyes and down his cheeks to end at his jawline.

      She'd marked him for life, she thought.

      Except she hadn't.

      Even as she looked on the wounds in his face were closing. The bend in his nose straightened on its own. She had no doubt that the pain in his knee and groin was disappearing just as quickly.

      "Satisfied?" he asked. "Got that out of your system now?"

      Gabrielle refused to respond.

      "No matter. Nice to see you've got such sweet energy because you're going to need it."

      The Regent, now fully healed, turned to the captain and said, "Put her with the others for now. I'm going to enjoy questioning this one myself later."

      With a final grin, he turned and walked out of the room.
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      Gabrielle and the rest of the team were already gone by the time Cade regained consciousness late that evening. Furious that Hale had let them go without him, Cade slipped out of bed, dressed in the clothes he found folded on the chair next to him, and made his way down to the major's command room.

      "Good God, man," Hale cried, when Cade stormed into the room. "You shouldn't be out of bed."

      "I'm fine," Cade replied and something in his tone must have warned the major off for he didn't object again. "What's the status on the assault?" he asked.

      Hale glanced at the watch on his wrist, one of the few working timepieces Cade had seen in the commandery. "They're due back in half an hour."

      That wasn't that long to wait, but Cade had a bad feeling. Something had gone wrong without him there; he was certain of it.

      He made his way back to the upper levels and, in unconscious mimicry of a few days before, slipped out the main doors and stood in the early light watching for their return.

      By the time the first of the assault vehicles pulled into the lot, Cade was almost frantic with worry.

      Things didn't get better when he caught sight of all of the casualties being unloaded from the truck. He was searching the faces of the injured when Sergeant Dean appeared out of the darkness.

      His expression confirmed Cade's worst fears.

      "Reinforcements arrived out of nowhere," Dean said, "almost as if they were waiting for us.  I had already left the compound and was bringing my squad back to cover Gabrielle's retreat when we were cut off by a group of armed vehicles. We did what we could to break through, but they were too much for us. After taking heavy casualties, I had no choice but to get my people out of there."

      "And Gabrielle?"

      Dean shook his head. "I think she was captured, but I'm not positive."

      Cade considered that response, then said, "Perhaps, then, there's still time," and ran for the driver's door of the assault vehicle.

      "What are you doing?" Dean cried, trying to stop him.

      "I'm going after her. What do you think I'm doing?"

      "Cade, you can't. That's suicide."

      Williams shrugged him off. "Maybe for you."

      He opened the door and climbed up into the truck, firing its engine up once more. Those near the rear of the vehicle scrambled to finish unloading it as began to get underway. Dean watched him for a moment and then, at the last second, raced forward and climbed into the rear of the vehicle, pulling the doors shut behind him. Once inside, he made his way forward and took the passenger seat next to Cade.

      "If you're going to do something stupid, you'd probably be better off not doing it alone."

      Cade couldn't help but laugh. "That's the spirit. Now buckle up, as its going to be a bumpy ride."
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      "That's the commander's residence right there," Dean said, pointing out the small structure to the right of what he said was the admin building.

      He and Cade were perched in the branches of a tree overlooking the camp. With all the activity going on below them, Cade was reminded of a freshly kicked hornet's nest that was buzzing with fury. It was going to be tough, but he thought he could still manage it.

      "Okay, if I'm not back in thirty minutes, go back to the base without me."

      "Not back," said Dean, startled. "Where the heck are you going?"

      "I'm going to have a chat with the camp commander."

      Cade knew that he'd been changing since returning to this world. Something about what the Seven had done to the place had activated something deep inside him. He was still learning the extent of what he could and couldn't do, but he was certain of a couple things. One, he was faster than he used to be. Two, he could analyze information in the midst of combat much quicker than he'd ever thought possible. And Three, there was no way he was leaving this place without finding out what had happened to Gabrielle.

      He suspected the answer to that question could be found with the camp commander so he intended to have a little chat with the man.

      Cade made his way down the ridge line, sticking to the shadows wherever possible. When he reached the fence, he took out his sword and slashed an opening in it, not worried about the noise he made because no one was going to hear it above the din the locals were making. Slipping through the gap he'd made, he watched the guards that were wandering the field between him and his target, mapped out their paths and relative positions in his head, and then made his way swiftly and silently along the path of least resistance, avoiding all of them in the process.

      All right, Williams, he thought, so far so good.

      He reached the residence and slid around to the side out of the line of sight from the field. Light from a nearby window allow him to see inside, to where a tall, thin white haired individual in a dark uniform was picking at his meal, clearly annoyed with all the commotion going on outside in the rest of the camp.

      Without hesitation Cade stepped over to the door, opened it, and strode into the room.

      "Uh uh, don't think about it," he said, his sword extended, as the other man dropped his fork and went for the gun at his side.

      "Nice and easy. Two fingers only. Put it on the table top," Cade told him, pressing the tip of his sword against the man's neck just hard enough to draw a drop of blood.

      The commander wasn't entirely a fool; he did what he was told, removing the weapon and then dropping it on the table top within Cade's reach.

      Holding his sword with one hand, Cade reached out with the other and slipped the gun into his pocket.

      "What do you want? You realize all I need to do is yell and you'll have fifty guards come down on your head?"

      Cade put a little more pressure on the tip of his sword, watching as it bit a shade deeper into the commander's neck.

      "You realize I could just shove this through your spine, yes?

      The commander nodded ever so gently.

      "Where are the prisoners?" Cade demanded.

      "I don't know what you are talking about."

      "You do, and you'll tell me or I'll rip the thoughts right out of your head."

      "I told you I don't..."

      "Okay, your choice. I don't have time to fuck around."

      Cade dropped the sword and stepped forward, grabbing the man's head by the hair and slamming it onto the table top in front of him. Now dazed, the man put up little defense as Cade gagged him with a table napkin and secured his hands behind his back with the sleeves of his own uniform jacket that Cade found nearby. Then Cade stripped off his gloves and put his hands on either side of the commander's face, thumbs pressed down over his eyes. The moment Cade's hands, sans gloves, were touching the commander's face, the man went still, held by the power that Cade was now pouring down the link between them.

      Cade meant it; he was going to tear the memory out of the commander's head even if it killed him in the process. Images flashed by on the surface of his mind, all the petty bullshit and vile little acts that the commander got off on in the typical day, replayed a thousand times over of this pressure.

      Cade dug deeper.

      The commander twisted and jerked beneath his hands.  A line of blood was flowing out of both his nostrils, evidence of the mental routing about that Cade was doing. Memories of the events of that evening began playing out on the film screen of his mind and Cade watched them with interest, until he found the one he wanted.

      "You sent her to the Regent," he said aloud, but by then the commander was far too damaged to reply.

      No matter, Cade thought, he'd gotten when he'd come there for.

      He pulled his hands free and studying the man before him. It was clear that what Cade had done had damaged him permanently; he stared off into space without seeing anything.

      For just a moment Cade thought about putting him out of his misery. Then decided against it.

      Let him suffer, just like he's forced others to suffer.

      Replacing his gloves and picking up his sword, Cade slipped out the way he'd come in, with no one the wiser.

      He found Dean waiting for him back at the rendezvous point and nearly got a bullet in his head for his troubles when he called out to warn him that he was back.

      Dean was behind the wheel in seconds, more than ready to get the hell out of there. They were forced to hide out beneath the trees twice on the way back to base to avoid the Regent's aerial patrols, but thankfully they weren't seen and they managed to return to the commandery without being detected.

      Cade knew Gabrielle's well-being depended on the swiftest rescue possible. He was already thinking of how to sneak onto Manhattan and breach the Regent's headquarters as he made his way to Hale's command room, deep in the heart of the commandery. He had no intention of taking no for an answer; he'd do it on his own if necessary.

      Still, a squad of Templars at his back certainly wouldn't hurt.

      Reaching the fifth level, Cade stalked down the hall and burst into Hale's office without knocking.

      Only to be brought up short.

      Hale was there, as expected, but he had two visitors with him.

      One was a giant of a man in a dark cloak and hood that covered him from head to foot, concealing his face, but Cade was immediately aware of the power flowing off of him,

      Next to him, stood a dark-skinned man with a shaven head and beard, dressed in black BDUs and combat boots.

      Or rather one boot, as the man's right leg from the knee down was missing and had been replaced with a futuristic looking prosthetic made from carbon fiber and steel.

      Cade could only stare, struck dumb with surprise.

      The other man chuckled.

      "After all this time, you've got nothing to say?" his oldest friend, Matthew Riley, asked.

      
        
        To Be Continued in Nephilim's Rise

        (Coming 2019)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Mailing List Sign Up]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Author photo - Joseph Nassise]
        

      

      Joseph Nassise is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of more than forty novels, including the TEMPLAR CHRONICLES series, the JEREMIAH HUNT trilogy, and the GREAT UNDEAD WAR series.

      Joe is a multiple Bram Stoker Award and International Horror Guild Award nominee and served two terms as president of the Horror Writers Association, the world's largest organization of professional horror and dark fantasy writers.

      If you want to stay up-to-date on the very latest news, you can follow Joe on Twitter @jnassise, hang out at his Facebook page, or visit his website at josephnassise.com.

      
        
        For more information

        www.josephnassise.com

        author@josephnassise.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

      

    

  


  
    
      Darkness Reigns

      Copyright 2018 by Joseph Nassise

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  

cover.jpeg
= =

— DARKNESS —

“REJGNS

A TEMPLAR CHRONICLES NOVEL





images/00002.jpeg
Join the VIP Club

Free hooks, special offers, and
new release information!

PECELTE

Click Here to Join





images/00001.jpeg
=

HARBINGER





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





