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Chapter 1 

“Are you sure Madeline?” Mr. Right spoke to his empty office. The wireless connector attached to his head allowed him to see and hear callers as if he was in the room with them.

“Completely. I just finished a conversation with Italian Special Forces Command. The entire town is overrun with Demonic entities. Their Swiss Guard scout didn’t see anything over a Class Three, but they could be hiding at the entry point.” FBI Academy Director Madeline Mills described the intrusion.

“And that point is?” Mr. Right asked.

Director Mills sighed, “As we suspected. The monastery complex is inhabited by the Strega. Our counterparts in Roman Intel are kicking themselves for not noticing this location sooner. Even the locals thought it was a real church operation.”

The Strega Witches organization had been in existence for more than a century. American intelligence suspected they were much older than that. Much of the Mafia in Italy and the United States were controlled in one form or another by the Witches and their associates, the Missionaries of Death. The Missionaries were assassins of the first order. Their organization traced a direct lineage from Hassan-i Sabbah. The old man of the mountain, the creator of the Fedayeen. Recently both groups were involved in the kidnapping and the attempted murder of Agatha Blackmore and her team of FBI Agents. 

“Years of searching and they were right under our noses the entire time. Do you have any intel on the number of Witches in residence?” Mr. Right queried as he quickly typed on his computer.

“Not yet. The Italian’s sent several scouts into the area. Only one reported back in. I redirected him to the enclave after contact. So far the Demons are directing all their attention at the civilians trapped in the town of Montemaggiore Belsito,” Madeline replied.

Mr. Right winced. “Do you know how many innocents are still alive?”

“Not many. The operative reported they were holed up inside the basilica, but he witnessed the Demons forcing their way inside. The town has a population of less than thirty-five hundred. There could possibly still be survivors or holdouts in outlying buildings or government offices.” This was one of the hardest parts of Madeline’s job. 

“Our back up? Will the Italians play ball, or do we have to get Rome’s approval first?” Mr. Right asked.

“After what almost happened in 1945, the Holy See is on top of things. The Italian government and military will allow us to drop on the Strega, but they wish to contain the incursion themselves first,” Madeline replied.

Mr. Right groaned. In 1945 the Demon horde spread outward from Germany in all directions after a high-ranking Demon Prince was brought to Earth. It’s assumed that the human sorcerer that raised him was eaten when he lost control of the host. For more than five years the world governments battled the horde. Much was owed to the Russian and American governments for stemming the tide. Most of central Europe was still in ruins seventy years later.

“I’m afraid to even ask what they have to combat this. Do they have any chance at all?” Mr. Right asked. His hands were flying over the keyboard as he took the base to red alert and activated all the security protocols. 

“For the scouting operation, they had the combat brigade at Aosta as a backup along with a few naval units. The forces on Sicily consist of three motorized infantry battalions and an armored brigade. They have some training groups and engineering battalions as well on the island. The biggest issue is logistics with units spread out all over the place. Their only saving grace is the navy. The Italian fleet is on maneuvers in the Tyrrhenian Sea near Naples,” Madeline replied.

Mr. Right nodded to himself. “That will help. If they can keep the majority of the Demons from jumping the gap into Italy proper, we might have a chance. Call in all the favors you can with Rome and get permission for us to drop. The Swiss Guard is good, but they don’t have the experience with the supernatural that we do.” 

Madeline chuckled, “They still haven’t forgiven you for crashing through the west portico of the Vatican, have they?”

“No, they haven’t. It didn’t help that the Vampire disintegrated as soon as the sun hit his body. Too many questions and not enough evidence. Make the call.” 

“Do you need the Bs for this one? They’ve asked.” Madeline pointed out.

Mr. Right hesitated for a moment. Beatrice and Betty were some of the best and worst members of the ARCANE strike teams he’d ever served with. They were frighteningly ruthless and resourceful, true legends in the organization. “Not at this time. Tell them they’re the backup if everything goes to hell. Make the call, we’ll be ready here.”

Blinking forcefully, Mr. Right hung up his virtual phone. He looked past his desk at the symbol on the wall for just a moment. It was a picture of the United States superimposed upon a globe of the world. A large pentagram of protection was impressed over it with the words Recta fronte finem beneath it. ‘Hold the line to the end.’ That was the motto ARCANE’s first Grand Master proclaimed in 1948 when the project was established. Human mages were the true saviors of humanity. Without their assistance, Earth’s military might not have beaten back the horde in California. It was an unforgiving time period. Shaking his head, he looked down at his screen and activated the recall.

Alarms and sirens all over the base hidden below the Indian Springs Auxiliary Air Station began shrieking. Mr. Right was activating the lockdown sequence. All leaves were canceled and operatives ordered to report in. This was the only priority for the base. Demons trumped all things.

Only the commander and head of security on the base above knew what was truly below them. The cover story was the base had advanced research and development for new types of aircraft. Local townspeople and conspiracy nuts believed there to be flying saucers hidden in the base. It didn’t help that no one was ever seen to enter or leave the buildings. Ever. 

A small factory and distribution center located outside the actual base was the main entrance and fallback position for the organization. The name on the sign outside read ‘Aircraft Research, Controls, Armaments, and New Equipment. A.R.C.A.N.E.’ It was enough.

It wasn’t unusual for corporate jets and helicopters to fly in and out of the facility. Some actual research and testing was done to dissuade the looky-loos. Every morning military police units had to drag off costumed-clad-space-nuts who congregated along the fence lines looking for little green men or flying saucers. They actually made Mr. Right’s job that much easier. Who’s looking for spec ops when all they want are aliens?

“Boss?” 

Mr. Right looked up from his computer to the man standing in the doorway. “Yes, Mr. Left?”

“Is this for real?” The bigger man pointed upward at the flashing lights and sound.

Calmly, Mr. Right answered, “It is. We need to mobilize everything and everyone. Demon incursion in Sicily.” 

“Should I recall the surveillance teams? We could use the manpower increase,” Mr. Left asked.

The administrator looked up at the ceiling for a moment. There were teams of human operatives in different roles trailing important paranormal targets within the confines of the United States. At any given time, units were standing by to either support or eliminate potential threats. 

“Good idea, Mr. Left. Pull in everyone except those shadowing the Species Council members.”

Mr. Left pursed his lips. “Some of our strongest operatives are on those teams. Can we swap them out?”

ARCANE’s charter establishing the agency dated from the Magical Security Act of 1959. The group was created as a counterbalance to the FBI Academy, the Magical Division, and Crowley prison. Lawmakers wanted the option to fight back if needed. Secret experiments and trials conducted by the army pre-Demon War upon paranormal and Magick users had shown that only brute force could catch them unawares. All teams were made up of snipers and heavy assault groups.

“All but those covering the Blackmore Witches. Marcella is potentially the largest threat internally.” Mr. Right instructed.

“And the granddaughter? Should we leave that team as well?” 

Mr. Right shook his head. “No. She’s more of an asset than a threat. Madeline intends to use her as a backup for the teams. It will be up to her to hold the line if we fail.”

“She’s not one of us, sir. Can we involve one of them in ARCANE’s business?” The larger man asked.

“It won’t matter if we’re all dead anyway. Demons are the largest threat. If Agatha becomes an issue, the Bs have their instructions already. They should be able to get in close enough to do the deed. They volunteered if we should need them, by-the-way.” Mr. Right commented to him.

Mr. Left winced and looked very apprehensive. “Those two scare me.”

“As well they should. Sweet on the outside, stone cold killers on the inside. Two of the best operatives we EVER trained. They are best used where they are. It won’t matter if we fail, regardless. We need to get moving. I’ve issued orders for transport as well as coordinated with California. Have the West Coast teams prepare for any and all changes at the Conception site. This could get very nasty.” 

<<<>>>

Team leader and special operations commander Xavier Cedar rolled out of his bunk ready for action. His left-hand scrabbling under the pillow looking for a weapon. The endless alarm and flashing lights woke him from a dead-like eight-hour sleep. It was always hard coming in off one of ARCANE’s missions. He and his team of ‘specialists’ were in from Chile where they took down a Culebron monster. Just yesterday they’d loaded the giant snake-like creature into a cargo plane for transport. 

Frowning, Xavier stared at the lights for a moment. “Computer, hit the lights and switch off all alarms in my section.”

The sirens stopped as fluorescent lights popped on with a loud hum. This section of the base was built in the mid to late 1970s when those lights were extremely popular.

The commander said one additional word before standing upright, “Status?”

“A Demon incursion has been detected in central highland Sicily. Team Wood has been selected to infiltrate the enemy’s stronghold and close any and all entry points. More details to come at the priority one briefing in one hour and ten minutes.” The computer’s voice was still a bit choppy but sounded motherly. Rumor had it that one of the legendary Bs was the source.

“Ugh, Demons.” The commander touched the screen on his desk and began reading the alert announcement. He rubbed the back of his head with his hands. 

“Feeling hungover this morning, Skip?” 

Xavier looked up into the pair of bright, shiny, green eyes belonging to Victoria Pepper. She was the happier half of the team’s Mages.

“Demons first thing in the morning is always a chore,” Xavier remarked as he stood to greet the woman who saved his life daily.

“We eat Demons for breakfast. Remember those eggs we found in the Andes? They made some tasty omelets.” The female mage made yum yum noises.

Xavier shook his head. “Those weren’t from a Demon. They belonged to that really big bird that attacked our campsite just as Ace was serving breakfast. Rocs aren’t big on egg stealers.”

“Eh. Rocs, Demons, same thing in my book. They all need killing,” Victoria replied.

“Those eggs were tasty though, and…” Xavier paused motioning with his hands, “we got to shoot down a really BIG bird!”

“You are just encouraging her, you know.” 

Both Xavier and Victoria looked across the hall. A man dressed all in black with flaming red hair stood there. 

The commander looked the newcomer over and frowned. Pointing downward he exclaimed, “Is that sand on your boots?”

Human Mage Hamilton Sinn looked down his own body to the chunks of sand and rock salt covering his boots. “What if it is?”

“You were out there again, weren’t you? Against orders. Orders that were given to you by both Right and Left. What was it this time?” The commander demanded.

Hamilton’s face was totally unreadable. The Mage was the one enigma on the team in that his history was blank. Up until five years ago, Hamilton Sinn didn’t exist. At least not officially. After a moment’s silence, he spoke, “Practice. These rooms are too sterile. My Magick must flow, it needs the energy of the Earth to propagate. Standing outside, alone in the desert, I can follow the ley lines and concentrate better.” 

Xavier glared at his subordinate. “We are supposed to be a secret organization here. That area of the White Sands lakebed is off limits for a reason, Mr. Sinn!” 

“Those saucer nuts wouldn’t have seen me anyway. My standard glamour is as a dust devil. I always take precautions,” Hamilton replied. 

“And what about the workers up there?” Xavier pointed upward toward the ceiling. “They aren’t supposed to know we’re here.”

“Oh.” Hamilton looked sheepishly at his boss. “Sorry?”

Xavier rolled his eyes and shook his head. “If we survive the next mission we are going to have a serious talk about this. Now, where are TJ and Ace?”

Victoria looked up from her cell phone and the game she was playing. “You know Ace, he’s either at the range or down in the armory. No idea about TJ.”

Hamilton shook his head. “Don’t look at me. I was outside.”

Cursing under his breath, Xavier stepped over to his computer again. “Locate operatives Tao Jung Lee and Robert Jenkins, please.”

The screen in front of the commander lit up and what many on the base called a sexbot voice came on. “Operative Jenkins is currently in armory storage room four. Do you need assistance contacting him?”

“Yes, have the operative join his team in briefing room one, in twenty minutes. What about the other one?” Xavier asked.

The computer responded with, “One moment.”

Suddenly the entire screen lit up with red and white flashes. “Warning! Operative Lee is in restricted area Zeta Twelve. Security alert sent.”

“Dammit! Victoria? Take Hamilton here and get to the briefing. I have to go save TJ from security, again.” Xavier popped open his closet and began dressing. 

<<<>>>

TJ was finishing up the third Kata and moving on to his second set when his communicator sounded. It wasn’t even daylight yet, and his team was on stand down. No way it was for him. It wouldn’t be the first time he was pinged instead of another unit. 

Born Tao Jung Lee, TJ learned at an early age that different was a bad thing. His parents were traditionalists and demanded that their son carry the family name. It was one thing for them to call him that in Chinese and another for his classmates in school. After being nearly beaten to death at his inner-city school, TJ swore he’d never be a victim again. Enter martial arts. Karate was followed by Judo, Jiu-Jitsu, Taekwondo, and others. It became an obsession. 

Eventually, he learned to focus and fine tune his chi. Under certain circumstances, TJ could break bones and shatter organs by projecting his power. It was these skills that brought him to the attention of ARCANE. 

“Freeze!” 

TJ slowed his movements and paused. Raising one eyebrow, he peered over the edge of the gigantic air-cooling system he was atop as the lights in the room switched on. Three heavily armed internal security troops were standing in the middle of the room.

“See anyone?” The larger of the three asked.

One man shone his light into all the nooks and crannies of the wall. “Not unless they’re tiny. Could it be another false positive from the sensors?”

The third man frowned and looked down at his digital module. “I’ll call it in. Third shift had a similar problem down here two days ago. We may need to get the techs in to replace everything.”

“No way that’s going to happen. Not with the alert. We might have a chance to do it once all the operatives ship out. I’ll pass it on to command but don’t get your hopes up. Just log it.” The tall man directed as he waved at the door. 

All three men left the room switching off the lights as they left. TJ contemplated what he’d heard. A mass exodus of operatives wasn’t a false alarm. He quickly searched for his communicator.

“TJ are you in here?” 

TJ stared at the communicator. How did it switch on by itself? Holding it up to his ear he replied, “Go ahead, Xavier.”

“Where are you? I don’t see you!” 

Pulling the unit away from his ear he shook it. He could hear Xavier but not from this.

“Hey!” Xavier yelled out.

TJ peered over the edge of the cooler. “I’m up here, boss.”

Xavier shook his head. “Get down here, NOW!”

TJ muttered to himself and quickly policed up his stuff and stored it away for next time. Getting down was as interesting as getting up. The enormous cooling units were in rows along the walls. There was a three to four-foot space between units. The walls were curved at the bottom allowing more space for potential repair access. 

One of his many disciplines was Parkour. With just the right amount of speed and directionality, TJ could bounce between walls forcing his way to the top. Down was much easier. 

Xavier watched his renegade operative bounce down the walls like a toy and mumbled curses to himself. “You are in so much trouble, TJ.”

“Why? They’re just refrigeration units. Me being up there doesn’t even impact them.” TJ pointed out to his boss.

Speaking slowly, Xavier tried to get his point across. “This section is Zeta Twelve. The Zeta areas aren’t on any of the maps or base diagrams. They are some of the most secure and protected areas in this base.”

TJ waved his hands. “Three guards? They have more than that at the door in the factory upstairs. How is that secure?”

Xavier cleared his throat and licked his lips. “Zeta Twelve is behind all three of those walls over there. It is where ARCANE stores biological samples and experiments. Not everything we do is just a bug hunt.”

TJ looked at the plain grey walls and frowned. “Biological? … Are there… are there people over there?”

“No idea. I’m not cleared to know any more than that, and now I have to report this conversation. Don’t be surprised when internal review crawls up inside of you when we get back from the mission. This is about as serious as it gets, TJ,” Xavier explained.

“How did they even know I was here?” 

Xavier chuckled, “Technology rules the world. I had the computer search for you and boom! Here you were. We have a briefing, let’s go.”
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Chapter 2 

The man standing at the front of the room was much older than anyone else here. His name was Michael Best. All tactical, operational, and internal operations were either created or vetted by his department at Arcane. His eyes flicked to one-side, tracking as Team Wood slipped into the room at the last minute. A frown formed on his face as his deep brown eyes connected with those of Commander Cedar’s. 

“As I was saying before we were interrupted,” Best commented looking directly at Xavier’s table. “This mission is a Category Nine and has priority over any other operations.” 

Xavier looked around the room in shock. He made eye contact with half the team leaders present. Each gave him a wide-eyed nod. It was finally here. The one situation every team both dreaded and were waiting for. Invasion. 

“I know all of you are thinking of aliens at this very moment. Forget it. We have an active Demon infestation in Sicily,” Best stated.

Team Leader Peter Kooper stood and addressed the podium. “Michael, we eat those for breakfast. Why a Cat Nine? My team took and closed the hole before eliminating all the remaining threats the last time an idiot opened a hole. Those don’t require all of us!” 

Michael scowled at the room. “If you will let me finish. This infestation has the potential to start the second Demon War. Less than a week ago Swiss Guard operatives working in conjunction with the American FBI, Roman Intelligence, and MI7 uncovered the location of the Strega base. It’s suspected that the Missionaries of Death are also present at the location. This is the same spot where a demon was recently filmed by a news team.” 

The large screen to the right of the podium lit up with the now impossible-to-find video of a bat-winged demon flying above an unknown countryside. Many in the room leaned forward to study it. 

There was nothing new shown, but the picture quality was much better than that which had been seen on the idiot box. Michael Best cleared his throat and spoke. “As you can see, we procured the original footage. Zeta Section has confirmed that it is a Demon Bat such as those seen during the last war.” 

“The Swiss Guard sent in a team to survey the location of the Strega and the town of Montemaggiore Belsito. Only one scout survived to report back.” Michael paused to allow that information to sink in with the teams. ARCANE supported five teams. Each had a specific function within the organization. Four of them were sitting in the room staring at him.

“Montemaggiore Belsito is currently overrun. We skimmed this footage from American and Italian satellite systems. As you can see, there are at least three to four hundred Demonic entities of various strength besieging the basilica. Less than an hour after this footage was shot, the presumed humans inside succumbed to the Demons. The scout didn’t witness the final fall. He was diverted at our request toward the presumed site of entry. The lair of the Strega. We hope to reestablish contact with him soon.” Michael pointed out as the video played on all of the large screens. 

“How did we miss this?” Xavier raised his voice and almost shouted.

Michael Best’s eyes flashed in the spotlight aimed at him. “We were blocked. As you know, our foresight team is one of the best available, but they aren’t perfect. They can be wrong at times. The Strega avoided detection for more than a century here. Even the local church thought the monastery was a real one. It’s possible there is some sort of protection over the entire valley. We really won’t know until one of you penetrates the perimeter. But action needs to be taken and soon. That many Demons, even assuming that what we see is all there is, could overrun much of Italy and force their way north.”

Xavier looked around the room again. The three other teams were huddled up discussing the information. Very few were still listening to the speaker. “Backup for the mission?” 

“The Italians have a fleet in the area. Military units in Palermo and most of the coastal cities are mobilizing as quickly as they can. Members of the worlds anti-paranormal forces are preparing, but their governments are slow to act on this.” Michael explained as he brought up information on multiple screens. Unit strengths could be seen as well as preparedness. The Italian fleet was shown steaming toward Sicily. 

Xavier ran his hand over the small beard he allowed himself to have. His keen eyes scanned the available information. Xavier looked away from Michael and turned to his own team. They were watching him, not the others or the screens. Xavier’s eyes flicked back toward Michael. “What’s the mission?” 

“Local insertion. Every team will play a part in this one. Finding the hole and closing it is your team’s objective, Xavier. Team Barrel is your backup, but your Mages possess the most experience with something like this. Teams Green, Blue, and Omega will tackle the Demons already loose. I’ve been promised air force and naval support.” Michael pulled up another screen showing insertion points and estimated strengths.

“Fifteen of us against three hundred Demons? Is command insane?” Albert Waters, the Team Blue leader spoke up.

“You and the others will get every unit and resource we can dig up for you. We are all that stands in the path of this invasion, and we are running out of time. Transports are being readied even as I speak to you. This could mean the death of millions if we don’t act now.” Michael glared at the team leader.

Waters held up his hands in protest. “No need to get testy. We just don’t want to throw our lives away for nothing here. Do we have any intelligence on what they raised?”

Michael frowned and looked at his notes. “What was reported were Imps, Demon Bats, and a few Demonic captains. To summon this many requires an Earl at least. The first recon planes are supposed to be over the town in twenty minutes. We’ll know more then.”

“In twenty minutes, we’ll be in the air. Correct?” Waters asked.

“Yes. This meeting was to get you organized. This is life or death, people. Command is calling in all teams. Only the Conception Point team is exempt.” 

Xavier looked up in surprise. Cutting off Waters, he asked a question. “What happens if everything goes south? Does command have a backup to the backup?” 

Michael visibly winced. “If everything goes to hell, literally, we’ve been promised support by the FBI Magical Division. The Witch should be able to close the hole at least. It shouldn’t come to that though. The amount of military that we control should alleviate that situation.” 

“You hope so. Fine. My team and I will prepare ourselves.” Xavier nodded toward the rear doors. Victoria, Hamilton, and the others stood and marched out of the room. Xavier frowned at his brothers-in-arms, “Don’t all get up at once.”

“Dying in a senseless battle isn’t what I signed on for,” Albert replied to him. “My team and I need to discuss this some more.”

Michael surreptitiously touched a button on the underside of the podium he stood in front of. “Team Green. What about you? Are you joining this battle?”

Jean Pantalone stared at the table in front of her. She and her team usually only secured the scene when one of the others needed assistance. Being the newest team meant their training was at the lowest point. Her Mages were both Class Ones. She tried to confront the eyes of the Mages. None would even meet her eyes. “I’m sorry to say we aren’t, Michael. We just aren’t strong enough.” 

Michael’s expression changed completely. “So much for the expensive training and time we’ve put into your teams. Such is fate then.”

Albert frowned as he studied Michael. “Fate, sir?” 

“Free will is an illusion. You forget yourselves.” With practiced ease, Michael removed a gas mask from a compartment inside the podium and quickly donned it. 

Both reluctant teams jumped up in shock. Several members ran for the doors, but the gas that was now apparent caused them to fall over gasping for breath. Michael stepped down off the platform and watched each of them succumb to the knockout gas. “When you wake you will find yourselves out of our organization. Please try to remember that this is a mercy. It could have been Sarin or VX.”

With a final look of disgust, the operational commander turned and left the room. There was very little time to do anything, and now they were at half strength to do so.

<<< >>>

“What happens if they don’t come with us? Can we even take on that many Demons and live?” Victoria asked Xavier as the team jogged toward the armory. Robert was practically running.

“It’s what we signed on for. If there is a hole, it has to be closed no matter the cost. You know what happened last time. It’s what started this organization. There used to be three other countries in Europe before the last invasion. Everyone forgets about Austria and Poland. We’ve been there before. Remember that hole we found in Mexico?” Xavier asked. Robert was already inside the armory when they reached it.

“That was a different circumstance. We found maybe twenty Imps in that basement. Only a tiny hole was open that time. To release Demons as seen in that video would require something much bigger than that.” Hamilton slid a customized 1911 pistol into his belt holster. The Mage had his own locker in the armory.

“Isn’t one of the tenets of your religion a statement that ... size matters not? I seem to recall you spouting that one more than once.” Xavier opened up his own locker. Swiftly, he donned a fighting vest and body armor. A .50 caliber pistol slid into his left-hand holster with a custom Bowie knife on his right. There was no such thing as standardization for any of the teams. 

Hamilton pulled out a Roman-style Gladius and checked the edge with his thumb. “You have a point. Get me there, and I will do my best to close the portal.”

Victoria was the only woman on the team, but she paid them no mind as she slipped into her armored flight suit. It resembled the catsuit worn by several Hollywood mavens. Throwing knives were her weapon of choice, and she promptly filled her pockets with them. “Robert, have my swords been sharpened?” 

“Of course. Your sais are sharpened as well. Check the grips on them. I found a new supplier of grip tape. They should be easier to hold on to.” Robert answered as he opened the largest locker in the room. As armorer for the team, he used his access to find a great many toys for his own use.

TJ slouched against the door as the team armed themselves. Contrary to orders, he’d picked up his weapons earlier for training purposes. The butterfly swords on his hips were more important to him than the pistols he packed. “Why did you flinch when Michael mention the FBI as a backup, Xavier?”

The team leader unracked his Saiga shotgun and loaded a drum magazine. “The Magical Division has changed in recent years. They have a Witch in charge of it now. She’s of both the Blackmore and Shinigami lines.”

Hamilton stopped loading ammunition into his go bag and looked up in surprise. “She’s from both lines? I don’t remember that in the briefing report!”

Xavier waved at the ceiling. “They know upstairs. She could be one of the most powerful Witches on the planet. We’re not sure what she inherited from her father. Some things are better left out of low priority reports. Trust me on this.”

“Who are the Shinigary?” Victoria asked.

“Shinigami. The word means ‘death’ in Japanese. They are the most powerful Witch Clan from that part of the world. It is suspected that all four clans of the Yakuza and the Korean Kkangpae are subservient to them. Nobody knows for sure. Undercover agents are speedily discovered and lost. One of the…” Hamilton paused as if searching for something. “... organizations I once represented suspect them of infiltrating into the United States through California.”

Xavier made a mental note to update Hamilton’s file. There was little to no information about the human Mage’s past beyond the previous five years. It was as if he popped into existence fully grown. 

“Can she close a portal?” TJ asked.

“Maybe. Intelligence section lost track of her for three days last summer. We track her and her family very carefully. When she reappeared, there was confidence in her actions that had not been seen before, as well as higher power levels. She stopped a Demonic threat in her second year at the FBI Academy. The Bs seem to think she could do it,” Xavier replied.

“The Bs? What do those scary chicks have to do with the Witch?” Robert shouldered a rifle of an unknown configuration along with a hefty-looking pack.

“Observation. I’ve said too much. Just forget the last few minutes.” Xavier raised his arm looking at his watch. “We need to go.”

<<< >>>

Two large transport planes sat on the Indian Springs field. They were spooling up their engines when Team Wood stepped out of ARCANE’s topside building. All pretenses of security and secrecy were being ignored. A Demon incursion topped everything. 

“Team Blue won’t be joining you, Xavier.” Michael Best spoke to the team as they boarded.

Xavier shook his head. “How many bailed?” 

“Both Blue and Green. Omega will have to handle the town alone backed up by the Italian military. Delta has promised to help infiltrate the monastery, but I cannot make any promises here. President Talbot’s reluctant for some reason. He had a meeting with the VP, and half our support dried up. He’s taking an isolationist stance that is troubling.” Michael informed Xavier.

The team leader waved his team aboard the aircraft. “If we find ourselves flapping in the breeze on this one, I’m not going to be very happy, Michael. You better tell both Right and Left that. If the Demons don’t kill us, I will come for them.” 

Michael held up his hands in protest. “I’ve got my best people on it. You will have a backup if I have to enlist Madeline and Bs to do it.”

“Please just find us, someone. Don’t forget to tell the Italians that regular rifle bullets only piss them off. They need to either bless them or use silver.” Xavier grabbed the door handles and pulled himself into the aircraft.

“We’ll have it in hand by the time you land. Take care and may the Gods go with you.” Michael closed the door to the aircraft and waited for the green light to signal the door was sealed. He stepped back as the pilot gunned the engine sending the plane down the runway.

“Can they do it?” Mr. Right asked Michael.

“You supervised their training. What do you think?” Michael asked his boss.

“They are the best we have short of Omega. I have the auxiliary units coming in, but the earliest we can send help is twelve hours. Only Team Alpha is closer, but they have to stay in Glastonbury. If that portal is opened… Well, you know.” Mr. Right explained.

“Has there been any signs of activity there?” Michael asked as the two men walked back to main headquarters.

“No. The English have their best people along with two covens of Witches watching over Stonehenge. They won’t involve themselves with us, but if something nasty comes through, they will certainly help defend. Our Alpha leader has a good rapport with the SAS prime.” Mr. Right explained. The building was on high alert as they entered. Guards rarely seen up until now were covering every entrance and exit.

“And the others?” Michael opened the door to his office and motioned to his liquor cabinet.

Mr. Right shook his head no. Now was not the time to get sloshed. “Protection of the Garden is out of our hands, but we did send a message to the Coven there. Whether Marcella responds or not is up in the air. Phnom Kulen is guarded just as well. Part of my suggestions to the White House was to triple the protection in California. Whether they do it or not…” He waggled his hand back and forth.

Michael sank into his office chair and watched his boss pace. “The Italians are going to get their ass handed to them aren’t they?”

Mr. Right looked at the world map on the wall. “They have a strong military. Stronger than most in the region. But Germany was at the height of its buildup when the Prince entered our world, and their forces were destroyed. We’re setting up a nuclear option if the teams fail.”

“Will that work? I thought the tests were inconclusive that Demonic entities could be killed with nuclear bombs,” Michael exclaimed.

“The Castle Bravo test proved that Demons left unprotected could be destroyed. The ones on the islands certainly were. Those in ships were burned beyond recognition but still regenerated. Zeta Section watches those very carefully. We’ve fine-tuned the explosives since 1954, but the fallout will be about the same. It could contaminate Italy entirely and most of North Africa if we aren’t careful. The League of Nations will only allow it as a weapon of last resort.” 

“Where are the troops from the other members then?” Michael asked.

“On the way. At least that is what they are saying. Most are in fact mobilizing their own troops to defend from attack. It’s up to us.” Mr. Right plopped in one of the chairs facing Michael. 
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Chapter 3 

All the members of Team Wood were trying to sleep. Flight time to Sicily from Nevada was around twelve hours if flying commercial. But the super-secret souped-up aircraft ARCANE used could cut that time in half. Six hours of sleep was still better than nothing. 

“Do you always wear that belt?” Victoria pointed to the canvas and leather belt around Hamilton’s waist.

Hamilton Sinn set aside the book reader he’d been staring at and met Victoria’s eyes. His right hand instinctively touching the belt in question. “Usually. I found it many years ago in a military surplus store in Greece.”

Xavier, who’d been trying to sleep, opened one eye just a little at Sinn’s voice. The Earth Mage was still a mystery to the team even after several years. Any additional information about the man was collected immediately. 

“What were you doing in Greece? Isn’t it too dangerous for humans there?” Victoria asked with wide eyes.

Sinn leaned back against the wall of the plane and sighed. Giving a slight shake of his head, he answered. “Not completely. As you seem to know when the paranormals came forward, mythology came to life in Greece. The country was already at war with itself. Too many of its neighbors wanted it for what it represented, a route into the Mediterranean. Greece was, is, a monarchy. In 1914 King Constantine I of Greece was presented with a quandary. What to do with the paranormals that suddenly appeared in his country.”

“They took over, right?” Victoria stated quickly.

TJ and Robert appeared to still be asleep, but Xavier was watching the two mages openly now. 

Hamilton’s eyes were gleaming in the light of the plane. History was one of his favorite subjects. Cutting his eyes to the left, he could see the boss watching. Grunting, he cleared his throat. “Not quite. They cut a deal. Greece didn’t have the power to fight both the Bulgarians and the Ottoman Empire at the same time. It was only a matter of time before they were dragged down. The allied armies…” He made quotation marks with his hands. “The allies were still trying to stop the Vampires on the Western front. They couldn’t help or even care about what happened in Greece. The Purge changed everything of course, but Greece was center stage before even that event.” 

Xavier spoke up. This wasn’t part of any history he knew about. Not one bit of it. “What sort of deal?”

“A bad one. The King was presented with what appeared on the surface, a way to stop the invading fleets and ensure the safety of the nation. We forget that many of the paranormals are ancient. To them, history is just a memory. They’d been watching. The deal was that the paranormals would be given key positions in the government and laws would be enacted to prevent their death and destruction at the hands of the human population,” Hamilton explained.

“Then they took over.” TJ, now awake, stated from across the aisle.

“Yes, they did. Scylla and Charybdis turned out to be real. They were hidden behind centuries of carefully layered spells. Even modern fleets were no match for the monsters. Sirens and Harpies took care of the rest. The country was isolated from the sea. Centaurs, Satyrs, and Giants protect the Bulgarian side of the country. There have been sightings of even larger beings from a distance. Polyphemus is rumored to be in command of the army now. When King Constantine realized his mistake, it was too late. The beings he’d been negotiating with were not the ultimate authority. Queen Medusa keeps his frozen body beside her throne as an abject example to anyone that might raise objections to her rule.” Hamilton reached up and covered his face and head with the hood of his cloak.

“And you’ve seen this personally?” Xavier asked the Mage.

Hamilton was silent for a long minute. “I’ve said too much about it.” 

Victoria grunted. “And the belt?”

The Mage shifted forward catching her eyes. “Belt?”

“You were saying it came from Greece.” She pointed at his belt.

“Sorry. Yes. I found it. It was designed to hold stripper clips for an M1903 Springfield rifle. I’ve modified it over the years adding bits of leather and steel to reinforce the canvas. The pockets are perfect for spell components and such. It’s been the one true constant in my life since I first found it.” Hamilton patted the belt unconsciously. 

Xavier opened his mouth to ask another question but decided to let it go. He looked up at the poorly disguised microphone in the light feature. Command could download everything at will. Checking his watch, he shook his head. So little time left. “We’re about two hours out. Now is a good time to get that last bit of rest.”

Robert Jenkins, the team’s weapons specialist slowly took his hand off the gun on his hip. Talk of Magick and monsters from far away had broken him from the dreams that haunted him every time he closed his eyes. 

<<<>>>

“Commander Cedar? Brigadier Spataro requests your presence in the command tent.” The speaker was a young man wearing mottled camo fatigues and a red cap. 

Field identification of foreign armies was more Robert’s job than Xavier’s, so he only nodded.

“Which tent is it, lieutenant?” Robert asked. His hand ever present on his gun. This wouldn’t be the first time someone attempted to ambush the team.

“The largest. I’m to escort only the commander…” The young officer’s voice trailed off as he stared into the dark eyes of the weapons specialist. 

Robert shook his head no. “We’ll escort you, lieutenant. Less chance of any accidents or misunderstandings that way.” 

The army camp was hastily put together. Tents and armored vehicles were set up and parked in all directions surrounding the airfield. The team could see missile batteries and anti-aircraft positions being erected. Robert just shook his head as they followed the Italian.

“Problems, Jenk?” Xavier asked the stout weapon-studded man.

“Not yet, Skip. They’re getting ready to fight things that will eat them alive. Demons aren’t like shooting at rebels and bandits. This is going to be very bad.” Robert gripped the pistol on his hip and kept the other hand on his main weapon. The aircrew almost didn’t allow him on board the aircraft back in Nevada when they spotted it. Not every day you see an experimental .50 caliber submachine gun. 

The unnamed Italian turned his head to stare at the specialist and almost tripped over himself. “Bullets are supposed to kill them.”

Robert grabbed the younger man before he hit the ground. “They are. Most of the time they either pass right through them, or it takes more ammo than you can carry to do the deed. What you really need is either specially-made bullets or get some clergy in here and start blessing everything in sight.” 

“So all of this is useless?” The young officer spread his hands wide.

Xavier spoke up. “Not really for us to say, son. You best run along back to your unit and pray.”

Robert patted the young officer on the back and whispered something his ear as he went by. 

“What did you tell him?” Hamilton asked the specialist.

“It was Latin, di te perdant te maledicto,” Robert replied as he turned back toward the tent guards. 

TJ nudged Hamilton and held out his hands. “What did he say?”

Hamilton looked at TJ and shook his head. “So much education has been wasted on you. He said, ‘may the Gods guard you from evil.’ It’s actually a good benediction. I’m surprised that Robert knows it in Latin.” 

The tent guards knew the group was coming and let them in. Robert immediately stepped into the shadows by the door to guard the rear. Xavier took the point. Scanning the room, he fixated on an older man hunched over a map board wearing a general's uniform.

“General?” Xavier asked as he approached the table.

General Spataro looked up from the map. His eyes moved from Xavier to the rest of the team taking in details as a slight frown graced his face. “Commander… Cedar?”

“Yes. You requested to see us?” Xavier stepped up to the map, Hamilton and Victoria moved into protection stances behind him. TJ scanned the room for threats.

“Sorry. Yes. The Vatican informed us you were coming, but I didn’t know just what to expect. Aren’t there supposed to be more of you, or are they outside?” General Spataro glanced toward the doorway.

“More are to follow. Team Omega should be here soon, they will beef up your defenses and stand against the onslaught. We have more teams in the air, but for now, it’s just us.” Xavier looked down at the map board. 

General Spataro looked down as well. “As you can see we have a problem.” 

Xavier nodded. “We were shown the aerial reconnaissance photos en route. We have a big problem. This is a Duke. He has the ability to call up a full legion of Demons if not eliminated. So far, the numbers inside the town are small. The valley has kept them contained. Has the fleet started operations?”

“They started bombing and strafing the forces inside Montemaggiore Belsito an hour ago. They are only having an effect on the smaller Demons. We are unable to affect the big ones.” The General tossed aerial photographs carelessly on the table.

“Demons of that size and strength need to be either exorcised, put down with holy weapons, or killed using Magick. When the other team gets here, they can discuss this with you, but we need to get moving. If we don’t, there could be even more Demons to worry about.” Xavier pointed to an area just to the east of the town. 

General Spataro tapped the aerial photograph. “The monastery. My contacts say this is the headquarters of the Strega. Is it true that they unleashed this upon us?”

“We aren’t sure. They’re known enemies and have the capability of doing something like this. Recent photographs show Demons in the compound. We have to try.” Xavier reached across the table to point at Palermo. “More than two million souls are at risk here. Not even the fleet can evacuate that many.” 

The General shook his head. “As soon as the media broke the story, the roads have been jammed with those trying to flee. I had to divert an entire brigade of armor to divert traffic at Bagheria. We cannot have civilians in the way of the battle. There are not enough boats in all of Italy to evacuate the island. I agree. How are you getting in?” 

“Leave that one to us. We may need your troops in Aliminusa to let us through. Can you issue orders to that effect?” Xavier ran his hand down the map to a small town just east of the Horde. 

“I can do one better and send one of my officers with you. Only to Aliminusa. He can attach himself to the command there. Is your government sending help as well?” The general suddenly asked.

Xavier winced. “We aren’t exactly part of the United States military. Some of our funding and manpower is a part of it, but most come from a source that is strictly independent. Ask the Guard or your Vatican representative. They can explain our situation better so you will understand. My commander informed me as the plane initially took off was that the American government is taking a hands-off approach. I don’t make policy or even vote. Your Government will have to negotiate with them.”

General Spataro opened his mouth to reply but closed it as his eyes spotted Robert standing by the door. His hands were gripping his unusual looking gun as he scanned the room for threats. Looking to one side, Spataro could see the other members of Xavier’s team with similar stances. He realized that they could kill everyone in the tent with complete ease. He only nodded in response.

“Which officer are we to take?” Xavier asked.

“Lieutenant Galletti!” Spataro yelled suddenly. Despite his age, his voice was strong and clear.

Seeing the look of shock on the teams faces the general explained. “In my day we still conducted field exercises without radios or phones. You need a strong voice to be able to direct troops. We’ve lost something with all this technology.”

The young officer that originally escorted the team from the airport entered the tent. He still had a look of shock on his face but corrected it when he saw the general. “Sir!”

“Commander Xavier, I’m assigning Galletti to you. Please leave him where we discussed. Good luck.” The General shook Xavier's hand and motioned for the lieutenant to step forward.

While the Italian officer received orders, Xavier huddled up with his team. “Hamilton, get whatever current intel there is and add it to our mission plan. We need to know what’s in front of us. Victoria, get with Robert and find us transportation out of here.”

Lieutenant Galletti tapped Xavier on the shoulder. “Sir, I’ve been assigned to you. Should I request transportation for us?”

Xavier turned to look at the young officer. “We have one waiting already. Go on with my team and climb aboard.”

“General? We’re leaving. If we can, we’ll send word. The Demons will freak out when the portal closes. Expect suicide attacks at that time.”

“How will we know it for what it is?” Spataro asked.

Xavier smiled. It wasn’t humorous at all. “The Magick plume will be a dead giveaway. You’ll know.” 

Grabbing TJ by the arm, Xavier walked out of the command tent and into the bright afternoon sun. A large armored vehicle sporting a 25mm automatic cannon sat idling nearby. Victoria sat atop it waving.

<<<>>>

“And how did you get this thing?” TJ asked the smiling female Mage.

“Feminine wiles of course. I’m special that way,” Victoria replied as she peeked out the small side window.

“Don’t believe her. She zapped the troops guarding it with her Magick and stole it right out from under them. It’s an excellent choice. This thing is brand new.” Hamilton thumped the side of the IFV with his fist.

“This is a Freccia. Our newest armored car. My unit just received it a few months ago. How is it you were given this?” Lieutenant Galletti asked as if seeing Victoria for the first time.

“We stole it, Kid. Forget about it. What do you know about the defenses in Aliminusa?” Xavier asked the young Italian.

“Stolen? I must insist you return it immediately. There are procedures in place to acquire…” Galletti started protesting, but Xavier cut him off.

“You were assigned to us, remember? I can drop you off right now in the middle of nowhere and let you walk back alone, or you can tell us what we want to know. Understand?” Xavier nodded to Hamilton who produced a sickly-looking ball of green fire in his hand.

The young officer froze. His eyes trapped by the flickering flame. He blinked a couple of times and looked to one side straight into the eyes of Xavier Cedar. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Aliminusa. Now.” Xavier ordered not even acknowledging Hamilton as the Mage reabsorbed the Magick.

“We have a reconnaissance force there as well as an engineering battalion. It was the General’s idea to fortify the town to make it easier for our main forces. Civilian refugees have overwhelmed them, however, making it impossible to do anything,” Galletti explained going into further detail. 

Xavier shook his head as he listened. Unlike Montemaggiore Belsito, the small town had almost no natural defenses. It was just small businesses and homes. The main city center is the largest building. Those troops were doomed if the Horde turned their attention towards them. Regular weapons were almost useless against Demons. “As I see it, we have a thirty minute or so drive. See if we can beef up this thing using Magick or the supplies we brought with us. Lieutenant, it’s your job to get us through all checkpoints. Be advised, we will stop for no man. If we must, we will drive over them. Our mission is that important.” 
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Chapter 4

Mountain roads were not the best place for experimentation. That was Xavier Cedar’s thought as he watched his team, plus one Italian officer, try to strengthen their infantry fighting vehicle with Magick. 

Hamilton Sinn was standing atop the vehicle looking a bit like Lawrence of Arabia about to charge into battle. The wind was whipping his hooded cloak every which-a-way as he directed Victoria and TJ in the placement of his spell components. For all that the Earth Mage added to the team, he lost points by the concealment of who he truly was in the shadows of his mysteriousness. So very little was officially known about the man. 

“Isn’t this against your religion Hamilton?” Xavier shouted up to the Mage.

Hamilton squatted down, presenting a smaller target for the wind. Smiling, he began to speak. “We Jeedai are supposed to expand our knowledge. It’s one of the tenets laid down by the ancient elders. Know yourself so you might know others is what they say. This is just a teaching moment for me.” 

Xavier shook his head and replied, “If you say so. Just make it a fast lesson. We have work to do.” 

The Mage stood and gave a perfect textbook British salute. “Yes, sir. Right you are, sir!” 

Xavier only raised one eyebrow and walked around the Freccia vehicle. Robert and the young lieutenant were applying sheets of adhesive to the outside of the armored vehicle.

“Tell me again what this stuff does?” Galletti asked.

The weapon specialist carefully applied a thin sheet of adhesive material to the welded seams on the outside of the vehicle. “It’s new. Magickal particles are infused with titanium and depleted uranium and milled into thin sheets.” 

Robert held up several eight-inch squares. “The goal is to strengthen the seams that hold the IFV together. These things are designed to be hit by high-velocity rounds, not monsters fists. Wherever you see a seam cover it with the squares.”

“Something new, Robert?” Xavier asked as he bent to look at the side of the IFV.

“Yes, sir! Research and development whipped these up a couple of months ago. You know I keep a close watch on them?” The weapons specialist asked.

Xavier nodded back at him. Robert Jenkins was only a few years younger than his commander, but he’d seen more battle than the entire team together. Except maybe Hamilton. Special operations was only one of the many units he hailed from. Something wasn’t quite right about all the others, is what he’d told ARCANE’s recruiters. 

“My buddy down there slipped me a couple hundred of these for testing. He figured we’d need them, eventually. No better time than the present. The ceramic armor on this thing should hold up against the smaller Demons. But nobody has taken on a Captain in more than seventy years, and we don’t have a Pershing tank with us,” Robert carefully applied another square.

“What about the guns?” Xavier patted what looked like mortars on the front.

Robert winced. “Those are smoke generators. Useless against what’s up ahead. We might use them to hide in, but they have fliers. We’ve got less than two hundred rounds of ammo for the twenty-five-millimeter cannon. Victoria cast some sort of spell on the shells but without any silver…” 

“One thing boss, this thing usually carries anti-tank rockets as well.” Robert pointed at the mounts on the side. “Galletti here says when the brigade deployed they just grabbed whatever was ready. Those boys back at that base are going to get plastered if the Horde attacks. They seriously lack ammo.” 

Xavier shook his head. “Not our business. We need to close the portal or whatever it is and get out. Michael Best told me the League of Nations has a backup plan for Demonic incursions. We don’t want to be here if they enact it.”

Robert made an explosion motion with his hands as he looked at his commander.

Xavier nodded as he cut his eyes toward their Italian escort. Everyone would die if they didn’t stop the Demons. 

“Boss we have incoming!” TJ’s yell made everyone look upwards. 

TJ was up on top of the embankment near the road on lookout. He pointed toward the bend in the road in front of them. That way lay Demons, so he was watching it carefully.

Hamilton drew his weapons and crouched down behind the turret. Victoria slid under the IFV with Robert and the lieutenant. Only TJ and Xavier were exposed. 

Using the signal language used by all ARCANE teams, TJ signaled his boss. A small group of civilians. 

Xavier pulled his Saiga shotgun off his back and checked the drum magazine attached to it. The extra-large drums held thirty rounds. All the twenty-gauge shells were custom loaded for Demonic forces, blessed silver flechettes laced with holy herbs and wood slivers from oak, ash, and thorn trees. The FBI had actually come up with that particular combination in the late 1950s. Refugees could be a good or a bad thing. If they were armed, they might try to take the IFV from the team. 

“Forze dell'esercito?” The man leading several ponies loaded with children and various bags asked.

“He’s asking if we’re military.” Galletti translated for the team. 

Xavier glanced behind him at the team. All of them had weapons exposed, but none were pointing at the party. Not yet anyway. “Talk to him. See if he knows anything about Aliminusa and the surrounding area. Tell him to get as far from here as possible. Send him away from the base camp. It might save his life.”

Lieutenant Galletti looked back at Xavier in surprise but nodded and followed his orders. 

“Finish up. We need to get moving toward the objective. I’d like to be cross country before dark. Those Demons will be active at night.” Xavier spoke into the air. Galletti didn’t know it, but they all had subcutaneous microphones that allowed them to speak to each other.

Galletti was almost yelling, but the local leader finally calmed down and started pointing and gesturing at the fields around them. He asked a question and received both a gesture and a remark not often used in front of children. Galletti threw up his hands and walked away from the man. 

“Well?” Xavier asked the young officer.

“He’s… contadino pazzo!” Galletti waved his hands in front of him with a frown. “The word… Crazy. He’s a crazy farmer. He claims a great light burst from the hills and what he took for Angels burst into the sky. They swooped down carrying off people and farm animals. Only the ponies survived. He’d had them in town for a show. Other refugees took his truck away from him. Aliminusa is being guarded by the police, but more than half have already deserted.”

“General Spataro mentioned the town had a scouting force present. What about them? Did he say?” Robert asked.

“That old man barely knows his name, much less what’s happening in town. If the General said they were there, then they are there!” Galletti retorted to the team.

“Son, you will find that in crisis situations, people become frantic herd creatures. They will group up and run hither and yon at the drop of a hat. We only trust our Mark one eyeballs and the eye-in-the-sky to tell us differently.” Xavier pointed straight up toward space. “Load up. We’ll see for ourselves.”

<<< >>>

Aliminusa wasn’t guarded at all. At least not from the northern side. Refugees were pouring out of the small town onto the small roads of the countryside. More than one resident cheered when they saw the Italian army’s vehicle.

“The highest point in town looks like the town hall. We’ll drop you there, lieutenant. My suggestion would be to link up with whatever forces are there and finish the evacuation. My orders to you only extend here though.” Xavier yelled over the roar of the IFVs engine.

“I understand, Commander. That may be where the army’s command post is located.” More than once the young lieutenant had called out to the civilians asking about other units. None answered as to their location or even having seen them.

Both Mages were projecting shields on the front of the vehicle to move the people out of the way. Hamilton called it a Magical form of cow catching. Men, women, children, and farm animals were being pushed to one side to make room for the armored car. Sometimes none too gently. It was as TJ remarked, better than being run over. 

“This isn’t a tank, Robert, try not to drive through one of the houses!” Xavier yelled at the weapons specialist when they almost went up a flight of stairs. The town was centuries old, and the streets designed for horses and carts, not modern cars. 

City hall was a tall building surrounded by a courtyard. It was here that they found the missing army troops and the first bump in the road.

“You’re not authorized to have that vehicle.” Major Russo the reconnaissance brigade commander demanded. “You will exit the vehicle and give it to me, now!”

The reconnaissance unit had been here for a day and since then had managed to lose all of their equipment except the medical unit. It was one thing to scout out insurgents and bandits, but Demons were different. They would attack you upon sight, throwing their bodies at the target regardless of size or strength. 

“Our mission takes precedence. We’re keeping it. I’m not in your chain of command, Major. You cannot order me to do anything,” Xavier replied to the short red-headed man.

Russo yelled something in Italian to the men surrounding him, and the team found weapons now being pointed at them all over the square.

Xavier didn’t even flinch. He looked around the square and shook his head. “Is that any way to treat the people who are fighting the Demons for you?” He made a finger motion in the team code. A shield snapped into place around the entire team and the IFV.

“My orders from General Spataro were to give you Lieutenant Galletti here. He’s supposed to link you up with command, but that’s none of my business here. We are heading to the monastery to stop the flow of Demons into the countryside. Until we actually get there, I require this vehicle. I would suggest you not try to take it from us.”

Russo pointed his finger and shouted at the surrounding troops. Shots began to ring out from men on the rooftops. The rounds hit the Mage shield and ricocheted into the crowd of soldiers in the courtyard below. Cries of pain began to echo across the open space.

Major Russo’s expression of satisfaction turned to one of horror as he watched his own men fall with bullet wounds. Turning toward the troops on the roof he started to shout, “Cessare il fuoco!” 

Taking advantage of the situation, Xavier yelled at Robert to move out. The Mages left the shield up as the IFV pulled out of the courtyard. The road was a straight shot toward Montemaggiore Belsito, but they planned to turn off across some of the farm fields.

“Do you think Galletti will be OK?” Victoria asked as she dropped her portion of the shield. 

“He’s a junior officer. They won’t hold too much against him as he’s just following orders. This is why we rarely have overseas missions.” Xavier mused as he quickly checked all of his weapons.

“How’s that, sir?” TJ asked.

“We rarely speak the language and many refuse to believe what we do is that much different from what they are capable of doing. ARCANE made the decision to stay within our own country’s borders a long time ago. To the best of my knowledge, only Mexico has requested our help officially before now,” Xavier explained.

TJ cocked his head to one side in thought. “How is it you can explain this stuff and the other commanders can’t?” 

Hamilton chuckled to himself and glanced in the commander’s direction.

“We’re about to enter the biggest battle any of us may have ever taken part in … and you ask this now?” Xavier looked at TJ incredulously. 

“Sure. You know I’ve served with both Blue and Green before coming to this team. Neither of those commanders talks about the past or even why we do the missions we do. I’ve learned more about the paranormal world from you than any of the required classes at headquarters,” TJ explained.

The engine sounds of the IFV increased as Robert yelled back into the passenger compartment. “Hold on back there, it’s gonna get a bit bumpy.” 

There was a big bump that tossed everyone to the right violently, followed immediately by a smashing thump to the left. Victoria and TJ were nearly thrown to the floor. Only Hamilton and Xavier wore their seat belts. Robert cursed as the big vehicle rolled over a short stone wall and down into a shallow ditch. From the road, the farm field looked easier to get into. Gunning the engine he bounced the infantry fighting vehicle out across the carefully tilled land.

“People like Albert Waters don’t really care about the world. They just want to be paid and ignore the reasons for things. You saw their reaction back at base? I joined ARCANE with both my eyes open. My reasons are my own, but if you can learn something new, you should. Being informed makes you live longer in this business we’re in,” Xavier answered.

“Surely you can give me a better reason than that?” TJ asked as the armored vehicle shook and trembled.

“TJ may be your nickname, but I think we should call you Fergus because of all the questions today.” Xavier shook his head. The other team members all started laughing at the in-joke.

“Fergus? Who’s that?” TJ looked at the other team members.

“More like a what. Don’t strain your mind over it, buddy.” Robert called from the driver's seat. “Sir, we should be able to see something in a moment or two. The monastery’s in the shadow of that big hill.” 

The IFV shuddered as it cut through several hedges at its top speed of nineteen miles per hour. Its eight wheels slipped as they fought for traction to climb the terraced hill. 

Xavier pulled out the satellite phone he took with him everywhere. Peering at the LED display, he could see it was still blocked. Some sort of radiation put off by the gate blocked most of the high-tech communications. Only standard radio worked for some reason. The last orders he’d received had been just before they met with the general. 

“Action stations. I have no idea what we’ll find over that ridge.” Xavier ordered the team.

The IFV bumped a few more times and then straightened out as it crested the ridgeline. “Sir, you need to see this!”

Xavier leaned into the cockpit and peered out the window. He could see what had Robert tense like an over-tightened spring. Flights of Demon Bats were circling the valley below. Groupings of Imps and other Demonic entities were visible to the naked eye they were so huge. 

“We are so screwed,” Robert remarked as he shut the engine down to save fuel.

Xavier could only shake his head. Time for a new plan. 
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Chapter 5

The old plan called for the team to traverse the fields surrounding the monastery firing at human protectors and then blow the gates to gain entry. Magick would be used to penetrate the compound and gain access to the church that was the assumed location of the portal. The specialists on covens and magickal groups had assured the planners that was where the portal would be placed. Team members were to push through the cultists and close the portal. 

“Victoria, can you quickly cast a glamour over us?” Xavier asked as he began pulling out all the briefing materials. 

“I’ll have to go outside.” The female Mage unbuckled her seatbelt and stood up. TJ quickly lowered the ramp allowing Victoria outside.

“I’ve got your back, Vic.” Robert unsealed the hatch in the front and pulled himself out of the IFV.

Xavier held up a photograph and pointed out the window slit. “That is the main Strega compound. We are assuming that the portal is located here, inside the chapel. Intel had informed us that Strega members, as well as Missionary of Death assassins, would be guarding the walls and internal entrances. All I can see are Demons now.”

“So delightful. Now we get to cross a Demon-filled expanse to get to the Demon-filled fortress. I should have stayed in the desert.” Hamilton pulled his hood up over his head. 

TJ thumped the side of the Freccia. “It could be worse. We could be on foot like was originally planned. Better yet, we could have parachuted in! Wouldn’t that have been cool, like a video game.”

“Oh yeah, that sounds so much better.” Hamilton turned his head to one side. “The glamour is up. I predict we have less than an hour before something notices and kills us.” 

“Then we better start planning our attack better. What do you think this is made of?” Xavier handed Hamilton a picture of the main gate.

<<< >>>

“What do we know?” Mr. Right addressed a wall of high-definition video screens.

“The Demonic presence is blocking almost all digital signals. Our satellite cameras can see what’s happening, but very little information is making it to those who need it. We’ve been able to relay some information through the fleet to General Spataro’s base camp, but much of it is coming too late to be helpful.” The man on the screen was wearing a lab coat and was surrounded by techs working on computers.

“Why is this the first time we’re hearing about electronic interference when it comes to Demons?” Mr. Right asked.

“It’s the first time in decades we’ve been in the presence of more than two at once. I have a contact on the American Witches Council, and he said that some Magicks won’t work as well either. During the last Demon War technology wasn’t as advanced. We were still using tubes and diodes in things. Microchips weren’t developed until 1959. The war had been over officially for almost ten years if you don’t count the Death Valley episode. We are a victim of our own technological successes,” Director Madeline Mills explained.

“Can the Italians hold the line?” Mr. Right asked.

Michael Best cleared his throat and spoke. “We don’t think so, sir. They are lacking in the proper ammunition for Demons and just don’t have the right equipment. General Spataro’s units haven’t fired a shot in anger in more than five years. Not since the last Libyan pirate raid. And in that battle, the Navy did most of the work. They will fight though. It’s their country. We expect them to give their all. However, without the support, they are doomed to fail.”

“Do we have help coming? This is a Demon Horde! They destroyed three countries last time. What’s the League of Nations doing?” Mr. Right yelled at the screens.

Michael started to say something, “Sir…” 

Mr. Right held up his left hand in Michael’s direction. “Stop.” 

On the main screen, Madeline bowed her head for just a moment. “President Talbot is arming up and activating local National Guard forces here but is refusing to send any other units toward Sicily. He says that ARCANE’s response is the best he has at the moment. Other than the Go-To-Hell plan, the United States won’t be involved. His answer is still no. 

“Other League members are doing the same. They are scrambling their internal forces rather than the international ones. Italy is flying in demonic deterrent ammunition from the border forts, but much of it is older and not compatible with modern weapons. They caught us with our pants down here, sir.” 

“I voted for tracking down the Strega after the incident in Maine and killing them, in case you’ve forgotten. We’ll have to follow the president’s lead. Send whatever reinforcements we have to California and remind Marcella Blackmore that we are here to help. Strengthening the existing portals is all we can do. Have all the available European teams converge on mainland Italy. If the Demons break loose, they may head back toward familiar ground. Alert our sister organizations, pass along all our actions and tell them to pray.” Mr. Right turned away from the screens to stare at Michael Best. “It’s all I can do right now.” 

<<< >>>

Duke Harborym stood on the balcony overlooking the harbor. The captain’s walk style porch gave him room to walk as well as to direct those beneath him. “It will be such a shame to burn all of this down. The houses could serve my commanders as dwellings. But sacrifices must be made if empires are to be achieved.”

“Milord, were you talking to me?” An older woman with grey hair and obvious varicose veins sat at a table behind him.

“No. This body makes me want to reflect upon things. I will never understand humanity that way. Have you created what I asked for?” Harborym asked.

“Of course, Milord. I must thank you again for relieving me of my duties to Iammax. Two millennium is too long to serve as Warmaster to a simple King. Killing recruits gets old after that long a time. I’m not sure of this body, however. It creaks when I walk.” The Demon’s name was Carmox.

“As the humans would say, Iammax was a tool. He failed to see the big picture. This world is nothing but give and take. The human next door to this dwelling tried to take from us, so she gave of herself to our cause. Do your task to its fullest, and I will replace it for you. The humans are but chaff before us.” Harborym swept the arms of his host body wide. If Camilla Blackmore had still been present in what was left of her body, she would have been horrified.

“And the Dragons? What of them, now that Esta has negotiated a deal?” Commander Dargun asked from the other side of the porch. He still wore the shell of Autumn Fredericks, Camilla’s younger daughter.

Harborym waved his hand. “They matter not. We will hold up our end of the bargain, but they are easily defeated if you apply the right amount of pressure. This world is too perfect for us to just give it away. How would you like a Dragon body to live in?”

Both demonic women nodded their possessed heads. So many rewards for so little work.

“Organize the current generation of Imps and start sending them out to that island. It’s already fortified and will be the perfect place to form the portal. Once we have all of our brethren from the monastery, we can begin our attack.” The Duke directed the others.

“What is the island called, Milord?” Carmox asked. “And what are we to do with any humans we find upon it?

“The humans call it Fort Sumter. It’s a remnant of one of their wars. They call it living history. Use the humans as fodder for the Horde. Save the best ones for our Captains. We will call it Salvation, a fitting name for the world we will create. Make ready and signal the distraction attack. The longer we keep the humans looking in the wrong direction, the better off we are.” Duke Harborym continued to stare at the fort while his subordinates scurried around. Soon the world would be his sandbox.

<<< >>>

“This is your idea of a new plan?” Victoria stared at the hastily drawn diagram on the cocktail napkin.

“Yes. The old plan,” Xavier motioned toward the small pile of diagrams, photographs, and estimates, “didn’t take into account that Demons would be in control.” 

“So, what we are doing, is charging right in and killing them all?” Victoria tried to understand what the napkin said by turning it upside down.

“Pretty much, yes. Hamilton thinks the gate down there is wooden. He’ll blast it open, and we drive into the compound shooting everything in sight. We will bail out and charge into the church. Destroy the portal, that’s your job, and drive out. Simple,” TJ explained to her.

“A couple of problems here I see. To start out with, there are all those Demons between here and there. How do we know the gate is made of wood? Would an organization such as the Strega and the Missionaries of Death actually use only wood to protect where they live? And finally, if you were a Demon leader, wouldn’t the gate room be the best place to hang out? We’re going to get our asses kicked using this plan,” Victoria stated. 

Xavier looked at Hamilton. “She’s got a point about the gate.”

“You only asked me what I thought it was made of, not that we could blast through it.” Hamilton tried to defend himself.

“We need some sort of diversion. Something to draw all the Demons either away or cluster them in one place. Are we sure the cannon on this thing will kill them?” TJ asked the group.

Robert perked up and spoke, “It should. Remember though, we only have about two hundred rounds for it. The machine gun up top is fully loaded, but we’ll have to limit full auto to short bursts.”

“Fine. We’ll rework the plan a bit. Can someone go up top and scout the Demon’s locations again for me?” Xavier asked as he bent over the maps.

“I’ll go. See you in a bit.” TJ moved forward and started to open the hatch over the driver's seat.

Victoria touched his arm. “Stay low out there. The glamour only covers us by about a foot. It will look as though you are standing on air if you’re seen.”

“Thanks, Victoria, good info to have,” TJ answered as he popped the hatch and pulled himself up. TJ wasn’t a Mage, but he could sense just the edge of the glamour above the Freccia IFV with his chi. 

Years of martial arts training coupled with ancient masters and funky genetics turned him into the man he was now. There was supposed to be a legend and a great journey in his future according to one of those ancients. Unfortunately for them, TJ was both a dreamer and a speed freak. He craved those wild out-of-control experiences that would turn a lesser man’s hair shock-white. The skills make the man and TJ wanted to do great things. ARCANE was, but a means to an end for him to do that.

Crouching low and gazing upward, TJ could see over a hundred flying Demon Bats. They acted like flights of sparrows dipping and turning the sky. Reaching into one of his cargo pants pockets he pulled out a small pair of Zeiss binoculars. 

Xavier tapped the pile of maps and photos for the second time. “Does this meet with all of your approval now?”

Victoria nodded, her whole body bouncing up and down to the beat of some sort of music. The others could barely hear it through the single earbud she wore. “Much more cohesive now. The other plan had merit, but with this one, we don’t die.”

Hamilton smiled to himself and chuckled. “She makes sense. I know that I would have survived, but I would have mourned the lot of you.”

“You would have mourned? How is it you know you could have survived hundreds of Demons, anyway?” Robert looked at the Mage incredulously. 

“I’m a Jeedai master. We have special powers over evil. Didn’t you know?” With a totally straight face, Hamilton answered Robert. 

Robert pulled out one of the match grade heavily modified 1911 revolvers from a side pocket and aimed at Hamilton. Looking to Xavier, he spoke, “I’m going to shoot him now. Any problem with that?”

Xavier dropped his head forward to lay it on his chest for a moment. Looking up he caught Robert’s eyes, shaking his head no. “Put the weapon away. We need him for the door. Demons to kill, remember? You can kill him afterward.”

Robert set the gun down and tried to stare down Hamilton. “Something about the eyes isn’t right on him. Do they look too close together?”

“Fine. Whatever. I won’t kill him. At least, not right now.” Robert raised his right hand and tapped his cheek. “I’ve got my eye on you.”

Hamilton faked a shiver, replying, “I’m so scared!”

Xavier stood up in the small space and attempted to get between his team members. “Come on guys, you do this every mission. Can’t we all just get along?” 

“We’ve either gotten really lucky, or we’re all screwed!” 

Hearing TJ’s voice, the team members all looked toward the front of the IFV to see a head hanging down through the hatch. 

“What did you find out?” Xavier asked.

“There’s a huge swarm of Demon Bats circling the entire valley,” TJ started to say before Hamilton cut him off.

“Delightful. Some turkey shoot this is turning out to be.” Hamilton replied, making a shooting motion with his hands.

Xavier waved Hamilton away. “Let the man finish. Go on TJ.”

“So, Demon Bats. I can see several hundred Imps and other biped Demons in large packs scurrying across the fields. They were in big clusters all standing around, but now they seem intent upon entering the monastery,” TJ replied. His bald head gleamed in the low light of the vehicle.

“Which Demons are entering the monastery?” Victoria asked as she pulled out the maps.

“All of them. It’s like a Black Friday sale at an electronics store. Sheer chaos down there. Could they all be leaving?” TJ asked, his face was getting very flushed from hanging upside down

Xavier looked at his two Mages with questions on his face. “Any ideas?”

“One Portal to bring them in, one portal to spread them?” Victoria asked Hamilton.

Hamilton raised one eyebrow at the female Mage. “I’m not binding them in darkness so you can forget that part. The Strega members are dark Witches. It is possible they have local portals to other sanctuaries. We need to stop them before they spread too far.”

“So we follow the plan. Do we have enough firepower to get inside?” Xavier asked the mages.

“We do. It will be close. The bigger Demons cannot navigate the tunnels and hallways inside the mountain. We just have to take control of the entry door first,” Hamilton motioned and smiled. The battle is coming.

“TJ, get back in here!” Xavier called the martial artist.

The man in question stuck his shoulders through the hatch, pulling his legs through as well. Landing in the driver's side seat, he gripped his head. “Whoa, what a rush!”

“Shake it off and slide that way.” Robert pointed to the passenger seat. “Everyone, hold on back there. It’s going to be a bumpy ride across those fields.”
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Chapter 6

“Bumpy? This is like snowboarding down a rock quarry!” Hamilton cried as the IFV powered through another hedge lined rock wall.

“Centuries of farming and shaping the land. It was never intended for us to do this!” Robert shouted over the internal link system.

They were following the plan. It was still a variation of the old plan to just barge in. The new modification was to take out as many Demon Bats as they could and then blow the gates. Getting there was the biggest issue. The Strega stronghold was southeast of the town of Montemaggiore Belsito, nestled in between several large hills. The farmlands surrounding the monastery had been tilled for generations. 

Each successive farm family had altered the shape of the land. There were ditches and trees in the damndest spots.

“Look out for that rock!” TJ screamed as the IFV narrowly missed the car-sized formation.

“You sound like a little girl. We’re totally fine.” Robert was driving with one hand on the wheel and the other on the accelerator. The thirty-ton vehicle was practically flying down the hill.

“Tractor! Tractor! Tractor!” TJ yelled.

“Where? I don’t see a. . .” Robert trailed off as a massive piece of farm equipment suddenly appeared in his vision.

“Aaaaaaaaa” Both Robert and TJ yelled at the same time, just as Robert yanked the wheel to the left, swerving around the machine.

“I told you I had it under control. Not an issue.” Robert tried to play cool as he peered through the small viewport.

Twenty miles an hour doesn’t seem like a lot, but when multiplied by a very steep mountain at almost a forty-five-degree angle it was pretty fast. The team members were either scared or numb at this point.

“I think I may have wet myself there,” TJ muttered to himself.

Robert laughed and yelled at the martial artist. “Pissboy! That’s your new nickname.”

“Your’s is going to be Crash if you don’t slow down. Do you even see the farm?” TJ pointed ahead.

“Where did that come from?” Robert remarked as the eight-wheeled infantry fighting vehicle bounded over a small hump on the goat path they were bouncing down the hill on, crushing a hay wagon without even a significant bump.

“We should pay for that.” TJ hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

Robert didn’t even look behind him. “Why don’t you just climb right on out then?”

TJ gripped the seat edges of his chair and leaned backward to avoid hitting his head as the IFV bounced back and forth. “I’ll pass if that’s OK.

A sudden loud thump on the roof of the vehicle made them both look up at the same time.

“What the hell?” Robert looked up and started to reach for the hatch over his head.

TJ grabbed his hand. “Are you crazy? Just drive!” He unbuckled his seatbelt and stumbled to one side as everything lurched.

“Get your butt off me!” Robert gave TJ a push to get his posterior section out of his lap.

TJ didn’t say anything as he made his way aft. 

“What are you two doing up there?” Hamilton asked as TJ brushed past him.

Equipment panels and electric boxes surrounded the turret control box. Gripping the handholds, TJ swung his body up into the seat. “Trying to survive.” 

Xavier and Victoria watched as their team member slipped on a headset, closed the turret control cabin, and activated the guns.

“We have Demons!” 

Carefully watching the monitors TJ could see black, brown, and red flying Demons hurtling toward the fast-moving IFV.

Using the 7.62 mm machine guns TJ opened fire and shouted, “Time to die!” 

Firing short bursts into the air, the Chinese fighter started to thin out the Demonic forces arrayed against them. 

“Keep pouring it on! We’re almost to the main road!” Robert yelled into the comm system. 

According to the maps and satellite images, the team would cross the main highway and continue down another local dirt road. The target was nestled inside a small valley just over a low rise. 

Robert peered through the small slits and glanced at the panoramic sights monitor. He could see what TJ was shooting at and if he swiveled, the entire valley. When he looked back, there was a flatbed truck and a crowd of screaming people looking back at him! Instinctively, Robert hit the brakes.

Sixty-two thousand pounds of metal, machinery, and people don’t just stop on a dime. The eight-wheeled vehicle hit the low stone wall in front of it, the nose digging in momentarily as it blasted through it. The sloped front end of the IFV hit the back half of the truck, tossing it to one side and knocking it over. The impact barely slowed the heavy military vehicle as it slid past the wreck and through the wall on the other side with a loud crash. Sliding sideways, the IFV dug into the empty field, coming to rest on its bent and twisted right side tires.

As the nose of the vehicle lifted, Hamilton had a flash of foresight and cast a quick internal shield to protect himself. A side effect was to protect both Victoria and Xavier as well. 

While not necessarily evil, Hamilton considered himself to be someone who desired to find a balance between what is good, and evil. Some would say that made him lawful evil, but he wasn’t one for names. Everything was a means to an end. What that was and why he even joined ARCANE was known only to him.

TJ was still firing even as the armored vehicle shuddered to a stop. He was now alternating between the machineguns and the 25mm cannon. 

Unsecuring the hatch and standing up, Robert added to the fray by firing into the flights of Demons with an Italian army weapon he’d found.

“How far away from the target are we?” Xavier cried into the comm system as he shook off the effects of the crash.

TJ swiveled the gun around firing off a few rounds at a low-flying Demons. “About a half mile. We’re sitting on the last small hill.”

Standing up, the team leader pushed past the Mages. “Grab what we need to get inside. We have to get moving before they come and get us.”

Inside the cockpit, Robert was still standing up shooting at flying targets. He looked down when he felt a hand on his knee and a sharp tug. “You should come on up boss! Plenty of targets to go around.”

“We have a mission to finish, remember? Gather what you need, we’re leaving,” Xavier replied. 

Robert looked at the gun in his hand and then up at the flying Demons. Shaking his head, he set the automatic weapon down and crawled back inside. 

TJ could see the movement of his team through the grates protecting the firing position, but he continued to fire nonstop. Every Demon he killed now was one less later.

Xavier banged on the side of the cage. “Let’s go, TJ!”

Holding up a single finger TJ yelled at his boss to hold on. Using a rubber band from his hand, he locked the trigger down on the machine gun and aimed in the general direction of the cloud of Demons.

“Helmets!” TJ yelled as he climbed out of the cage.

“What was that?” Xavier asked as he lowered the rear door.

“We need helmets.” TJ motioned toward the gun that was still firing straight up at the Demons.

Xavier nodded. The facts were inconclusive as to deaths by falling bullets, but they still had a mission to complete. Losing a team member now would be bad. He grabbed at a row of helmets hanging on the wall of the vehicle.

Everyone charged out at once. Robert and Xavier at the fore with long guns ready. Hamilton and TJ covered the flanks with edged weapons and pistols. Holding a fireball in each hand, Victoria brought up the rear. 

The IFV was still firing, but the team could hear the last rounds leave and nothing but click, click, click as it ran out. For a moment there was nothing but silence until the screaming started.

The main road was filled with refugees when the Freccia IFV came barreling down the hill. Over a dozen innocents were hit and killed between the flatbed truck and the military vehicle. Hundreds more were injured in the melee. Blood streaks on the road and screams of the wounded didn’t even slow the crowd though.

“Xavier! The people!” Victoria shouted at her boss.

Reaching out, Xavier grabbed the diminutive Mage before she could help anyone. “We can’t! It’s the choice we have to make. Save one or save everyone. If we can break the interference, calling for help will be priority one. OK?”

Victoria nodded, but visible tears were rolling down her face. Hurting innocent people wasn’t in her nature. 

Hamilton watched the endless line of refugees. It was a shame that some were killed, but they were taking the pressure off the team by being targets for some of the Demons. A means to an end. He already knew he would survive this mission. He’d seen it after all.

“We need to hurry while they’re distracted.” Xavier pointed up at the Demon Bats and then toward their true mission goal. The monastery complex below.

<<< >>>

Lord Harborym’s orders were passed from Demonic leader to Demonic leader until those in control received them. Every army has a lackey that takes responsibility and blame for all their leader's actions. Even Demon armies.

Metafel was only a Captain, but as only one of three protecting the gate, he considered himself to be important. The orders to cluster up and pass through had been given when gunfire and destruction were noticed. The Flyers were scheduled to go through last and were the only units of Demons available. “Attack the humans and slow their advance. No harm must come to the gate.”

Even as dozens of their brethren were being killed by machine gun fire, the majority of the swarm descended upon what they perceived as the military and a threat. General Spataro’s position and the Italian army.

<<< >>>

<Translated from Italian>

“. . .refugees are clogging all the roads leading to Palermo and Messina. None of our support can get through. We’ve been bringing in the armored vehicles one at a time with help from the fleet.” Colonel Di Maria reported as he hunched over the map.

General Spataro ran his hands through his hair and looked toward the tent ceiling. This entire operation was a logistical nightmare. Something he had never expected to play out in his lifetime. “What are we doing to protect the refugees?”

The officers around the table all looked up in surprise. None of them said a single word for almost a minute before one of the two lieutenants in the room spoke up. 

“Sir, we have security details at the major intersections but are unable to stay in contact with them. The last report we had was that some local police and militia officers were accompanying the largest groups of civilians. They may be family related or under local control though.” Lieutenant Pachino pointed toward the main A19 Palermo-Catania highway. 

“Show me.” General Spataro replied. 

The lieutenant pointed toward Contrada Pistavecchia and Contrada Gatto. “At these points, we have two engineering brigades. They are supposed to be building defense points and laying in supply caches. Over here…” He pointed to the opposite side of the island. “There is a reconnaissance unit just below Termini Imerese. Their orders were to survey the highways, but I expect they’re directing traffic.”

“Good work, Lieutenant Pachino. What are we doing about communications? Now that we have units in place, we should be trying to contact them,” Spataro admonished. “What do communications look like?”

“Bad. We have short range, about a hundred yards covered. For anything else, we have to send runners. The fleet is using blinking lights for the ship-to-ship communications. They do have some satellite comm, but according to my contact over there, it is sporadic.” Colonel Di Maria remarked. “We do have a couple of helicopters that we can send.” 

General Spataro frowned at the Colonel, “Those are assigned to me.” 

“Yes, sir. But we aren’t using them at the moment,” the colonel replied.

“No, they are not. Use them to send out orders to both of those cutoff units and whatever militia they can find. Start setting up fortified positions around the seaports and other places of embarkation. If we cannot contain the Horde, we will have to attempt an evacuation of the civilians,” General Spataro explained.

“Is that even possible to do, sir? Colonel Di Maria asked.

“They are our people. I won’t be responsible for another San Lenardo incident. Send the orders…” He trailed off as a loud wail started up outside the tent. “What now?”

“That’s the air raid alert!” Lieutenant Pachino stated.

General Spataro looked at the young officer and pointed toward the entrance. Panchino jumped up and ran outside only to run back in immediately. “It’s a flight of Demons, sir. A really big one.” 

“Get to your units! Move people!” General Spataro turned back to his desk and placed a helmet on his head. Opening a drawer, he pulled out a shiny, chrome-plated automatic.

“Sir, we can protect you!” Major Marino, the intelligence officer, remarked.

“I don’t see your weapon, Major. Why don’t you go find it and join me on the line? This was my grandfather’s. He used it on Demons and so will I.” Nodding to his security detachment, the General stepped outside. Looking toward the south, he could see a swirling black mass of Demon Bats heading straight for them. Crossing himself, the general spoke to his men. “This is for your families and your country. Don’t let either of them down now.”

On the edge of the encampment, anti-aircraft cannons started firing upward.

<<< >>>

“Is there anything we can do to support them?” Admiral Gucci asked.

“Our jets are almost useless against those things. The last flight we sent up did little or no damage, and we lost more than half of our pilots. If we were to sail in closer, the phalanx guns might be able to help. Modern equipment is just useless against Demons,” Captain Luna replied.

“Order the destroyers and support ships in closer. They have the best chance of getting in and getting out quickly. Put up a CAP and direct them to NOT close with the enemy but to fire from a distance. Maybe that will help,” the Admiral ordered.

“Is there anything else we can do, sir?” Captain Luna asked.

“We can pray.”
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Chapter 7

“At least the Demon Bats are gone,” TJ commented, looking up through the gaps in the trees at the sky.

“It’s where they went that worries me. If we can get these blasted radios to work, we could find out.” Xavier shook his communications module. ARCANE’s version would pick up any signal for more than fifty miles. The units were convenient for covert insertions, and he had grown to rely on them. Their current failure was irritating and would cause problems in any plan they attempted.

“It has to be this place that’s causing it. They worked just fine on the flight over.” Robert replied on the group’s communication link. As soon as they set out on foot, they found that the small transmitters only worked for about a hundred yards or so. 

Hamilton unfolded himself from the branch of the olive tree and dropped down as Xavier neared. “Just one more reason to rid ourselves of the scum in that edifice.” 

Up close, the Strega base of operations proved to be bigger than they had first thought. The briefing material had claimed that it dated from the Middle Ages, but some parts of the architecture negated that. Small towers dotted the walls covering the heavy wooden gate. The one that was currently open. 

“It might still be a trap, boss,” Robert scanned the walls with his binoculars. 

“We can see the Demons entering from up there,” Xavier pointed over his shoulder to the small mountain they had traveled down. “Since they aren’t coming out, they must have used a portal. If it’s still up, we have to close it.”

Victoria knelt by one of the larger olive trees and pulled out a crystal wand. Bowing her head, she said a quiet prayer to the Gods of her ancestors and the Goddess that protected her. 

“And here we go,” Hamilton muttered as he leaned back against another tree.

TJ shot the male Mage a dirty look. “Must you always deride her religion?” 

“Bunch of mumbo-jumbo, if you ask me. Believing in invisible beings gets you nowhere in this world.” Hamilton smiled and moved his finger in a spiral motion next to his head.

“Is that like believing you’re the personification of a mystic warrior you once saw at the movies? Because until I met you, I’d never seen an actual Jeedai before,” TJ sneered at Hamilton.

Xavier looked skyward for just a moment saying his own prayer. Unlike Victoria’s reverent request, his was filled with four-letter-words. “Chill out. We’re still in hostile territory, remember? Demons? Let’s just finish the mission.”

Victoria stood up at that moment. “I scanned the entrance and general area. Unless they’re blocking me, the demons are gone.”

“Totally gone or just not visible?” Xavier asked the Mage.

Victoria put her wand away and set a small quartz crystal next to the tree as an offering. “The Goddess wasn’t very clear about that. Just that for our purposes, they were gone.”

TJ cocked his head to one side and studied the female Mage. “Your Goddess speaks actual words to you?”

The Mage shook her head, “No. She conveys information to me with feelings and insight.” Looking TJ in the eyes, she smiled. “The Gods seek to help those that help themselves. Nothing in this world is free, Tao Jung. They only ask that we worship and honor them as we should.”

“Is it getting deep out here or what? I think I’ll go scout the doors. Anyone want to join me?” Hamilton asked as he drew the Roman gladius from the sheath at his hip. 

“I’ll go.” Robert shouldered his rifle and picked up the Beretta ARX160 he had found inside the IFV. Carefully, he checked the magazine and unfolded the stock. 

TJ stared at the female Mage for a moment. Nobody except his parents called him Tao Jung anymore and even they forgot sometimes. TJ nodded his head toward the departing team members and spoke, “We should go.” 

Xavier unclipped a twenty-round drum from his pack and loaded his Saiga shotgun. “I’ve got the rear.” 

Hamilton conjured a ball of lightning and peered around the edge of the wooden gate. Feeling the edge with his left hand, he nodded. Reinforced wood. The IFVs cannon would have chewed right through it. From what he could see the entrance was clear.

“Cover me.” Robert squatted low to minimize his profile and carefully slipped into the entranceway. 

Watching Robert carefully, Hamilton took a step inside. One of his favorite Magickal skills was the use of glamour. He quickly applied a mental disguise to himself, which he knew would work on anyone casually looking his way.

TJ could see his teammates entering the gate. Reaching down he pulled out his custom butterfly swords and took a fighting stance. If things went south, he would be ready.

“What does it look like Robert?” Xavier muttered into the team comms.

“The main courtyard is empty. The buildings lining the walls are dark with doors open. Are we sure the portal is in the main church?” Robert whispered into his mic. 

“That’s what intel says, why?” Xavier asked. He motioned toward the doors to TJ and Victoria. Each of them carefully slipped inside.

“It’s sealed up tight. We all saw the Demons come in here. Where’d they go? I recommend that we find cover. The barracks to the left of the door looks empty.” Robert peered in through one of the windows as carefully as he could.

“Negative. The gatehouse is more defensible. We should be able to access the wall from it as well,” Xavier ordered.

“Copy that,” Robert answered as he reversed his direction.

Hamilton released his glamour and moved away from the wall. Sensing movement, TJ half turned to the right.

“Moving now,” Hamilton muttered.

TJ nodded to the Mage as he passed and moved onto his six seamlessly. If attacked, they could swivel easily to a defensive posture.

Robert opened gatehouse door and slipped inside. His all-black outfit blended in with the shadows, leaving just a shimmer of movement to betray his passage. 

While the outside wall appeared to be rough-cut fieldstone, the gatehouse had been quarried. The tight-fitting stone looked as though it would last a thousand years. 

“All clear inside,” Robert commented. He had found a good overlook spot and was setting up a sniper nest quietly as he spoke.

Xavier and Victoria carefully entered the gatehouse after the others. 

“What’s that smell?” Victoria held her nose as a foul odor permeated the small rooms.

“That’s my fault. There are a couple of rotters in the lavatory. I opened the door, and we had an instant stink cloud,” TJ commented.

“Demons?” Xavier asked.

TJ shook his head. “No. They look like they might be either Strega or Missionaries. They were both shot in the head.”

Xavier frowned, “Show me.” 

TJ turned back the other way. “They are in here.”

Opening the door, Xavier wrinkled his nose as he squatted down. The bodies were located across from each other in the small room, one wedged up against the toilet, the other behind the door. 

“This one shot the other one and then killed himself.” Xavier picked up a rusted revolver from between the legs of the man behind the door.

“Why shoot yourself?” TJ asked him.

“No idea. Was the door locked?” Xavier stood up and began opening the cabinets in the room.

“Locked. What’re you looking for?” TJ asked.

“Intel, maps, plans, anything we can find. We might be the only non-cult humans to set foot in this place in centuries.” Xavier mused as he thumbed through a small pile of magazines. “Check the rest of the place.”

Finding nothing, Xavier stepped out into the main gatehouse ‘office’ area. Several monks robes hung near the door as well as four racked semi-automatic rifles. All Berettas, all top of the line Italian Army issue. Victoria was rifling through the small desk under the window.

“Find anything?” Xavier asked.

The female Mage held up a handful of paper. “Receipts, the current guard schedule, and notes about a recent visitor. They were told to triple the guard and load for… What’s a Dracaenae?” 

“Are you sure that’s the word?” Xavier took the paper from her and scanned it.

“It sounds like a type of plant,” Victoria showed him the phrase.

“The Dracaenae were monsters. Some would say they were born of Dragons. Scylla is a Dracaenae, but they came in all sizes. Does it say why they were to prepare?” Xavier squinted at the page but couldn’t read it. 

“An emissary was visiting. There’s a note on the side about preparing for the ritual. Xavier, this was dated months ago,” Victoria exclaimed.

“Yeah. The dead bodies in there killed each other. We have a mystery as well as a Demon threat. What’s upstairs?” Xavier asked.

Robert broke into the conversation. “Not much up here but a couple of cots and some old clothing. I’ve got a clear view of the courtyard, and it doesn’t look good right now. You need to get up here, boss.”

Xavier told the others to prepare defenses and guard the exits, before climbing up the ladder to the loft.

Without preamble, Robert started talking. “To the right of us looks like a cemetery and a small dead garden. Pretty much the same thing. As you know, directly behind us is the church. But..” 

“But what?” Xavier asked him.

“If you lean in toward the window and look way down the left side, there’s another church.” Robert demonstrated, handing Xavier the binoculars.

“That’s not on the map we were given. What’s on the other side of it?” Xavier asked him.

“I don’t know. These buildings along here look like dormitories or cells. Since these weren’t really monks, it might be the motor pool or gun range. This place freaks me out a bit,” Robert told him.

“You’re freaked out? You? Didn’t you tell me you played tag with a nest of Vampires in the Caucasus once? How does this freak you out more than that?” Xavier asked as he studied the church.

“Bad vibes or something. Maybe the fact we saw a boatload of Demons come in here and the place is empty. It feels like a trap,” Robert replied. 

“If it’s a trap, we’ll spring it. Better that we know about it. We’ll start with the closest church first. Load up.” Xavier patted the specialist on the back and started down the ladder.

“Thanks, boss,” Robert muttered as he checked his weapons.

“Get ready to move out. We’ve got Demons to kill and a portal to close. Did you find anything else, Victoria?” Xavier asked.

“Nothing we didn’t already know.” The female Mage suddenly stopped, turning her head to the side. “I sense a Demonic presence. For just a moment it was above us. Now it’s in that direction,” she pointed toward the other end of the courtyard.

“Dangerous?” TJ asked.

“All Demons are dangerous. The difference is knowing which ones to shoot and which ones to run from. You weren’t with us the last time we tackled a Demon.” Hamilton closed his eyes and touched a hand to the door. “She’s right, there’s something here.”

“Quickly then let’s get out of here,” Xavier swung his Saiga shotgun around and opened the door.

<<<>>>

“There’s too many of them! General, we need to retreat!” Colonel Di Maria leaned over in an attempt to be heard. Both officers were inside one of the mobile command vehicles. Their respective guards were piled in front of the access hatch, attempting to protect their officers with the frail barrier of their own bodies. 

The Demon Bats had attacked the base in waves for over an hour. They dive-bombed any exposed troops, sometimes tossing them bodily into the sky only to be snatched on the fly and eaten by other demons. Only the heavily-armored tanks and IFVs could stand up to the attacks. At first, the anti-aircraft guns seemed effective, but wave after wave of Demon Bats had finally destroyed them. 

“And go where? If we go east, we put half the country at risk. Palermo has nothing that will stop this. You said yourself we’ve got nothing effective in Messina. We’re it. If we fall, so does Italy! Call in the reserves. Some of them have radial guns that might work against these things,” General Spataro ordered. 

The Colonel grabbed the microphone from the officer in charge of communications and gave the orders. 

“What of the navy? Are they having any luck?” The General asked.

“No, sir. We haven’t seen any of the couriers in more than an hour. The Bats destroy anything we try to send up . . .” Di Maria replied even as he held a headset up to one ear. “What? Tell the reserve units to slot into the main formation.” 

Holding the mic in his hand, Colonel Di Maria looked lost for just a split second. “General? Second Battalion is reporting that Demons have engaged his troops on the ground. It appears the Demons assaulting Montemaggiore Belsito are coming for us.”

General Spataro took a deep breath, holding it before letting it out slowly. “What did those experts say? Tell all commanders to issue grenade launchers and whatever explosives we have. My grandfather said the only way to kill the big ones was to blow them up.”

“Contact the Navy. Use a bird, a flashing light, send someone for a swim, but get their attention. We need an artillery barrage right here.” The General pointed at the map. The gap in the hills directly in front of his position was the only way the Demons could come. 

“If they manage it, we’ve got a chance. Demon Bats can be killed. But we have to survive to do so. Figure it out.” 

Di Maria nodded and slipped out of the vehicle his guards in tow.

“Can we defeat them, General?” Lieutenant Pachino asked.

“We can die trying. It took more troops and firepower than what we have here to do it in the last war, and this is just a small Horde. The one in 1945 was tens of thousands strong,” General Spataro explained. 

Outside the vehicle, hundreds of militia and engineers were crawling into hastily dug slit trenches armed with everything they could find. 

“Sir, you should see this!” The communication tech pointed to the feed coming from cameras mounted atop the command vehicle.

Turning, General Spataro peered at the monitor. A mini-horde was cresting over the top of both hills led by a thirty-foot Demon with curved horns and a giant flaming sword. The huge creature marched down the highway, kicking civilian cars and trucks like they were stones. “Direct all fire at the big one. If we can take him down, the others may retreat.”

The explosions of tank fire could be heard as Ariete tanks began unloading their 120mm shells toward the tallest Demon. The mechanized brigade attached to the General’s command only had six of the sixty-ton behemoths, but all were firing at the beasts.

“It’s all or nothing now. Send the orders, Pachino. Fire everything we’ve got,” the General commanded.

Hundreds of Imps and Cambion Demons poured down into the defensive positions. Many troops found themselves fighting hand to hand against an enemy that could take massive amounts of damage and not fall down. 

“Heart and heads, boys! Heart and heads!” Officers and noncoms yelled at the men.

Watching all of this from the relative safety of the Dardo IFV, General Spataro was shamed for the first time in his life. Nodding to himself he stood up. Bowing his head to walk, he took a step to the side and climbed into the vehicle’s turret controls.

“Sir! Don’t risk yourself. The army needs you,” Pachino tried to get the older man to reconsider.

“No. The Army needs firepower. Either arm yourself or strap in, Lieutenant, because we’re going to war.” General Spataro activated the speaker. “Take us up the hill and into the fray, Corporal.”

Engaging the engine, the man at the controls did as he was told. The Dardo was only equipped with a 25mm cannon, but it could take down the smaller Demons. General Spataro wanted to try his hand at firing the four anti-tank rockets at the big Demon.

<<<>>>

“Blinking light on the cliff, sir!” 

Captain Meti peered up through the windscreen of his patrol craft at the small light. “What’s the message?”

“Map coordinates, sir. The army’s about to be overrun.” The seaman peered up at the light as he scribbled on a waterproof pad.

“Anything else?” The Captain asked.

“It repeats. I don’t think so, sir,” he handed over the pad.

“Send it on to the Admiral. There is nothing we can do here. Any sign of more Demon Bats?” Captain Meti and his crew had been under constant assault for several hours as the flying nightmares swooped in, pounding the ship relentlessly. 

Naval units are inventive, and the Admiral didn’t allow a lack of comms to slow him down. Old school signal lights and semaphore flags were dragged out of storage and put to work. The local patrol and anti-smuggling craft were stationed around the edges of the island to relay communications to and from the fleet. So far, very little had been heard from the land side. There were all sorts of rumors about refugees and Demon attacks, but no one knew what to believe.

The Admiral of the fleet took the communication sheet and checked the map. “How sure are we of this?” 

“Captain Meti is one of our best men, sir. He believes the communique to be genuine,” the commander of the patrol boats replied.

“Order all frigates and destroyers, if able, to open fire on this location. Contact the Admiralty. We need the latest satellite pictures. If we have to sail closer, we need to know the sea conditions,” the Admiral remarked. 

What he wouldn’t give for just one of the Andrea Doria Battleships right about now. Forty-six cannons that could fire almost fifteen miles would be helpful at this point in the battle. The original ship was lost to Demons in 1945, but the Duilio was scrapped barely ten years after the end of the war. Too big, too expensive, and too many bad memories were the reasons given. If they’d known then about this… The Admiral shook his head. Something his daughter like to say was fitting. “If wishes were fishes, we’d all swim.”
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Chapter 8 

Once upon a time, the church in the monastery was dedicated to the Holy Virgin but no longer. The scarred double wooden doors gave way to a sacrilege. A fountain that once held blessed holy water ran red with blood. The Strega weren’t Satanic, they were worse. They worshiped the oldest dark Gods and Demons. Every deity has an opposite. Dark deities are balanced by light deities. Each has an avatar, Jesus and Satan, Odin and Loki, Zeus and Hades, Osiris and Set. It is the eternal balance.

Strega Witches had taken the darker imagery and twisted it even further to meet their own needs. 

Blood red eyes stared down at the team as they entered the church. Gore spattered skulls replaced statues of the Saints. Demonic ichor dripped from every sharp object and edged surface in the room. Church pews were smashed, excrement lay in piles.

“What kind of church is this place?” Victoria asked as she took in the destruction with a comprehensive glance.

Xavier pulled a flashlight from his kit and shown it upward. “Not a Christian one.”

Gigantic murals decorated the ceiling. Unlike those found in most Catholic churches, these depicted Demons and humans in poses not seen outside of charnel houses. Incubi lay with all manner of creatures and committed despicable acts in full color. 

Looking up, the female Mage flinched a couple of times as her eyes were almost trapped by the images. “Oh. Don’t look at it. There’s a spell in place. You would stand there until your body gave out.” She muttered a few unheard words and flicked her hands upward. Bright orange flashes of light flared, and the room seemed to tremble. Somewhere in the depths of the church, something screamed in agony.

TJ turned toward the scream and took a step forward.

Quickly, Victoria grabbed him, “Don’t. It’s another trap. I would advise you to not touch anything.”

Watching the group from the back while covering the rear guard position, Hamilton smiled. This was going it be so much fun.

“Where do you think the portal is?” Robert asked as he scanned every corner of the room with a thermal sight.

“Check the whole place. We’ll stage from the center of the room. Victoria, can you cast light?” Xavier asked. Each team member dropped their packs in a circle. Taking a knee, he opened up the larger ones and laid out ammunition and other supplies. If this were to be the temporary fall back position, they would need ammo. His pack alone was filled with unique shotgun shells.

Bowing her head, Victoria closed her eyes and said a single word. A ball of almost white light came into existence in front of the group. Everyone except the Mage blinked several times to alleviate the shock. Waving her hand, she caused the light to rise and hover over the group’s commander. “How about that?”

“Perfect. Robert, you take TJ and check out that section.” Xavier pointed to the right. “Use your thermals and night vision. Some Demons can hide in plain sight. Victoria and I will check out the opposite end. Be careful and pull back to this point if attacked. Hamilton?”

Stepping out of the shadows the Mage called out, “Here boss.”

Xavier turned his head to stare at him. “Watch our backs. Can you ward the outside door?”

“Of course.” Hamilton looked at Victoria and waved his hands. The already prepared spell triggered and the door flashed red for a split second. A big smile graced his face.

Commenting almost under her breath, Victoria remarked, “Show off.”

Hamilton tipped an imaginary hat to her.

Xavier watched his two mages and shook his head. He was surrounded by children. “Come on, we need to find that portal.”

Saving her Magick, Victoria used a small flashlight to probe the corners of the church. Small alcoves that should have held saints contained monstrous statues of Gods and Devils. “How long do you think?”

Xavier averted his eyes from yet another garish mural. “How long for what?”

“Since this was a church,” Victoria replied.

“It still is one. Just not a denomination most living beings would admire. Religion is a funny thing. Not everyone can agree to what is or is not sacred. We might not agree with all this, but if they weren’t killing people and raising Demons, they might have been peaceful.” Xavier stepped carefully over chunks of marble and wood as he spoke, his eyes constantly darting from side to side.

“You’re a very special person,” Victoria replied sarcastically. 

“To be a team commander in ARCANE, you have to be flexible. Not everything is shooting monsters and saving townspeople. You should keep that in mind for the future. You would be a good leader one day, Vic.” Xavier told her.

“Now I know you’ve been smoking something…” She stopped walking. Raising her hands out in front of her, she waved at the wall. “I’ve got something here.”

The back wall of the church made a grinding noise as it slid to one side. An ancient set of stairs sloped downward into the darkness.

“Unless you’ve found something, I need everyone to converge on our location. Hamilton? Will your ward hold without you watching it?” Xavier asked.

There was a flash of green and Hamilton stepped into the light at the center of the room. “It will hold. What have you found?”

“Stairs. Time to go underground,” Xavier explained.

Robert and TJ finished scanning their section of the church and picked their way back to the center. Hamilton still stood there. His head was down as he muttered phrases in a language he called Galactic. 

“Hamilton? You OK there?” Robert approached the muttering Mage.

TJ grabbed his twin swords, but he didn’t draw them. Looking from side to side, he moved toward Hamilton.

The black-clad Mage opened his eyes and looked left into Robert’s eyes. “I’m fine. To stay on the path, a Jeedai must reaffirm his commitment to the ideal. Shall we go?”

Xavier looked at Victoria, then back toward the center of the room. Hamilton’s facade was slipping. With so little known about the man, he worried that the slightest encounter would make the Mage explode and kill everyone. ARCANE wanted humans fighting monsters. To achieve that, they sometimes allowed people inside who weren’t all there. “Is everything OK over there?” 

“Yes, sir. We are en route now,” Robert replied. TJ and Hamilton were walking abreast of each other toward the commander. Silently, Robert slipped behind them, keeping one eye on the Mage.

“Understood. Grab my pack as you go by it, please.” Xavier sighed and made a mental note to update Hamilton’s file, again. Command was aware of his psychological profile, but he had such mad skills that they ignored it for the most part. One of Robert’s more unsavory jobs was team member elimination. If they changed sides, he would cut them down. Every team had its own assassin.

The stairs were old. Much, much older than the chapel they were situated it. Carvings covered the walls as the group descended. The stairs had a worn path in them from thousands and thousands of footsteps.

Xavier ran his hand along the carved walls. Much of it was worn down or chipped away, but there were a few recognizable scenes from the Mithraic legends. The bull, the lion, and the birth of a God were still identifiable. He whispered into the mic, “The carvings indicate this was a temple of Mithra. Expect a cave or series of caves ahead. The cult originated in Rome and spread across the empire of the time. It was very popular among the legions and those with martial skills. Who knows what the Strega have done with it over time. Be ready for anything.”

“We have movement ahead.” TJ squatted down with a pistol gripped in each hand.

Victoria touched her forehead and murmured a short prayer. A faint white glow began to emit from the Mage, extending a short distance from her skin. She nodded as if in conversation with someone, before looking up at Xavier. “Ready.”

Three steps down and the stairs ended in a small room with three hallways leading away from it. The one directly in front of them was where the movement was visible.

“Stick together. This may be the portal ahead. Protect Victoria at all costs. Only she can close the portal,” Xavier ordered.

The hallway was lined with desiccated corpses. They looked to be mercenaries or some form of fighter. Each corpse held their weapons in the last spasm of their moment of death. 

“They died hard and from behind,” Robert observed. “They knew their attackers.”

“We have Demons,” Hamilton commented as he cast a spell without warning.

The cave complex in front of them lit up suddenly as Hamilton’s spell created a massive flash of light like a shaped ball of lightning. In the stark blue-tinged flare, Demonic shapes could be seen dancing and rotating around a central altar.

“What the hell, Hamilton?” Xavier exclaimed.

The Demons, startled, broke from their ritual, saw the humans, and attacked!

Quickly the team broke in different directions and went into action. Robert began firing into the crowd with his Beretta. The armor-piercing rounds penetrated the thick hides of the creatures, causing massive amounts of damage internally. For every one he put down, another three took their place.

TJ instantly dove into the fray. He first fired both pistols, emptying them quickly into the oncoming Demons. Like Robert had discovered, he found that just shooting them was a losing proposition. They just kept coming. Dropping his 1911s, he drew the twin butterfly swords at his hips and began chopping. Demon blood flew left and right as his blades clove arms, legs, heads, and tentacles. 

At the same time, Xavier was blasting away with his Saiga shotgun. Each drum held twenty shells. Strapped across his vest was a modified magazine holder. Eight-round magazines, as well as specially modified twelve-round ones, were secured there. The twenty-gauge shells were blowing fist-sized holes in the oncoming Imps, sending sprays of ichor everywhere.

Standing at the center of the group was Victoria. She glowed with power as she took the energy provided by her team and converted it. Building the spell that could close an interdimensional gate took more power than most human Mages could channel at once. 

“Hamilton, we need you up front,” Xavier yelled as a Cambion Demon slipped past Robert and narrowly missed with its claws. Fire, fire, fire, change magazines, the mantra ran through Xavier's head. He needed the Mage to take the pressure off so he could reload.

Hamilton was troubled. The balance was wrong here somehow. With the presence of Demonic forces, the team was at a horrible disadvantage. Just killing the Demons wouldn’t swing the balance in the other direction fully. Something needed to happen on the side of good as well. Those thoughts and others plagued him. Survival of an idea was more important. Tossing fireballs, he immolated the few Demons that approached his position. Hearing the commander’s voice, he looked past Victoria. Literal waves of Demons were charging the team. He muttered a curse and pulled out a black crystal wand from his utility belt. His hands moved in a complicated design activating the spell. Then with his gladius in one hand and his custom Magickal handgun in the other, Hamilton joined the fray.

“Concentrate your fire and start moving. We need to reach the altar in the center to close it. Wound as much as kill. Slowing them down is a priority.” Xavier stepped closer to Victoria as the female Mage began taking one slow step after another.

Click, click, click. Robert tossed the Beretta automatic into the face of a Demon and pulled his pistols. Firing at the closest Demons, he tried to open some room around him.

“TJ, come back to us. You’re drifting away.” Victoria’s voice in his ear woke the martial artist from the berzerker haze he was in. The butterfly swords in his hand were on autopilot hacking and slashing at will. Coming to himself he could see that his personal battle had taken him more than twenty feet from the group and into the path of the larger Cambion Demons.

Hamilton glowed black to the eye. His shield was the perfect antithesis to Victoria’s light. When his Magickal strength faltered, he switched to sword and gun to recharge. Before learning the Jeedai way, he’d worked his way across Russia as a mercenary and guard. Close hand-to-hand combat was something he had practiced for years. 

His blades were in the style of the earliest of Roman swords, the hispaniensis or Hispanic blade. Heavier and longer than later blades, its leaf pattern sliced cleanly through any and all Demons.

Victoria took more steps forward. Every inch of ground was littered with the dead. Layer upon layer upon layer of bones covered the floor of the cave. She didn’t have either the will or the time to look, but she could sense that many of the skeletons were unwilling victims. Their spiritual screams echoed through the ages. The hole in reality that many called a portal was situated next to a stone altar. Victoria wasn’t close enough to see all the details, but there was a Magickal circle erected to contain whatever came out of it. Somehow it failed.

Xavier scanned the battlefield. The waves of Imps were giving way to the larger Cambions as well as some larger troll-like Demons. “Robert! Start targeting the bigger ones. If they engage in mass, we’re screwed!” 

Robert looked over his shoulder, meeting his boss’s eyes. At Xavier’s nod, he took a step backward toward Victoria. TJ and Hamilton slotted in to cover him. Holstering his pistols he reached back into the pack he still wore. As weapons specialist for the team, Robert had access to a wide variety of weapons and the internet was a special sort of place for any gun nut. He pulled one of his favorites from the pack with a ghost of a smile. It was called the XM556. A handheld minigun, no larger than an AR-15. The belt-fed weapon could fire two thousand rounds a minute, but he only had less than five hundred of the belted ammunition on him. It was a weapon of last resort for clearing a room. Now was the time to use it.

“We will only have moments before they recover. Get ready to rush the portal.” Robert barked into the comms. His thumb pressed the selector switch as his other hand held the trigger.

BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR.

Like a weed wacker on steroids, the tiny machine gun cut the Demonic Horde down. The blessed silver 5.56mm rounds were instant death to anything they hit.

The team started moving even as Robert mowed down the one in the front. Concentrating on the sides Xavier and TJ were able to fend off any flankers.

Victoria knelt. There was an old-school, very intricate pentagram cut into the stone in front of an ancient sacrificial stone. There were added spells chalked onto the existing circle altering the protections it gave. This was the opening spell.

“Is it here? Does the spell have a way to close it?” Xavier asked.

“Yes and no. This spell is beautiful. The one who created it must have been a Master in their own right. The outer circle should have held whatever it was they brought up except for this spot right here.” Victoria pointed to a portion of the spell next to one of the elemental symbols. “That is wrong. It changed the basic spell allowing entry. The one who wrote this did it on purpose.”

“Can you stop it? We’re running out of time here.” Xavier replied even as Robert’s gun ran out of ammo.

“Time’s up.” Robert dropped the minigun and pulled out his pistols again. “Do it or die.”

Victoria laid both her hands on the edge of the permanent circle, the faint white glow around her grew brighter and brighter as she started to pray in what sounded like Gaelic.

TJ slashed at an Imp that suddenly popped out of the portal. His left-handed swing caught the beast across the front as his right swing removed the head. He brought the right blade back around just in time to cut another Imp’s right side. His follow through with the other blade cut half the thing’s face off. 

Hamilton stepped up focussing his hand in front of his body. Like cupping an invisible ball, the Mage held a black shield of swirling smoke over the active portal. The strain obvious in his voice Hamilton whispered, “Close it! I can hold them only a moment,” into the mic.

Victoria held up her left hand while keeping the right on the ground. “Now.” 

Xavier gripped her hand, and the effect on the man was massive and immediate. He staggered to one side as he felt a huge wave of his energy leave his body and rush along invisible channels into the female Mage. Victoria tried to pull loose to sever the connection, but the commander held on for dear life. The hole needed to be closed, even if it killed him.

Another light flashed. This time it came from Victoria’s right hand. The air crackled with power as the now visible hole began to close. It was as if a whirlpool was created from nothing. Demonic hands, claws, and other appendages tried to claw their way through, but the hole closed anyway.

Panting heavily, Victoria looked up at Xavier, who still clutched her hand. “It’s done. I still sense something else here. We need to find it.”

None of the team had time to even draw a breath, much less respond as every single Demon in the room, wounded, near death, or able, attacked with a frenzy not seen earlier.

Her Magick drained, Victoria unsheathed two thin-bladed swords and began to kill. Robert had long since switched to knives and was hacking and slashing at anything that attacked him.

Xavier couldn’t stand, so when a Demon charged him, he fell over to one side. Claws and teeth were inches from his face when he twisted his right arm to the left. A single-shot derringer popped out, and he instantly fired at point blank range. The fifty-caliber shell cracked the Demon’s carapace and killing it immediately.

“You OK, boss?” Hamilton asked. The black-clad Mage stood towering protectively over Xavier’s fallen body.

“Only my pride,” Xavier tried to stand up and grabbed Hamilton’s offered hand. “Can you feel what she’s feeling?”

Hamilton raised a single eyebrow and shook his head at the joke in the heat of battle. “Whatever it is, it’s behind us and to the left.” 

“Full withdrawal, everyone. We need to find another possible portal. Back to the stairs,” Xavier ordered.

TJ finished killing the Demons and ran for the stairs. He was right behind Victoria and Hamilton. A weary Robert hung back with Xavier, firing at anything that even looked dangerous. 

Using the stairs as a firing position the team picked off as many Demons as they could. The flood had slowed down but showed no signs of stopping.

“Suggestions?” Xavier asked as he loaded his handgun. Ammo was very limited for the massive Desert Eagle that he kept in a cross-draw position on his hip.

“None of the Demons have come from that direction. It might be another way out of here,” TJ suggested.

“The sense of wrongness that I’m getting is that way. We need to at least look.” Victoria pointed in one direction before she clapped her hands together and went back to raising power.

Xavier looked at his team and evaluated. “TJ, take Robert and Victoria. Check out her intuition. Close or destroy whatever it is. We’ll protect the door.”

Hamilton opened his mouth to say something but closed it at a look from the commander.

“Get moving. We’ll hold them.” Xavier fired off another shot and pulled a throwing knife from his vest.

<<<>>>

“What is it that you feel, Victoria?” TJ asked as the three of them headed down the left tunnel.

“Wrongness. It’s as if one of the elements has been subverted and twisted. I really can’t explain. Whatever it is, we’re right next to it.” The female Mage pointed to the room in front of them.

The chamber was square and about twenty feet wide. A row of doorways with carved lintels stood along the wall to their left. Ornate inlay graced each door frame molding. Across the floor, scattered in the dusty ballet of death were the remains of over a dozen guards. Their bodies were mostly skeletons now, covered only with scraps of decaying fabric.

“Are those doors?” TJ asked.

Victoria looked at them reverently. She touched each piece of molding gently. “They’re doorways. Permanent portals to other dimensions or alien worlds. Creatures like the Fae and the Vampire race used them to travel in the ancient world. ARCANE is aware of their existence, but to my knowledge, we don’t have access to them.”

“Can you tell where they lead?” Robert asked. He had his pack open and was pulling out the last couple of items.

“There are only a few clues. That one has a Dragon on the lintel. They are an extinct species here on Earth but could exist elsewhere. The two in the middle are unknown to me. The carved letters are alien.”

Victoria touched the last door and almost took a step into it. 

“What’s that one?” Robert had a camera in his hands and was taking pictures as fast as he could.

“It goes to the Badger Hole. I never really believed any of the stories surrounding that place. It’s supposed to be a myth!” Victoria replied excitedly.

“We’re standing in one of those, remember?” TJ started searching the bodies.

Robert didn’t comment. Pulling the memory card, he placed it in a pouch worn around his neck. He picked up a spool of what looked like corded plastic.

“Time to go,” Robert ordered as he looped det cord around each door and the walls.

“Robert you can’t!” Victoria laid her hand on Robert’s arm. “These are priceless! We’ve never found a set of working doors like this before.”

“We’re in the protection business. This is a threat. Remember all the Demons we saw? How much do you want to bet they went through one of these? This is our job.” Robert yanked his arm away and attached a small electronic device to the cord. “We have to go. Now!”

All three team members were running when the explosion went off. None went to check to see if the wall was demolished. There simply was no time. Robert’s report would recommend the site be destroyed by air, but that was up to Command.

“Go! Go!” TJ waved and yelled at the rest of the team as he started up the stairs. “We’ve set off something that is dangerous!” 

Even as he said it, the monastery walls shivered. The explosive shock waves raged through the building, touching off cave-ins and causing large chunks of the ceiling to fall.

Firing at their pursuers, Xavier ran up the steps after the others. A small cloud of dust and dirt billowed out of the cavern complex. 

“What did you find down there?” Xavier asked, his breath coming in pants.

“Trouble with a capital tee. There was a full portal system.” Robert explained. He started to talk about the ornamentation and language of the doors, but Xavier cut him off.

“You did the correct thing. Command will… Actually, I know they will freak out and come down on you like a ton of bricks, but it was still the right thing. We watched those Demons go somewhere, and we cannot afford to experiment on where. Opening Earth up to a possibly even bigger invasion cannot be allowed. Regardless of the wishes and desires of the people, we work for.” 

“It’s real, Xavier. I touched the door with my own hands. It’s real.” Victoria gazed at her commander with a look of awe on her face.

“Victoria, are you OK?” Xavier asked.

“It’s real.” The female Mage muttered again.

Xavier turned back to Robert and looked at him expectantly.

TJ shook his head and answered for him, “One of the doors. We took pictures. She said it was a ‘badger hole’ or something. It was right before we blew them up. Sir, we still need to get out of here.”

The words didn’t mean anything to Xavier, but he was sure someone back at the base could explain it to him. Surviving to do that was the top priority. 

“Right. We need transportation, and we need weapons. Robert, go back to the gatehouse and strip it if you must. TJ and I will try that motor pool you spotted before. Hamilton, keep an eye on Victoria and shoot anything that looks like a Demon. Time to go home.”
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Chapter 9

 “... they’re rolling right over us! Sir, we don’t know what’s happening, but they started attacking…” 

“... everywhere... Incoming!” 

“Even the dead are moving …”

“... I need what you have at coordinates…”

“... help... we… again… children trapped…” 

General Spataro tossed the headphones to one side. Communications were a mess. Like clicking on a light switch, every radio on the island suddenly started working. And in the next moment, all the Demons attacked. “What does High Command say?”

The radio officer shook his head, “They are trying to micromanage us, sir. Every time a channel clears, they broadcast new orders which are just as confusing as the last bunch. To top it off, we’re actually getting radio requests from both the press and civilians trapped in some of the towns around here. Can I tell the Demons to switch it off again?” 

Spataro cursed. “You didn’t hear that. Switch everything to the military emergency channel and relay this to Command. ‘You put me in command. Deal with it.’ Sign it “General Spataro.” As soon as you’re done, contact the air force and get me a link to the fleet. We have Demons to kill.”

Lieutenant Pachino was still with the General Spataro, serving as his aide-de-camp and bodyguard. It was his job to protect the man with his life if need be. All of the General’s previous guards, including Colonel De Maria, had been eaten by a flock of Demon Bats during the last attack. 

Pachino thought back to the way the Colonel had tried to help him and silently mourned him. The older officer did his job to the very end. The younger man vowed to be as faithful. Dragging his resolve up in a frail armor against the fear that pounded inside his head, Pachino was still at his post when the fleet came through with their bombardment.

<<<>>>

“Watch for Demons while I signal the fleet,” Di Maria had told the two guards as he extended the ladder.

Looking over the lip of the cliff, one of the guards asked a question. “Sir, we can hold the ladder in place if you need us to. There aren’t any Demons around here yet.”

“No. The General gave me this assignment, and I won’t let him down again. I can just lower the ladder and go down. That small boat down there is who I need to contact.” The colonel pointed to a patrol boat near the shore.

“Why can’t you signal from here? They should be able to see it,” the second guard asked.

“Too high. Do as I ordered. Guard the cliff top. If they can see me, so will others, including the Demon Bats. Lower down is more sensible.” Colonel Di Maria lowered the aluminum ladder to the cliff edge below. “Whatever happens you need to keep them off me. Our forces will be overrun if the message doesn’t get through.”

Following orders, the two men took up positions along the cliff. Neither of them saw the flight of Demons diving out of the sun until it was too late. 

<<<>>>

“What’s the status of our attacks on that large Demon?” General Spataro demanded.

“We’ve hit it with everything in the arsenal so far. Missiles, bombs, gunfire, and cannons don’t have any effect on it. A moment ago the beast was chasing Fifth Brigade’s tanks down the highway.” Pachino read from one of the dispatches.

“Contact the Swiss Guard and see if they have an exorcist, or something, that works against these creatures. Have any of our units seen that team of foreigners lately?” General Spataro asked.

<<<>>>

“What did you say this thing was again?” TJ gripped the door frame as tight as he could. Coming down was a lot easier than going up.

“An old Lancia 3Ro. Under the hood, it’s the same model as the ones issued to the army in the 1940s. It’s pretty cool that one is still running after all this time,” Robert yelled over the roar of the engine.

There was only one truck in the Strega’s motor pool. The Lancia was antique and not in a good way. 

“You say hood, I say dirt. If we washed this thing, it would fall apart! Why is it that you always pick vehicles without brakes and shocks? You’re killing me here, dude.” The truck bounced over an immense pothole, tossing TJ to the right.

“Why do we keep sticking those two together?” Victoria asked Xavier as they too bounced around in the back of the well-used truck.

“So I won’t accidentally turn them into frogs. I can only handle them one at a time. The last time I was with them, Robert spent the whole time staring at my head and TJ kept asking the most asinine questions.” Hamilton shook his head.

Xavier snorted, “You know you like it. Those two are harmless.”

“What kind of questions does he ask you?” Victoria asked him.

Hamilton gave Xavier a funny look before he answered the female Mage. “Usually, he wants me to give out the secrets of the Jeedai Order. I, unlike much of my brethren, carry swords and guns. Traditionally the Jeedai use power spears. He always wants to see it.” 

“That doesn’t sound bad. You should show him. He’d stop bugging you about it then,” Victoria replied.

“He won’t stop. He’s relentless when it comes to my teachers. I keep telling him that aliens do not exist, but he keeps asking the same question. Over and over,” Hamilton explained.

“What’s the question?” Victoria asked.

“My Master. He wants to meet Adoy. I’ve tried to explain that he’s on a spiritual journey and that I don’t know his location.” Hamilton frowned and shot the drivers a dirty look.

“OK. Interesting. How did you get involved with them in the first place?” she asked.

“Central America. I was part of a mercenary group trying to regain control of the canal. During the retreat, I got separated from the main group. Master Adoy found me, nursed me back to health and began my training.” Hamilton leaned back against the bed of the truck. “I was pretty good with Magick already, but with his training, I learned. . . more. Balance is to be respected and is the way of the universe.” 

Xavier nodded to himself. That answered one more question about Hamilton’s secret life. The country of Panama was taken over by a mysterious figure only known as Tata Duende in the 1970s. He was supported in the rebellion by an army of Neo-Mayans that were reported to eat human flesh. Panama City was the first major city to fall, followed a week later by the surrounding areas. The local army was underpaid, underfed, and equipped with surplus weapons. They didn’t stand a chance against the guerrilla fighters. Many reports said that the soldiers had switched sides, joining the new movement by the thousands. If they had fought for their country, they might have survived. 

Tata Duende began a purge days after his victory was assured. All of the previous government’s supporters were reported to have gone under the knife as the persuasive leader established a monarchy and brought back the religion of sacrifice. Every city street ran red with the blood of unbelievers.

The canal itself was still in operation, but the fees were more than a hundred times what they were under the old government. Duende knew that it was the only source of hard currency open to his new government after the purge. More than half his reported army was now encamped around the canal controls. 

Many expeditions were mounted to regain the country, but all had failed. Without the support of those inside the besieged country, they were unable to hold on to any ground they took. The most recent attempt was supposed to have been a total loss of all troops and equipment. Or at least that was the information Xavier had been told.

“Boss, we’ve got trouble ahead.” Robert’s voice broke through Xavier’s musings. Sitting forward, Xavier looked around at the highway they were traveling. Refugees were still in motion, as before, but now they were running away from the coast and heading inland.

Grabbing the side of the truck, Xavier stood up looking out over the cab. Flashes of light and the rumble of thunder greeted him. “There’s a battle going on.”

There was a rumble that turned into a roar when three delta-wing aircraft roared over the highway just above tree level. The grey-colored craft practically hugged the earth as they went supersonic. The shock wave in their wake almost knocked the old truck off the road.

“What the hell were those!” Victoria yelled.

Hamilton spoke before Xavier could, “Eurofighter Typhoons. The Italian air force is here. Have we checked our communications?”

TJ and Robert looked back at the commander from the cab of the truck questioningly. Xavier barked out a short laugh. “I never even tried. Hold on…”

Patting his vest and then the many pockets of his cargo pants Xavier finally pulled out the small communications device all commanders were given by Arcane. “Team Green to command.”

There was a slight buzz of static, and then a voice thundered out, “Finally! Is the portal closed?”

Xavier smiled wryly at the others and mouthed ‘sorry’ to them. “That’s affirmative. The portal is closed. All hostiles at the primary target are presumed dead.”

“At least that’s a bit of good news in this gigantic mess. You are to continue north and attempt to link back up with General Spataro and Italian forces at Buonfornello. Defending forces are under heavy Demonic attack at this time. The very moment your team closed the portal, every Demon on the island went crazy and attacked. You are to render any, and all assistance, Commander,” Michael Best sounded angry as he gave the orders. “If we don’t stop the Horde, they could do untold damage across Southern Europe.”

“Sir, we’re almost unarmed. It took everything we had to get in and destroy the inner sanctum of that place,” Xavier protested.

“I don’t care, and neither does Mr. Right. Lots of dead soldiers lying around. Pick up a gun and use it.” Michael paused for a moment. “Look, I know it’s not fair or reasonable. You and your team have performed a miracle. Now we need for you to do it again. Both the Vatican and the Knights of Malta have assistance coming, but you and your team are there now. Do whatever you have to do.”

“Michael. What about Omega and the backup we were promised?” Xavier asked.

Michael cleared his throat, “I might as well tell you now. Team Omega and half of our response teams were shot down over the Atlantic. We’re still investigating the crash. You’re all we have for the foreseeable future. Sorry.” 

“Understood, Team Green out.” Xavier set the device down and looked at his team. “I guess you heard?”

“I’ll start looking for weapons,” Robert replied as he put the truck in gear and gave it some gas.

Victoria threw up her hands in frustration. “He knows that we need rest to recharge our Magick, right?” 

Xavier grabbed Victoria’s hand and pulled her down. “He knows. It was before your time, but Michael Best was one of our most experienced team commanders. It took losing his entire team in the sewers of New York to bring him onto the command staff. He craved the field almost as much as we do. He’s the best man possible for that position, and if he says we have to help the Italians, then we have to help. Arm up, maybe we’ll get lucky.” 

<<<>>>

“Did you see the news?” Private Gabriel Zolman said as he opened the Conception, California control room door. Reaching into the paper sack he carried, Gabriel started tossing wrapped sandwiches to the others in the room.

“We were just watching it on the news.” Corporal Jessica Stevenson motioned toward a big screen TV mounted on the wall. “Did you see the size of that thing?”

“It’s gotta be thirty stories high if it’s an inch. I really pity the Italians. What do they have over there to fight with?” Private Zolman leaned back in his chair as he ate.

Sitting in the commander's seat, Sergeant Oliver House listened as his duty staff cut up. Technically, he wasn’t supposed to allow them to eat on duty, especially in this command room. But it was the only room with a TV and finding any information about the new Demon War was crucial. Conception was where the last war ended in the United States and it always paid to know your enemy.

“That jet that raced by was a Eurofighter, but on the ground, they’ve got bupkis, APCs, IFVs, and maybe a few tanks. Sicily only has to deal with pirates and smugglers. The Italian A-Team is on the mainland,” Sergeant House replied.

“Then how do you take down a Horde with only second-rate and surplus armored vehicles?” Private Bakes asked. She was sitting over in the far corner by the viewport playing with her combat knife, again.

“You don’t. I heard through the grapevine that part of their navy is there shelling from long range. That will help some. People have forgotten the amount of firepower that was needed in the last war. Demons are incredibly hard to kill. Remember where you’re working?” The sergeant motioned to the room they all were in.

Conception, California used to be an actual place before the first Demon War. The Chumash people called it the ‘Western Gate,’ that place where the souls of the dead passed between worlds. Then the portal opened in the ground, and the Horde came. They rolled over much of Southern California like locusts. Only the sheer might of the combined military was able to stop them. 

“There’s been much debate over if the Horde in California was the same one as in Europe. Was the portal an interdimensional wormhole or just local? Scientists had been trying to solve that one for years without actually going inside of it. 

“The location of the ‘hole’ as it was called in the media and by many members of the government was now the most fortified site in the world. Gun turrets, missile defense installations, and over twenty-thousand troops surrounded the hole.” 

“We know that, Sergeant House. But when was the last time the US military took a Demon down?” Private Zolman asked.

“If you include the Death Valley incident, the mid-1950s. Around here it was in 1948. San Diego is one of the luckiest cities in California. The Horde almost turned it into hell. That is the primary reason we are still here at this site. We don’t want this part of the world to look like Germany or the San Joaquin Valley,” Sergeant House replied.

“What Gabe’s trying to say, Sergeant, is if we haven’t seen Demons here why stay?” Corporal Stevenson explained.

The sergeant nodded. “Politicians and theologians have been asking themselves that for more than sixty years. The Mages over in Theta section say the same thing, by-the-way. They want to just seal it and be done with it.”

“Mages? The army has Magick users in it?” Stevenson asked.

Sergeant House frowned when he realized what he’d said. “Some individuals contract with us for that job. They work out of Theta section down deep in the lower levels. Pretend I didn’t say anything about them.”

“Sure, sure, sergeant. We’ll all keep your secret. Won’t we guys?” The corporal motioned to the other troops in the room.

Both Privates Zolman and Bakes raised their sandwiches in the air saying, “Sure.” 

Sergeant House shook his head in disgust. “Bunch of lousy soldiers. I should put in four new controllers since you four aren’t all that effective.”

“Good luck with that one, Sergeant. The pool of service members that can run this junk is growing smaller and smaller each year. They’ll use us all up before they spend the money to upgrade. You watch,” Private Bakes remarked as she took a bite of her sandwich.

“Maybe. Just be aware that command is watching, always.” House pointed to the dark circle containing the cameras.

“Sure they are.” Gabe saluted the circle. 

Suddenly the room shivered. Empty soda cans and a couple of pens rattled as they bounced off the table.

“Earthquake!” Private Zolman yelled ducking under his station.

Gripping the doorframe Sergeant House looked around at the others. “Where’s the alarm then?”

California had a lot of earthquakes every year and rather than evacuate each and every time, the bean-counters at command installed an alert system. Only tremors of five or more on the Richter scale would set it off. Those were always a duck and cover situation.

The gun turret command station stopped shivering. Private Zolman crawled out from under the console. His sandwich now dirty and his soda lay on the carpet draining out. “Dang it! Where’s the humanity?”

“Heh, heh, heh false alarm. Too bad Gabe!” Private Bakes laughed at the actions of her coworker. 

The shivers started up again, only faster and more violent. Framed pictures of generals long forgotten crashed to the floor as the room lurched to one side. Alarms started to go off all around the room. Lights flashed, and warning buzzers began to sound. 

“What the hell?” Sergeant House’s first thought was it had to be a drill. Some of the alarms going off he had never heard before!

Zolman lurched sideways, his foot catching on the fallen soda can. Rocking back he lost his footing and fell over backward. The crunch of his head hitting the weapons console was like that of a baseball hitting the bat. 

Crack! 

“Gabe!” Bakes tried to stand up out of her chair and was tossed backward. Even more lights were flashing now. A siren wailed its alert for all to hear.

Sergeant House still gripped the doorframe. Like the others, he’d watched in horror as Private Zolman’s head cracked on the console, but he’d seen blood before. “Leave him! What do your alerts say?”

Corporal Stevenson rolled her chair over to Zolman’s station. She began throwing switches and toggles. The gun parts of the weapons systems were updated every year, but not the systems that controlled them. Only a select few troops still knew what was what in this room. “We have what the board is saying is an incursion. Sensors five, seven, and twelve are reading Demonic presences in the hole!” 

“Bakes! Remove Zolman’s key and prepare to activate the guns.” Sergeant House grabbed the red phone off the wall and started dialing. His chubby fingers could barely make the antique rotary phone work.

“I don’t know about this, Sergeant. Orders say we’re to wait for our duty officer and he’s supposed to call the intelligence unit to reissue the key. You know what happened that one time during the drill. I love the army I don’t…” Bakes started muttering about all the reasons to not take the key.

“Take the damn key!” Sergeant House yelled almost dropping the phone. He put the phone to his ear and listened for the voice to say it was all a drill. It wasn’t.

Bakes tried to ignore the blood streaming down Private Zolman’s head as she thrust her hand under the moaning man’s shirt looking for the key. Her fingers clasped the chain just as his bloody hand grabbed her arm, “Help me.”

Jerking her arm back she ripped the key from around the man’s neck. She closed her eyes. Looking into the dying man’s eyes was something she wanted to forget, not embed in her memory. Sergeant House was right. 

“Bring up all the monitors and send arming signals to the cannon. Command says this is the real deal!” House started giving orders.

One by one the large wall monitors started coming to life. All six showed the hole from different angles, the largest from overhead. 

“Beta section just started firing.” Corporal Stevenson commented as the room shook another time.

Sergeant House gripped the edge of the console in an iron grip and looked up. “At what? I don’t see a thing out there.”

Arcing shells and tracer fire could be seen on the big monitors, but there wasn’t anything in the bowl except the hole.

“Zoom in on Camera Four. Is that movement?” All three of them stared up at the large monitor. As the camera zoomed in, there seemed to be movement in the hole.

“Too many shells. I can’t see a thing. Call those idiots over in Beta tell them to stop firing!” Corporal Stevenson yelled at the others.

Sergeant House peered at what everyone called the bowl. Gun emplacements were lined up in and around a metal wall containing the hole. It was erected in the 1970s when the current theory was if Demons attacked they could be contained here. Military planners weren’t one to change horses mid-stream, so they incorporated the wall into the newer designs. “What is that? Is that a tooth?”

They almost looked like gigantic sharks teeth or maybe the edges on a saw, but there were now sharp objects sticking up from the hole.

“Target whatever that is and fire!” Sergeant House ordered.

All the turrets and other gun emplacements on this side of the bowl opened fire at once. 

Cannon fire began to bounce back from the objects, exploding harmlessly inside the metal containment.

“Oh no!” Corporal Stevenson crossed herself bringing her cross up to kiss. 

She realized that the sharp objects weren’t teeth but nails. Gigantic fingernails attached to an enormous Demonic hand that reached up and crushed the closest turret.

Like a snake entering your house, the Demonic Captain wiggled and wormed its way out of the ground. It smashed any guns nearby and waved off attacks by man-powered anti-tank guns. 

Taking a step forward it swung a flaming sword smashing the control center and silencing its guns. If any of the control team had been aware, they would have seen hundreds of smaller Demons come boiling out of the hole and begin to attack the bowl. The second front of the war was about to begin.
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Chapter 10 

Beatrice stepped into the office she shared with Betsy at the Quantico FBI Academy. The two women were best friends. They’d met while quite literally fighting in the trenches for ARCANE. They looked so much alike that they both started laughing immediately on seeing each other for the first time. Everybody was always swearing they had a twin in the organization.

Laying a file on her desk, Beatrice looked across the room to where Betsy sat. “We might have a problem.”

Betsy didn’t even move her head. She just looked upwards over the top of her glasses at her doppelganger. “Does it affect the Director? Because I’m still working on these damn staff evaluation forms. If I knew retiring from ARCANE would mean gigantic stacks of paperwork at the FBI, I might have stayed!”

“You wanted out, and we both know it. Director Mills told me they’re still scared of us over there. We kicked ass and took names so they’d better remember us,” Beatrice replied. 

“Still. Some part of me wants to load up and join them in Sicily. I have a few contacts left in Nevada, and they told me a full half of the teams refused to go into battle. As it is, they lost Omega and more than half the watcher teams,” Betsy explained.

Beatrice nodded, “Stuff like this means we should stay here with Madeline. She needs us more than they do. Besides, we might still have to fight off a Demon attack here. Save your guns for that.”

“What’s in the file that’s so bad?” Betsy reached out and took the item from Beatrice.

“Hell in a handbasket,” Beatrice shook her head.

Setting the paperwork in front of her off to the side, Betsy opened the file and immediately sucked in a breath. “She’s supposed to be dead!”

“That she is. Agatha’s going to freak out. First, we have Demons, and now we have her. No way this is a coincidence. Madeline needs to know about this as soon as possible,” Beatrice pointed out.

Betsy pushed her chair back and stood up. Standing side by side the two of them really did look like twins. 

FBI Academy Director Madeline Mills stared at the latest reports out of Palermo. The situation didn’t look good for either the Italians or ARCANE. Communications were restored, and the Demon portal closed, but there were still hundreds of loose Demons all over the island. Modern armaments didn’t seem to have much effect as well. She was sure there were military men in tears right about now. All their little toys were turning out to be nothing but junk. The old methods were best.

The loss of dozens of operatives was a major blow to ARCANE, but that wasn’t the worst part. Two entire teams were in open rebellion, refusing to obey orders. Madeline shook her head. She knew Albert Waters and most of his Team Blue personally since she had once been a part of it. Something was off because the man she knew would have followed orders to charge into hell with only water pistols. A soft knock at the door made her look up.

“Yes?” Madeline called out.

“May we come in?” Betsy asked her boss.

“You two are always welcome. You know that. What’s up?” Madeline asked.

The two women both frowned as Betsy passed over a file-stamped Top Secret on the outside. 

It must really be bad for both Bs to hand something over at the same time Madeline thought. She remembered the first time she met the Bs at ARCANE.

<<<>>>

A shot rang out, and a bullet hole appeared in the bookcase next to Madeline’s head. Diving to the floor, she pulled out her twin 1911 revolvers. “I thought you said this place was empty!”

Lloyd Traven crouched down behind an office chair with his M-1 Garand at the ready. “It was! All the sensors showed a negative on heat. All the cultists are supposed to be on the other side of the compound.”

“Apparently not.” Madeline fired at movement on the other side of the room. 

Team Blue’s assignment was to pick up a trio of artifacts that were in the hands of a doomsday cult. ARCANE made a point to track any mention of dangerous Magickal items. Some objects shouldn’t be in anyone’s hands. 

The Cult of Opus owned a compound right on the Canadian line in upper Idaho. Since it was Sunday, they were usually all at church leaving only a token force to guard the gates. 

“Did you at least get the item?” Lloyd yelled.

Madeline shot back at the cultist again. “Do you see a statue in my hands? Idiot.” 

Lloyd waved at Madeline making hand motions of what his plans were. She shook her head and mimed shooting him. “Just speak.”

“I’m going to flank him. That way.” He pointed toward the open area to the left of their position.

Madeline fired another shot. “If you want to die, help yourself.” 

Lloyd started to speak but was interrupted by a flurry of shots coming from near the door. It sounded like someone was rapid firing a large caliber weapon. 

“The conversation was getting a little boring, so we thought we’d hurry you up. Get the damn idol and let’s go before all of the cultists come running!” The speaker was an older woman in what looked like an armored catsuit. She had a cigar hanging out of her mouth and a Thompson submachine gun cradled against her hip. Various knives and others weapons peeked out of pockets and folds in her combat suit.

Madeline heard Lloyd curse when he saw who was there. “Frak! It’s the Bs.”

Grabbing the idol in question off the pedestal, Madeline looked at Lloyd. “What’s a B?”

Another woman, looking much like the first one, suddenly leaned into the doorway. “Planning on joining us? We need to move, people!” 

“Those are the Bs.” Lloyd pointed at the two women.

Madeline found out more about the two non-sisters later. They were supposed to be just backup for the mission but had decided to intervene. 

<<<>>>

Remembering the folder, Madeline opened it and was shocked. Several pictures of a woman that looked exactly like Camilla Blackmore stood on a covered porch. Flipping through the pictures, she could see several angles of the same woman. “Please tell me these are old.” 

Betsy shook her head. “Nope. A bunch of tourists in Charleston, South Carolina snapped those. The very moment they put them up on Memory Book, our facial recognition system did a screen grab. There’s a ninety-nine percent chance it’s her.”

Madeline flipped through the rest of the file. “Who’s that with her?”

“Her daughter, Autumn Fredericks, is the younger female. The older one is supposedly a neighbor. One that other neighbors say hasn’t been home for more than a week. I’ve instructed the local FBI office to investigate quietly. If it’s really her, she’s exceptionally dangerous,” Beatrice answered.

Groaning, Madeline pressed both hands to her face. “It’s worse than that, actually.” 

Looking down, Madeline ran her hand over the palm lock to her lower desk drawer. Sorting through the files, she pulled one out. “Interpol and our friends in the Swiss Guard Protection detail slipped this to me more than three months ago. They had an operative inside the Strega organization.”

Both Bs looked shocked, “How?” Betsy asked.

“You’ll both love this. They managed to turn a family member and convince him to penetrate the organization deeper than anyone has before. The operative was a child of one of their council members. His father was killed in some sort of power struggle, and he wanted revenge. Somehow he got in pretty deep and was sending out regular reports,” Madeline explained.

“One of those reports was that the Missionaries of Death secured a hostage from a job in Maine. The Guard is under the assumption that the informant was killed, but his last report said that ‘She’s the perfect host,’ but for what they didn’t know. The reports ended after that. All three of us know what mission they were talking about. The only person missing from that little expedition is Camilla. 

“There is a possibility that Camilla is no more and a Demon is looking out of her eyes, especially if raising Demons is what they were doing. We have to consider that fact. Or the psycho murdering bitch that calls herself Agatha’s aunt is back from the dead, again.” Madeline practically spat the last sentence.

Beatrice barked a short laugh. “Same difference.” 

“Pretty much.” Madeline whipped her glance around to start at Beatrice. “Send additional orders to that team in Charleston. They are to report anything unusual, and I do mean anything. If she’s really a Demon, then this country is in serious trouble.”

Beatrice nodded and ran from the room. Betsy looked at her boss expectantly. 

“Get in touch with your ARCANE contacts. I could call Mr. Right, but he’s up to his eyeballs with Sicily, the team rebellion, and the crash. This could break him. Mr. Left is not ready to take over, and I’m sure not doing it. Not again. Give your folks a head’s up about Charleston and tell them our suspicions about Camilla. Where’s Agatha and her team right now?”

Betsy replied, “Her team is still in Jackson. The last report said they were going to crash something called ‘the hunt.’ We suspect they’re hunting humans for sport. The killer is somewhere amongst the revelers.”

“OK. Inform Anastasia of the Camilla facts and instruct her to keep Agatha in the dark if possible. She needs to solve one case at a time. I don’t want her charging off to Charleston until we know for sure which bitch we’re dealing with,” Madeline instructed.

<<<>>>

Finding new weapons isn’t really that hard in a battle zone. Demons don’t eat metal or shoot guns, so there was plenty to be found at the first overrun position the team came across. 

“Why just leave all this stuff?” Victoria picked up a carbine from the ground and checked the magazine.

“Fear, despair, or maybe they were eaten. Lots of that going around out here,” Hamilton replied as he reloaded his custom 1911 automatics. 

“At least they left us a few goodies.” Robert hefted a Panzerfaust 3 into the back of the truck. 

“Your idea of goodies is just heavy to me,” TJ grunted as he approached the truck with a very large box in his arms.

“Stop being a baby. That box is only a hundred pounds or so.” Robert heaved it into the truck next to the rocket launcher.

“Will that take down a Demon?” Victoria asked.

“Maybe. If you do your little Wiccan blessing on the shells, it just might. They use these for breaking into bunkers and seriously hardened targets. We’re lucky to find these out here,” Robert replied.

“It’s the work of the Gods then. I will prepare myself and give you the best blessing of your life. Promise.” Victoria handed Robert a carbine and walked around to the cab of the truck.

Watching her go, Robert smiled and muttered to himself, “If only.” 

Hamilton just rolled his eyes. The Jeedai were above the romantic dances of humanity.

“Are we ready?” Xavier asked.

“Unless we find an APC or a tank, we’ve got what we need,” Robert answered.

“Let’s load up then. If we hit the Demon from behind, we might luck out.” Xavier climbed into the cab of the truck. Robert would stay in the back to aim and reload if possible.

TJ yawned. “What do you want me to do?” 

“Keep them off of me. It takes a full five minutes or so to deploy this thing.” Robert demonstrated by lifting the tube and miming loading it.

“Off we go, into the valley of death. If only we had the six hundred.” Hamilton stated lazily.

Robert cut Hamilton a look and frowned. The word ‘poser’ came to mind. Reaching out he thumped the roof of the truck. Time to go. 

<<<>>>

“General, we’ve hit the Demon Captain with everything on the field. Nothing works. We took his holiness’s advice and had a local priest bless the weapons and ammo, but they just bounce off the big one.” The major was Colonel Di Maria’s replacement.

“Did they work on the smaller Demons?” General Spataro asked.

“Yes, sir. They did,” the major answered.

“Tell our men to concentrate on the smaller ones. Our job, in case you’ve forgotten, is to protect Italy from harm. Killing as many of the Demon spawn as possible is part of that! Ignore the Demon Captain for now. Understood?” The General thundered.

“But the thing is crushing our men when they shoot at it!” The Major protested.

“The Air Force is still organizing. Our allies are sending whatever units they have available as well. We have to trust Rome when they say that relief is coming. If we have to go down, at least we go down fighting. Now get out there,” General Spataro ordered.

The Major ran out of the tent but soon returned. “General, the Demon!”

“What about the Demon?” Spataro asked.

“Someone hurt it!” 

<<<>>>

“Fire in the hole!” Robert shouted as he peered through the telescopic sights lining up another shot in the same general area.

Like the first shot, the bunker buster hit the Demon’s spine penetrating it. Thirty feet of Demon screamed in pain.

“Hold it just a moment more, Victoria.” Xavier watched the Mage as she directed energy in the direction of the massive Demon. Her job was to hold it still.

Hamilton stood opposite the female Mage. Closing his eyes, he envisioned the new hole in the Demon’s back. Criss-crossing his hands, he motioned like he was pulling something apart. “I can only do this for moments. Shoot now!”

Taking aim again, Robert fired another high explosive shell at the Demon. This one entered the hole Hamilton was keeping open and hit its internal organs. Demonic ichor spurted out the front of the creature as the shell exploded. Robert's fist pumped in the air. “Yes!”

“Hit it with everything you’ve got!” Xavier ordered.

Hamilton started tossing fireballs at the beast as Victoria dropped her spell. She muttered something in Gaelic and pulled at the sky. Lightning bolts cracked and thundered as they struck the Demon. She raised her hand three more times before collapsing.

Somewhere in the middle of all that, the Demon crashed to the ground crushing a large swath of Lesser Demons. 

“You got it Victoria!” Xavier managed to catch the Mage as she fainted. 

Robert dropped the Panzerfaust on the roof of the truck. “Is she OK?”

“It’s just exhaustion. Your little girlfriend is fine. She just needs rest,” Hamilton explained.

“Should we go check if it’s dead?” TJ asked as he watched Italian units converge on the remaining Demons.

“No. Let the army have the kill. We’re ARCANE, remember? Let me contact command and get us a flight out of here. Palermo, I think.” Xavier pulled out his communicator. It was time for some good news at least.

<<<>>>

“... just get your people home commander. There should be a flight waiting for you in Palermo. We’ll debrief on the plane.” Mr. Right disconnected the call. 

“And?” Mr. Left asked.

“Score one for the good guys. Team Wood comes through again. At best speeds, we’re looking at twelve hours or so before they’re on our side of the world. The only choice is where do they go next? The plane they are on would need to fuel mid-air, but we could send them to California,” Mr. Right explained.

“No. Thomas, you know it will take too much time. California needs something special. With Omega gone you need to send Theta in. It’s the only choice.” Madeline Mills spoke from one of the monitors in the control room.

Mr. Right winced and not just from the use of his real name. “They do a better job out of the public eye.”

“It’s your only choice. Unless you want the Bs to suit up. We can be on a plane in less than an hour if that’s what you want,” Madeline threatened.

“No, no, no, no, not the Bs. That’s all we need loose in California. I’ll send Theta. This mess is looking worse and worse already,” Mr. Right responded.

Madeline looked down at both Right and Left. “Send Xavier to Charleston. If it turns out to be nothing, they will have at least gotten some rest out of it.”

Mr. Right shook his head. “I’ve seen the pictures. It’s her.”

“Then they will already be in place to deal with her. Agatha and her team just took down the serial killer they’ve been hunting. I’m giving her a day or so before I tell her. Before you jump in, be aware that I promised to not keep secrets from her. Trust is an issue with her,” Madeline replied.

“Fine. We’ll do it your way. Just be warned that the news of this is going to break. This is California we’re talking about. The Governor is already cycling up for evacuations and National Guard call-ups,” Mr. Right explained.

“Tell him to say a prayer for his state. With everything so high tech these days, the Demons are going to crash the whole state. Hold onto your socks, Thomas. We’re at war. I’ll be in touch,” Madeline disconnected.

Mr. Right leaned back in his chair and shook his head. What a mess. A red phone on his desk started blinking. When he took this job, he thought the concept was funny since it came from an old TV show. But, he never wanted it to ring. Bracing himself, he picked it up. “Yes, Mr. President?”

[image: ]

 


Author Notes 

Team Wood will return. 

This mini-series has been on my brain for a while. The idea started at the end of Witness Enchantment. The big question and spoiler, if you haven’t read the book at the end, was, what happened to Camilla?

Camilla Blackmore aka Camilla Fredericks, French, Friedlander, Futch, Ford, Gross, and finally Harvey. She is Agatha Blackmore’s aunt in the main Federal Witch series. She’s been married a lot and has killed off all of her husbands in one way or another. Camilla had a scheme. She wanted total control of her mother's Coven and to get it she needed Teegan, her sister, out of the way. 

All of Agatha’s life, Camilla has been the monster under the bed and the one thing that always drags her down. But no more. Agatha confronted Camilla in Witness Enchantment and drove her over the edge. Agatha thought she had killed her aunt but the body mysteriously disappeared. 

I originally left this tiny plot hole open. I intended to touch on it in Book Eight, Child of Darkness. But as usual, I went off in a different direction with my planning. 

Darkness Revealed was a result of that redirection. It’s Camilla’s story of what happened to her after the attack on the Blackmore home in Briarwood Maine, Agatha’s hometown. It explains the Strega, the Mercenaries, and the Egyptian God Set. He is the one who orchestrated the whole thing. Even bigger things are coming, they have scales, and they need Earth to be in turmoil. Plans within plans.

This brings us to Blood on the Moon. Autumn Fredericks is Camilla’s daughter. Autumn no longer exists as a person. Demons roam her house at will. War is coming, and Charleston will be central to the story. 

What’s coming up in the near future is crazy fun. Next up is the Path to Hell, Book Two of the Arcane Corps series. It’s followed by the next in the Jack Dalton series, Book Three. Jack is visiting a bunch of Witches and guess whose family it is? Remember that the most current Jack book is available to be read on my Website on the third Wednesday of each month. At that time, you may purchase the next episode in preorder. 

So many series, so little time. Just last week I placed an order with my designer, Heather Hamilton-Senter, for nineteen more covers. All but one of them is fantasy in nature. I have five series planned for the future, as well as a few secret projects. 

As always you can find new and exciting information about both the Federal Witch and the Athena Lee Universes on my FaceBook page, the Federal Witch Fan Page, Amazon, and my Website. Fergus the Unicorn is now on Twitter so give him a like or a follow. 

Until next time. 

TS Paul
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Author Introduction – T S Paul

I’m now into my second year as a published author. With over 25 works under my belt already my pace is relentless. Writing was never a goal of mine growing up. I really did fall into this accidentally. My wife and family knew of my love of books and urged me to try writing. It wasn’t until an author i befriended gave me a short push off a long pier that i really gave it a go. And what a go that was!

Athena Lee and Agatha Blackmore have given way to over 50 short stories. I write a lot. The future is in books and I’m in it for the long haul. Keep your eyes peeled for new and exciting things coming from me this year. Don’t forget to check the Blog every week for a new Wilson or Fergus story.

I welcome comments and questions on my blog. Follow me on Facebook  or visit my Amazon author page. I have an author page with BookBub too.

I’m excited, are you?
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The Federal Witch

Born a Witch Drafted by the FBI! - Now Available in Audio!

Conjuring Quantico - Now Available in Audio!

Magical Probi - Now Available in Audio!

Special Agent in Charge - Now Available in Audio!

Witness Enchantment

Night of the Unicorn

Invisible Elder

Blood on the Moon

Child of Darkness - TBD

A Draft of Dragons - TBD

Cat’s Night Out, Tails from the Federal Witch - Audio Available

Serpent Con

Darkness Revealed

The Standard of Honor

Shade of Honor

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Coven Codex -October 2017

A Confluence of Covens -TBD

Conflict of Commitments -TBD

Standard of Honor -TBD

The Mongo Files

The Case of the Jamaican Karma -TBD

The Case of the Lazy Magnolia - TBD

The Case of the Rugrat Exorcist -TBD

Cookbooks From the Federal Witch Universe

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Read and Eat Cookbooks

Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Athena Lee Chronicles

The Forgotten Engineer

Engineering Murder

Ghost Ships of Terra

Revolutionary

Insurrection

Imperial Subversion

The Martian Inheritance - Audio Now Available

Infiltration

Prelude to War

War to the Knife

Ghosts of Noodlemass Past

Athena Lee Universe

Shades of Learning

Space Cadets  - Coming Soon Late 2017

Short Story Collections

Wilson’s War

A Colony of CATTs

Unicorns are Short

Box Sets

The Federal Witch: The Collected Works, Book 1

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 1-3

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 4-6

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 7-9 plus the prequel

Athena Lee Chronicles (10 Book Series)

Standalone or tie-ins

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

The Lost Pilot

Uncommon Life

Kurtherian Gambit

Alpha Class. The Etheric Academy book 1

Alpha Class - Engineering. The Etheric Academy Book 2

The Etheric Academy (2 Book Series)

Holiday Tales

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Night of the Living Turkeys

Anthologies

Phoenix Galactic

The Expanding Universe Book 2

Cupid’s Bow

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View: July - August - September

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Haunted Hearts I

Taking it in the Road

Non-Fiction

Get that Sh@t off your Cover!: The so-called Miracle Man speaks out

Study Guide and Timeline: The Athena Lee Chronicles
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Coming Soon!

Next up in the ARCANE Corps Series...
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