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Chapter 1 

“What the hell?” Sergeant House’s first thought was it had to be a drill. Some of the alarms going off he’d never heard before! He gripped the doorway next to him as the control room shook and trembled.

Private Gabriel Zolman lurched sideways as his foot caught on a fallen soda can. Rocking backward he lost control and fell back. 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 began to flash 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 screens say?”

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

“Bakes! Remove Zolman’s key and prepare to activate all 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! Does this look like a drill to you?” 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! We’re the first line of defense. Get ready.” 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 Command just started firing.” Corporal Stevenson commented as the room shook another time.

Sergeant House grabbed 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 appeared 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 confined here. Military planners weren’t ones to change horses mid-stream, so they incorporated the wall into the newer designs. “What is that? Is that a tooth?”

What looked almost like gigantic shark’s teeth, or maybe the blades of a saw appeared at the edge. The objects kept moving upward until 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 their 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 and brought 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 gun turret.

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

Taking a step forward the Captain pulled a sword from thin air. The Demon’s sword smashed through the Alpha control center and silenced all its guns.

Inside the crew were scrambling to reactivate the guns, any of the weapons. 

“Try the backup panel!” Sergeant House pressed every button on the console in succession.

Corporal Stevenson yanked open the panel on the wall and scanned the numbers. She flipped the main back into the on position. “Try it now.”

The console in front of the Sergeant lit up suddenly. Many of the switches remained dark, but fire buttons for half the primary weapons were still active. 

“Burn that thing back to Hell!” Sergeant House ordered.

“Firing!” Private Bakes depressed the all guns button. All the remaining lights in the booth dimmed for a moment then the explosions started. 

Only turrets two through five were active, but it was enough to take care of the imps and Cambion Demons pouring out of the hole. The even numbered guns were 90mm repurposed anti-aircraft artilleries initially installed on the base. The odd-numbered weapons were Uncle Sam’s latest and greatest, laser and plasma cannons. 

“Bakes, target three and five on the big boy. This might be the only time they see action. Zolman, keep chopping up the smaller creatures!” Sergeant House ordered as he watched the screens.

“Sergeant, Zolman’s dead. I’ve got command of the evens too,” Bakes replied.

The big sergeant grimaced, “transfer control of the even guns to Stevenson and kill that thing.” 

Bakes quickly typed in a command on her board setting up the transfer orders. The fail-safe system was set up this way in case a controller was overcome by Demonic energy. During the last war, there were several documented cases of artillery teams firing on their own troops. 

Small to middle-sized Demons were crawling out of the hole faster than the main guns could destroy. The older M1 guns could only fire twenty-five shells per minute.

“Switch to fragmentation on the evens. If we can’t kill them, maybe we can slow them down some. Bakes, target the small ones until the switchover is made,” Sergeant House ordered.

“If I let up on the big one it could overwhelm our defenses!” Bakes shouted as she targeted the huge Demon’s body again.

Sergeant House left his station to hover over the private, “look at the concentration of the smaller ones. They’re building a damned ladder with their bodies. If they get out, we won’t have any defenses!” 

“At least let me notify Beta section. They might be able to take up the slack,” Bakes slammed her left hand down on the communicator. 

Nothing came through the speakers, not even a crackle of static.

“Transferring now. Sorry Sergeant.” Bakes hit three buttons in a specific order activating the system. 

For almost thirty seconds the guns fell silent as Corporal Stevenson assumed control of them, in that time the Demonic Captain was able to destroy both the laser cannon and the plasma cannon with his sword.

Bakes’ entire console went dead as she let out a curse, “Frak! I’m out, Sergeant.”

House shook his head as he watched the main monitor. The Demonic Captain roared as he ripped what was left of the Army’s newest plasma cannon off the top of the wall. The piles of dead Demons were almost deep enough for it to reach the lip of the bowl. “Run to Beta section, Bakes. Inform them of our situation and attach yourself to them. We have nothing left for you here.”

Bakes stared at the monitor. Once the Demon was able to climb out, the control center would be the first thing destroyed. “Sergeant…”

“I’m not asking your opinion here, soldier! Move it!” House bellowed at her.

Bakes ducked her head grabbing her sidearm and ran. Taking one last look at the command center, she slid through the open door and out into the pressurized tunnel. Beta section was down the tube and to the left.

“Oliver, she just wanted to help you know,” Stevenson remarked as her hands flew over the board in front of her. The fragmentation shells were working against the smaller Demons, but the big one wasn’t hurt at all.

Blam! 

A loud explosion shook the command center. Already loose consoles shifted, and the sound of glass breaking could be heard.

“What the hell was that?” House cried out.

“Gun Two. I can’t tell if it was internal, or the Demon got it,” Stevenson glanced at the computer readouts.

Stepping over Zolman’s body, the sergeant peered out the only outside window the building had. “The Demon didn’t get it. Keep firing.”

“Are we using the ‘last resort’ option?” Stevenson asked.

Sergeant House looked back over his shoulder at the corporal. “We may have to. It’s going to get out. Either stop it now or not at all. It will only stem the tide though. Looks to be thousands of them.”

Stevenson sighed as she targeted the large Demon with her shells. “At least I'm going out doing my duty.”

<<< >>>

Conception base was the most heavily defended area in the United States. Military forces had been in place here since the end of the Demon War in 1948. At first, it was tank units with the most substantial artillery available to the military. Those were replaced by what personnel nicknamed the Bowl. The area around the California Hellmouth was encased in a titanium bowl. It’s construction in the 1950s almost bankrupted the nation, but American deaths on a scale like those in Central Europe was unthinkable. The walled system was longer than three football fields. The idea was to provide a killing ground reachable by every weapon available. Gun emplacements of varying strengths were layered around the edges to facilitate that.

Like any bureaucracy, the Army and Marine Corps were no different. Over time, more unnecessary structures were added as well as upgrades to the system. Even though more advanced weapons were available, the expense was shelved in favor of just upgrading rather than replacing. Beta Command was one such decision. Unlike Alpha, they were in command of the Phalanx CIWS and light anti-aircraft guns. Staggered behind them was Delta Command. They controlled battleship grade turrets whose only purpose was to engage the threat when and if it escaped.

Bakes pressed the entrance button with her left hand and banged on the porthole window with her right. There was no immediate danger from the Demons but informing Beta Command was extremely important.

There was a loud clunk, and the door to Beta Command hissed open. Bakes quickly stepped inside and sealed the door behind her.

“Private Bakes, did you have something to report?” Lieutenant Blue asked.

Saluting, Bakes explained Alpha’s situation. 

The lieutenant nodded. “Are they triggering the fail-safe?”

Bakes blinked. Fail-safe? “Sir, what’s the fail-safe?”

Lieutenant Blue shook his head. “Come with me.”

Following the officer, Private Bakes left the entrance portal and stepped into the control room. Unlike Alpha, this one was at least twenty years newer and much more spacious. Over a dozen soldiers sat behind monitoring stations firing at the Demons.

Stopping for a moment, she watched as the controller targeted a larger group of Cambion Demons crawling out of the hole. The 40mm cannons he controlled were strong enough to cause severe injuries to the lower Demons, scattering them. The crosshairs on the screen shifted to the next group sweeping across the lower half of the Captain Demon. The shells bounced off like they were made of rubber.

“Sir. Lieutenant Blue, sir? Sergeant House sent me to tell you. He said… He said…” The Private paused and looked at another monitor. Like the other, it was wreaking havoc on the lower Demons but couldn’t touch the big one.

The Lieutenant reached out and grabbed Private Bakes’s shirt collar. “Over here private.” He dragged her to a table at the back of the room.

“The Demons…” She pointed at the screens.

“I know. We can’t stop them. This base was built to slow them down. We’re the sacrifice needed to save the nation,” Blue explained.

Bakes looked up at the primary monitor. The interior of the bowl was lit up like the Fourth of July. It was an abattoir of blood and pain. Dozens, hundreds, thousands of Demons were pouring forth from the hole. For every hundred killed, one or two survived to create the steps. A virtual pyramid of living beings was to be steps to enable the Captain his freedom.

“The fail-safe was something the eggheads thought up at the end of the war. Immolation. At first, they loaded the tanks with white phosphorus and napalm. Studies showed that the Demons might survive that, so they switched to plasma a few years ago. No idea how they knew the original stuff wouldn’t work. Your section had control of it,” Blue pointed to the screen. “See the nozzles next to the guns? That is the fail-safe. If it works, it will kill the initial force and give Delta and Gamma time to set up. There is only so much ammunition in the world, Private.”

A bright flash caught Bakes attention as the 90mm gun exploded. The Demons roared and surged ever forward toward the stairs they were building.

“Concentrate all fire on the hole. Slow them down as much as possible!” Lieutenant Blue commanded.

Lights on the screen started to flash as bright blue spots began popping up on the sensors.

“He did it! Plasma system is operational. Burn you bastards,” Blue yelled.

True plasma is a form of ionized gas that when ignited can reach more than ten thousand kelvins. Someone somehow developed a system to harness that energy and use it as a weapon. The two plasma cannons in Alpha Command were such weapons. The fail-safe was another. Over a dozen nozzles directed the superheated gas directly at the Demons. Everything it touched was instantly incinerated. Demons, titanium, and humans. The area known as the Bowl and everything around it for more than a hundred feet ceased to exist in the time it took to take a breath. The Demon hole bubbled with molten metal as what was once a defense became a deterrent.

“Say a prayer for them later private. We don’t have long before the Demons break through again. Grab a station and hold one because round two is about to begin,” the lieutenant directed.
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Chapter 2

Amber Carson, Class Three Mage and team leader of Theta Section looked up from her studies at the first rumble. She looked straight ahead and shook her head. When deep in concentration she occasionally imagined things. Then the entire room seemed to shimmy for just a moment. Looking skyward she began to yell, “Sheldon, what the hell was that?”

Now the room began to shake in earnest. Amber wondered if they were being subjected to an infamous “Cali earthquake.” Pictures rattled and bounced on the walls, and a glass of water on her desk slid off shattering on the floor. Lights, previously hidden, started to flash.

Gripping the table in front of her for stabilization, Amber shakily stood. Designed like a wheel, Theta was compartmentalized for efficiency. The study area was just the tip of the iceberg here. Another wave of shaking threw books and pictures on to the floor and almost tossed the Mage off her feet. 

“Sheldon, report!” Lurching, Amber burst through the door into the large common room or hub of the section.

Two other members of Theta Section were present. They sat on the team couch staring at the large screen TV in the center of the room.

“What the hell’s going on?” Amber demanded as she staggered across the room.

Nadya Perry, the team’s other Mage looked at her leader with a rictus of fear. Her hand came up to point at the screen. “It’s an incursion.”

Without looking at the screen, Amber replied to her, “Impossible! We would have sensed the ritual. It has to be something else.”

“Are you even looking, boss? They aren’t aliens,” Alexander pointed a remote toward the screen.

Turning to the screen, Amber glimpsed a gigantic hand emerging from the hole before the screen shorted out vanishing the picture. Snatching the remote from the weapons specialist, Amber cried out, “Get it back!”

“Not his fault there, boss. The signal is down all over the base.” A man’s voice replied. 

The members of the team looked up from the screen to see a short, thin, geeky looking man walking towards them. In his hands was one of the team’s issued tablets. 

“They’ve issued a full alert up there.” He pointed upwards. “Alerts went out to all commands including ours. Orders?”

Amber stared at the tech specialist who kept her team running. Sheldon was the nickname for Rob White. Nobody called him Rob, not even her. His resemblance to a very popular TV star instantly made everyone think of his nickname. “Why now? This is the first incursion since 1948. Does command know?”

“ARCANE believes it has something to do with the Sicily operation. Demonic forces were observed using gates of some sort. Both Right and Left believe they came here,” Sheldon replied.

Amber stared at her team for a split second. “Arm up, full loadout. We’ve no idea how long this will take. Sheldon, follow me. I need to hear the rest of the briefing.” 

Smiling at the chance to kill something Alexander jumped up, “Excellent. Tell me I can bring all my toys?” 

“Full loadout means full loadout. Just try to not blow us all up,” Amber replied. She was moving out at a full trot with Sheldon running behind her.

Alexander went straight for his quarters. None of the really good stuff was in the armory. Lack of trust was why he’d been kicked out of three other sections in his career. 

“It took everyone by surprise. This is a holiday weekend remember? Over half the crews are off-base. They’re even short of officers up there. So far only the arm has come through, but the surface is swarming with Imps and Cambion Demons,” Sheldon turned his pad so she could see the digital images of the hole.

Amber glanced at the images and shook her head. Too much to do, too little time. Entering her quarters, she began opening lockers and pulling out equipment. “Sheldon, Rob, you need to go arm up. This will get nasty.”

Setting his tablet down, the team technical specialist put his arms around her. “Gimme a kiss first.”

Amber leaned in and kissed him. Inwardly, she sighed. Lasting personal relationships were frowned upon at ARCANE. In war, people die, and ARCANE was always at war. Her relationship with Rob was entirely accidental. At least that is what she told herself.

Rob pulled away and ran to the door. He was the most vulnerable of the team and needed extra time to armor up.

Finding her things was easy. Pants, coat, boots, weapons harness, and spelled protection. She’d worn this outfit for so long it was like a second skin to her. Much had changed over the past twenty years. ARCANE had come at just the right time to save both her soul and her sanity. Losing her husband, the man she’d known since pre-school almost destroyed her.

The catsuit was something Butch had thought up. He’d seen some human movie about bats and told her it was perfect. Amber thought he was crazy to spend so much money on a costume. But over the years she’d come to love it. And not just because the outfit was the last present he’d given her.

Slipping on her guns, she thought about her life before and the situation that almost got her killed.

<<< >>>

“We’re truly sorry for your loss. Kemper was a fine Witch and will be sorely missed by the community.” 

Amber looked up from the table where she sat. Three Elders stood before her. Tears were still running down her face as she stared at them. It had been only an hour, and she mourned the love of her life.

“With the death of Kemper you must leave the community and never return,” the Carson Family Elder explained.

“Excuse me?” Amber blinked, a look of surprise on her face.

Elder Witch Carlene looked Amber in the eye. “This is a Witch community. We allowed you to stay here at the behest of your husband. With his death at the hands of a drunk driver that is now withdrawn. You are to leave the town of Lincoln and never return here.”

“This is my home. I want you out of it. Now. How dare you tell me on the day of my husband's death to leave town! What sort of monsters are you?” Amber yelled at them.

“It’s not,” Elder Ivey replied.

“What?” Amber scowled at the elders. “What is that supposed to mean to me?”

Ivey waved her hands all around her. “This place is Not Your Home. The Carson family leased it to Kemper for the life of his marriage. You need to go.”

“I don’t understand. This community is all that I have. My classes, the degree I’ve been working on, what does my teacher have to say about this?” Amber asked.

“Magister Ernest Madhl will respect the decisions of this council, or he too will be on the outside. He was warned by this very council the penalty of teaching … humans,” Elder Carlene looked down at me in disgust.

“I will appeal to the human authorities. You can’t just throw me out!” Amber replied.

“What human authorities? This is not Briarwood, human. We don’t keep those beneath us informed of anything. They are lucky to even know of our existence.” Elder Carlene laughed.

“I need time to call a moving truck and pack the house,” Amber’s mind was going a mile-a-minute with things to do.

All three elders started to laugh at me. “Pack? Everything here belongs to the Carson family. They only allowed you to live in it.”

“These are my things! I bought them,” Amber raged.

“No. The money was your husband’s, and everything he owned or earned belongs to his family. You were informed of this when we allowed you to reside amongst us. It’s time to leave,” the Elder replied.

Amber felt her palms grow warm and a faint breeze blow through the house. “I will fight you.”

Elder Carlene chuckled, “If you think we aren’t prepared for your feeble Magicks, human, you really are as ignorant as the Carsons have said. Attack us. Join your husband in death. It matters not to us.”

Carefully reaching out with her senses, Amber could feel the Magick generated by the three Witches in front of her as well as the full Coven surrounding her house. She dropped her shields and powered down her Magick. “Fine. You win. I’ll leave. One day, you’ll be sorry. Mark my words in this.”

The Elders all smiled at her rhetoric. “You may take a single bag. The cars in the driveway stay. A car will drop you at the town’s limit.”

All three Elders turned as one and left the way they came through the open front door. Amber checked with her senses, the Coven was still there.

When she married Butch, nobody but his family called him Kemper, he’d explained about the town. According to him, they were modernizing. The plan was to reintegrate humans into the town slowly. Starting with her of course. Everyone had been very nice and accommodating. How quickly things change.

One bag. Did they mean a big bag? Amber stared at the closet in disgust. What was she supposed to take that would last her forever? Throwing clothing on the bed, she started to make up her mind.

Packing her suitcase, Amber crammed her purse into the top in case they were literal. She hoped they choked on their pride.

Waiting for her in the driveway was Nancy Sue Madhl, her next door neighbor. “I’m to drive you to the edge of town.”

Not replying, Amber placed her bag in the back and climbed in after it. 

Nancy Sue licked her lips but didn’t speak right away. She waved her hand closing the car doors. 

“It’s for the best Amber,” Nancy Sue commented as they left the neighborhood.

“Best for whom? You and the rest of the snobs? Please. Were you ever my friend or was it all an act?” Amber asked.

“The Council makes the rules. We just follow them,” Nancy Sue replied.

“Drones. That's what you all are. You blindly follow what they say and have no opinions of your own. I thought you were my friend, but I can see now that everything I believed about Witches before I was married was true. You’re a bunch of egotistical bigots!” Amber fired back.

“Think what you like. I have as much choice in this as you do.” Nancy Sue pulled the car over by the side of the road. They were more than a hundred yards past the limit line. “This is your stop. May your life be better going forward than it was here.” 

Waving her hand Nancy Sue opened the doors of the sedan and removed Amber and her luggage with Magick. Without a single glance behind her, the woman did a U-turn and returned to town.

Standing on the side of the road Amber watched her friend of five years drive away. Had her life been one big lie all along? What was she to do now?

“Would you like a job?” 

The sound of the voice behind her caused Amber to turn, Magick crackling in her palms. “Who are you?”

“My name is Mr. Right, and I’m the one offering you a place to live and learn. We humans need to stick together,” the man replied.

That was ten years ago. A lifetime. Amber had taken Mr. Right up on his offer of a ride and a job. Now it was time to pay the bill. 

<<< >>>

“This is a disaster! More than half of our teams are dead and now this. Who do we have that we can send to California?” Mr. Right asked the video council.

“No one. You told me yourself to keep the Magical Division out of the loop. Agatha and her team are finishing up their current assignment. Do you want her in California? By the time they get there, Charleston could be in play you know,” FBI Director Madeline Mills stated. 

“Theta Section is on location and fully staffed. US Military Command swears to me they can contain the threat, but we’re not completely convinced yet. Is this connected to the Strega?” Mr. Right asked the screens in front of him.

Madeline flipped through a pad of paper in front of her, “Team Wood is in the air and en route to South Carolina as you requested. Pending receipt of their after-action report, I can say that the Strega don’t exist as a power in our world any longer. There is evidence that while the Strega may have raised the Demons, they lost control. Only Demons were at the monastery. All the humans were dead.”

“Dead? But if they raised the…” Mr. Right paused. He frowned then looked up at the monitor. “Charleston?”

“Yes. That’s what the Bs and I think. We suspected they captured Camilla in Maine, but what if we were wrong about that? If she’s helping them… It’s going to be bad, Thomas. Very bad. That woman has no respect for human life,” Madeline replied.

“Put everyone we have available on it. We must know what Camilla’s plans are and how she was able to raise so many Demons. There must be a way of controlling them. Are you able to contact Marcella Blackmore and have her listen to you?” Mr. Right asked.

Madeline sighed, “Her ties to the Council are a problem if we are asking for help. They are the ones that made the rule after all.”

“Rules can be broken. Her daughter is the instigator here. We might need a way to stop her. Killing her doesn’t seem to work all that well. Make the call,” Mr. Right replied.

“Thomas…” Madeline trailed off when Mr. Right held up his hand.

“I’ve told you before, that name has no meaning for me anymore. Mr. Right is who I am now,” he answered.

“Fine. Whatever you want. The paranormals didn’t want in on this fight, remember? And we aren’t supposed to even know about the Council. The boys in Washington sure don’t.” Madeline replied.

“This is their mess, to begin with. Ignore Washington. They can’t keep secrets and leak like a sieve. If you have to bring ARCANE into the light, do it. We cannot hide the presence of Mages at the incursion sites. The media will find us out quickly. There are contingency plans in place, regardless. Make the call,” Mr. Right disconnected Madeline’s screen. Looking at his assistant he pointed. “Get me the President.”

<<< >>>

“Damn that man,” Madeline looked away from the darkened screen on her desk. “He just doesn’t listen.”

“He does a good job though. It could have been yours,” Beatrice reminded her boss.

Madeline barked out a laugh, “Yeah, right. That would have been a disaster. He’s the right man, no pun intended. Calling Marcella though… I don’t want to go through life looking over my furry shoulders for cats.”

Both Betsy and Beatrice started laughing this time. Betsy waved her hand at Madeline, “She wouldn’t do that to you.” 

“No, she’d just make you think you were a mouse. Marcella is a leader, not a killer. Now Agatha might, if you pissed her off,” Beatrice remarked. She had a pretty good handle on that Witch.

“Ugh. Agatha. I still have to tell her that Camilla might be behind all of this. Should I tell Marcella?” Madeline asked.

“You have to. It’s your job. Plus if we really want the World Species Council’s help, we need to tell them the truth. They don’t like it when we lie, not ever,” Betsy replied.

Madeline waved at the phone in front of her. “Make it so Number One.”

Beatrice snorted and leaned over to one side silently laughing. Betsy dialed the phone with one hand and gave her boss the middle finger with her other. “Line one on your phone.”

Picking up the receiver and pressing the button, Madeline listened. Ring, ring, ring, ring, “Hello?” 

“Mrs. Blackmore? My name is Madeline Mills. You might not remember me, but I run the FBI Academy?” The Director asked.

Marcella’s voice was soft and gentle like a friendly grandmother, but Madeline knew she could be harsh and terrifying if she needed to be. “I do remember you, Director Mills. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I’m in possession of some information that is most troubling. Are you aware of the incursion in Sicily?” Madeline asked.

“We are. Nasty mess that is. I know you aren’t calling about Agatha. She and her team are in Jackson, Tennessee today. I just got off the phone with her, actually. I’m not good at beating around the bush, Director. Just cut to the chase, please,” Marcella replied.

“Fine. While I’m one of the FBI’s Directors, I also work for a much more secret organization whose sole purpose is to protect humanity. You may not know who I work for, but we know who you work for. The laws in place need to change. It was the Strega who raised these Demons, and it should be members of your community who stop them. Forcing regular humans to do the job you should be doing is reprehensible. The attack has now spread to the continental United States and is directly your fault. We have proof that one of your daughters either assisted or performed the rituals herself for the Strega,” Madeline explained.

“Out of the darkness and into the light. ARCANE shows itself at long last.” The soft voice of an aged Grandmother was gone. This was the voice of a leader and a mildly pissed off Witch. “We don’t take threats lightly Director. I knew many of your founding Mages. Who do you think supplied them with training texts in 1948? I’ve even been to Indian Springs a time or two. Not as it is now, though. The rules are there for a reason. We cannot afford another Purge. Not even a Demonic one. Find the Prince or the Duke, and end this yourself.”

“So quick to shift the blame and not even a mention of your daughter Camilla. Don’t you want to know where she is?” Madeline asked.

“She’s dead. No living person, especially a barely-trained Witch, could have survived that fireball explosion. Only the divine can do that. And if this is about Teegan, she is right here beside me in Maine.” Marcella replied.

“I have a stack of recent pictures on the desk in front of me. But forget those. Are you going to help us against the Demons or not?” Director Mills asked.

“Not. Go back to your school, Director. Forget about ARCANE. I gave you Agatha, she should be enough for anything you come across. Goodbye,” Marcella disconnected the phone on her end.

“Damn. I had hoped she might talk to us. Mr. Right was correct. We did need to try. Pass along all new and important information to Anastasia. She will be our briefer. If Charleston falls apart, tell her to give it all to Agatha.” Madeline shook her head and gave directions to her assistants.
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Chapter 3

Molten metal bubbled and boiled as it poured into what everyone called The Hole. Like the crack of doom, it loomed over everything on the base. It was the reason for the military’s existence here at Conception Base. 

“Is it closed?” Private Bakes asked.

“Not hardly, the higher-ups tried something like this in the 1950s. It didn’t hold. There wasn’t even a Demon invasion at the time,” Lieutenant Blue explained.

A look of consternation crossed Bake’s face, “how is that even possible?”

“Some Magickal BS. The Mages all have a theory about it,” he said.

Bakes didn’t react, but Blue noticed, anyway. 

“Someone’s been speaking out of turn I see. Yes, we have Mages. If you’re unlucky, you might even meet one. The Holy See, the Vatican, is supposed to have one of these beneath it. That’s only a rumor mind you, but it makes sense that a Christian order would build a temple over a Pagan one. Especially one with a portal in it,” Blue commented. “Those Mages we aren’t talking about say the Vatican one doesn’t lead to Hell.”

“Where does it go then?” Bakes asked.

Blue shook his head. “No idea. If I were home in Missouri, I would say it goes to St. Peters.”

Bakes looked at him frowning, “Where?”

“St. Peters, Missouri. Something about how the town is laid out along the river and interstates. Every road in the county seems to take you there. It’s a joke my wife and I tell each other.” Blue pointed towards the monitors. “Within the hour that seal will fail. We need to check the status of our guns and prepare Gamma Section.”

Lieutenant Blue looked at Bakes. “Don’t get too comfortable. When the breakthrough happens, I’m sending you to Gamma as a messenger. I don’t expect comms to last. Major Dawn can give you more instructions and find a place for you.”

Bakes looked up at him in alarm, “But…?”

“No. My team works well together. While helpful, you might disrupt that. There is no final option here. Best you not be here.” Lieutenant Blue laid his hand on her arm. “Trust me.”

<<<>>>

Down below the Conception base and inside the ARCANE Mage quarters on Level Ten, Amber spoke to Sheldon. “Status report. Do we have orders from command or ARCANE or Indian Springs yet?” 

“Nothing’s come over the notification channels. I’m tapped into Mil-Net too, and they’re getting their asses handed to them up there,” Sheldon pointed upwards.

Amber shook her head. “Not acceptable. It’s our job to send them back to Hell and protect the innocent. We need into that fight. Find a way to get us there Shelly.”

The man called Sheldon rolled his eyes and nodded. “Let me try and reaccess the command channel.”

“Do you smell that?” Alexander sniffed the air. Turning, he scanned the room.

“What is it?” Nadya asked. The Earth Mage clutched a knife that suddenly appeared in her hand. It was her most deadly weapon.

Alex sniffed again and scrunched up his face in disgust. “Smells a bit like a garbage fire in a pig pen.”

“That bad?” Nadya asked.

“Pretty much,” he sniffed again and pointed up and to the left. “It’s coming from the main ventilator. Up there.” 

The team all looked up.

Sheldon sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything… Wait… OK. There it is. Ugh. That’s awful.” 

“Told you. We’ve fought Demons before, and they never smelled like that before,” Alexander replied.

“That last Demon we took out was at that cult house in Los Angeles. It was only a medium-sized Demon according to the geeks at ARCANE. By-the-way there’s a formal thank you in our files from the FBI on that one,” Amber explained.

“The FBI? Why would they care about what we do?” Nadya asked.

Amber looked at her sometimes boyfriend and team member, “Sheldon?”

“That cult was elusive. They kidnapped a bunch of kids a few years ago and raised up several Demonic entities. An FBI strike team took them down,” Sheldon reported.

Alexander started, “How? I’ve met some of those teams, and they pretty much only shoot hostages and scare old ladies.”

Catching his eyes, Amber shook her head. “Play nice. They had a backup. Agatha Blackmore was in her second year at the Academy, and she pitched in. They missed one of the sub-groups but managed to take out the whole cult and save most of the hostages. It was the first mission where she proved her worth to the FBI.” 

“You’re talking about the Witch? The one that works for the FBI, she’s got a pet horse or something? That Witch?” Alexander asked.

“Unicorn. She’s got a pet Unicorn. It talks to her. I know it sounds crazy, but she was all my estranged family could talk about. Blackmore family this and Blackmore family that. They wouldn’t shut up about it all. Trust me when I say that I know lots of gossip and lies about that family,” Amber explained.

Alexander snorted. “Talking Unicorns. What is the world coming to now? And you wonder why we don’t have Paras working for ARCANE. What makes her so different from the rest of those stuck-up bitches, anyhow?” 

Nadya whacked Alex across the back of his head. “She cares. There’s a human on her team, a well respected one. William Maxwell, a real hardass from the old school FBI. They’re all good people. So watch what you say!”

Sheldon looked up at the name Maxwell but didn’t say anything. They had a job to do and correcting a Mage when she was pissed off wasn’t on the agenda. She’d see the memo about Maxwell’s death, eventually. The tablet in his hand finally made a connection and beeped in response. “Hey, I’ve got something here!”

Tapping the screen, Sheldon managed to link the tablet to the large screen in the team room. It lit up to show the ‘bowl’ filled with burning corpses and liquid metal. The hole was covered over and smoking.

“The hell?” Alexander remarked.

Amber cut her eyes at Sheldon, “Last resort?”

Sheldon nodded, “Looks like it. We need to get up there, this isn’t over yet.”

“Orders?” Amber asked.

“Nothing official. Could be the military forgot about us down here, Amber,” Sheldon remarked as he sifted email.

Amber nodded. Staring off into space for a moment, she considered what would happen if the base was overrun. “We’ll use evac plan ‘Charlie.’ Assume the base is overrun and stay away from any exit near the bowl or Alpha through Delta Sections.”

“Charlie? Is that the one where we crawl through the air ducts without shoes on at Christmas time?” Alexander asked.

Nadya punched her sometime movie watching partner in the arm. “That was Die Hard. We just watched all twenty of those movies last week! She’s talking about the plan where we take the stairs, remember?” 

Alexander rubbed his arm and looked at her aghast. “Stairs? Why can’t we just use the elevator? I’ll shoot anyone or anything that tried to get on. There’s like fifteen flights of stairs over there.”

“More like twenty, actually. Let’s get to climbing, we have Demons to kill,” Amber instructed as she opened the door wide and looked upward.

“But the elevator is right there!” Alexander pointed toward the shiny silver-colored door.

Amber looked at him shaking her head. “If the base above us is overrun, what will you do against all the Demons by yourself?”

Alexander snorted. “I, at least, won’t be tired from climbing a million flights of stairs. We can handle whatever they throw at us. You trained the lot of us to be better and stronger than them. Trust me. It might be a gut level move, but I bet you we can get clear. Can we at least try?” 

Looking past him towards Sheldon, Amber grimaced. All the team members had pleading looks upon their faces. “If we die doing this, I’m coming back and killing you, understand?” 

“Great. I’ll even stand still so you can do it. Thank you, Amber.” Alexander bowed flaring his arms out like a showman.

“I mean it,” Amber remarked. “Just to be safe we’ll get off on Level Four.”

“Four?” Nadya asked as she stepped into the car.

“Yes. There’s a backup command center we can use on Four. If comms are down internally, we should be able to patch into the hardline from there.” Amber explained as she stepped into the elevator.

“Since when is there a backup command center?” Sheldon asked.

“It’s always been there. Level Seven staff and above are informed about it and some of the other hidden parts of the base. It isn’t used by Military Command because the equipment is a bit old, but it’s my understanding it should still work,” Amber explained.

Still holding his tablet, Sheldon called up a map of the base. “Where is it on here?”

Staring at the map in Sheldon’s hands Amber remembered the briefing she was given by her predecessor.

<<< >>>

“The base was conceived as a gigantic helix rotating downward. It was one way to support the floors and provide just one more level of secrecy,” Commander Xavier Cedar had explained.

“After the last invasion, the President tasked both the Pentagon and the Defense Oversight Committee with constructing a deterrent. If there is a repeat of 1945 and the Demons come, we needed to be able to push them back quickly. That was the biggest problem back then. No one was prepared for it. If the Guard hadn’t rallied, or the Weres joined the fight… You’ve heard the speculations. It would have been very nasty, regardless. There are eleven floors altogether here.”

“Eleven?” Amber looked shocked. “The elevator only goes to ten.”

Xavier nodded, “correct. Only the Joint Chiefs and the President himself know about Level Eleven.”

Amber looked up at the commander, “Wow. What’s down there?”

“The linchpin for the base. We were never supposed to fight this base,” Xavier remarked.

“Not fight? Why would they build this then?” Amber waved at the ceiling above her.

Xavier chuckled, “I said the same thing when they posted me here too. The original plan was to collapse the base, trapping the Demon Horde inside it. The military high command wanted to use destruction as a delaying tactic. Hold the Demons off until we can hit them Magickally. Or at least that’s the theory. Remember ARCANE evolved out of a group of Mages that fought the last war. They were heavily involved with building this place from the ground up.”

“What does it do?” Amber asked.

Xavier frowned, “What does what do?”

“The linchpin. Is it an artifact of some kind?” Amber asked.

“It might count as one now after all the power with which it's been imbued. Each month, the team’s lead Mages are to strengthen the spell holding the base together. The rituals and spellwork can be found in your commander’s wall safe. You and only you are to know the real purpose of the ritual. There are orders to this effect in the box as well, but if the base looks to be lost, you are instructed to go to Eleven and essentially pull the pin.” Xavier replied with a grimace on his face. “It’s a suicide mission. A noble purpose or some crap. Those who came before us had twisted senses of humor.”

“That’s crazy! If there was even a single chance of getting out alive why wouldn’t a Mage take it? What happens to me if I refuse?” Amber asked.

Xavier laughed, “I’m not a Mage, remember? I did ask that to my predecessor, who was one. In the 1970s, this very question came up. We’re volunteers. Why die? Their answer was to come up with an unofficial solution. There are two switches now. One drops the whole place as soon as you pull it and the other gives you exactly twenty minutes to get out. The kicker though is that you get to choose. If the base is overrun, waiting too long could doom California.”

Amber winced. “Wonderful. Some kind of choice that is. Is that all that’s down there?”

“That and some leftover construction equipment. I installed a gun rack and weapons stand just inside the door, but if you’re in that room making the last stand there is pointless. If it’s your time to choose, pull the right switch,” Xavier pointed out.

Pursing her lips, Amber asked, “What about the military? What are their plans?”

“I’m not really sure. Since the military doesn’t know about ours, we are forbidden from asking. I’ve always assumed it was nasty. Explosives are pretty much the only way to kill Demons after all,” Xavier explained.

“So, if I choose the escape option I might die anyway trying to get out?” Amber asked.

“Yup. A fun choice isn’t it? Don’t worry yourself about it. That time may never come in our lifetimes. Let me show you the rest of the base and some of the other secrets,” Xavier grabbed her arm and headed for the elevators.

<<< >>>

“Amber, where is it?” Sheldon asked again.

Blinking, the team leader stared at him for a moment. The past is better off left in the past. “It’s in the cafe. I’ll show you when we get there.”

Alexander pressed five on the panel in front of him. “Here we go.” 

The elevator gave a little shudder as it moved between floors. As systems go, this one was more than fifty years old. Each floor they passed chimed and said the level number. Something else held over from the 1950s. For science fiction fans, it was cool sounding. 

“Level Five, ladies underwear and stockings,” Alexander remarked as the door opened to darkness. “Powers down.”

Sheldon tapped his ever-present tablet and shook his head. “There’s a short somewhere. They’ve been firing more guns at once than they ever have in practice. Something couldn’t hold the surge. Look for a fuse panel.”

“Guns up and on your guard people.” Unslinging her AR15, the team leader, stepped into the dark hallway. 
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Chapter 4

“Milord, our gate in Sicily has been closed,” the Demon known as Dargun announced.

Duke Harborym turned toward his legion commander and scowled, “How? There were three captains with two full legions guarding it.”

Bowing before his lord, Dargun kept his eyes downward. “The humans were more resourceful than we anticipated. There were Mages involved as well.”

The woman once known as Camilla Blackmore raised her head letting out an unearthly scream. Dogs began howling in response all over the city of Charleston. “Damn them. Did both of our legions make the transition here?” 

Dargun grimaced. “Only one. Captain Nuthon came across with his Imps and Cambions.” 

“It isn’t enough. Has Esta returned yet? We will need her skills once more,” the Demon Lord said.

“Not yet, Milord. I will check the portal. There may be some time dilation on the other side. Is our bargain with the Dragon Empire necessary?” Dargun asked.

Camilla Blackmore’s body’s eyes glowed a bright red suddenly when the Demon controlling it turned toward his servant. “You overstep yourself, Dargun. Remember that it was I that brought you out of darkness and pain. I can just as easily return you there!”

Dargun dropped to his knees, prostrating as far as the borrowed body he resided in allowed. Autumn was a slim girl with long light brown hair and could bow quite low.

“I should make you stay like the dog you are down there. Get up and find Esta. If we are to open the gate here, we will need more of our army to fight off the human response,” Duke Harborym gave Dargun a swift kick.

“It will be done as you ask,” crawling on hands and knees, Dargun left the room. Being killed by his lord for stupid reasons wasn’t in his own personal plans.

“Good help is hard to find,” Harborym commented to himself. Everything on Earth this time around so far had been a disappointment. 

The last Demon invasion of this world was conducted by one of the few remaining Princes of Hell. A German military dictator brought him into the plane of Earth by accident, and he tried to claim the world for his own. If not for the Magickal works of the humans, he might have succeeded. But they closed all the portals trapping him on Earth. A great spell by those humans calling themselves Russians took the Prince’s life along with all those he controlled. 

Haborym said a prayer to the spirits of Hell and to his new lord, the God Set. It was at the God’s suggestion that he crossed through the portal to negotiate more troops rather than send a minion. Of all the Dukes participating in the invasion, only he survived. 

Now Harborym was in charge, and things were going to be different. Even if he had to lay waste to this city and sacrifice every human within it, it would be different this time. Demon-kind would rule and use Charleston as a launching point for a massive invasion. No more would humans dominate them by raising just one or two low-level Demons. There was still the small matter of the Dragon Empire, but they were but animals, anyway.

<<<>>>

Esta Genovese was free. She was able to think freely for the first time in over a year thanks to entering the portal. It might have something to do with traveling between worlds or some part of the metaphysical that she was unaware of but it didn’t matter. The Book of Undying had finally loosened its control over her. 

Racking her brain, she tried to remember how she got into this situation. Esta recognized that betrayal and sheer ignorance was the cause of everything. As one of the founding members and a leader in her own right, Esta was very knowledgeable in her Craft. She was the one who verified the existence of the book.

The Strega had been searching for a specific book for more than a century, just as the American Witches Council had been struggling to hide it. Created more than three hundred years before, the Book of Undying explained how to access all the hidden realms and use the power of Necromancy to control the dead. Less than ten copies existed in the world, and nine of those were accounted for. The tenth had mysteriously vanished in Haiti at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Rumors abounded about its existence. The fall of Germany and the start of the Demon War was blamed on the knowledge it contained. 

The Council believed that some types of Witch powers should be eliminated from all the gene pools. Necromancy was their number one target. The modern human culture was obsessed with the idea of Zombies, but the reality of it was much more horrific than TV. Certain spells could enable the user to control all the dead on the planet. No matter the age or cause of death. A Zombie apocalypse was a real possibility in the right hands armed with the correct powers. And the Strega believed they had found both.

It was through the Egyptian God Set that the Strega found their first clue. He, in his divine wisdom, granted the Witches the powers of prophecy and insight. As their cult grew they devoted more and more energy into the worship of the dark God.

Only a fool makes deals with the divine because the Gods are fickle and cruel. But the Strega leaders believed their patron when he spoke to them of power and glory. Negotiations were made with mysterious third parties, and it was the Dragon Empire that supplied the last true copy of the book. 

But Esta underestimated the power contained within it and the motives of both the God and Dragons. The old joke to be wary of dragons held true to even what looked like a good deal. There was a triple-cross in the making, and it was the Strega who were the ultimate losers.

A deal was made, and a ritual prepared. Like before, instead of a minor Demon lord being raised, they received a duke. And Duke Harborym brought his army with him. Only Esta was spared a horrible death at the hands of evil. Set looked upon the chaos and smiled. His job of creating turmoil was complete, as was a long-term plan of domination.

It was through his manipulations that a Magickal host was acquired for the Demon Duke. A Witch who was at odds with her family over the rights and usage of power. She was easily manipulated to alienate her closest family and turn against those who could’ve helped save her. Deeply hidden inside her genetics was the ability needed to raise the dead and power the spells from the Book of Undying. Tricking Camilla Blackmore was Set’s goal, and he succeeded. The Strega was just icing on the cake.

Esta was spared death. The Book possessed her mind the moment she opened it. Her usefulness was guaranteed to the Demonic Horde. It was something they counted on, actually.

It was the Dragons that might help her stay free of the Demons. Esta knew that the treaty between the two forces was tenuous at best. The Demon Lord was counting on the fact that she was supposed to be under the book’s spell. She would have to prove him wrong and find her own way out.

“What does Harborym want now?” the Dragon ambassador asked.

Esta broke away from her thoughts and plans, and studied the ancient ambassador. He may have started out as a human, but he barely resembled one now. Scars covered every inch of exposed skin. Some wounds must have caused incredible pain. 

Ambassador Dimachaerus glared at Esta. Following her eyes, he looked down at his arms. “Do these horrify you? They are but a small sample of my battle for position and honor. Life isn’t free, little girl. I’ve spent centuries fighting for my lords. The Demons should know this.”

Esta grimaced, “Duke Harborym sent me to inform your masters that the portal will be open at the appointed time but I request a boon.”

“A boon? Your lord has been paid in full, and now he asks for even more? What makes him think that we’ll grant him anything beyond what is due?” Dimachaerus spat. Waving his arms in her direction the ambassador called forth his Dracaenae guards.

“The boon is for me. I need help to escape the Demons.” Esta closed her eyes as she spoke.

“You?” Dimachaerus asked. 

“They took everything from me. This place, your masters, can help me to survive them.” Esta answered. 

The Dragon ambassador started to laugh. Both Dracaenae guards froze in their tracks at the sound of his maniacal laughter. Laughter not heard in more than a century. Not since the ambassador won the yearly games. He was once the greatest gladiator in the Draconic Empire. 

“I remember you. Once all that mattered was what you perceived to be power. True power is something you earn. It cannot be given or taken. There is no easy path to greatness. Anyone that tells you different is a fool. Did you not learn your lesson with the Book of Undying?” He asked.

Esta shook her head as a shiver went through her entire body. The Book. At first, it seemed to call to her, whispering and murmuring in her ear. Then the murmurs became orders and all free will drained out of her body. As a Strega Elder, she had spent more than a century doing the will of Set and following the instructions of the coven. Her own husband and child were sacrificed for the cause. Horror was not unknown to her. But this loss of everything was more frightening than death at the hands of an enemy. She would die from that. The Book wouldn’t allow its keeper to die. When it was in control her every will and movement was under its rule. “Yes.”

“Yes?” the ancient man cackled. “That book was a trap that your and your sisters fell into. Did you think it a coincidence that the very item you were searching for just appeared within your reach? There were many plans in motion. My masters are just one cog in a great machine.”

“And I was to be another of those cogs. My sisters…” Esta trailed off. She remembered the ritual and the screams of the Coven when the Duke Harborym broke the circle. All it took was a single error. The tiniest rune out of place and evil was loosed upon the world again. The blood of a hundred dark Witches fueled the birth of thousands of Demons. “My sisters paid the price, but I survived.”

“What do you bring to the Empire in return for payment?” Dimachaerus asked.

Esta touched the pouch at her side. Carefully she pulled out a small book. “I still have this.”

Dimachaerus snorted. “That thing holds no sway here. Quite stupid of the Demon to send you of all people here to negotiate.” He cocked his head to one side. 

“He didn’t know. Neither did I actually. My escort…” Esta paused and looked at the two monstrous Dracaenae that now stood beside her. “The Demon never noticed the change.”

“Their loss. Store the book in the depository and prepare the Witch for transport. Lord Leomaris is in need of a Witch,” Dimachaerus instructed the guards.

As the two dragon-like creatures grabbed her arms and began to bind her, Esta screamed. “I came of my own free will!”

“That’s what makes it all the more ironic. Slave to a book, a Demon, and now the Dragons. This just isn’t your year. Welcome to levels of pain you can only imagine.” Dimachaerus began to laugh again.

Esta ceased struggling and bowed her head. She’d gone from one fire into another. Ysabel, the leader of the coven, was the one who generally dealt with the Dragons. All Esta knew of them was that everyone, including the Demons, feared them. They were the interdimensional boogeymen. 

<<<>>>

FBI surveillance Teams One and Three sat on the different corners of the street watching the Frederick house. Orders had come down from the highest levels for agents to observe and catalog visitors after pictures taken by a tourist of Camilla Blackmore were found on the internet.

“Anything?” Agent Smith asked.

“Nothing I could decipher. That language they were speaking, do we know what it is yet?” Pulling off her headphones, Agent Jones replied.

Anabella Smith was supposed to be the team’s linguist, but whatever they were speaking in that house was not of this Earth. Literally. “No. I sent the last tape to linguistics in Washington. My guy at the Bureau says it was bumped up even higher and classified Top Secret Arcane Blue whatever that is. He couldn’t go into details. Based on what we know about the subject and recent events in Italy I’d say it’s Demonic.”

“Duh,” Agent Alicia Jones pointed to the news channel running live video from the battle zone. It didn’t look good for the Italian island state. “Weren’t you the one that told me Demonic was just a mishmash of several languages?”

Smith made a face and shook her head at the other woman. “Not exactly. You have to remember that it was the early Greeks that started ‘talking’ to Demons. They wrote about the many worlds and how to contact the otherworldly. It was men such as the theologian Cornelius Agrippa and Magician John Dee that proposed that Demons had an actual separate language of their own. Demotic and Enochian are the two most prevalent. Whatever these women are using isn’t one of those. Every so often I catch a single word though. It may be a mix of a dialectic change. I’m not completely sure of any of it, though. The biggest question that I see is if it’s dialectic how did they learn it? They speak it like they were born to it.”

“Could that be one of the reasons command is having us watch them?” Jones asked.

Anabella shook her head, “No idea. I’ve watched a lot of subjects, but these take the cake. They’re up at all hours of the day and almost never leave the house. Only the daughter, Autumn is seen outside.”

The sound of a bell made both women look away from each other and check the monitors. Besides the crowds of walkers on both sides of the sidewalk, there was a line of horse and buggies carrying even more tourists coming down the street.

“I thought there was a citywide initiative to do away with those?” Jones asked.

Anabella looked away from the monitor and carefully peeked out the surveillance truck window. She had to pull away first the drapes and then the blackout screen to do so. The first carriage passed by with no issue but the second one paused as the former Amish draft horse had a call of nature and missed the manure bucket attached to its rear. A slim man dressed like a pirate jumped down dropping what looked like half a rubber ball with a flag attached to it next to the small pile of organic matter. “There is. All the locals are tired of the excrement issues as well as tax dollars being spent to clean it up each and every day. Those little flags just point out the problem and advertise it.”

As if to magnify her point one of the carriage drivers announced to his load of tourists the meaning of the flags.

“That can’t be the only reason though. Carriage rides are an institution around here,” Alisha remarked.

Letting the window drapes drop Anabella looked at her partner. “You forget I grew up here in the French Quarter. My folks still have a house about a mile that way.” She pointed North. “The issue is congestion and the welfare of the animals. There have been accidents with cars that injured the horses as well as insensitivity by the companies that own the horses. Lots of stuff is involved. Politics, even. You have to hate an election year. This whole area has been on an upswing of gentrification as well. It's all grist for the mill, regardless.”

“Understood.” Jones looked at the monitors and froze. “We have visitors to the house.” 

Four men were approaching the front door of the Frederick mansion. To the FBI agents, they looked rough like they might be workmen or bikers.

“Break out the parabolics and alert Team Three. This might finally be our chance to learn something. We need to figure out what these women have planned for my city,” Anabella ordered.
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Chapter 5 

“If I were a fuse box where would I hide?” Alexander pointed his modified G3 assault rifle at an open doorway. The question was rhetorical as he was alone. Searching the darkness for things that go bump in the night was a specialty of his former service the SAS. Why he left them and joined ARCANE was a question only the higher-ups knew. 

Level Five of the underground complex held several things: a cafe, locker rooms complete with showers, maintenance facilities, and, according to Commander Carson, a hidden backup command center. Power was spotty on this floor. Only a few of the emergency lights seemed to be working. Ironic that on the maintenance floor stuff didn’t get properly fixed.

He found a doorway that led to a small office complete with desks and chairs. Alexander’s night vision goggles made all the furniture glow with an unearthly light. Giving the headset a shake, Alex muttered, “Stupid bottom basement tech.” 

“Alex, report,” the tiny comms speaker attached to Alex’s ear came alive suddenly with Commander Carson’s voice.

Pressing the mic control at his throat, Alex responded, “First column of offices clear. No hostiles, friendlies, or electrical controls. Do you want me to continue the sweep?”

“Negative, Alex. Proceed laterally and meet up with Sheldon and Nadya in the cafeteria. The boxes we need are in the kitchen area,” Amber replied.

“Which is where I said they were in the first place,” Alex muttered before he triggered the microphone. “Understood. I’ll work my way toward them.”

Still scanning with his goggles, Alex began to backtrack towards the main hallway. Each floor was laid out in a spiral with two cross hallways connecting them together. The elevator shaft went right down the center of the “X” in the floor plan. A faint shimmer of light brought him to a standstill just short of the elevators.

“Alex to command. Is anyone in the elevator area?” Releasing the mic button Alex gripped his rifle with one hand as he slipped the goggles off. He could see a very faint light coming from under the door.

“Negative, Alex. Do you need backup?” Amber’s voice whispered in his ear.

Ignoring the voice, Alex released his grip on the G3 and slipped the goggles back on. Firing the rifle one handed was always a bad idea, so he re-slung it over his shoulder and pulled out his sidearm.

“Alex, do you need backup?” Amber repeated the question.

Pistol at the ready and crouching low Alex opened the door as silently as he was able. He peered around the edge of the frame peeking into a faintly lit office. The glow seemed to come from the desk in the middle of the room. Touching the mic, he responded to the calls. “I’ve got an unexplainable glow coming from the last office near the elevator. Investigating now.”

The goggles didn’t show anyone in the room. Vampires, Werewolves, and other supernatural creatures had different body temperatures. Even the coldness of death should show up on the goggles. Demons were supposed to show as yellow according to the techs. 

Carefully approaching the desk, Alex kept his gun ready. As he looked down at the glowing object, he froze for just a moment and then started to laugh. “Stand down. No threat detected. Proceeding to your location.”

Amber paused but answered, “Affirmative.”

The cafeteria was less than a hundred feet from his location, but in the dark, it felt very much longer. Keeping his gun handy, Alex followed the hallway until the room opened up. His other three team members were sitting around a single table in the center of the room.

“Well, what’d you find?” Amber asked.

Alexander snorted and reached into the cargo pocket on his left hip. Even in the dim light of the cafeteria the objects in the former SAS soldier’s hand still glowed.

“Golf balls. A whole table full of them,” Alex replied as he set several of them on the table.

“What the hell?” Sheldon picked one of them up turning in around in his hand.

“They’re a cheap alternative to chem lights. Someone, probably the owner of that office, painted these. I’m only guessing, but they might be used in live fire exercises or night golf. Not standard issue at all,” Alexander slipped a few of the balls back into his pocket. 

“So, not important then. The floor appears to be clear of all personnel. That in itself is strange. Operational people still have to eat. I can only assume that the sudden power outage precipitated an evacuation. We need intel about what’s happening above. I don’t want to pop out in the middle of a battle up there.” Amber looked around at her team for a moment. “Come with me.”

The kitchen was laid out like every Army kitchen in every mess hall in America. Ovens, griddles, steam pots, and stoves were arrayed along the main cook line. Doors leading to the walk-in and freezer compartment were off to the left. Offices and dry storage on the right.

“Each level of the complex was designed to be a certain distance from the other. Think plates stacked in a box. The elevator travels the same amount of distance between each of them except between five and six. If you measure it, you will notice it takes almost twice as long to arrive.” Amber paused letting the facts sink in. 

Walking past the kitchen equipment, she pulled open the walk-in door and waved toward the interior. “Go inside, please.”

Alex gave his commander a funny look but entered, first shining the way with his portable flashlight. Nadya and Sheldon brought up the rear.

The walk-in looked the same as just about every commercial refrigerator in America. Wire shelves lined the walls with rolling carts in the middle. Since this base was in Southern California, there was an abundance of fresh vegetables and local products on the shelves. 

“Close the door,” Amber asked.

Looking surprised, Sheldon pulled the large metal door closed. Instead of darkness, a red light came on as the door clicked shut. 

“In order to keep the command center secret, they hid it from everyone.” Amber pointed to a digital readout next to the door. It was blinking the temperature. 

“It’s a temperature gage. Big deal,” Alexander remarked.

“That wasn’t what I was pointing to. Look closer,” Amber reached into the shelf next to the wall and moved aside several large jugs of milk and cream.

Nadya pointed, “There’s a panel back there.”

“Yes. The kitchen staff is told there are regulations regarding keeping the temperature just so in here.” As she explained, she laid her thumb on the temperature readout panel. It lit up and scanned her finger. There was a whirring noise as the panel opened up. “Hold on Dorothy, because Kansas is gone.” 

Before anyone could answer, she touched a button inside the panel, and the entire cooler shifted. There was a grinding sound as the walk-in turned elevator started to move.

“Cool!” Sheldon remarked. He checked both the ceiling and the temperature gauge. “So, this whole thing is an elevator?”

“Operational security. They wanted to hide it in plain sight. Where else but somewhere there were people all the time? Stay alert. We might not be the only ones trying to use it,” Amber drew her sidearm and stood ready.

Shuddering to a halt the elevator opened on another darkened hallway. 

“Not again! Do we really have to clear another floor?” Alex frowned as he unslung his weapon.

Amber grabbed his arm. “No, they should come on the moment you step out there.” 

“Seriously?” Alex pushed past Amber and Nadya and walked out into the darkness.

Like a string of dominos fluorescent lights began turning on up and down the hallways. Brightly lit doors could be seen on either end of the hall.

“Command is that way,” Amber pointed towards the left. “The other room is either storage or an armory. I’m not sure of either. I do know it takes more than just my clearance to activate that door. So don’t even try, Alex.”

Alex pointed towards himself and mouthed the word, “Me?”

Pointing left, Amber directed the team. “We need information. Let’s go.” 

The hallway seemed to be longer than it looked. Multiple sensors lined the walls as well as cameras. As the team passed, each electronic module came to life. The equipment collected information on the group with every step they took. Height, weight, armaments, clothing, and genetic sampling. All the issued equipment of the team was embedded with RFID chips that knew more about the individuals than they knew about themselves.

A cornea scanner and a hand scanner were attached to the door. Each was blinking with a red light.

Amber leaned forward as she approached the door her hand extended.

“Wait!”

Stopped in her tracks Amber looked over at Sheldon, “What is it?”

“What happens if it doesn’t work?” Sheldon asked.

“Giant machine guns pop out of the walls and kill us. Got it? Let me do this, please.” Amber leaned forward to the eye scanner. As everything lit up, she laid her hand on the pad.

Sheldon snorted, “Machine guns. Good one, boss.”

Alex frowned at the frivolity as he studied the walls around the team. There were slight indentations equidistant to each other up and down the walls. Sensors or indentations in the ceiling reminded him of the Navy’s new laser targeting system. Subconsciously, the whole place was giving him the shivers.

Both the eye scanner and the hand pad changed from red to green, and a woman’s voice spoke. “Welcome to Control Station Two Commander Carson. You and your team may enter.”

The door in front of them hissed open like an airlock.

Amber breathed a sigh of relief as she looked up into Sheldon’s eyes. “Get inside.”

“You weren’t kidding about the guns were you?” Sheldon asked.

“No. This is the third most secure spot on the entire base. It’s supposed to be Demon-proof,” as Amber followed her team inside, the door closed after them, sealing shut with a soft snap.

“I was designed to be. All tests that were performed has led my developers to believe it to be so,” the computer commented. 

“Tests? How do you test something like that?” Sheldon asked.

“I’m sorry technician White. That information is classified as Omega Purple. If your classification reaches that level, I will answer that question for you,” the computer replied.

Surprised at hearing his real name, Sheldon looked to Amber. He raised his hands in a questioning manner. Amber shook her head and stepped forward into the control center.

“I know everything there is to know about all of your technicians. I was designed to run command-and-control functions for both the base and any possible battle that might occur. My systems are tapped into all the major networks and storage facilities,” the computer continued.

“Can you show us the battle above us?” Amber asked.

“Of course. Direct your attention to the main screen please.” The main screen lit up like a giant TV playing the worst, most graphic images the team had ever seen.

Two gigantic Demons were outside the containment bowl. One held a gigantic flaming sword in one hand and what appeared to be a battleship turret in the other. It was using the turret as a shield as it chopped and hacked at hundreds of gun emplacements. The other Demon was down on its side. Closer observation showed it was missing both legs. That didn’t stop it from grasping parts of the base as it pulled itself upward. Imps and Cambion Demons were everywhere. They surged across every area of the facility like a swarm of locusts. The cameras zoomed in on the hole. 

Amber gasped when several Demon bats came flying out. Panning upward she could see hundreds of the beasts sitting in the rafters over the hole.

“Is this live?” Nadya asked.

“Yes Mage Perry, it is. Do you wish to see a replay of previous events?” The computer asked.

“No. Thank you,” Nadya replied.

Amber looked upward, “Computer? Do you have links to any of the other command centers? Is Gamma Section still active?” 

“Yes, to all of those questions, Commander. Which do you want to talk to first?” The computer answered.

“All of them. Maybe Gamma first since it looks like they’re in the thick of it up there,” Amber answered.

The screen shifted from a view of Demons to one of a command center much like the one the ARCANE team stood in. 

A much-harried woman in a Major’s uniform stood in the center of the room. Several small fires were smoldering at the back of the room. Smoke filled the air. “Who?”

“Major Dawn! Theta Section reporting,” Amber replied.

The woman on the screen looked relieved for just a moment. “Thank the Gods. Are you still on the base?” 

Amber could see that the Major was beyond stressed. Members of her command staff were running around behind her putting out fires and yelling into their phones. “Yes, Ma’am. My team and I are in the backup command center. Do you need us there?”

“No. Not directly. The Demons breached the bowl less than an hour ago. The minor horde is pouring into the upper levels of the base and rooting out any of our personnel in the lesser sections. The Gamma guns were ineffective against the Captains. Only the new laser and graser units were able to inflict significant damage against them.” A colossal explosion rattled the room Major Dawn stood in. Looking at something offscreen the woman grimaced. 

“Computer, show me the exterior of Gamma section,” Amber asked.

The screen split into two sections. Outside the command center the enormous Demonic Captain was beating on the walls with his sword and the turret he was using as a shield.

“As you can see we have limited time. Higher-ups are aware of our dilemma and are organizing as fast as possible. We have to buy the outside units as much time as we can. If this horde breaks free… All of the country will feel the shock waves from it. We might not be able to save San Diego this time. My orders are to cut into them any way you can and slow the advance.” Major Dawn looked to her right and motioned. A young looking woman in a private’s uniform stepped closer. “Bakes, tell the Master Sergeant to start issuing weapons.” 

The private ran offscreen. Dawn continued, “We’ve one exit to the rear of us into Epsilon section, but they are barely holding on with what guns have survived. Fight them, Amber. I have to go.” The major made a throat-cutting motion, and the screen went dark.

Turning to her right Amber surveyed the team. Everyone stood with grim expressions on their faces. “Get me the Pentagon.”
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Chapter 6

Calls to the Pentagon by anyone other than military personnel are frowned on by the powers that be. Even more so if it was a computer that pushed it through. Tacticians and generals were far too busy to speak to Amber and her team, regardless. The Demonic horde was able to break loose of the Conception Base at the cost of thousands. 

The state of California had changed from what it was during the first Demon war. The cities in the southern half of the state were decentralized now. With the fall of Los Angeles, much of the population moved north and west of the area. Even though it had been seventy years since the first incursion, people were scared. The military had its most extensive presence there. At Conception Point, they got their asses handed to them.

“... transferred to me. You just can’t call the Pentagon, Commander. They don’t like to remember that people like us fight their battles for them. Both Right and Left are persona-non-grata in Washington right now,” Director Madeline Mills commented.

“Don’t you work there as well, though?” Amber asked.

Director Mills had come on the line when operators at the Pentagon refused her call. Amber and her team only knew her peripherally. She was supposedly still high up in ARCANE’s committee regardless of her FBI posting.

Mills smirked, pursing her lips into a wry smile. “Since I’m FBI, I am in Washington. But I know what you mean, Commander. Let me paint you a picture, so you understand the situation in California. The new horde broke free of Epsilon section and all the outside defenses over an hour ago. From what we can download from your base, only the more modern plasma weapons have any chance of killing the huge ones. Anti-aircraft and outright artillery can kill the Imps and Cambion Demons. The Bats are a different story. They take hits that would destroy a tank and keep flying. 

“Someone or something prepared for this incursion. They prepared well. Trust me when I say that these are not the same Demons that broke through last time. The weapons at Conception can kill those.” Madeline paused and looked away from the screen for a moment. A person off screen handed her a tablet.

Shaking her head Madeline looked back through the monitor to the team. “After taking out our most effective and expensive guns at the Alpha section, the Demons used the bodies of their dead to climb out of the original enclosure. As you know the so-called bowl is a gigantic series of concentric rings designed to keep a possible horde contained. It sort of worked as planned. Each section was able to cause horrific damage to the swarm, but none slowed them down. 

“Three times as many smaller Demons are in this group than last time. The boys at the Pentagon were expecting the big ones more than the little ones. It’s why they are scrambling now. Direct fire is simple when you’re talking about something sixty feet tall. Smaller is harder to hit. Especially when they start charging at you, Kamikaze style. A training battalion out of Monterey and several National Guard units found that out the hard way. 

“Two Captain Demons are leading the horde at the moment. One is hard charging towards the ruins of Los Angeles and south toward San Diego. The other is going north. The Army is currently trucking in tanks from Texas and other units from the north. Army Air Corps units are bombing the Demons with everything they can come up with short of nuclear weapons. Only the President can authorize the use of those armaments.”

“We’re screwed then,” Alexander muttered.

Madeline shifted on camera and seemed to look right at the former SAS fighter. “You might be Sergeant Jungers. You might be.” 

Sheldon turned toward the now silent fighter and mouthed “Sergeant?” To him. Alex frowned and gave him the finger with both hands.

Ignoring the juvenile play behind her Amber spoke to the Director. “So what about us?”

“I’m getting there Commander. All of our militaries are active in this. The Coast Guard and our own Sea Scouts are in control of the water side, and are doing their damnedest to shoot down any Demon Bat or Imp that even attempts to get to Catalina or the Channel Islands. If the horde were able to get a foothold there, they might be open another Portal. As a Mage, you would know about Ley lines and how the Demons might use them. The generals think they can stop both groups of Demons and keep them contained in California. To do this though, they need to close the Portal at Conception. So far we’ve only seen a tiny fraction of what could potentially come through that hole. These Demons we can destroy. There are some out there that could eat all of us in the blink of an eye. Closing the Portal is the only thing we can do now. That is your assignment,” Madeline replied.

Amber took a deep breath and looked sideways at Nadya, the other Mage. “How? Neither of us has that sort of power. We’ve talked about it like every other Magickal unit stationed here. How to close it. How to power the spell. It’s all we talk about in our free time.”

“As well you should Commander Carson.” Madeline nodded and motioned with her arms to someone off camera. Two older women stepped into view. Both wore combat fatigues and were almost as heavily armed as Alexander was. “We’ve been there. My companions and I were in some pretty sticky situations a generation ago. Learning new ways to kill the monsters of this world and others is our job and our passion. Something or someone is driving this incursion. California is not the only place we have evil to fight.”

Amber’s eyes went wide, and she looked shocked. “Where? Did they get to Europe?”

“No, not Europe. We have potential problems on the East Coast. Don’t worry about it. The Bs and I can handle it,” Madeline replied.

To Amber and the others, all three women looked way too old to be even considering a combat insertion, but there were stories still being told about the Bs. It was said that even Mr. Right was scared of them.

Madeline closed her eyes as if in prayer for just a moment. When she looked up, there was a noticeable pain in her eyes, but her face was a grim mask. “The best Human Mages on the planet including those that founded ARCANE tried to close your Portal. Every spell we could beg, borrow, or steal from the paranormals was tried. We would never condone today what was tried then. Some of it involved sacrifices not imagined. None of it had any measurable success. We’ve always assumed that they did something back then that worked since we hadn’t had any glimpse of a Demon at that location.”

Cocking her head to one side, Nadya spoke, “Does that mean there have been other incursions?”

“Of course. Your team may not have had one of those cases, but many of the others have. Usually, it’s a single Imp or lower-ranked Demon. Dark cults and other groups like to call them up constantly. We track the energy being raised and hunt them down. In your area, there are several thousand cultists who want to bring back Hell on Earth,” Madeline explained.

“There is? Why are we just now hearing this?” Amber asked.

“Because your job was to either close the portal or fight whatever came out of it. We have other more mobile teams for the cults. Or at least we used to,” Madeline paused for a moment. “ARCANE is taking a beating this time around. The loss of so many teams has hurt its effectiveness in the field. Currently, we have Team Wood, Omega, and you. Commander Cedar and his group are en route to the problem on the East Coast. Omega is assisting with cleaning up Sicily and will aid those in Europe if any Demon breaks free of the island. You four are all we have until Right and Left can reactivate some of our reservists. Like the Bs here behind me. We all serve the greater good. Like I’m about to ask you to do.”

“Us, ma’am?” Amber asked.

“When the base was constructed, there were several fail-safes installed as well. Three large bombs were built into the Alpha, Beta, and Delta sections to destroy as much of the incursion force as possible. According to our sensors, they were all set off. Level Eleven is another fail-safe. From the look on your faces, I can tell you know about it. Good. It’s not what I’m asking you to do. Collapsing the base would kill all the Demons inside of it, but it won’t close the portal. If it could, we would have done it years ago. Have you seen the video of the aftermath of Alpha’s fail-safe?” Madeline asked.

“The computer showed it to us. Molten metal seemed to hold the Demons for a little while,” Amber replied.

“It does, but they still broke through. Do you know how a portal is created on this side of reality? It requires a circle and a spell to start the process. Some nameless person or group opened this one up in the 1940s by digging a deep hole and working a ritual. Deep in that hole is a circle. It has remained unchanged for almost seventy years. It controls the portal and allows the Demons into our world. If we are able to alter the circle somehow we may, and I do mean may, be able to halt the flow of Demons,” Madeline pointed out.

“But that would require going into the hole and actually, physically changing it. Right?” Sheldon asked.

“If it was only that simple, yes. We sent someone into the hole in both the 1940s and the 1960s to try just that. Both results were the same. Dead agents and no changes. There is a shield of some kind about halfway down. It’s been speculated that a Mage cast it or one of the Demon Princes. There were more than one last time. Two of you are Mages. You both know that shields can be broken. It would take unimaginable power to do so, but it can be done. Only the paranormals have that sort of power, and they have turned down our request for assistance. Not formally, but no regardless,” the Director explained.

“What about the FBI Witch? Can she do it?” Nadya asked.

“Agatha is special, Mage Perry. She’s on her way to that problem I mentioned on the East Coast. If we use her power in California, there’s no guarantee that she would be strong enough to handle the other problem. You four are the ones for this. We just don’t have the time or resources to wait any longer. It will have to be closed by you,” Mills replied.

“How?” Amber asked.

“A bomb. There is what the military calls a backpack nuke sitting in an armory on your base. Someone will need to get to the hole, set the timer, and drop it inside. Both our experts and the military’s believe the heat from the explosion will alter the circle enough to close the Portal,” Madeline explained.

Sheldon and Alexander both shook their heads negatively. Nadya glared at the screen for a moment and then looked away. Amber just stood stock still. 

Madeline licked her lips, and her grim mask slipped just a bit. “It’s not really a suicide mission. The explosive does come with a timer, and I’ve been assured by both the Navy and the Coast Guard that they will have a helicopter standing by to lift all of you to safety. In the time we have left, this is the only option.”

Alex brushed past Nadya and Amber to stand in front of the screen. “If a nuke is an answer, why didn’t they use one way back then to fix this? Why do I have to sacrifice my life now?”

“Dropping a bomb on it was considered during the 1950s. Then President Huey Long made the decision to not drop that sort of explosive on American soil. He went so far as to create a secret executive order to that effect. No President from either side of the aisle has chosen to either repeal or delete the order until now. President Talbot gave the order less than an hour ago. The main difference between then and now is size. A fifty-kiloton bomb would have been the size of a small car. Now it’s a briefcase-sized package. All the squints in the lab agree that the explosive damage on the surface will be small. The force of the blast should be contained by the portal. It’s much safer than it would have been seventy years ago,” Madeline informed him.

Alex snorted, “That makes me feel so much better then. Why not just hit it with a guided bomb or something?”

Madeline sighed, “It has to go into the hole the first time. Demons aren’t mindless beasts. They will know that the bomb is the source of the destruction and react. The explosion will consume the base no matter what else happens. Trust and believe us that we will get you out.”

“But if you choose to go rogue and my disobey orders today… Let’s just say we will find you and when we do, it won’t be pleasant. You’ve seen the sort of resources that ARCANE brings to the table. Trust me on this,” Madeline replied darkly. “The fate of our country and the humanity rests in your hands right now.”

Amber nodded, “Fine. Orders understood. Just where is this bomb and how do we use it?”

“That part is easy. It’s in the armory connected to back up command. I’m sending the unlock codes and precise instructions to your pads as we speak. Do not, and I do mean not, upload them to the Artificial Intelligence in the base. Some things remain sacrosanct and being able to tell Congress that computers don’t control our arms is one of those things. I’ve included contact information for the rescue team. There’s a ten minute lag time, and they will only have fuel to wait for fifteen minutes tops. Choose your signal time wisely. Good luck, Commander Carson.” The screen went dark all of a sudden.

Staring at the screen, Amber asked, “Is she gone?”

The computer entity responded, “She is. The signal was disconnected on the other end.”

“So, basically we’re screwed,” Alex stated. “And they aren’t even going to buy me dinner first.”

“You knew this could happen when you signed on the dotted line, Sergeant. ARCANE isn’t for everyone you know.” Amber glowered at the heavily armed man.

Alex looked his boss in the eye. “When I watched a sea monster eat half my Special Operations team, I knew what I was getting into.”

“You’ve never told us that particular story, Alex. Why now?” Sheldon asked.

“It was my first run-in with paranormals outside of the occasional consult. The Merfolk that killed the monster didn’t do a thing to help us. We, humans, were left to fend for ourselves. I committed myself to protecting humans after that. It didn’t ‘jive’ with policy as you Americans say, so I left the service and joined ARCANE. It’s always been my belief that I would go out in a blaze-of-glory.” Alex explained as he mimed machine gunning things.

Both Sheldon and Nadya shook their heads at his antics. 

Amber just continued to stare into Sheldon’s eyes. Finally, she spoke, “We still have five floors, and the trek to the portal surrounded by thousands of Demons to accomplish, all while protecting a bomb which could kill us. That might be excitement enough, don’t you think? You may get your blaze yet.” 

Alex frowned, “I forgot about them.”

“I figured you did. Take Sheldon and go find that bomb. Bring back anything else you think we need,” Amber ordered. Raising her face to the ceiling she asked, “Computer, can you show me outside and the portal. I need scans of floors one through five as well too. Let’s get moving people we have a bomb to drop.”

[image: ]

 


Chapter 7

As bombs go, the military’s backpack nuke was pretty small, about the size of a dorm room microwave.

The nuke was stored in a double-locked-code-word-protected-armored box. The box itself was bolted to the floor and looked to be too big to fit through the door. 

“How did they get that in here?” Shelton asked as he tried to look around the steel box. 

Alex ‘thunked’ it with his fist. The box didn’t even make a sound. “Hmm. They may have built the box first then the room.” 

“Do you see any cameras?” Sheldon pointed to the walls and ceiling. 

“Nope. They hid this thing in plain sight. I wonder how long it’s been down here. What do the instructions say about getting it open?” Alexander asked. 

Referring to his tablet, Sheldon pulled up the file sent from Washington and the FBI. Squinting and raising an eyebrow, Sheldon looked down at the device. “It’s a four-step process. Password, handprint, and an iris scan are needed.”

“That’s only three steps, Sheldon,” Alex replied.

“I CAN count. The fourth is a bit strange. A manual keyword needs to be typed in on a keypad within the box,” Sheldon explained.

“What's so strange about that, I type stuff all the time?” Alex asked as he dusted off the handprint scanner.

“What you call typing, I call hunt and peck. This needs to be concise and quick. The keypad is completely dark, and these instructions say you only get two tries before it locks down permanently. Can you do it?” Sheldon asked.

Alexander snorted, “I can do all sorts of things in the dark with my hands. Just ask your mom.”

Sheldon shook his head as he replied, “Leave mom out of this, she works hard enough providing for us kids. Seriously though, can you get it?”

“If I don’t, you can try the second one. Here goes nothing.” Alexander laid his palm on the scanner.

The scanner lit up briefly then a small door opened on the large box. Both men peered inside, a small ten-key pad sat inside.

“Time to fish or cut bait, buddy. Do you still want to try?” Sheldon asked.

The ex-sergeant shined his flashlight into the small compartment. The keypad was in the middle with just enough space for a hand to fit. Looking down at his large hand in comparison to Sheldon’s he shook his head. “No, too much is riding on this. You do it.”

As Alex stepped aside, Sheldon reached into the hole. His hand slid in comfortably, and he could touch all the keys quickly.

“Here goes the world.” Glancing at the instructions, he began typing. After a moment he spoke, “That should do it.”

Seams that weren’t visible before opened across the top of the box with a hiss. 

“That’s it? How can something so small hold that much destructive power?” Alexander asked as he lifted out a largish briefcase.

“I’m not that kind of engineer. We should be happy it’s as small as it is. Can you carry it?” Sheldon asked.

“That’s what she said,” Alexander responded.

“Dude, boundaries! We could die in the next couple of hours. Show some decorum,” Sheldon exclaimed.

“This IS my version of decorum,” the former SAS man grunted as he shouldered the case. “We need to get back and get moving.”

<<< >>>

“Do we have everything we need to do this?” Amber asked the team.

“I’ve got the bomb,” Alexander replied.

“Computer, can you show us Level Five and the stairwells up?” Sheldon asked.

The elevator doors were still open where they got off, but the stairwells were filled with Demons. Imps were climbing all over one another trying to open the doors onto each level. In some places, they were stacked five and six bodies deep.

“By the Gods!” Amber exclaimed.

“Are the main elevators still operational?” Alex asked.

“All circuits seem to be working, but the power to the upper levels is failing due to damage and overload. Caution should be taken when using any machinery in those areas,” the computer replied to Alexander.

“I don’t have enough power to fight through all of that! How are we supposed to get out of here? We’re trapped like rats down here. It won’t be long before they track us down and eat us!” Nadya started to panic.

“We can get out, and we can complete the mission. Don’t worry, Nadya. There is another way, isn’t there Alex?” Amber glanced pointedly at the former SAS sergeant.

Looking skyward the man ran through every evac scenario the team had ever hashed out. With a grim smile, he looked at both women, “Only one. The elevator shaft. We can climb up to Level One and then fight our way to the surface. Can all of you climb seventy feet straight up? There is a ladder so don’t worry about that.”

“I… I can do short distances, but I might fall!” Nadya replied in a panicked voice.

Amber stepped closer to her fellow Mage. “You’re a Class Three Witch, Nadya, don’t you have telekinesis? If you slip, you should be able to self-correct, so you don’t fall. We might be able to rig something up like rock climbers use. Do we have any stuff like that, Alex?”

The ex-sergeant scratched his scruffy beard in thought, “I’ve got a couple of carabiners in my bag that will hold a human’s weight. Also, I saw several spools of rope in the armory. We should be able to rig up a couple of safety lines. But, neither Sheldon nor I am strong enough to pull you up seventy feet of the ladder. If you slip, we’re counting on you to help yourself.”

“Get moving on that, Alex,” Amber instructed him.

Amber talked to Nadya for the few moments it took for him to get back, even going so far as to give a couple of telekinesis lessons.

“Do the Demons scare you that much?” Amber asked.

Nadya shook her head and looked away for a moment, “My family is from Southern California. Not all that far from here, actually. My granddad told stories of the first horde and how frightening it was to flee from them on foot. I don’t wish that upon anyone but dying… Dying scares me more than that... I can’t explain it right.”

“Then don’t try. Every one of us has a different belief when it comes to that. My own Wiccan belief says we recycle. The wheel turns, and we move on. I don’t intend to go out in a blaze of glory though. I want to survive this. Life is an experience, and I want to see it all. Do your job to the best of your ability,” Amber explained.

“I don’t want to let anyone down,” Nadya whispered.

“We’re a team. None of us will allow that to happen. Trust us, trust me,” Amber replied.

“I’ll do my best,” Nadya affirmed and started rechecking her weapons again. She wasn’t big on guns usually. Knives and crossbows were more her things. But Alexander had found her a double barrelled sawed off shotgun, so all she had to do was point and shoot. Shotgun rounds can make big holes in things.

“Everything ok, ladies?” Alexander asked.

Amber glanced at Nadya who nodded back at her. “We’re good. Let’s go poke the bear and fly out of here.”

The elevator ride up to the fifth level was very tense. Each member of the team was thinking the plan through in their heads while making corrections to their own part as they went. 

They were going to climb to Level One, fight their way out and over to the hole. Then drop the bomb and run like flaming hell. The Navy or Coast Guard would pick them up. Easy. Simple. It was just several thousand Demons. What could go wrong?

<<< >>>

“This sucks! Whose idea was this again?” Alexander groaned after twenty feet of ladder.

“Yours!” the rest of the team whispered.

Level Five was clear or at least it looked that way. Not bothering to even check the stairs the team locked down the hidden elevator and stepped into the main complex elevator. Without pressing a floor, they opened the roof hatch and climbed up to the top.

The Demons on Levels Two, Three, and Four, definitely could hear the team. The sounds of tiny fists beating on metal could be heard as they pounded on the doors to the elevator shaft.

“What happens if they break through?” Nadya asked. She was in between Alexander and Sheldon on the ladder.

“Demonic waterfall. The Imps won’t even look,” Alex replied looking down at the Mage. “If that happens we’ll need to hurry. They will fill up the shaft quickly.”

Almost as if he caused it to happen there was a loud crash above them. A meaty red hand had punched through the second level doors.

“Get moving!” Amber cried out.

Alexander climbed as fast as he could. Every four feet or so he would unclip Nadya’s line and reclip it higher to keep her safe.

The shaft was cut straight through the bedrock. Blasting marks could be seen on all four bare rock walls. Only the areas near the doors were finished over with metal plates. The ladder rungs they were on were just rebar stuck into the rock.

True to Alex’s prophetic comment, there was a sudden ripping crash, and a veritable tide of Demons came pouring down the shaft.

Both Mages' hands came to life with power as they watched the waterfall of death in front of them. Imps, Cambion Demons, and several unknowns all went screaming past the quartet.

“We don’t have time for this Amber. Climb!” Alex yelled at them.

Several rungs up Alexander was parallel with level two’s entrance. Two large Demons stood in the entranceway. Looking up he could see the access panel to Level One set into the middle of the ceiling. There wasn’t a ledge or access of any kind to reach it. A slight path of steel I-beams ran around the elevator’s wider portion of shaft here. 

“Amber, can you lift me up to the access door?” he pointed upward.

Leaning out as far as she could on the narrow ladder, Amber looked to where he was pointing. “No way in hell! If both of us did it, we wouldn’t have enough strength to get out of here. Stick to the plan, Alexander.”

The stream of lesser Demons slowed as the larger one noticed the team. A few brave Imps tried attacking across the I-beams but were picked off by shots from the team.

“Look out Alex!” Sheldon cried just before a greater Demon tossed one of the Imps straight at the fellow team member.

Blam! 

Alex swung the Saiga shotgun he picked up in the armory around and blasted the demon like a clay pigeon. “That was a fastball special! Nadya, I need you up here.”

Carefully Alexander stepped off the ladder and onto the closest I-beam. If the elevator car had been here, this would’ve been far easier to do.

Keeping his gun trained on the opening he looked down at the female Mage and made a show of clipping her line to his belt. “I’ve got your line right here, I need you to make room for Sheldon.” 

Nadya reached up with her left hand and stepped up to Alex’s level. Balancing on the beam, Alexander fired one armed at the Demons in the doorway. The Mage could see that if he fell so would she. Taking his possible sacrifice to heart, Nadya released his hand, took a step onto the beam, and gripped the support beam behind her with her right hand. 

“That’s a good girl,” he muttered. “Sheldon, your turn.”

Carefully edging his way around the walls, Alex made room for the tech to step off the ladder. At his side, Nadya was firing shotgun blasts one-handed at the smaller Demons.

“Can either of you put a shield on that door so I can get to it? It’s the only way out of here!” Alexander exclaimed.

Slinging her shotgun, Nadya began focusing her power on her free left hand. “I can try. It won’t hold for long. There are too many unnatural materials in the doorway.”

“Anything you can give me will help.” he stopped shooting and reached into a belly pouch.

Sheldon moved aside as Amber stepped off the ladder and turned. She studied the opening just as Nadya’s spell triggered. A glimmering shield now covered the entrance. “How long can you hold it?”

“Moments. If we were anywhere but here…” Nadya grunted with the effort.

Amber prepared an Air spell to bolster the Earth Mage’s as she watched Alexander unclip Nadya’s line and work his way around to the doors.

“Alexander what are you…?” She stopped at his upraised hand.

Removing his hand from the pouch, Alexander pulled out a claymore mine. It was one of the newer models that worked remotely. 

Seeing what he planned Nadya moved the shield closer to the Demons pushing them back into the hallway. The shield shimmered and rippled from the effort.

Without looking, Alex armed the mine and called out, “Amber, I need you to shield the team. These things should only blow forward, but backscatter is possible.”

Switching gears, the Air Mage threw her spell at herself and the other two as Alexander stepped away from the doorway. 

“Nadya, drop it!” Alexander cried.

The explosion was almost instantaneous. Down went the shield and boom went the mine. For just a moment, the doorway was like a massive jar of strawberry jam as more than a hundred crammed together Demons died when sixteen-hundred hexagonal fragments hit them at an explosive speed of 3,937 meters per second.

Slipping and sliding on Demon blood and guts, Alexander stepped into the second-floor elevator landing. After several booms from his shotgun, he yelled to the team. “Get over here as fast as you can. We’ve got incoming!”

Nadya unclipped her end of the safety line and dropped it into the shaft. She patted his arm as she stepped past him. Spells at the ready she sent blasts of power down both directions of the passageway.

Both the stairs and the elevator to Level One were on the opposite side of this floor. Dedicated to mostly administrative offices and tech stations it, like Level Five, was a maze of offices and locked rooms. Planners had designed an outer ring of passages to traverse the floor without passing through any workspaces. There were, however, crossing points and those might be Demon infested.

“Which way, do you remember?” Alexander asked.

Sheldon held up a tablet with directions still blinking on it, “That way.” 

When the tech started to take the point, the former SAS fighter grabbed him back. “You stay in the middle with Nadya. Amber take the point, I’ve got tail-end Charlie. Anything comes up behind us—is dead.”

“Enemy ground, guys. He’s right. Sheldon, you’re behind Nadya. Blast anything that attacks but watch your ammo. It’s a long way to the hole.” Forming several balls of ice and wind in her hands Amber tossed them forward.
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Chapter 8

At the Charleston, South Carolina incursion site demons worked frantically to gather information for their Duke. “Milord, we now control the base in California,” Dargun informed his commander and Lord, Duke Harborym. 

The Demon duke that occupied the body that once belonged to Camilla Blackmore smiled and let out a roar. “Excellent work. Now we can claim what should rightfully be ours. Inform our new Captains to begin the attack upon the coastal cities. Take as many slaves as possible and open the breeding halls. We must be ready to repel our new allies if they attack us. Dragons can only enter this world one at a time through the portals, and we can kill them quite easily.”

Dargun bowed as he received orders. “Milord, the Witch Esta has not returned through the gate as yet.”

The once beautiful woman’s eyes flared red and flames crackled around her like a corona. “What! She dares my wrath? Send another group of guards through the gate. They are to return her to us or don’t return.”

Glad he’d excelled far above his guard status, Dargun only nodded, “It will be as you have foretold.” 

Still inflamed, the Duke waved his servant away. Esta’s perceived betrayal was only a minor irritant. The power he was receiving from the number of deaths in California had already increased his power by a factor of five. Taking the cities would complete it. He walked out onto what the humans called the captain’s walk and looked out at the harbor. Soon. Soon his minions under Nuthon’s leadership would spawn and take this town that they called the Holy City and make it Hell on Earth. If the portal could be completed, no human would be able to stop him.

<<< >>>

“There she is!” FBI Agent Anabella Smith pointed toward the large antebellum house.

Agent Jones directed the camera hidden on the outside of the surveillance van to take continuous pictures and video.

“Is it my imagination or do her eyes look red?” Jones asked.

Anabella squinted at the screen to focus her eyes. The woman in question had red motes sparking off her, and her eyes were indeed red. They looked like red pinpricks of light from where they sat. “Send it. That’s the sort of thing command wants.”

“What’s she looking at anyway?” Jones asked as she quickly typed a message on her console and established an uplink to the satellite above Charleston.

“East. She’s looking out into the harbor.” Anabella watched the woman called Camilla Blackmore until she stepped away from the railing.

With a beep, Agent Jones’s console came to life, and a woman dressed in what appeared to be combat fatigues appeared on the main screen. “Is the subject still in sight?”

“And you are?” Anabella asked. She’d fought her way up the chain of command for years and didn’t put up with others that tried to take over at the drop of a hat.

The woman on the screen smiled for a split second then replied, “Director Madeline Mills. I’m the liaison with the Pentagon and other agencies concerning this case. And you?”

Anabella showed her military background by almost coming to attention and saluting. “Special Agent in Charge Anabella Smith, ma’am. This is my detachment.”

“Everything I say is code word Top Secret Arcane Blue. What that means is if you talk out of school here it’s a one-way trip to Florence. No lawyers, no appeal, do you understand me?” Madeline replied.

With her eyes very wide, Anabella nodded. Florence was home to the only federal supermax prison inside the continental United States. There were rumors of deep dark holes up in Alaska, but those were only rumors. Whatever this case was, it was a serious rabbit hole, and she wanted in on it. Regardless of the cost. It could either make or break her career.

“Agent Jones?” Madeline looked at the younger agent.

Alicia pointed at herself, “You know me?” 

“I was informed you were both women. Do you agree to keep your mouth shut, Jones?” Madeline asked.

Alicia looked up at Anabella and then nodded to the screen, “Yes ma’am.”

“Good. I’ve been receiving your intel on the house and those that visit. Camilla Blackmore is supposed to be dead. She was killed in a Magickal attack last year in the company of a group from the Mercenaries of Death assassins,” Madeline explained.

Agent Jones started typing and brought up the FBI most wanted list for that group seconds before Anabella could ask.

Studying the screen, Anabella asked, “How is she here then?”

Madeline glanced away from the women and took a folded note from a hand that appeared suddenly. Glancing at it, she grimaced, “I have to make this quick, but she may be the center of the current Demon invasion. She was either kidnapped or went willingly, we aren’t sure, to the Strega stronghold in Sicily. They were the ones that raised the new Demon Lord.” 

“How did she get back into the country?” Anabella asked.

“We don’t know. It’s assumed Blackmore used a portal or gate of some kind. At the moment she may be the most dangerous entity on the planet because according to my experts the glowing eyes and corona means that SHE IS the Demon Lord,” Madeline exclaimed.

Both FBI Agents yelled at the same time, “What?” 

With a grim smile, Madeline replied, “Exactly. She cannot be allowed to either escape or follow through with any plans she might have. You two and whatever resources you might have in Charleston will be needed in the coming fight.”

“Us, ma’am?” Anabella asked as Agent Jones started coughing.

“Yes. The media doesn’t know yet, but the base in Conception has fallen to a Demonic horde. There are various contingency plans in motion, but none of that is your concern at this time. The combat team from Sicily is en route to Joint Base Charleston Airfield. It was they that closed the portal and took down the Demonic Captain. The locals are still sweeping up, but Sicily’s an island, so the Demons have few places to go. The FBI’s Magical Division team is also on their way to you as well,” Madeline informed them.

Anabella raised her hand and started to speak, but the Director cut her off. “You and your team are the point of the spear, Agent Smith. I need you to hold her in place until my forces can get to you. This will get very nasty, and there is an entire city full of innocents to deal with. Your boss and the rest of the Station Charleston have been assigned to the command post in Savannah. Military forces are just now receiving orders to travel west, and some will need to be turned around. Hold the city, Agent Smith. Because if a third front opens, we may not have a country to go back to. I’m adding an authorization to your file and clearing you for the ARCANE file. Press gang the local police if you have to but make it clear that this is priority one. I’m sending you contact information for both my office and ARCANE.”

“Ma’am, Director, this is a lot to take in, I’m really in charge of Charleston?” Anabella asked.

“Just the downtown area and port. Military commanders are scrambling on all the bases, including Parris Island, marshaling their forces. If there is a Demon incursion from your area, every unit we can find will be needed to stop them. Read the briefing material, Agent Smith and may the Gods go with you,” Madeline’s image winked out.

Alicia stared at the darkened screen for a couple of seconds. She laid her hands back on the keyboard and spoke, “What’s first, boss?”

Letting out the breath she’s been holding, SAIC Anabella Smith chuckled. “We get to work and save the city that I love. See if Team Three is awake and have them cover our location. I’ve got a ton of calls to make. So much for taking it easy.”

<<< >>>

Two thousand miles away on the fastest military cargo plane they could find Team Wood was preparing for an unknown drop into Charleston.

“I’m surprised they let us take all this stuff with us,” weapons specialist Robert mentioned as he wiped down the guns he picked up in Sicily.

“Who was going to stop you? Not the flight crew or those cute Marines at Malta? They took one look at our orders and went the other direction. Wanna bet that the word’s out on ARCANE?” Victoria replied.

Commander Xavier Cedar laughed, “No need for that. I can tell you it’s out. Everyone from the media to the Army wants to know who really took down that Captain Demon. The Italians are good but not that good. We’re famous.”

“Just what I’ve always wanted, a fan base. That’s only if we don’t get killed in South Carolina. Did they say why we have to do a combat drop?” Hamilton Sinn one of the two Mages on the team asked. He had a sharpening stone in one hand and his Roman gladius in the other.

Xavier shook his head, “not exactly. The threat is real though.”

“They should trust us enough by now to tell us stuff. We just closed a major Demon portal after all,” TJ commented. The martial arts master casually spun his matched set of butterfly swords as he spoke.

“Watch where you’re flipping those things! You just about took my foot off!” Victoria cried out.

Shaking his head at the antics of his team, Xavier unbuckled from the seat and went forward to the communications cabin. The plane was a modified C-130 reserved for general staff and VIPs.

“Do we have any communications about our destination?” Xavier asked.

The communications tech handed him a small clipboard. “Yes, sir. I was about to bring you this. Command wishes you to contact them. The passkey is included.”

Xavier looked at the young lieutenant. The officer’s face was pale, and he was trembling. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not supposed to know, but it’s all over the Mil-Net. The base in Conception’s been overrun. There’s an active Demon horde in California!”

Xavier nodded and stepped into the secure area. Reserved for generals, the small room was equipped with all the latest equipment. He punched in the contact information codes and passwords.

The main screen lit up and Tactical Ops commander Michael Best stared out at Xavier. “Commander. I assume you’ve heard the news?”

“California?” Xavier asked.

“Yes. We debated on sending you there instead of Charleston, but the danger is greater on the East coast,” Michael replied.

Xavier held up his hands as he spoke. “I don’t understand why? If they are pouring out of the hole in California, send us there. We know about ARCANE’s losses, but my team and I can make a difference against the horde. We’ve already proven ourselves!”

Michael sighed, “It’s not about proving anything. California is covered. Team Theta is still active and on the case for closing the portal there. Tank divisions out of Texas, Arizona, and Utah are moving into a position from the South and West of the Rockies. National Guard units combined with Coast Guard, Marines, Sea Scouts, and Navy units are blockading the coastal areas and the North. The Demons can be contained.”

Xavier nodded, “How is Theta closing that portal? It took the combined strength of more than thirty human Mages to close it last time. I know Amber and Nadya. They can’t do it alone.”

“That information is compartmentalized. Commander, I will only say there are contingencies in place and leave it at that. The last report we received from them was that they were nearing the portal. It’s handled. What is most important for your team is this woman,” Michael explained.

The screen lit up to show a nice looking blond woman standing on what appeared to be the balcony of an older home.

“Who is she?” Xavier asked.

“We think she the Demon Lord they raised in Sicily,” Michael started to explain.

<<< >>>

“Are we headed for Charleston now?” Betsy asked.

Madeline Mills shook her head no. “We have some unfinished business to take care of in Los Angeles. If the Army is unsuccessful in stopping the horde this time around, this additional group will only make them stronger. The three of us will put an end to them early just in case.” 

Beatrice cocked her head to one side, “You found them then. Good. They shouldn’t be allowed to get away with hurting the young.”

Betsy looked at her sister from another mother and smiled. The light was shed on her comment. “Won’t Agatha be upset we took them down without her?”

“I don’t think so. The nightmares of that cult and the Demon they spawned haunted Agatha’s dreams for most of the time at the Academy. She will have enough on her plate in Charleston. We can eliminate this group while she takes care of Camilla or whoever she is now,” Madeline explained.

“Did you tell her yet?” Beatrice asked.

Madeline shook her head, “I chickened out. Anastasia knows all the details and has promised to explain. She’ll try to call us, but we should be halfway across the country when that happens.”

Both Bs looked at each other for a moment. Beatrice continued, “Trust Ana. She’s a good egg.”

“For a Vampire,” Betsy commented.

Madeline had a faraway look for a moment. “True, for a Vampire. Let’s get moving then. We have cultists to destroy and a horde to kill.”
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Chapter 9

Boom! The sound of the claymore going off wasn’t the most shocking sound the team heard. That was the roar of the troll-like Demon that was beating its arms against the hallway trying to move. 

As a team, they’d managed to fight their way to within sight of the stairs to Level One. The power to the base was down, and at first, every sound caused them to turn and fire. The human body is only capable of holding so much weight, and in constant combat, ammunition gets used up. 

“I’m out!” Alexander yelled.

Sheldon turned towards his embattled team member to see him hacking and slashing with his combat knife in one hand and a cocked out pistol in the other. As the team’s technical specialist, it was his job to carry some of the extra ammunition as well as his electronics tech. He wasn’t a gun guy, but he used a Benelli M4 for close quarters protection. This close he didn’t even have to aim. Lifting the shotgun, he started firing. “Alex, duck!”

The ex-sergeant all but hit the floor as Sheldon’s shots drove back the oncoming Demons. The specialist ducked behind the tech and reached into the younger man’s pack. Grabbing several magazines, he reloaded quickly.

“Keep it together guys, we’re almost there!” Amber yelled. She fired another blast of air Magick toward the demons near the door. Like a mini tornado, the wind shredded her foes.

Nadya used her telekinesis to slam a Demon into the same wall she spelled to cave inwards. “That will hold them for a moment!” 

The two Class Three Mages made a good team for close quarter fighting like this. 

Before Amber could open the door to the upper-level, Alexander was there stopping her, “Don’t!”

There was a crackling sound, and both looked back at the direction they’d come from. Sheldon was still firing, but Nadya was collapsing another hallway. The only sounds they could hear were Demonic howls and their own heavy breathing.

“Check the window, Amber,” Alexander instructed.

All the stairwell doors on the base were heavy duty blast doors but did have a tiny peephole in the middle. It was an older design than most were used to.

Looking through the hole Amber’s face paled, “how did you know?” 

“It was on the video the computer showed us. I thought you knew until you started to open the damn door!” Alex explained to her.

“What’s up with you two? We need to keep moving,” Sheldon asked.

Amber pointed to the peephole, “The stairwell is filled with Demons. They’re packed like sardines in there.” 

“How do we get up then? All this to be trapped like rats?” Nadya cried.

“What does the map say, Sheldon?” Amber asked as she snapped her fingers bringing a small ball of light into existence above them. Her entire team was covered in ichor and blood.

Sheldon blinked, he’d forgotten all about the tech he was responsible for. Digging into his cargo pocket, he pulled out the small tablet and studied it for a moment. “If we can’t go through the door, we only have one choice, the freight elevator. It might be a trap though.”

Alex held up his hands questioningly, “Why?”

Sheldon held out the map and explained, “We’re here at this T-intersection. Those two hallways are down and holding, for now. The elevator is that way,” he pointed.

“So, you think they might be herding us?” the former soldier asked.

“It does make a certain amount of sense but do Demons think like that? They’ve been just throwing themselves at us, not herding us,” Amber pointed out.

Nadya interrupted the conversation, “We’re not talking about climbing another elevator shaft are we?”

Alexander said yes at the same time Sheldon said no. Both men looked at each other in surprise.

“Which is it, boys?” Amber asked.

Sheldon spoke up, “The shaft only goes up a single floor. It’s been reinforced to carry the weight of all this stuff down here, and it operates off of local power. Or at least that’s what the information on here says. I think I can show you how to channel some of your Magick into the system and power up the elevator. If it fries it, we’ll still have to climb, so no loss there.”

“I like his plan better,” Alex replied. 

“We’ll try it. Everyone reload first,” Amber ordered.

The freight elevator was much bigger than the other internal elevators. Only the second level had large machinery, so it was not extended downward when the base was expanded over the years. It sat with its doors open at the end of the short hallway.

“Where does this thing come out at?” Nadya asked.

Sheldon referred to his tablet map. He needed to shrink and move the image to identify the section. “Gamma Section. It opens up right against the wall near the old loading docks which makes sense in a way.”

Amber looked at Alexander who grimaced back, “Four hundred yards give or take to the edge of the hole. That’s provided the wall of the bowl is down. If it’s still in place, add in time to scale it. There is no door there. One of us will have to go over to drop the bomb.”

“Don’t forget it’s across an endless plain of Demons as well,” Sheldon added.

Amber scratched the back of her head in a nervous habit. “Do we have enough firepower to get through?”

“Guns and ammo, no. Possibly with melee weapons and Magick. I don’t have a single frame of reference to go by that isn’t a video game,” Alex replied.

“Oh, that old-timey one you got at that pawn shop. What was it called? Ruin… Calamity… Those don’t sound right. Was it destruction?” Sheldon asked.

“Doomed,” Alex commented.

“No, no, no I’m getting it. It’s right on the tip of my tongue,” Sheldon replied.

Alexander threw up a hand in defeat as he watched the tech rub his head and mutter to himself.

Amber looked at her on-again-off-again boyfriend and shook her head. Men. Looking at Alex, she asked a better question, “Can we do it?”

“If we stay focused and back one another up, we have a chance. Fighting formation then switch to back to back. Don’t let up or you’re Demon chow.” Alexander patted the case hanging off his shoulder. “Once I activate it we have exactly two hours to get clear. Not a single minute later or we all die.”

Sheldon blinked and looked at Amber. “What about our ride out?” 

“They will hover for an hour. If a large Captain Demon gets past us or Demon Bats vector in, they will leave us. No second chances here. Do or die,” Amber replied.

“Doomed,” Sheldon breathed. “Hey, that was it! Doomed.”

Amber grabbed Sheldon’s arm and pulled him over to the electrical panel on the wall, “Do your stuff.”

Opening the panel, Sheldon started tracing the circuits and disconnecting several.

“So how will this work?” Nadya asked.

“I’m not an electrician but this line,” Sheldon tapped a thick wire at the bottom of the assembly. “Is what I need.”

“What’s with the globe thing at the top?” Nadya reached her hand into the box. Sheldon instantly stopped her.

Shaking his head no at the young woman, he tried to explain, “This place is old. Some circuits they’ve never updated. That thing you tried to grab is called the three-phase-mercury-arc-rectifier, and it’s very unusual to see one in actual use these days. It’s used to convert AC power to DC power. Basically, this thing controls the smaller motors that run the elevator. What happens is a magnetic arm activates the mercury inside this cathode. The spark created…” 

Sheldon trailed off when he realized that Nadya wasn’t there anymore. “It’s not boring to me,” he muttered.

“Ladies? Here’s what we have to do. We will all board the elevator, and the both of you will focus power on that line. If possible, envision electrical energy, but Magickal will serve the same purpose,” Sheldon explained as he attached the wire to the side of the elevator.

Amber looked around, “Where’s Alex?”

“Right here,” the weapons specialist spoke as he stepped out of the darkened hallway. “I booby-trapped the corridor as best I could. It might slow them down a bit. Did you figure it out?”

Sheldon pointed to the box and explained. Alexander looked at the wire and frowned, “Where did you get the wire?”

“Ripped it out of the wall over there,” Sheldon remarked.

A loud explosion echoed down the hall.

“Hope it works because we’ve run out of time!” Alex hustled them all into the elevator. “Doors?”

“I disconnected the power. Focus your power now!” Sheldon exclaimed.

Both Mages cupped their hands and forced as much Magickal power into the electrical system of the elevator as they could. While rigging up the wire, Sheldon had disconnected every other possible drain on the system.

There was a sudden whirring noise, and the elevator shook. Ever so slowly it started to move upward at less than half speed.

“Crap!” Alexander unslung his Saiga and started firing at the Imps that tried to scurry onto the slow moving elevator.

 Stepping in front of the Mages as protection, Sheldon did the same. They were moving but burning through their ammo at an accelerated pace.

Ever so slowly the car passed up into the shaft denying the Demons access to it on the lower level. Up above no one knew what might happen.

“Just a little more, Amber. We’re almost there.” Sheldon coaxed the Mage leader. The elevator was halfway up into the shell of the building when it stopped suddenly.

Amber shook her head and braced herself against the wall, “Too much. I need to rest to recharge up a bit.”

“No time. We need to get out of here and find cover!” Alex directed.

Climbing out first, the larger man pulled Amber up and then Nadya, “Sheldon, can you make it?” 

He nodded and joined the others behind chunks of debris as they scanned the area.

“Gamma Section still stands, we could shelter there and let you rest. I’ve still got to activate the bomb,” Alex pointed.

“Let’s go then,” Amber ordered.

The original entrance to the section was up a stairway and through several layers of airlocks and security doors. All of them were shattered. Demon ichor and blood were everywhere. So were the men and women of Gamma Section. 

“They died hard,” Nadya whispered.

“And took several hundred with them,” Alex finished her sentence.

The halls were rent and ripped by claw marks and bullet holes. For each human body, there were at least a dozen Demonic ones.

Using the tip of his shotgun, Alex opened the door to the command center. It was filled with lots more bodies, but none still moved. 

“Over there,” Sheldon pointed. One of the consoles still glittered with lights. 

A female corpse in a private’s uniform had a death grip on a large red button on the board. Pulling slightly Alexander was able to move the body off the panel and onto the floor. 

“Weapon of last resort. It must have been her last act,” Alex explained.

Amber peered at the dead woman’s face as she removed one of her dog tags, “Private Bakes. I’ll remember that name and pass it along to the authorities. Provided we all escape this mess. What’s it look like?” 

“About what we thought,” Alex responded as he gazed at the far-off hole through the remaining windscreens.

“That bad? We need to rest and plan then,” Amber remarked.

“Search the bodies for ammunition. We’re going to need every single round if we plan to do this,” Sheldon stepped up, “Ignoring Amber’s gaze, he started patting Bakes down.”

Amber checked her watch. “I figure two and a half to three hours from now we’ll go.”

“Why that much time?” Nadya asked.

“The sun will be up by then. I’d much rather fight in the day than at night. Plus it gives us a bit of sleep and allows Alex time to make a melee weapon,” Amber explained.

Alexander smiled. He liked clubs and things. The better to beat in the heads of Demons.
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Chapter 10

The appearance of four humans in the middle of the Demon horde came as a shock. The Demonic Captains were deep in battle with human tank forces and shock infantry when word was passed that Human Mages and fighters were battling toward the portal rather than fleeing it. Orders were given, and forces turned. For the defenders, it was just the pause they needed to move additional arms forward. For Team Theta it meant attackers both ahead and behind.

“I think they noticed us!” Alexander yelled as he swung his combat bowie knife in an arc.

Amber blasted the Demons charging her with her pyrokinesis, “You think?”

The team was moving as a tight square toward the portal. Each member’s strength supported by the next. 

“How are we on time?” Sheldon asked. Even with the team’s hands-free communication system turned all the way up they could barely hear each other over the roar of Demon screams.

“No idea! Just keep moving,” Alex replied. He was chopping and shooting Demons right and left. 

An accomplished knife fighter as well as a Mage, Nadya struck out at a Cambion Demon that got too close to her. Instead of knives, she wielded a pair of eighteen-inch Roman style Gladius swords. Chopping left then right, the young Mage’s arms and upper body, dripped with Demon ichor. “This freaking sucks! Brace yourselves I’m going to try something.”

Concentrating her Magick, Nadya drew an enormous amount of power from the Earth around her. Several ley lines met in the area making it rich in energy both Demonic and natural. She’d been careful up till now to not use what was around her. The threat of possession was just too great.

Gritting her teeth the Mage cast a common, but underused earthquake spell. Using the team’s location as an epicenter, the ground beneath their feet bucked outward in a wave of destruction that toppled and crushed unwary Demons.

“Alright, Nadya!” Sheldon cried. “You should do that one more often.”

“The risk is too great out here,” Nadya panted, the spell took a lot out of her. Casting her eyes forward she could just see the ruins of the enclosed bowl. “The bowl looks broken.”

“That is a good sign,” Alexander pulled the team forward, striking downward at injured Demons as they walked.

“We just need to get there,” Amber muttered.

<<<>>>

“Sir! A seismic event at the Demonic portal site has been detected,” one of the techs sitting in the monitoring station reported to Michael Best.

“Show me,” Best commanded. Ever since the horde broke through the commander had been doing backup scans for the Pentagon. ARCANE’s equipment was just that much better than anything the military currently had.

High above the state of California, one of ARCANE’s Keyhole twenty-five satellites maneuvered for position aiming its cameras downward.

The tech pointed toward the screens on the main wall, “That’s the feed we’re getting from Sat Com’s KH 11’s and that is ours. We’re scanning on all frequencies and wavelengths. The epicenter was right there,” the tech pointed at the ARCANE feed.

“Can we zoom in?” Best asked.

“Our bird can read the text off a phone,” The man fiddled with his controls, and suddenly they were all looking at the disturbance.

Everyone in the room dropped what they were doing and stared at the screen. Four heavily armed humans stood in a square pattern surrounded by thousands of writhing Demons. As they watched from the safety of the ARCANE bunker, four people fought for their lives. Magickal spells sparked and Demons fell. Whatever one man was firing kept the Demons at bay for only a moment. Suddenly there was a flash and alarms sounded in the room.

“What the hell was that?” Michael Best yelled. 

“Energy spike coupled with another seismic event!” One of the techs behind him replied.

Michael nodded without even looking. On the big screen, the flash faded, and Demons were down all across the field. Theta team moved even closer to the portal. They kept sweeping down with melee weapons killing as they went. “Class Three my ass. Someone misclassified that girl on purpose. If she survives this, we can reclassify and move her into tactical.”

The tech sitting in front of the commander looked up at him, “Sir? Did you say something?”

Michael shook his head, “No. Just muttering to myself. What’s the big picture look like?”

The screens switched, and one of the military feeds was on the big screen. Demons like a red tide stretched out across Southern California. Military forces were marked as being in a position to back up the coming attack. Pentagon planners were trying to get as many units ready as they could.

“The horde turned! According to our figures, there’s been a thirty-two-degree change in their advance. Pentagon advisers say it looks like a retreat,” one of the techs commented.

“Demons don’t act that way. They’ve figured out our plans somehow. Get me whoever’s in charge over there right freaking now. They need to bomb the living hell out of them NOW! If that thirty percent or whatever catches up to Theta, we might never get that thing closed!” Michael ordered. “Send this data to Right and Left. Now’s the time for action.”

<<<>>>

“Move, move, move! Get those tanks into position!” Master Sergeant Huckleberry yelled at the units in his squadron over the radio. The One Hundred and Eleventh Cavalry Regiment had a long history in California and fought in the last Demon War. Unlike last time though, the officers didn’t make it to the battle line. Their convoy was attacked and destroyed by Demonic scouts. That left temporary command to the few non-commissioned officers in the unit. Replacements were supposed to be coming.

“Can we even damage these things with the M256, sir?” The tanks loader, acting corporal Nancy Kim asked.

“Don’t call me sir, I work for a living. The Italians did some damage with the outdated guns they had. We should be able to take down the big ones for sure. The .50 cal and the M240 will take down the smaller ones. I’ve lost connection with command, so I’m not even sure what intel we have is real right now,” Huckleberry replied.

“The reason I ask, Sergeant, is when we got the call to move I had them load our entire supply of M1028’s and distribute it around. We only had enough to replace half the shells though,” the young woman explained.

“Half? In this tank right here?” Master Sergeant Huckleberry pointed to the M1 tank they were all inside of.

“Yes, sir... I mean yes, Sergeant Huckleberry. All four of our group has them,” she replied.

Huckleberry rubbed his hand together. For just a moment he envisioned one of his favorite authors laughing at the irony. Picking up the radio headset he looked back at the loader, “We might just survive this after all. I’m going to start calling you Faith though. Think of it as a new nickname, Corporal Kim. Now get us into position while the rest of the sergeants and I rethink the battle plan.”

E4 driver Chuck Avery nudged the corporal, “What’s 1028?”

Corporal Kim loosened the headphone on her head and glanced over at the driver. “M1028. Think of it as a gigantic shotgun shell designed for a tank. The round itself is experimental, but we were supposed to start testing them next month before they were deployed to Conception base. Why us is a mystery, but they will make a huge difference here.”

“Why, Faith?” Chuck asked.

Corporal Kim laughed, “No idea. But remember it’s coming from a man named Leaf Huckleberry. Basic must have sucked so much for that man. Typical California National Guard.”

“Leaf? Who names a child Leaf?” Chuck asked.

“That would be hippies, E4. Now if the social circle is over, we need to get moving. Units Three and Four are going to take either side of that ridge ahead. Two gets the front, and we will hold the high ground. So we need to slip in right behind Unit Two, understood?”

“Yes, sergeant,” both crew members replied.

Huckleberry snorted, “Just do your jobs.”

Regular Army, Marines, and California National Guard forces were moving into the general encirclement plan the Pentagon was using. They were set up from inside the ruins of Los Angeles, to Barstow, Porterville, and to just below San Jose in Hollister. The White House plan was calling for containment. Latecomers to the party were setting up on the eastern side of the Rocky Mountain range. If the Demons broke through, that might be the only physical barrier that could hold then in place while the nuclear option was deployed. No one was sure if radiation could even kill a Demon Lord.

<<<>>>

“How much time is left on the clock?” Sheldon asked the team. His guns clocked out a long time ago, and he was using the very expensive Benelli shotgun as a club.

“What is it with you and time? We should have plenty of time to get to the chopper. Call it a half hour or so,” Alexander grunted out. He too was out of ammo and was chopping away with his combat knife. 

“I just want to know when I’m dying,” Sheldon cried out as he struck an Imp in the head and ducked a return blow.

“Nobody’s dying today!” Amber waved her hand in a cutting motion, and more than twenty Demons went flying as if tossed. She formed a fireball in her other hand. “Duck!” 

The ball of flame expanded as it flew, incinerating another dozen or more Demons. The smell of the burning dead was overwhelming to the team.

“We’re almost there. As soon as you can, Alex toss that thing into the hole,” Amber ordered as she readied a spell in her mind. “I’m got one more big one to toss then we break and head to the extraction point. Clear?” 

Alexander swung the bulky briefcase he’d been carrying for hours around to the front of his body and checked its readouts. Time to detonation was fifty-seven minutes and twenty-two seconds. “Understood boss.”

The team was no longer in a group formation because the entire area surrounding the hole was covered in wreckage and Demon bodies, but more were coming out of the hole. 

“Everyone hold on!” Amber muttered a word of power and tossed the spell from her hand towards the hole. For just a moment nothing happened, but then a thin funnel of air and debris started circulating inside the massive hole. Just yards away from the team the chimney expanded into a full-blown tornado that was growing larger by the second. Using her entire will, Amber pushed the Magickal formation toward the north and the main Demon horde. It shuddered and fought her but began to move. Chunks of broken weapons, Demon bodies, and unknown material swirled across the battlefield violently. 

Sheldon shouted suddenly, “Nadya look out!” 

One of the guns off the old battleship mounts from Gamma Section flew through the air as the small funnel cloud reached F3 status. The barrel struck the earth inches from the young Mage. If she hadn’t ducked, it would have killed her.

The swirling black cloud was now a quarter-mile wide and increasing. Lightning flashed, and the sky boiled. Black clouds rolled across the sky whipping the wind into a fury. Demon bodies flew in every direction.

“What the hell, Amber?” Alex yelled into the storm.

“Drop the damn bomb, Alex! We need to get out of here!” Amber yelled back at him.

Alexander grimaced but agreed. Stepping over the destruction at the portal’s edge he swung the case as hard as he could. Like a shot putter, he tossed it toward the middle of the hole. For just a moment it seemed to hang in the swirling winds and then drop like a stone.

“We’ve got less than an hour! That chopper better be there, or we’re dead!” Alexander yelled and waved the team back towards the base.

<<<>>>

“They did it, sir, the bomb is in the hole!” The comm tech announced to the room at ARCANE.

“It’s not over yet, son. Do we know what spun off the tornado?” Michael Best asked.

The group’s scientific advisor shook his head negatively, “It has to be Magick of some kind. California doesn’t get those sorts of weather phenomenon. Not enough low-pressure areas to speak of. That thing is at least an F4 and increasing.”

“This is why we Mages are NOT supposed to tamper with the weather. Especially in a power-charged area like this,” Michael explained.

“How so?” The scientist asked. He was in awe of the tornado on the screen. It was way past F4 and wasn’t slowing down.

“Magick can come from many sources. Human Mages rely on that which is produced by ley lines that encircle the Earth. They are able to tap into an unending well of energy and manipulate it to whatever their need is. Constitution and personal willpower are all that’s required to control the power. Paranormal Magick users are born with the ability to create their own power from within. They can also use the lines. But a third power source exists as well. Death Magick.

“Certain religious groups use the power for good but only after massive amounts of training and tradition. Dark Mages and Necromancers are able to tap the energy released when someone dies and use it for stronger spells.” Michael pointed at the screen, “Much stronger. Whoever cast that wasn’t as careful as they should be. If we rewind the tapes, you’ll see it started out small. That was the ley line Magick at work. Tens of thousands of living things died on that plain today. Somehow the Magick was corrupted.”

“Can the Mages stop it?” The scientist asked. Magick was outside of his understanding.

“At this level? I doubt it. It would take someone much stronger than who we have in our employ to do it. Pray it stops at the Rockies, or we’ll have a much bigger problem than Demons on our hands,” Michael explained. “Is the rescue chopper en route?” 

The communications tech looked down at his console and responded, “The Coast Guard is delayed but will respond as soon as possible. A fully armed MS-60S Knighthawk is on its way from the Navy. ETA is thirty minutes.”

Michael directed the Keyhole satellite back towards the base scanning the wrecked buildings.

“Tell them to hurry. If the way Team Theta is moving that bomb is going to go off soon,” Michael directed as he watched four small figures stumble through the wreckage of the base.

<<<>>>

“Ouch!” Nadya grabbed her leg as she collapsed onto the concrete. She’d tripped over a body when she stepped around a gun mount.

Knives at the ready, Alexander stood over her. “Are you ok, Nadya?”

“I think it’s broken!” She gripped her leg as pain shot through her system. The young Mage mumbled a healing cantrip to herself that alleviated some of the pain.

He looked towards the hole and then back at his teammates. “I’ve got her. Get moving towards the chopper. We’ll catch up.”

“All together or not at all, Alex! You can’t play the hero all the time.” Amber glared at him as she tried to pull rank.

Shaking his head, the sergeant replied, “Someone needs to be there when they arrive. You know this. We’ve less than forty minutes. Go. Trust me when I say I don’t want to be a crispy critter this late in life.” 

Amber stepped closer and laid her hand on his shoulder, “Alex…” 

“Time’s wasting Amber. Just go. Please?” the man pleaded as he leaned down to scoop up the Mage.

Grabbing Sheldon’s arm, Amber ran with the tech toward where the chopper was supposed to pick them up. Alexander looked backward toward the hole. The massive tornado was gone, but the wind hadn’t died down yet. Demons were starting to pour out of the hole once again.

<<<>>>

“Firing!” Corporal Kim yelled as the tank fired another round of M1028 at the advancing horde. The massive anti-personnel round hit the Demons at 4,626 feet per second causing an enormous amount of damage. Some projectiles went through three or four bodies before slowing down. The four tank formation was very effective against the oncoming Demons, but leakers were slipping through in ones and two and attacking the tanks from behind.

The tank crews were firing their internal M240 machine guns at the Demons but were burning through ammunition at an accelerated rate. More than half of the ten thousand rounds had already been fired. 

“Watch for bunching up and fire at will, Kim. I’m going topside to man the .50 caliber,” Sergeant Huckleberry announced.

“Sergeant, it’s too hot out there! Stay in here with us,” Corporal Kim asked.

“I’ll forget you said that ‘Faith.’ You only live once.” The sergeant unlatched the hatch and climbed up to man the gun. Pulling his pistol, he shot several Imps and a Cambion Demon off the sides of the tank. Checking the bolt latch release, he locked it down so he could fire single rounds.

Firing one round at a time the sergeant started to get a feel for the weapon. In training, the recoil is off just a bit when firing blank rounds. He really wanted to go full-automatic. But they had only brought nine-hundred rounds for the gun, and there wasn’t anything resembling a resupply depot out here.

Looking to the sky, Sergeant Huckleberry could see the approaching storm. He was awestruck by the size of it. “Huckleberry to all units, lock down your tanks and prepare for hostile…” 

The sergeant was cut off in mid-word. Grimacing he tried to say the word weather but couldn’t! Feeling a sharp pain in his chest, he looked down to see a massive clawed hand sticking out of his chest. The Demon that got him from behind ripped out his voice box before killing him!

Unit Three’s commander heard the command and tried to respond but to no avail, “Gunner, track right. I want to check the command unit.”

The M1’s turret swiveled around to the right but was blocked by the small hillock they were sitting on. Cursing, the sergeant in command popped the hatch and stuck his head out. He saw the Cambion Demon on top of Unit one and the now headless body of Master Sergeant Huckleberry in its bloody hand. Drawing his own sidearm, he started screaming and firing away at the Demon that killed his friend.

Ping! Ping! Ping!

Corporal Kim looked up at the sound of small arms fire bouncing off the tank, “Who the hell is shooting at us?” She glanced up and over at where Huckleberry should be and could only see blood dripping downwards.

“The commander’s down! Avery get up there and man the fifty! We’ve got incoming!” Kim yelled at the driver.

Chuck Avery pulled himself out of the driver’s slot and climbed over the gunner's position. The M1 tank was roomier than the tanks of old, but it was not a place for someone claustrophobic. Gripping the commander’s station, he pulled his hand away suddenly. Fresh blood was everywhere. Telling himself to ignore it he slipped into the command seat and stuck his head out the hatch.

“Why is it so windy out here?” Avery asked as he looked around. Less than a quarter mile in front of him were hordes of screaming Demons and a wall of a black storm! “Corporal Kim, we need to get out…” 

Like the sergeant before him, he was cut off as the Cambion Demon yanked him out of the cupola and into the air. 

“Don't’ eat me!” Chuck screamed.

The Demon bit forward teeth extended but the tornado had other plans. Both human and Demon were lifted off the tank and pulled into the deadly swirling mass. All four tanks were pulled in as well. Like the hand of God, the storm continued north destroying everything in its path.

<<<>>>

“Knighthawk Four to command we have the objective in sight,” Nathan Howe the SH-60s commander commented. They had skirted the coast watching for Demon Bats and other dangers on the way to the LZ. Picking up four special operators from enemy territory seemed a bit too much of a risk for his multimillion dollar helicopter, but orders were orders.

The landing zone was supposed to be just to the right of the old lighthouse ruins on what used to be the tourist parking lot. They’d come in heavy for this operation with both rockets and side gunners. 

“Permission to fire on Demons sir?” The gunners had already asked several times.

“No. Wait for our objective. If they show you can give them covering fire,” Commander Howe replied. He didn’t expect anyone to show up.

“Movement at eleven o’clock!” The copilot exclaimed.

Howe swiveled the bird around, so the gunners could shoot if necessary. “What do you see, number two?”

The copilot pulled out a pair of binoculars. “Looks like two humans and a ton of Demons!” 

As the crew of the helicopter watched one of the humans turned to face their pursuers. Flames shot from her hands and immolated the Demons. The woman grabbed her companion and ran towards them.

“Any sign of others?” Commander Howe asked.

“That’s a big negative Commander,” the gunners in the back responded.

“Understood. Hold on back there we’re going down.” Commander Howe brought the big helicopter down onto the parking lot with a light touch that showed his many years of flight time.

Commander Amber with Sheldon in tow ducked low to avoid the blades and approached the side of the craft.

“Get on board. We need to go!” The side gunner yelled.

“No! I’ve got two more team members out there, and I’m not leaving without them!” Amber shouted. 

“What the hell’s going on back there? Get them aboard!” Howe yelled at his crew over the command circuit.

“Sir! They say they have two more members inbound. The woman refuses to get on the bird!” The gunner replied.

“Dammit! Tell them our orders were to pick up and go. Either they get on board or stay here! She’s got ten seconds, or I’m leaving,” Commander Howe yelled.

Time suddenly stopped. Howe could feel himself breathing, and he could move his eyes, but everything else including the SH-60 was frozen. A voice came over the headset. “Never piss off a Mage, Commander. We’re waiting.”

Amber dropped the headset in her hand and looked at Sheldon, “Can you fly this thing?”

Sheldon looked into the cockpit and shook his head, “I can fly a Huey, but this isn’t one of those.”

“No, it’s not. And if you think I want you crashing us into the sea, you have another thing coming,” A familiar voice sounded in their ears.

“Alex!” Amber turned to see the bedraggled weapons specialist toss Nadya’s still form onto the deck of the chopper. “Nadya?”

“She passed out. Casting got too much for her or something. What’s the holdup here?” Alexander asked.

“They were going to leave. I stopped them,” Amber replied.

Jumping up into the rear of the craft Alex disarmed both gunners. The familiar grip of guns gave him a smile. “Let them loose, I’ve got this.”

Time started up again as the chopper was suddenly moving along with the crew, “Stop right there gentlemen. Let’s not have any accidents now.”

Commander Howe gripped the control stick. He could move again! A strange man’s voice echoed in his ear. “Get this thing moving! There’s a nuke going off in less than ten minutes!” 

“A nuke? Who the hell are you people and how dare you take my men prisoner!” Howe protested.

“Nine minutes. Get this thing moving or I will!” Alex commanded.

“I’m reporting you and this incident to higher just as soon…” Nathan stopped talking when he felt the cold tip of a pistol touch his cheek. Glancing to his right, he could see a scarred and bloody man holding a gun to his head.

“Eight minutes. Do you want to die so badly?” Alexander asked.

Howe shook his head and gripped the control stick. Two seconds later they were in the air, over the side of the cliff, and skimming the waves toward CV-35 Reprisal. 

<<< >>>

The backpack nuke came to rest after a long fall just beneath the edge of the active portal. Demons came to Earth just inches from where it sat. Carved into the walls were inscriptions and incantations allowing access to this plane of existence. Silent numbers counted down on a small LED keypad. “3, 2, 1, 0. Boom!” 

Fifty kilotons is a small explosion compared to some used against the Demonic hordes over the years, but when it’s compressed into a rock shaft strengthened by Magick the effect can be unbelievable. A massive column of flame shot straight out and upwards. Thousands of feet higher than any test, a mushroom cloud formed over Southern California. With an earth-shattering crack the portal was destroyed, and the inscriptions melted from the rock that held them.

Miles from the explosion electronics supposedly hardened by the military winked out of existence. The electromagnetic effects of the ground burst melted wires and erased circuit boards. Thousands of Demons exposed on the ground were incinerated or blasted into oblivion. 

The SH-60 shook from side to side while electronic alarms hooted and screamed as Commander Howe brought the craft down onto the deck of the elderly aircraft carrier in an unannounced emergency landing.

<<<>>>

“Broken Arrow! We have a nuclear detonation at Point Conception!” Everyone in the ARCANE bunker looked at the main screen. A massive fireball and mushroom cloud was climbing over what was left of the base.

“They did it,” Michael commented. Looking left towards the communication tech he commanded,” contact the Navy. Find out what happened to Theta Section. Inform Mr. Right that the mission was a success and that he needs to brief President Talbot before the Pentagon does. Spin is everything. What are they saying on the ground?”

“Demonic forces are scattered but still engaging troops on the ground. The hole appears to be sealed. No new entities have entered our world from that point according to satellite information,” the techs reported.

Michael switched the view of the area on the big screen, “The tornado?”

“It’s on a northwestern course. Tracking says it’ll sideswipe Fresno and head West. Science station says it’s holding at an F6,” the tech replied.

Michael sighed and ran his hands through his hair, “Send that information to Mr. Right as well. Better to head this off at the pass. That was the hard part, kids. Now comes the cleanup.”

Suddenly alarms started sounding again.

“What now?” Michael asked.

“Demonic incursion detected! The signal is off the charts, sir.” 

Turning, Michael looked over the tech’s shoulder at the map in front of him. “California?”

“No, sir. Charleston, South Carolina. We now have a third front open.”
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Author Notes

Wow! So much is going on with this book it’s not even funny. 

The Federal Witch Universe has grown tremendously since I first put words to digital paper back in 2016. Through all the books I’ve had a singular story main arc in mind. Watching Agatha grow and become the Witch she was meant to be. 

It has been said that it takes a village to make a person who they are but for Agatha, it’s been the stories. The ARCANE books are a mini-series off the main line that I created to explain the hows and the whys of this particular story arc. It’s been building for a while. Camilla is the big bad that has dominated Agatha’s entire life. She’s Aggie’s version of the Wicked Witch of the West. 

In the book, Darkness Revealed, I tried to explain that she, like many others, was duped by the Dark Gods into becoming evil. But that’s a small lie. Camilla was given ideas and access to power not normally given to one so young. It was a choice. She chose to become the person that Agatha knew. In my Universe, it’s choice that rules all things.

Amber is someone else that had to make a choice. Tampering with the weather is never a good idea. Even for someone who has had centuries to learn, like Marcella. Amber chose to use a spell that would save her friends but possibly alter an entire state’s weather patterns for years. The same goes for the use of the bomb. There were reasons they never used it in the gap of years between Demon hordes.

Some of the characters seen in the past two books will return in Book Three and some will not. That is the nature of writing. Dixie Strike will be written from Camilla’s point of view and will explain the Demon’s goals and what drives them towards Earth. 

The Battle of Charleston will be epic. It will spread out across two books. Dixie Strike and Child of Darkness. Each will cover their own niche in the war. Many of the things I’ve hinted at for two years will come to fruition, and we will finally see what Agatha is truly capable of. So much fun! 

My wife and I took a trip to Charleston, so I could get a feel for the “Holy City” and find ways to describe the narrow streets and buildings. My fondness for history dovetails nicely into the upcoming stories. 
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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 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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