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      THE BRIEFING ROOM WAS PACKED with platoon leaders, officers, and civilians. There was an entire corner of the room filled with employees with “Saber Corp” stitched on their polo shirts. The dimly lit room stunk of body odor and bad breath. The fans and portable air conditioners hummed; the noise echoed off the plywood walls. The projector was on and displayed a street map of Baghdad on the screen. The group waited anxiously for the briefing to begin.

      Lieutenant Colonel Hatcher entered the room. His large frame and bald head grabbed everyone’s attention. He started the meeting with his usual gruff, smart-ass attitude. “Let’s get started,” Hatcher barked. “For those of you who do not know, this is a map.” The entire room smirked but did not laugh. His stupid comments always calmed me.

      “If you look closely, you will see a red line. It starts here at this base and ends in the middle of Baghdad. This is the route you will be taking.” Hatcher cleared his throat. “The mission is to escort a group of scientists to the National Museum of Iraq. You will be responsible for them for the duration.”

      I raised my hand. “So, we’re gonna take some scientists on a field trip to a museum before Baghdad is even—”

      Hatcher replied with a growl. “That’s exactly what you’re going to do, Baccus.”

      Hatcher continued to speak as I looked down the row at the other platoon leaders. Hawkins was on the end, stable as usual. Lawson and Phillips were new, sitting on the edge of their seats. They were so green, they had no idea what a crap mission this was.

      “Lieutenant Baccus, are you paying attention?” Hatcher asked.

      I turned my head toward him and nodded. I imagined what I would say if I was in charge. Okay, you will lead your men down this street. You will be shot at here, here, here, and here. Once you get to the next block, expect IEDs and maybe some rocket launchers. If you happen to make it to the museum, make sure every scientist gets a slushy and one other treat from the concession stand.

      I began to pay attention to Hatcher. “The scientists will have three days to complete their work. Baccus and Hawkins, your platoons will accompany the scientists and their cargo to Antarctica.”

      “Sir, Antarctica?” Hawkins asked.

      “Did I stutter, Hawkins? Yes, Antarctica. Lawson and Phillips, your teams will remain behind to secure the museum.” Hatcher paused for a brief moment—his way of asking for questions.

      Hawkins looked off to the side toward me. “How long are we going to be in Antarctica, sir?”

      “To be determined. You both will report to Captain Snills once you reach the base. You will be assigned your duties. The length of your stay will be determined by then.”

      “How are we getting there, sir?” I asked.

      “You will be extracted from the museum. Your teams, the scientists, and cargo will be airlifted to a ship owned and operated by Saber Corp. You will secure both the scientists and the cargo on the ship.”

      I shook my head and looked down at my boots. Oh shit, not only are we going on a field trip, but also a cruise to the coldest place on the planet. I'm betting that we leave tonight. That would be about right.

      I smiled as I asked, “When do we leave, Lieutenant Colonel?”

      “Lawson and Phillips, your teams will leave at zero one thirty with the advance team. You will sweep and secure the museum. Baccus and Hawkins, your transports leave at zero four thirty.”

      Hatcher continued to advance his slide show; the plan had already been laid out. We had no part in the planning portion of the mission. I noticed that every slide had Saber Corp’s logo at the bottom of each slide; this was their plan. The purpose of a briefing was to answer questions, but this one just created questions.

      Hatcher finished up the briefing, asked for questions, then dismissed everyone. I looked over at Hawkins, nodded at him, and pointed toward Hatcher. We both approached Hatcher while he was packing up.

      “Sir, could we have a couple minutes of your time?” I asked.

      Hatcher replied gruffly, “What is on your minds?”

      Hawkins asked, “What is the real objective of this mission, sir?”

      Hatcher rolled his eyes. “Your objective is to keep the civilians alive. Clear?”

      “I need a little more than that, sir.” I was aggravated. “Why now? Why take civilians into a hot zone. What is—”

      “You have your orders,” Hatcher interrupted.

      “Not good enough, sir. This is an unsecured area. Why are we risking everything to go to a museum?” I could tell I was pissing Hatcher off, but I did not care.

      Hatcher exhaled a deep breath and pressed his lips together. He was getting ready to unload on me, then pulled back and his demeanor changed. “The answer is simply I don’t know.” Hatcher leaned against a table. “There have been several missions over the years that I did not know or understand the reasons. Just accept the fact we are all small cogs in a large wheel.”

      I shook my head. “So when we are out there getting our asses shot off so some scientist can play in a museum, I—”

      “Careful, Baccus,” Hatcher interjected.

      “So, my men should take solace in the fact that we are all just small cogs in some wheel? That’s brilliant.” I had pushed it too far.

      Hatcher yelled, “Don’t you take that tone with me. These are not your men, they are the US Army’s men. This is what you all signed up for. Do you understand?”

      Hawkins replied, “Yes, sir.”

      I remained silent and angry.

      Hatcher continued, “Your platoons were specifically requested for this mission by General Mitchel. Do not disappoint him.” Hatcher stood up and turned his back to us. “You are both dismissed.”

      We walked out of the briefing room into the night. The desert air was cold, a gentle breeze carried the aroma from the mess hall. Once we were far enough away from the building, I turned to Hawkins. “Did you notice the slides were all from Saber?”

      Hawkins scoffed. “Yeah, so who planned this mission, the CIA or the Pentagon?”

      “Does it really matter? Either way, we’re the expendable components of the mission. Saber is planning the mission and driving the boat.”

      “Any ideas on why we are going to a museum?”

      “Honestly, Hawkins, zombies.”

      “Zombies?”

      “Every good zombie movie starts with scientists fucking with something they shouldn’t. You got a better explanation, buddy?”

      “Fuck you, Jacob. For real, any idea?”

      “I'm sticking with my first idea. It is way more interesting than any crap you’ll come up with.”

      Hawkins laughed. “Fine. What’s the plan?”

      I took a deep breath. “Pack heavy, embrace the suck, and surprise the fuckers by surviving.” I saw the men leaving the mess hall and going to the prep area. “Let’s go explain the mission to them.”

      “What should we say?”

      “Simple—we were specifically picked for a suicide mission. Let’s fuck up the mission by not dying while keeping the scientists alive while they figure out how to end the world with zombies.”
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      ONE HOUR BEHIND SCHEDULE we entered the outer limits of Baghdad. There was less than thirty minutes till sunrise. Our forces owned the night, but the daylight hours were a different story. The current rules of engagement made it hard to fight and win. The enemy knew our restrictions and used them against us.

      We drove into the heart of the city. The surroundings told the story of the price paid for our passage through the city. The streets were riddled with destruction. Buildings were damaged beyond repair, and the streets were lined with burned out vehicles and debris from the structures. There was a path just wide enough for our transports to pass through. The fighting continued as we drove on. Gunfire and explosions could be heard as we sat inside the vehicles.

      We reached the museum mostly in one piece. The army did a good job of securing our way. My kidneys felt like they had been punched over and over again. It was a rough ride, but we were fortunate to have made it this far. I was humbled by the efforts of the men who made it possible.

      Soldiers swarmed outside of the building as we drove around the building to the secured loading area. It looked like a large garage. When we entered, the doors were closed. A feeling of safety entered my mind; the feeling was false, and I had to crush it to keep a healthy dose of insecurity. It was not the time to let my guard down.

      There was a mix of soldiers and scientists in each vehicle. We slowly disembarked the vehicles to ensure the area was safe enough to unload the scientists. There was something very wrong, I could feel it. We performed a quick communications check before we proceeded to the basement. The scientists remained in the vehicles while I took half my team to secure the stairwell and lower level.

      We descended down the stairs two by two. As the door was opened to enter the basement, we encountered small arms fire.

      I yelled down, “Gumm, what ya got?”

      “Three at the end of the hallway, pistols only. Flash-bang or frag?” Gumm asked.

      “Flash-bang them; try to keep one alive.”

      Gumm cracked the door open and threw two flash grenades down the hall. There were three explosions, then two gunshots a moment later. This was not good. Gumm cracked the door open and took a look. Through the smoke he could see three sets of boots toes up on the floor. We began to move into the hallway and work our way down to the men. It appeared the men had been hit with a frag grenade.

      I had to ask. “Gumm, you threw two flash-bangs, right?”

      “Yes, sir. If I had to guess, they had a frag ready to throw when mine went off. Theirs killed one, then the others shot themselves in the head.”

      The aggressors were dressed in museum security uniforms, but their weapons were Israeli. The men were not trained—they had long guns and grenades, yet chose to use handguns and stand out in the open. I needed some answers.

      “Search these men then move them out of the hallway. Sweep every room and secure the basement.” I looked at Gumm. “Radio me when it is safe to bring the scientists down.”

      I went back to the loading area. Hawkins was waiting for me. “What the hell happened down there?” he asked.

      “The lower level was not cleared or secured. The newbies suck; they should’ve had men posted in the basement. Instead, we had the local welcoming committee.”

      “Anybody killed?” Hawkins asked.

      “Just the bad guys, brother.”

      It took an hour for the boys to clear the basement and deem it secured. Hawkins and I moved the scientists down to the lower level and into a conference room. Gumm brought me the belongings from the attackers. The papers were written in some foreign language. There was a map I recognized right away. It was the lower level of the museum with three different routes traced out that led into the basement.

      One of the scientists was looking over my shoulder. “That is written in Hebrew. May I?”

      I handed the notes to him, and he began to translate them for me. Most of them were just senseless scribblings and lists, but the one that caught my attention was the instructions for destroying a body.

      “What body were they trying to destroy?” I asked.

      The scientist replied, “The body of King Nimrod. We are very fortunate that you stopped them. He is the only reason we are here.”
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      KING NIMROD WAS fourteen feet tall and lay in a stone casket that had hieroglyphics engraved on every square inch of it. The scientists were all awestruck by the body; I was a little more cynical. Dr. Hughes was the team leader for the scientists; he smiled and nodded his head as he came to me.

      “Lieutenant, I see you are not impressed.”

      “Doctor, I have seen dead bodies before.”

      “Ah, but have you seen a body that has been dead for over four thousand years?”

      “I don’t want to be disrespectful, Doctor, but that is bullshit. That guy died recently.”

      “The body is authentic. The tests have conclusively proven this as fact.”

      I attempted to not make any eye contact or  any facial expressions as I replied. “Okay, whatever, Doc. I'm here to provide you and your dead circus freak security. You have three days. Be done by then.”

      “We could use some help in order to meet that deadline.”

      Seriously, I'm supposed to pull men from a security detail to help?  I grunted. “I can give you two men per shift as long as I don’t need them for threats.”

      I turned and left the lab. I felt strange, a little dizzy and very angry. What the fuck? This is the worst assignment ever. Yeah, no kidding, you not only get to sit here with the freak show giant and protect a bunch of—I began to rub my forehead. I had a headache and my eyes hurt. I just need to get through this.

      Then I heard a voice in my head. “You will, little bitch. I will guarantee it.” What the hell?

      “Jacob, are you all right?”

      I looked up, it was Hawkins, his face showed a great deal of concern. Gumm was behind him with the same look. I was trying to figure out what was going on; I was disoriented but the dizziness and headache had left almost as fast as they came.

      “Yeah, I'm fine. Is everything—“ I rubbed my head. “everything set up?” I grunted with slurred speech.

      Gumm bluntly replied, “Sir, you aren’t fine. You were sliding down the hallway against the wall, rubbing the shit out of your head, and having a full-blown argument with yourself. And what the hell is hanging out of your pocket?”

      I looked down to see a gold chain swinging back and forth. I grabbed the chain and pulled out some sort of an amulet. This was the amulet that was on the body in the casket.

      “I don’t know how that got there. Someone must have shoved it in my pocket.” I handed the trinket over to Gumm. “Take this back to the scientists.”

      Hawkins nodded to Gumm; he began to walk down the hall toward the lab. Hawkins then turned to me. “It’s been a rough day. Why don’t you get some sleep.”

      I collected myself and stood straight. “Was I really talking to myself?”

      “Dude, you were yelling. That’s why we came down here.”

      “What was I yelling?” I only remembered having a few thoughts before my headache.

      “‘When I return, they all die.’ Followed by ‘fuck you.’ You yelled this over and over again. It was even in different voices. Honestly, Jacob, it was a little creepy. What the hell were you doing?”

      I looked at Hawkins as I was going to answer. Hawkins scrunched his eyebrows and turned his head. “What are you looking at?”

      “Your eyes are blood red. Worse than when you were in Panama City for spring break. Are you sure you’re good?”

      I had no idea if I was all right or not, but now was not the time for weakness. “I’m just tired. I’ll be fine after a couple hours of sleep.”

      I walked to where the locker rooms, showers, and temporary sleeping quarters were set up. The men had set up a room off the side for Hawkins and me. I walked in and was impressed. There was a bunk bed in the corner of the room. I felt like I had just made it there. I laid down and fell asleep almost instantly. The last waking thought I remember was that I must be tired. Another voice spoke inside my head, Sleep tight, slave.
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      THE LASH OF THE WHIP CRACKS, and I felt the blood as it dripped down my back. I was bound to a large post in the middle of a stone structure. The bruises on my face were fresh. The ground opened up, and I looked down to see a hole as I slid down the post. I was now falling into an abyss. As my body plummeted, I could hear waves. My body slammed into a pool of water, and the pain was only surpassed by the sudden sensation of drowning. I began to panic as I swam to the surface. My head peeked above the water, and I was able to take a deep breath.

      The feeling of relief was short-lived as something grabbed my leg and pulled me back under the water. I was moving very quickly, pulled to the shallow water. Once my back began to drag on the floor of the pool, I was thrown onto a beach like fish that had just been caught. I coughed and choked on the water in my lungs as I tried to breathe. I was rolled over onto my back and picked up by my neck. I couldn’t see anything except two piss-yellow eyes glowing in the dark. The hand around my neck felt huge; I was being held by one arm. The figure began to speak as I was passing out, but I could not make out what was being said. Everything then went black.

      I woke up, freaking out, my arms were flailing as I tried to gain a breath. I was soaked in sweat. I began to breathe normally and realized that I was just having a bad dream. My eyes focused on the bed above me, and I could see the amulet that was stuck in my pocket was hanging over my head spinning. I pulled it off the bedspring and threw it across the room. I sat on the edge of the bed, holding my head. The bedding and my fatigues were saturated with sweat. I decided it was time to get cleaned up and get back to business.

      I walked into the locker room and found a clean shirt. When I went to splash some water on my face, I noticed the stubble. It was more than I would have expected for a couple of hours. I looked at my watch; it had stopped. I continued to clean up and strap on my gear. I felt like I could use another couple of hours of sleep.

      I walked down the hall, only to be met by Hawkins. “How are you feeling there, champ?”

      I scoffed as I replied, “A little tired, but functional.”

      “Seriously, you slept for two days and you’re just functional?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Hawkins—two days?” I grunted.

      “Yeah, we had one of the docs check on you—”

      “Which one? Which doctor?”

      “Dr. Hughes, he’s also a medical doctor. He said you had been exposed to some allergen and your body just needed rest to battle it.”

      I looked over at the windows in the lab, and there was Dr. Hughes smiling at me. He gave me a little wave accompanied with a wink. I walked around Hawkins and beelined it right to the good doctor.

      “Hughes, let’s talk. Now.” Hughes walked to me as I pulled the amulet out of my pocket and pushed it into his chest. “Was this you? Did you hang this above me?”

      “Yes, that was me. It has healing powers. I saw that you were not right, so I placed it over you to help with your recovery.”

      “Keep your voodoo shit away from me. Just do your fucking job and leave me alone.”

      “Jacob, you are more important to our mission than you realize. I need you healthy for our trip to Antarctica.”

      “I'm Lieutenant to you. What do you mean with all that shit?”

      “It is neither here nor there. The important thing is that thanks to your men, we are ahead of schedule and can leave tonight.”

      I looked over and saw seven crates and that damn body, all ready to be transported. I also saw seven of my men helping the scientists. My focus turned to the stone casket; I could see a glowing, pulsating light surrounding the edges of each hieroglyph.

      “Lieutenant, how tall are you? Six one or six two and weigh about two ten?”

      “Something like that, why?”

      “King Nimrod is fourteen feet tall and weighs four hundred thirty pounds. He has been dead for four thousand years, but his body was perfectly preserved. You left me the first time thinking this was all a hoax, but it is not, it—”

      “It is what? A miracle? The discovery of a lifetime? How about a nightmare?”

      “Lieutenant, please understand—”

      “Doctor, I don’t need to understand shit. That pendant tortured me for two days. Was that the price of healing?” I stepped back and waited for him to answer.

      Hughes took a deep breath “Everything has a cost. We are not sure how this stuff works, but that is the mission. Imagine if we figure this out—instant healing on the battlefield, soldiers that do not die but instead go back to their families.”

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, Doc. There’s a reason all this crap was buried in the desert.”

      “Regardless of your opinion, we will be leaving tonight. I hope—”

      “Get back to work. The sooner we leave, the sooner I can be done with this fuckin’ job.”

      I walked out of the lab and right by Hawkins, who had watched the entire exchange. I continued walking. “Hawkins, how long till we are ready for transport?”

      “Two hours, then airlifted to a ship in the Persian Gulf.”

      I walked the hallway, trying to cool off. I needed to get a grip on my emotions. This mission was not going to end anytime soon. I went to pack my gear and get ready for the extraction.
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      THE EXTRACTION WENT without a hitch. We were safely on the ship and heading to the base in Antarctica. Hawkins and I flipped a coin to see whose team would guard the scientists versus the cargo. Hawkins flipped the coin; I called heads as the coin waffled in the air. It hit the floor and bounced around until it landed on tails. Hawkins’s team would guard the scientists; my team would be in the cargo hold with the body and artifacts.

      I took my team to the cargo hold to set up the security for the next few weeks. A sailor was standing by the entrance, and he stood aside while my men entered the hold but stepped in front of me. There was something wrong with his eyes—they were looking up, almost like they were rolling to the back of his head.

      “You’re Baccus, right?”

      “I'm, and you are?”

      “Do you know what you’re protecting, Baccus?”

      This guy was starting to creep me out. I slowly reached down for my sidearm as I talked to him. “I do know what I’m guarding. Why?”

      The sailor cocked his head. “What if you and I throw it into the sea? Solves a lot of problems.”

      “Except for the problem of following orders. This stuff needs to get to its destination.”

      “It is evil. It will destroy all of us. Help me, Baccus.”

      The sailor pulled out a knife and pointed it toward my chest. I pulled out my sidearm and aimed it at the sailor’s forehead. “Put the knife down.”

      The sailor continued to get more animated with the knife as he spoke. “You don’t understand, we need to stop this. Why won’t you help me? You’re not one of them.”

      I stepped back and continued to keep the gun pointed at him. My men in the cargo hold had noticed what was going on and had the sailor’s back covered. His only chance to live was to put the knife down and give up. The sailor had a different idea; for he had noticed he was surrounded. He reversed the knife and stuck it in his chest with a great amount of force. It pierced his heart and he died quickly.

      The ship’s captain was notified immediately, and he and three other officers came down to the cargo hold to inspect the scene. The officers inspected the body while the captain questioned me. I could tell the captain didn’t believe the suicide story, but he could not find any witnesses to debunk my story. The crew members carried the body away while they sneered at me. This was the spark that ignited the problems between the soldiers and the sailors.

      The tension between the two groups rose every day. There seemed to be at least one fight during every meal. We decided to split the dining hours so the soldiers would eat at one time and the sailors at another. This worked for about a week, but the fights started to break out in the corridors and on the deck of the ship. We ordered the soldiers to stand down and get themselves under control. The captain of the ship issued the same orders to the sailors. This only worked for one day.

      I sat in the galley tending to a cold cup of coffee while I thought about what we should do to calm down all the men on the ship. Dr. Hughes walked in and sat across from me.

      “Mind if I join you?” Dr. Hughes asked.

      “No. What can I do for you?”

      “Lieutenant, are you still mad at me?”

      I was still angry with him, but I decided to be nice. “No, just unable to trust you.”

      “I want you to know I meant no harm. I truly thought the amulet would just heal you. I had no idea of the consequences.”

      I believed him and found myself forgiving him. “Let’s just forget about it. How is your team doing?”

      Dr. Hughes crossed his arms and let out a sigh. “They are constantly bickering. It’s like they’re stir-crazy.”

      “So, they’re crazy, just like everyone else on this ship.” I smiled at Dr. Hughes, but he was serious.

      “What do you mean, Lieutenant?”

      “My men are having a hard time dealing with the sailors. The sailors are angry and keep picking fights with my men.”

      “I actually have a theory about this,” Hughes said. “The relics each have a distinct power according to legend.”

      “Yeah, you told me about that in Baghdad. So what?”

      “What if the combined powers of the relics work together? What if all the good and evil relics actually combine powers?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “There are tablets that say a great power can be awakened, and that power is neither good nor evil, but can be used by either. What if that power is all the relics combined?”

      “Okay, so the relics combine powers to make one super relic, theoretically. Then what?”

      “What if the combined powers are making everyone act badly?”

      Then it hit me. What the sailor said before he killed himself, It would destroy all of us. Maybe there was something to Dr. Hughes’s theory. Maybe that is why both the soldiers and the sailors were close to being uncontrollable.
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      I KNEW THE SITUATION WAS BAD, but I did not expect it to escalate to murder. Hawkins was simply walking down the hallway to his quarters. A group of sailors were walking the opposite way and bumped his shoulder as they passed. According to reports, the sailors were trying to start a fight, but Hawkins ignored them and continued on his way. The five sailors pulled out knives and stabbed Hawkins over one hundred times.

      There were three witnesses to the murder of Hawkins, but the captain of the ship decided that there was not enough evidence to hold a trial or even arrest them. I was devastated by Hawkins’s death; I had known him for years. I had to keep it together for the men. Every time I saw the men who killed my friend, my desire to punish them grew. They mocked me, but I knew who they were. Hawkins’s death would not go unpunished.

      I was walking on the deck of the ship, thinking about Hawkins when two of his murderers came up behind me.

      “Hey, soldier boy, you shouldn’t be alone. It’s not safe,” one of them said.

      I lowered my head, in disbelief that they were within my reach. Was this karma, or just good luck? I reached down and slowly took out my knife in with one hand and my karambit in the other. I turned around and stared at them both; the look in their eyes changed from arrogance to fear. They pulled their knives out. I looked at the knives and imagined the scene as they stabbed Hawkins. I attacked with a viciousness that I had never felt before. The sailors thought they were good in a fight and overextended their bodies as they attacked. I shoved my knife through the neck of the first sailor and blocked the second sailor with my hand before stripping his arm with my karambit. I let go of my knife, grabbed the neck of the second sailor as I slit his throat. I threw both bodies over the railing into the ocean.

      I went to the bathroom to wash the blood off. When I opened the door, there was the third sailor who had killed Hawkins. I punched him in the throat and watched him as he slowly suffocated. I was not thinking clearly. I picked him up, hauled his body to the deck, and threw him over the railing. There were only two murderers left at that point. What I did not notice was two other sailors who had watched me dump the body. They approached me. They were smart and knew how to detain a suspect; they’d had training.

      The first sailor gave me instructions. “Down on your knees and put your hands behind your head.”

      The second sailor was trying to flank me to take me by surprise. I backed up to the railing, then complied with the order. The two men were in front of me as I went down on my knees.

      I heard a voice from the shadows. “Kill him and throw his body overboard.”

      The first one approached, and as he grabbed my arm, I used a fireman’s carry to throw him over the railing and into the ocean. The second guy froze, and I punched him in the face, grabbed him by the neck, and threw him over the railing. I walked over to the area where I heard the voice; there was no one there. I refocused on hunting the other two sailors.

      I searched the ship, walking the levels, looking for my victims. I was getting frustrated. I walked into the galley to get a cup of coffee; the other men were in there sitting at a table on break. I filled my cup, sat down on the opposite side of the room, and watched them. They looked over at me and smiled as they whispered. I could not hear what they were saying, but I imagined it was a plot to kill me.

      Another sailor walked into the galley—one of the officers—and he grabbed a cup of coffee and stood next to the door.

      “I will give each of you a special bonus if you kill Baccus.”

      I recognized his voice as the one from the deck. The other two men stood up and drew their knives. The officer had a gun, but he leaned against the wall, sipping his coffee. He made a tactical error. He thought that I was going to get into another knife fight. The two men approached me from opposite sides, and I unholstered my sidearm and shot the officer in the head. The two sailors stopped in their tracks. I shot the next one dead center in the forehead. The other ran away but not before I shot a round into the back of his head.

      I had three bodies to dispose of and a mess to clean up. I had fired my gun three times in the hull of a ship; someone had to have heard the noise. There was no way for me to clean up the mess before there was a crowd in the galley. I picked up the first body, when I heard footsteps coming down the hall.

      “Lieutenant, I see you have made a mess of things.”

      It was Dr. Hughes’s assistant, Dr. Westlake, and he was holding something in his hand.

      “I know what they did,” he said. “I also know that you have been exacting your revenge. I came to help.”

      I cocked my head. “Well, pick up a body, then.”

      “I'm not picking up a body. I have something better.”

      Dr. Westlake showed me an amulet as he smiled. He placed the amulet on the forehead of the officer, and the amulet started to glow. It looked hot as it embedded itself into his forehead. The body began to shrink; it was being sucked into the amulet. When the body disappeared, the blood was also sucked into the amulet.

      The process took less than a minute for each body. The galley was completely cleaned; the bodies and blood were gone. I was so curious and astounded.

      “What the hell is that thing?”

      Dr. Westlake motioned for us to sit down. We grabbed fresh cups of coffee and waited for others to show up.

      “During my research, I found this in the museum. It destroys dead bodies and holds their souls. The more souls this thing contains, the more powerful it becomes.”

      “What does it do once it has enough souls?” I asked.

      “I don’t really know. The tablet that references it speaks of a weapon of great power that rivaled the Arc of the Covenant. It can destroy entire armies, but it can also give invincibility to the one that holds the amulet.”

      Dr. Westlake took the amulet and hung it around his neck and smiled at me.

      “The ship’s crew and my men going nuts, was that you?”

      “Yes, and now I have enough souls to be untouchable. I even have Hawkins in here.”

      It seemed that there was one more person to kill this evening, but before I could think of a way to do that, Dr. Westlake pulled the amulet that he hung over me in Baghdad and swung it in front of me.

      “Jacob, before you attempt to kill me, there is something you should know. You are protected. I’m not here to hurt you. You must make it to Antarctica. You can’t—”

      Dr. Westlake had a horrified look on his face. He scratched at his chest and ripped open his shirt. The amulet was glowing and had imbedded itself into his chest. He screamed as his body began to be sucked into the amulet. He was gone in seconds. Both amulets laid on the floor.

      I picked up the amulets by the chains, making sure they did not touch my body. I walked up to the deck and threw them into the sea. It was not the burial I had hoped to give Hawkins, but I knew he would understand.

      Later, the captain of the ship ordered everyone to quarters. There were a total of nine people missing after a roll call was performed. There was no sign of Hawkins’ body anywhere on the ship. The captain suspected I was involved but had no proof. We continued our journey to Antarctica.
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      WE ARRIVED AT THE ICE WALLS OF ANTARCTICA. Helicopters landed on the ship, we loaded the cargo, scientists, and troops and were taken to a helipad in front of the entrance to the base. The base was built into the side of a mountain with only a large circular steel door as the entrance. The door opened, a team of men came out to unload the cargo, and we escorted the scientists into the large steel infrastructure built within.

      Once everything was brought inside, the large door was shut. The sound of the door shutting struck me with a sense of finality. I looked at the surroundings of our new home: there were a number of religious symbols painted on the walls. Every room we entered had crosses, ankhs, idols, and a basin of water at each entrance.

      The civilian staff members were strange; they moved differently, were taller than average, and spoke with accents I had never heard before. The oddest thing was their hands—they all had six fingers on each hand. It looked like a scene from a circus sideshow featuring freaks of nature. I could sense that we all felt a little out of place in our new environment. How we felt did not matter. We moved forward with our duties; we were soldiers.

      I attempted to locate Captain Snills. No one seemed to know where he was. I was finally directed to the office of the civilian in charge of the research teams. His name was Azriel— no last name, just Azriel. I walked into his office and saw his chair was turned away from the door while he watched the security system.

      “Mr. Azriel, I'm—”

      “It is just Azriel, and you must be Lieutenant Jacob Baccus, correct?”

      The large chair turned around; Azriel was a large creature. His head was huge, and he had six long fingers on each hand, but they looked more like claws. I could not tell how tall he was, maybe seven feet; everything about him was bigger than it should’ve been. He presented his large hand over the desk to shake mine. His hand wrapped around mine the same way a father’s hand would wrap around his child’s. I was frozen for just a moment. Azriel just smiled at me while I stood there and collected my thoughts. With the hands released, I was able to speak again.

      “Azriel, I'm looking for Captain Snills so I can check in. Can you tell me where to find him?”

      “No. Snills disappeared five days ago. I spoke with General Mitchel about this two days ago. They obviously did not let you know.”

      “Nope, but that’s normal. Do you know who is next in command here?”

      “Well, that would be you, Captain Baccus.”

      Captain? Then Azriel handed me a packet of information; it was a field commission to captain. The orders were clear: I was in charge of all military personnel on the base until a replacement was found. While this was good news for my career, it wasn’t what I wanted. This was an extension to a nightmare mission and the worst thing that could happen.

      “I assume that I can move into Captain Snills’ office then?”

      Azriel continued to fiendishly smile at me. “Yes, of course. Would you like me to show you where it is?”

      “Nope, I was already there. I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

      Azriel turned his chair back so he could watch the video screens. “Very well then, Captain. Have a good day.”

      I walked straight to Snills’s office. The name had been changed on the door to read “Captain Baccus,” and the office was emptied of any personal effects. There was a note on the desk that my gear and personal effects had been moved to the captain’s quarters. I spent the next few hours going over paperwork, trying to figure out exactly what needed to be done in the facility. It all seemed pretty straightforward—the civilians basically ran the operations and the military provided security.

      The first day was finally over, and it was time to get some chow and sleep. I rejoined my platoon. Our very first meal was roasted boar with every side you could think of. It was fantastic; we all finished our meals. This place certainly had its perks. I went to my quarters, exhausted. I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

      The night terrors had returned. They started with huge fires and continued into hellish scenarios where I would die. I woke up every half hour in a cold sweat. I would wake up either frozen in fear or crouched in a corner as I tried to scream. It would take me a few minutes to regain control of my body to move back into bed.

      The alarm clock was going off; it was time to get up. I was so tired, I skipped breakfast and went straight to my office. I tried to lay my head down on my desk just to get a little bit of sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, a new nightmare would start.

      This became my nightly routine—very little sleep, then waking up very tired and overly emotional. The deprivation of sleep began to cause problems with my daily activities. I could not concentrate, I experienced hallucinations, and I had full-blown conversations with myself. I began to hear voices as I walked down the halls, and I could hear the men whispering about how I was acting. They were certain that I was in the process of losing my mind. If I could only get a little bit of sleep, this would all go away, I thought to myself.

      Every single meal consisted of some sort of pork product. It did not take me long before I could not eat the meals; I could not bring myself to eat the same thing every day. If I felt myself getting too weak from not eating, I would scrounge up an MRE or two just to keep my strength up. This place was slowly becoming my own personal prison. A punishment for what I had done on the ship.
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      I WAS SHOCKED WHEN I opened the door to my office and a Catholic priest was standing next to my desk. The priest held out his hand, “Hello, Captain, I'm Father Rod.”

      The priest stated this like it was supposed to mean something to me. I shook his hand and moved slowly to my chair and sat down. Father Rod was a tall, slender man that smelled of cigarette smoke and booze. His voice was creaky, and he fit in with the rest of the workers here.

      “How can I help you?” I grumbled in my morning voice.

      “I just thought I would introduce myself and offer my services to you. I heard you were just promoted.”

      “Yes, Father, just promoted. I'm glad you stopped by. I assume the men all know you are available to them?”

      “I have not made it to all the new ones, but the soldiers normally stationed here are well aware of me.”

      I needed to end this conversation and broom him out. “Well, if there isn’t anything else, I have a busy morning.”

      Father Rod could see I was distressed. “Captain, is there anything you need to talk about?”

      “No, Father, everything is fine. I'm good,” I replied, even though I was far from being good.

      Father Rod persisted. “This place gets to everyone. The only way to truly survive your stay here is to embrace God and use his strength as your own.”

      I was not sure what he was speaking about. Do I look like I'm falling apart, I wondered.

      “If you want to get rid of those dreams, you will come see me.” With a smug smile on his face, Father Rod turned to leave my office.

      “Wait, what do you know about my dreams?”

      Father Rod turned back to face me. “Jacob—may I call you Jacob?”

      “Yes,” I answered. “About the dreams?”

      “This place has a way of getting to certain people. I have seen it so many times—good soldiers come here and begin to break down. There is no sleep for them. Every time they close their eyes, they see horrible things.”

      This priest had me hook, line and sinker. He seemed to know exactly what I was going through, but I had to know more without letting on it was happening to me. “The soldiers that had this happen to them, were you able to help them?”

      “Only the ones that did not wait too long to ask for help. Some were just too far gone, like your predecessor Snills.”

      “Wait, Snills? He was having nightmares and sleep issues?” I was sitting on the edge of my seat at this point, I needed to know more.

      “Yes, he lasted three months before he disappeared. He walked out the door and vanished into the abyss of Antarctica.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Once he was both mentally and spiritually broken, the pain became too much. The victim will look for an end.”

      I felt his words, and he could see he was having an impact on me. Father Rod knew what was happening to me. I felt a bead of sweat roll down my forehead as I thought about the dreams I was having. “How do you help?”

      “Jacob, when you are ready, come see me at the chapel. I don’t think it will matter to you how I do it, what matters is that I can.”

      Father Rod turned and walked out the door. I was left with both feelings of hope and hopelessness. It took me about five minutes before I rationalized myself out of chasing him down and asking for help.

      In the following days, the dreams seemed to get worse and seemed to be more real, more violent but with a sexual, orgy type of component added to them, and I felt like I was losing my mind. I became more agitated and began taking my anger out on my team. They, of course, took the abuse for a short time, but they let me know when they had had enough.

      I walked up some stairs and ended up in a balcony of sorts. I was staring at the floor a good forty feet below me. I was trying to figure out how I could jump in such a way to make sure I died on impact. This is exactly what the priest was describing to me. I was looking for a way out, an end to the pain and suffering. I finally broke down and went to Father Rod for help.
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      THE SMELL OF BURNING incense overwhelmed me as I entered the chapel. This was not your normal Catholic chapel; this was a shrine to many different religions. I looked around at the different symbols and paintings on the walls. I stood there, confused, when I heard Father Rod’s voice from behind.

      “Beautiful, aren’t they?”

      “I was thinking odd. Odd that this stuff would be in a chapel.”

      “It is all part of the religion, Jacob. Do you know the history of the Catholic church?”

      “Sure, formed in Rome by Constantine.”

      “He took only the most beautiful pieces of all the religions of Rome and combined them with Christianity. He created the perfect religion.”

      “Well, Rod, not sure if I would go that far. I'm not sure harboring child molesters can be called perfect.”

      “While I believe the religion to be perfect, the people involved are certainly not.”

      I was sort of satisfied with that answer. What else would I expect from a Jesuit priest? I was not here to find God or succumb to a dogmatic religion, my only purpose here was to end the nightmares and regain my sanity.

      “Captain, let’s start by praying the Lord’s Prayer, then three Hail Marys.”

      “Not so fast, Padre. Why does this place mess with my mind so much?”

      “This base was built on some ancient ruins that resided in a cave. This is a very mystical place. The more artifacts that are brought here, the more powerful the magic becomes.”

      “What about Azriel and the freaks that work here?”

      “What about them, Jacob?”

      “They are not human, are they?”

      “Believe it or not, they are just as much human as most other people. Most of them were born here and have been affected by the magic that surrounds them.”

      “Honestly, how do I know you are not going to make it worse?”

      “You are going to have to ask yourself: can it get much worse? You have already started thinking about killing yourself.”

      “How do you know that, Priest?” I anticipated the answer I would receive.

      “Because you are here, you are stubborn, and you would not have come unless you are at the edge of sanity.”

      I did not expect him to say that. The words resonated with me, I needed to just ask him for help and see what happened. I had nothing to lose. “Okay. Help me, please?”

      “Like I said, Captain, let’s start by praying the Lord’s Prayer, then three Hail Marys.”

      We finished praying, and then we proceeded to the confessional. There I told him all the vivid details of the dreams and how they made me feel. Father Rod sat back in his chair and let out a large sigh.

      “You are being targeted by demonic forces. You need to protect yourself with the power of the church and God.”

      I was at the point where I would try anything. Father Rod had me kneel in front of an altar while he rubbed oils and ashes on my head. I was dressed in a white robe, and he submerged me in holy water. He then gave me a special cross to hang around my neck and prayers to say before bed.

      “That should do it for tonight, but this will only work for a short time, Jacob.”

      “So, how do I get a more permanent fix, Father?”

      “I need to see you every couple days. This is a work in process.”

      Even if it was just in my head, I actually felt better. “Sure. What do I have to lose?”

      I walked out of the chapel and back to my office. I was able to focus and tear through my work in just a couple of hours. I played with shutting my eyes. Nothing—no visions or dreams. I was excited to get to my quarters and see if I could sleep. That night was the first night of decent sleep that I have had since I entered this hellhole.

      I continued to have appointments with Father Rod for the duration of the mission, and I felt centered and focused after each meeting. It took a few weeks to reverse the effects of sleep deprivation. Everything seemed to be returning to normal.

      The mission was coming to its natural end; we had a date for our extraction. Father Rod spoke to me about being of service to the Jesuits after I left. He called it “doing God’s work to repay my debt to the church and the Jesuit order.” The attempts to manipulate me into some sort of servitude at a soup kitchen were continuous. He even spoke of working for them after the army.

      It was two days before our departure, and I was busy squaring everything away for my replacement. My goal was to hand this place off in better shape than I had received it. I had skipped my appointment with Father Rod. I did not give it a second thought since it had been several weeks since I had had any nightmares at all. That night, when I finally made it to bed, I shut my eyes and was instantly paralyzed. The nightmares were more intense than ever; they had a hold on me I could not escape.

      The next morning, I was released and able to open my eyes. I jumped out of bed and slid across the floor to the wall. I was terrified. I managed to get up from the floor and throw on some clothes. My first priority was to find Father Rod, but he was nowhere to be found.

      It was the end of the day. I had decided that I would just work through the night. If I could just make it until our transports showed up without sleeping, I would be okay. If I could just escape without one more nightmare, I would be good.

      At 3:33 a.m. there was a knock on my door. I opened it and saw Father Rod standing there. He looked distressed.

      “Jacob, you need to see this.”
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      FATHER ROD LED ME down a corridor to a balcony that overlooked the lab where Nimrod’s body was kept. The lab workers and scientists were working very late and seemed hurried and tense. Two gurneys were rolled down the hallway. I could not see the patients at first, but as the gurneys approached our position, I could tell they were two of my men.

      I was more than agitated. “What the fuck—is—going—on, Rod?”

      “Shhh. You need to be quiet and watch. We cannot stop them, but you need to witness this.”

      I watched as they took my buddies, then put needles in their necks, arms, and legs. The blood began to drain from their bodies. They were awake, not restrained, and not putting up any kind of a fight. A question was asked by Azriel. I could not hear what was said, but they loudly proclaimed their allegiance to Nimrod with their dying breaths.

      “They’re dead—”

      “Jacob, shut up. Just watch. It’ll make sense in a minute.”

      The blood was then transferred into a vat that was being fed into the stone casket holding the body of Nimrod. The bodies and all their belongings were then collected and rolled out of the lab into a smaller cave; they disappeared into the darkness.

      “Okay, fucker, you made me sit here and watch them kill my buddies. I assume they did this to my entire platoon?” I turned and began walking down the corridor.

      “Where are you going?” Father Rod asked.

      I grumbled, “My office, to grab a few things.”

      “Can you just stay here for a few more minutes? It is not done yet.”

      “They look pretty done to me—Father.”

      Father Rod replied, “Just wait. Watch the cave and be patient.”

      I watched the blood vat being emptied into the stone casket, and the body soaked the blood up like a sponge. I noticed some movement in the cave, and it was two misfits leading the soldiers out of the cave. The soldiers were alive and walking, like nothing happened.

      “What the hell is going on? How is this possible?” I asked.

      “Somehow they are being resurrected in that cave. I watched this happen last night also. I don’t know what’s happening, but it can’t be good. Did you watch the blood being soaked up by the corpse? That’s nothing good. It’s almost like they are rehydrating the body with the blood of your brothers, but I don’t know for what purpose. Look at the body; it almost looks like it’s alive. Nimrod is being brought back to life, maybe?”

      Father Rod seemed as confused as me. I began to assess the situation and look for a plan to kill everyone, and escape what I assumed was my fate as well. Just as I turned to ask Father Rod another question, I woke up in my bed, sweating, heart beating fast, and ready to attack. It was just another damn dream. Well, great, at least I can walk around tired all day. I got ready for the day and decided to stop by to see Father Rod before I started work, but he was not in his chapel. He was nowhere to be found.
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      MY OFFICE WAS CLEANED OUT and packed up. There was a box sitting in the middle of my desk with an envelope taped to it. It was a handwritten note from Father Rod and a blank business card with a number written on it..

      Jacob,

      I was asked to leave on the very next flight out and return to the Vatican. I hope your last day here is peaceful and you get the answers you are looking for. When you return to the States, please look up my good friend and fellow Jesuit Father Bill. I have talked to him, and he will help you through the rest of your journey. His cell number is on the business card.

      Yours very truly,

      Father Rod

      I laughed to myself. The last thing I’m going to do when I get back is look up a priest. I have a lot of sinning to do first. I assumed, given the shape of my office, travel plans had changed and today was my last day here. I was good with that.

      I went to the mess hall to grab some coffee and maybe some food. The teams were already seated and eating. When I entered the room, they stopped what they were doing and watched me. The room was uncomfortably quiet. I filled my thermos with coffee, then grabbed a cup and two doughnuts. There were a few spots left at a table where the scientists were sitting. I decided to sit down and see what was going on. Dr. Hughes sat down next to me and we began to small talk. The conversations in the room resumed, and things felt like they were back to normal.

      My head began to throb, and I squinted my eyes and tried to concentrate on the conversation with Hughes. I was thinking about my dream last night, so real, could it have possibly happened? I looked down at the table and saw two droplets of blood, it was coming from my nose. I tried to stand up, but my body was frozen. Then I noticed all the conversations had stopped again. Azriel had walked into the room and stood in front of the table I was sitting at. I looked up at him, and he was smiling at me.

      Azriel looked out over the group and began to speak. “I want to congratulate all of you on a job well done. We have made more progress in the last ninety days than I ever imagined could happen. It reminds me of the old days when we all worked together for a single cause and accomplished so much. You all should be very proud of yourselves.”

      I looked up at Azriel, but I could not raise my head to meet him eye to eye, I was in so much pain at that point.

      Azriel continued to address the crowd. “Captain Baccus, without you and your men, we could not have accomplished this massive feat. Your efforts have made a large contribution to the new world. I would expect no less from a descendant of Shem. You will certainly be rewarded for your excellent service and dedication by your superiors. In fact, I will be personally calling them to ensure that happens.”

      My head was killing me, but I mustered up enough strength to respond. “Thanks, could you elaborate a bit on what our contribution was, please?”

      Azriel replied, “Every man you brought to this base was a descendant of Nimrod.”

      The pain in my head had subsided for a minute. “How would you know that?”

      Azriel smirked. “We matched their DNA to Nimrod years ago. We formed your platoons by DNA, then just had to wait until we found his body and bring you here. In fact—”

      “What in the fuck are you talking about?”

      Azriel continued. “In fact, the only person in your team that was not a direct descendant was you. You are of a different bloodline. One drop of your blood would destroy the king’s body in its current state.”

      “That was not a dream last night, was it?”

      “No, we have been slowly converting your men ever since you arrived.”

      “Converting?”

      “Well, let’s just say inhabiting, then.”

      My head began to pulse again. I closed my eyes so I could endure the pain. “What did you do to them?”

      “That’s not important. You need to start thinking about saving yourself, Captain.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your situation is dire. You are surrounded, and your only chance of leaving here alive is to quietly pack your shit and board the transport.”

      I was able to move my legs, and I slowly rose from the table and walked over to Azriel. I look up at him, “My men—”

      “They are my men now, Captain.”

      With every ounce of strength I had, I took a swing at Azriel’s large head. He simply grabbed me by the throat and slammed me down on the table. He looked into my eyes. “It is done. Nothing you can do about it. Save yourself, that is your only mission now.”

      Azriel’s lips did not move, he was in my head. I struggled a little, but he was too strong. His eyes changed to a gleaming black, and my headache intensified. He let go of me, and my body began to move, but I was not controlling it. I was only a spectator at this point.

      I walked out of the mess hall, and I could only see what was in front of me. The soldiers were all smiling and making jokes at my expense. I heard Azriel blathering on as I left, about the true king of kings’ return. I walked toward my quarters, and I opened the door and sat down on the bed.

      Azriel’s voice was in my head again. “Three hours till you leave, Captain. Don’t fuck this up.”

      I had control of my body again, and I packed my duffel bags and left the room. I walked to my office and grabbed everything I could and shoved my possessions into my duffels. I felt helpless, knowing there was nothing I could do here except just follow instructions if I wanted to live. The question arose, Do I really want to live? A feeling of survival flushed over my body. I just needed to get through this, then see what was on the other side. I grabbed my shit and went to the exit. I just sat there, thinking of what a failure I was.

      I looked up, and across the chasm was Azriel, smiling at me. I was certain he had heard every thought I had. I began to say the prayers Father Rod had taught me. Azriel’s smile got bigger as he winked at me, then turned and left the area.

      The helicopter finally showed up. I stood up to grab my bags, and Gumm walked by and shoved me down. I stood up again, and another soldier gave me a good shove. They made it clear that I was not in charge, they were. I waited until they all passed before attempting to get back up. I made my way to the helicopter, threw my bags in the middle, and sat between two soldiers. They acted like I was not there. I was invisible, which was fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      I WAS SURROUNDED BY DEMON-INFESTED soldiers for twenty-seven long hours. The plane finally landed at Fort Hood. I sat and watched them grab their gear and leave the plane. I was the last one to leave. There was a Hummer waiting for me outside of the plane; I threw my bags in. They drove me to the base headquarters.

      I was debriefed—more like interrogated—for days. There was a report that I had been acting crazy, which came along with a mandatory psychological review. There were a lot of questions about Hawkins’s death and how that has affected me.

      At night, I reflected on what had happened on the mission. I felt a huge amount of guilt because I should have been able to stop what was happening. I was to blame, and everyone around me was paying the price. No matter how I rationalized it, I always landed on it was my fault.

      I had to meet with a board to go over the information gathered from the debriefings and psych review. I was found to have severe psychological issues and was no longer fit for duty. Due to my service record and special circumstances, they were prepared to give me an honorable discharge with a full retirement.

      Just as I had accepted my fate, General Mitchel walked into the room. I was excused and asked to wait outside. I sat in the hallway on a bench for two hours before they asked me back in. I walked into the room, General Mitchel had left, but the demeanor of the panel had changed significantly.

      There was a new deal being offered. I was to be given a full retirement package at the rank of captain but remained fit for duty. I was to be transferred to the reserves, but in an inactive status, meaning I did not have to report for duty. This was odd, but I was good with any package that got me out of the army at this point.

      Everything was being brushed under the rug. I couldn’t help but to think of Azriel’s statement to think about my self-preservation. I was set up from the beginning—the army wanted me to be on this mission for some reason. I thought about that for about three seconds; I didn’t care. They could have the body, artifacts, and whatever else they were planning. That was all right as long as it did not involve me.

      I was driven to the Killeen Regional Airport where I was given a commercial ticket to fly home. I don’t know what I was expecting, maybe to find either a new beginning or redemption. Home seemed like a good place to start.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      MY PARENTS’ FUNERAL TEN YEARS ago was the last time I’d been home. The airport was bigger, but the city had not changed much. I took a taxi to an area of town that had all the essentials. A liquor store, cheap motel, and a few choices for food. My first stop was the liquor store for whiskey, brandy, and tequila. I walked to the nearest motel and paid the weekly rate. I dropped all my bags in the room, opened the whiskey, and poured my first drink.

      I should have visited my parents’ graves, but shame was keeping me from doing that. I began to drink and reflected on where my life had gone. I tried to rationalize what I was a part of by accepting I was just following orders. I thought about Azriel, how he entered my mind and controlled me, made me feel weak. Then I drank more. The more I thought, the more I drank, until I finally passed out.

      The next morning, I woke up and had a couple of drinks, then decided to clean up and find some breakfast. I walked to a little diner just a couple of blocks from the motel. I sat down and ordered some coffee. When I was about to take my first sip, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned around and saw a priest.

      The priest asked, “May I join you?”

      I replied with a nod, then turned around and continued to drink my coffee. The priest slid in the booth and began to make small talk. The priest was about average size, but there was just something about the way he moved that reminded me of the workers in Antarctica. I looked at his eyes, bloodshot, and as he began to talk, I smelled the cigarettes that he must have smoked before he entered the diner. I was not listening to a thing he said, and I decided to interrupt.

      “Look, I don’t care if you sit here, but I’m not in the mood to talk, especially to a priest.”

      The priest replied, “Okay, no problem. By the way, I’m Father Bill, and, Jacob, I'm here to help you.”

      I just stared at him for a minute, and then I realized what he said. I wondered how he even knew who I was, where I was, or even that I needed help. Before I could respond, he spoke again.

      “Father Rod has been keeping tabs on you—”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, he let me know that you arrived in town yesterday. I thought I would give you a day before I contacted you.”

      I was still dwelling on the tabs being kept on me. “I could have saved you the trip. I’m fine and don’t need any help.”

      “Father Rod told me everything that he knows about Antarctica. Given the bloodshot eyes, I think you could use a little help.”

      I was still in a bit of shock and was still very skeptical that he was here to help me, but he continued to speak, so I just listened.

      “Father Rod is currently working with fellow Jesuits and the Vatican to investigate what is going on in Antarctica, and he has the right people for that job. He also took quite an interest in you and what skills you could contribute to our cause. Have you ever thought about serving the church?  We would be very interested in employing you, if you are willing.”

      I just looked at him with a bewildered look; there was so much information in those few statements. It was dense and needed to be digested slowly. My gut reaction was to get up and leave before he started manipulating me, but I decided I needed to eat.

      “Maybe after some pancakes we can discuss this more. I don’t like to make career choices on an empty stomach.”

      Father Bill replied with a smile. “Or hung over, I assume.”

      We both ordered breakfast and ate while Father Bill went on and on about budgeting issues of the church and how the parish board did not share his vision for the church. After listening to him for almost an hour, I finally was ready to ask him some questions. As soon as I looked up to him, Father Bill stood up, handed me a card, and said, “If you are interested or have any questions, call this number and I will have someone pick you up and bring you to the church.”

      I took the card and nodded. Father Bill paid for breakfast and quickly left the diner. I sat there, had one more cup of coffee, then went back to the motel. Once I was back in my room with a fresh bucket of ice, I poured another drink. I thought about the job offer, the things I have done, and what I was going to do with my life. What the hell does the church want with a guy like me? It was all becoming a blur as the alcohol kicked in, and I was soon passed out again.
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      A LOUD THUD AGAINST THE WALL woke me up from my drunken slumber. The next sound was a door slamming. I looked at the clock; I had been out for seven hours—that meant it was time for another drink. As I poured myself another, I heard angry voices from the next room. I positioned myself closer to the wall to see if I could make out what they were saying. I heard two little scared voices—one asked to be let out and the other asked for their parents. The two men continued talking, ignoring the muffled voices of the kids. They spoke about some sort of a trade; it was muffled and hard to make out. I kept listening. I should just introduce myself to my neighbors, offer them some drinks, and find out what was going on. Then I heard one of the men talking about picking the kids up at a grocery store, and they were the freshest items in the store. They laughed. I felt a swell of anger. These bastards kidnapped kids at a grocery store.

      I went into my duffel, pulled out my knife, karambit, and 9mm. I put my tools where I could conceal them but still access them quickly. I poured two drinks for my neighbors and proceeded to stick my nose into their business. My anger reached a boiling point when I thought about those poor kids. I was looking for a fight and quickly developed a bloodlust, a need for vengeance. I have felt this way only a few times, but it was during the war. Here it felt like a guilty pleasure. Maybe I was going crazy, but I felt like I was back on the right side of things.

      I knocked on the door, and the two men went quiet. I knocked again and yelled, “Hey, Todd, I got the drinks and the money. Open up, buddy!” I kept beating on the door and yelling for Todd. Finally, the door opened and I was welcomed with a .22 pointed at my head.

      “There is no fucking Todd here. You have the wrong room. For the trouble, give me the money and I will let you live, asshole.”

      This guy is such an amateur, I thought to myself. In one fluid movement, I dropped my drinks, reached around my back with both hands, and one hand grabbed my karambit, the other my Glock. I sliced his forearm and severed his bicep, his gun fell to the floor, and he fell backward into the room. I pointed my gun at the other guy.

      “Don’t fucking move, please.”

      Even though I asked him nicely not to move, he decided to go for one of the children, so I shot him in the shoulder and he fell.

      “Look, take the kids. They are fresh and will make great companions,” the second guy said.

      I looked at the guy. Rage swelled in me so I shot him again—this time in the other shoulder, then twice more, in the crotch. He passed out, and I figured this was the end of my days of freedom. I turn to the first guy, he was leaning against the wall, holding his arm and looking scared. Since I figured I have nothing else to lose at this point, I shot him in the crotch three times.

      As they lay on the floor bleeding and moaning, I looked over at two duffel bags. I opened one and there was a little girl tied up in duct tape and beaten. I opened the other bag, and saw a little boy in the same condition. I quickly freed them from their duct tape and grabbed the two cell phones on the dresser next to the television. I took the kids out of the room and shut the door. I gave one phone to the girl and asked her to call her parents, the other I used to call the police. I handed the phone to the boy as a 911 operator answered.

      I called Father Bill. “Bill, this is Jacob, wanted to let you know I’ll more than likely be in jail soon. Tell Rod thanks for his concern, but things just aren’t going to work out.”

      Bill replied, “What happened?”

      “Two guys rented the room next to me, and they had stolen a couple of young kids. They were beating them and talking about how they could trade them for different things, so I stopped by and let them know I did not approve. I hurt them, bad. I called the cops.”

      “If you were to not go to jail, would you seriously consider working for me?” Father Bill asked.

      “Yes, I would,” I replied.

      “Okay, good. I will be there in five minutes. Jacob, stay in your room till I get there.”

      The police arrived and secured the children. I heard the cops outside talking while going over the scene. The motel manager was standing outside my door as the cops asked him about the other guests and what rooms they were in. I waited for the door to open and my room to be flooded with cops.

      The conversation with the manager stopped, then I heard Father Bill. He told the cops that the incident that occurred was one of his operations and these guys were a part of a bigger trafficking ring. He continued to explain that after the kidnapping we had to move fast and did not have time to get the police up to speed on the situation.

      The cops told Father Bill to collect me and leave the scene, and that they would take care of it. Father Bill then knocked on my door, and I opened it.

      “Get your stuff together; you are staying with me tonight.”

      I did not hesitate. I grabbed my bag and followed Father Bill to his car, amazed that I was not currently sitting in the back end of a police car at this point.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      DRIVING AWAY FROM THE motel was almost liberating. I was shocked that I wasn’t arrested. What kind of pull does this priest have that he can make that disappear? What was I getting myself into now?

      “So, what was that all about? How did you get me out of there without being arrested? What is your relationship with the local police?”

      Father Bill just smiled. “I will answer all your questions once you get you settled in. Have you had supper yet? I'm starving.”

      We ran through a drive-through and picked up some burgers, then went to the rectory, where Father Bill set me up in a guest room. Once I had finished eating, unpacked my bag, and settled in, I went out to his living room and sat down. Father Bill was in there reading a book, and I waited until he set his book down.

      “Do you mind answering a few questions for me?” I asked.

      “Nope. What are your questions?”

      “How did you handle the police like that?”

      “Sure, let me start by telling you a little bit about our organization and what we do. The Jesuits are the arm of the Catholic church that works to fight corruption and evil. I'm mainly focused on human trafficking, pedophilia, and child pornography.”

      “Great, what does that have to do with the police?”

      “We have the same goal: get the bad guys off the street. They give me certain privileges in return for the work I have done.”

      “So, why would you need a guy like me?” I assumed he did not want me to mow the grass.

      “Jacob, I hire people like you to do the things that need to be done. Things that the police cannot do.”

      “What the hell does that mean? How about being direct?”

      Father Bill laughed. “Sure, I need a fixer. An assassin of sorts, for the people that are, well, untouchable.”

      “Things have changed since I left the church. I was not aware the church hired assassins. Is that part of the youth ministries or the elderly outreach program?”

      “Your sarcasm is not lost on me. If you really study history, you’d know the church has always had its weapons. This is not a new thing; we have been doing this for centuries.”

      “Let’s say that is all true. Why me?”

      “Why not you? You already have military training and you are familiar with the tools needed for the job. You just need a little more training to get you to that next level.”

      “Let’s get back to who you want killed. Church members that fall asleep during your sermons?”

      “First of all, no one falls asleep during my sermons. The targets vary, but they are usually people that the law cannot touch but need to be removed from society.”

      “Who makes that decision?”

      “Well, there is a committee, but ultimately, you have the final decision of whether or not to take the job.”

      “What happens if I refuse a target?”

      “The job is presented to others. You only get paid for the jobs you perform.”

      “What if I want to quit?”

      “The commitment is for life. You will never have to worry about money again. All we ask for is your commitment and obedience. If you don’t think you can do this, it is best to make that choice now.” Father Bill leaned back into his chair.

      “So, you pick and choose who gets killed. I get to pick and choose who I kill. I also get a pile of cash. Seems a little off, Padre.”

      “I don’t think you will object too much to the targets that are given to you. You proved that to me today. The two guys you almost killed, they are exactly the type of people we are going after.”

      “I'm not sure I can do that. I mean, this is way different from going to war or saving some defenseless kids. This is murder for hire, right?”

      Father Bill leaned forward, a serious look on his face. “This is war, boy. Every person you will be sent after has done unspeakable things to women and children.”

      “Seriously, people sling around the term war without really knowing what true war is. If you had seen war, you would not use that term so loosely.”

      “Fair enough, but there is no redemption for the targets. They run organizations that traffic in human misery and profit from it. You would be saving hundreds of innocent people by killing just a few disgusting people.”

      The room was quiet; I sat there in silence, contemplating what Father had just told me. From my vantage point, I could see as well as feel Father Bill just staring at me, waiting for some reaction. I had never heard a priest speak this way. The anger was beginning to swell inside of me, and Father Bill could see it.

      “Why did you attack those men at the motel?” he asked.

      “I was angry when I realized what they had done and what they were planning to do.”

      “How did you feel afterwards? Did you feel guilty for what you had done?”

      “Nope, just afraid that I had pushed it too far and was going to end up in prison.”

      “Imagine doing this work and not ever having to worry about going to prison, but doing the Lord’s work and being paid very well at the same time. How would you feel knowing that every time you do your job, you are saving countless lives and making the world a safer place?” Father Bill continued before I could answer his question. “Can you think of a better way to atone for what you did in Antarctica?” I had to give it to him, he made it sound all too logical. I sat up and looked him in the face.

      “Before I answer, what are the rules? There must be some rules for me, right?” I asked.

      “Different rules will apply for different jobs. You will learn them as you go.”

      “Can I sleep on it and let you know in the morning?” I asked.

      “I would like an answer tonight. You are either in, or you are not.”

      It took me about thirty minutes to make my decision, and as I was about to accept Father Bill’s offer, he left his chair and walked to the back of the house. I heard him fumbling with something and talking to himself. He came back into the living room with a couple of envelopes sitting on top of a small box. He set the items down on the coffee table and asked, “So, are you in or not?”

      “Yes, Father, I'm in.”

      “Excellent. In the box you will find your seed money—that is a hiring bonus along with money for you to set up your operation and get the tools you need. The envelopes contain contacts of vendors that will help you with your acquisitions. The only thing left to do is sign the contract.”

      Father Bill rolled out a scroll that had several other names on it, and he handed me a small bowl with a jagged edge and an old-fashioned quill. “Prick your finger on the side and let the blood drip into the bowl, then dip the pen in the blood and sign, please.”
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      I DID NOT SLEEP A WINK. I looked over at the clock; it was four thirty a.m. I lay in bed thinking about what I had agreed to. I could not figure out why I agreed to it. It felt like the right decision at the time, but killing people for a living, what the hell was I thinking. I got out of bed and began my morning routine, during which I convinced myself that I was just overanalyzing the situation, but there was still a part of me that did not trust Father Bill.

      I smelled fresh coffee brewing and bacon cooking, I looked over at the clock and it was six a.m. I finished my pushups, put on some fresh clothes, and walked out into the kitchen where Father Bill was making breakfast.

      “Did you sleep well last night?” Father Bill asked.

      “Yup.”

      He handed me a cup of coffee and a plate with eggs, bacon, sausage, hash browns, and toast. We sat down and began to eat—after a prayer, of course.

      “Did you look through the materials I gave you last night?” Father Bill asked.

      “No, I just went to bed. Yesterday was a long day.”

      “In one of the envelopes you will find keys and letter with the address of your new house; the home is fully furnished. However, feel free to replace anything in it or do whatever you wish. The home will be transferred to your name by the end of next week, and it’s yours to do with as you please.”

      Father Bill handed me a set of car keys. “There is a slightly used truck outside; that is yours also. I will sign the title over to you. Take it down to the DMV and finish the transaction today, please. There is five hundred thousand dollars in the box, which consists of your seed money, signing bonus, and vendor payments. The instructions are in the box for how the funds are to be used. There is a blue envelope with the address and contact information for Steve, your trainer. He is waiting for you to contact him. You must successfully finish his training before I can use you. Once you have finished, come see me in confession, and we will talk about your next steps. Do you have any questions?”

      I just shook my head to indicate that I had none, and I continued to eat my breakfast. Father Bill cleared his throat and looked at me very intently. “There is one more thing I want to talk to you about. Do not contact any of your team members that were with you in Antarctica.”

      “Why?”

      “They are not the same people you remember. They have chosen a different path, and you do not need to be involved with them. They have been corrupted and are now all working for the other side. They cannot be trusted, nor should they have any knowledge of what you are doing. My advice is to cut off contact and don’t put yourself in a position where you could be compromised.”

      I looked Father Bill straight in the eyes. “They are my brothers. You expect me to believe they are now playing for the other side? The other side of what?”

      “They may look the same, but what is inside is different. They were changed into vessels. Your brothers are all dead and their souls are in Heaven. What remains cannot even be considered human. Father Rod explained to me what happened, and I assure you, no good will come from contacting them. Remove yourself from what you once knew, and understand that this is a different world, with different rules, and the people you once considered brothers no longer exist. Do you understand?” Father Bill had a serious expression on his face, almost as though he was angered by my reaction to what he was saying.

      I replied, “Okay, I will stay away, for now, but I will want a better explanation of what happened to them soon. Agreed?”

      Father Bill sat back in his chair and smiled. “Agreed,” he said. “Well, get packed up, go home, and I will see you when your training is done. Welcome to the family, my son.”

      Father Bill placed the dishes in the sink. He had to leave for the church to perform his morning service. I packed up my stuff. My feeling of distrust for him had only intensified since I woke up this morning. There was just something wrong about all of this, but until I figured out what that was, I needed to keep moving forward. I walked outside to a black, full-size 4x4 truck. It looked nice, but average. I threw my bag in the back and jumped in the truck. I put the keys into the ignition and started it up. The truck smelled of disinfectant and pine. I drove to my new home. It was hard for me to believe that yesterday I was standing in a motel room thinking I was heading to prison and now I had a home, a truck, and a job.
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      I GRABBED MY BAG and walked to the door of my new house. I walked in to a fully furnished house decorated tastefully. This does not suit me at all. I laughed as I walked through the first floor.

      I opened a door and went down to the basement. It was finished, and the walls were covered in white pine paneling. This was a man cave. This is much better. There was a fully stocked bar, pool table, and a full-size leather couch sitting against one of the walls.

      I sat on the pool table and looked around the room for a moment. I noticed a sticky note on the wall under a light fixture that read, “Turn the light clockwise and push in.” I was curious, so I did as the note said, and a panel to the right of the light sprung open. Behind the panel was a large gun safe left open, and inside were some of my favorite weapons, with another note that simply read, “Enjoy!” I read the instructions left in the safe and reset the access code. I grabbed two of the handguns, a few extra magazines, and a short-barrel shotgun with a box of shells, then I headed back to the main level.

      I set the guns on a kitchen counter and started going through the cupboards. It looked like the kitchen was fully stocked. I opened the refrigerator. There were only condiments, and the freezer was empty. I grabbed one of the handguns and two magazines and placed them in a cabinet next to the stove. I then took the shotgun, loaded it, and put that in the closet closest to the front door.

      I grabbed my duffel and the other gun. I walked upstairs to the master bedroom. I placed the gun with the rest of the ammo in the nightstand next to the bed. I looked in the bathroom. It was stocked with all the personal items that I needed, even new toothbrushes and deodorant.

      I unpacked my bag and looked around the house for microphones and cameras. Once I finished inspecting the house and was satisfied that it was safe, I decided it was time to move forward. I grabbed the envelopes and box of money that Father Bill had given me, and I took out some walking-around money. The rest I placed in the hidden gun safe in the basement.

      I opened the envelope with the information for the training I had to complete; there was just a card with a number on it. It was time to get the training started. I called the number, and a man with a gruff voice answered the phone.

      “Jake, glad you finally decided to call. I need you to drive to a farm just outside of town. I will text you the address. Pack a bag with enough clothing for five days. I will expect you out here by six thirty tonight. Come dressed to work!”

      The man hung up, and I receive a text with the address. It was eleven a.m., so I had enough time to run to the DMV and to purchase some clothes, then get out to the farm. I packed a few things in my duffel, then drove to a local army surplus store to pick up a few changes of clothes. Once I was done shopping, it was time to tackle the DMV. It took three hours to transfer a damn title for the truck. Once I finally completed all my errands, I programmed the address of the farm into my phone GPS. The place was truly out in the middle of nowhere, thirty minutes away.

      After a nice drive down every country back road I could possibly find, I arrived at the farm. It appeared to be just a simple place, simple house, and a couple of shabby-looking buildings, some old, rusted machinery, and lots of trees. I drove down the driveway, slowly studying everything I could see. I saw an older man standing in front of his garage. I parked my truck, stepped out, and walked up to the old man.

      “I’m Jacob. I think we spoke on the phone?”

      The old man just sniffed and proceeded to look me over. “Well, grab your shit and let’s get started, then.”

      I grabbed my duffel and followed the man into the house. “Set your crap down by the door for now and have a seat so we can talk for a bit. You want a coffee?”

      “Yes, please,” I replied.

      “Are you a pansy-ass, Jacob?”

      “No, why?”

      “Stop with the pleases, thank-yous, and if you call me sir, I will knock your ass out.”

      This guy is a real charmer. He reminded me of a drill sergeant I had in basic training. The old man gave me a cup of coffee and began to talk.

      “So, you want to be an assassin. I have read your file, looked at your background, and you have a lot of experience in everything but being an assassin. I don’t know why they send me the most worthless people in the world to attempt to train them in things that they have no ability to comprehend.”

      “I was in the army for—”

      “All your experience up to this point means absolutely nothing. We need to build a foundation that you can improve on as time goes by. I only have eight weeks to teach you a lifetime worth of lessons and skills. If you succeed, you will join a brotherhood of people that have dedicated their lives to creating a safe world for everyone to live in. If you fail, I will bury you out in that field. Do you understand?”

      “Yup!” I replied.

      “You can call me Steve, and we will start right after supper. You will sleep when and where I tell you, work when I tell you, and if you have any downtime, study the materials I give you. Do you understand how this will work?”

      “Yup.”

      “Take your crap into the basement, to the bedroom at the end of the hall, and wait there until I come get you.”

      I simply did as I was told. I went down to the bedroom in the basement, unpacked my things, and waited until Steve came down for me. My mind started to drift while I sat on the bed waiting for him. I began to think about my training in the army, and as I progressed through my career, I ended up thinking about Antarctica again. My mind focused on the smell of the facility. It was pungent at first; it smelled like sweat, disinfectant, and burning flesh. Horrible at first, but I got used to it, and by the end of the mission, I did not even think about it. I looked at my watch, one hour had passed and no Steve. I began to wonder if he fell asleep and forgot about me, or he maybe he just liked being a dick and making me wait down here. Another hour passed, and then I heard someone coming down the stairs. Steve stuck his head through the door.

      “Grab your shit and follow me.”

      “Give me a minute to pack it all back up,” I replied.

      “Did I tell you to unpack? Did I tell you that you would be sleeping in here tonight? Hurry the fuck up, shit-for-brains. I don’t have all night!”

      I threw everything back into my duffel and followed Steve out of the house. “I thought we were going to have supper first.”

      Steve replied, “I had supper, and you were not invited. I told you we would start after supper, but I did not say I was sharing a meal with you. Let’s just get this straight: We are not friends, we are not dating, you are not anything to me. I will not eat with you outside of training and I will not get to know you. My expectation is you will be dead in three months, anyway, so why waste time with getting to know you. I would rather just train you and move on. Got it?”

      “Yup!”

      When we arrived at a large barn, Steve opened the doors, and it looked more like an obstacle course than a normal barn. We proceeded up to the hayloft, where there was a bed, a jug of water, a five-gallon pail, and one roll of toilet paper. “This is where you will stay while you are here.”

      I looked around the hayloft. There was a corner with weights and a bench, climbing ropes, a wrestling mat, heavy bag, pull-up bars, and a couple of practice dummies. Hanging on one of the walls were all sorts of edged weapons, staffs, and Escrima sticks; on the other wall were life-size anatomy posters of different sized people. As I looked down the wall, I saw the posters shift from humans to animals. Then I saw a poster with a satyr on it, and the very last poster was a large image of a human-like shape with six fingers on each hand. I walked toward that last poster and focused on the hands. It looked like Azriel. I felt a chill go up my spine. Steve was watching me study the poster.

      “You ever see one of those bastards?” I just nodded and continued to study the poster. “They are hard as hell to kill. You gotta stab them in the heart to weaken them, and then chop off their heads, then burn the head. Mind you, that only works if you can keep them out of your mind long enough to execute it. They are dangerous. I'm surprised you met one and lived.”

      “I'm not sure that I did, completely,” I replied.

      “Ah, he got in your head, did he? The trick is realizing that most of what they do to you is just mess with your fears and make you act in fear. Once you realize that, you face the fear and get that much closer to killing them. Then it is just a matter of surviving their claws and strength. We will talk more about them in a few weeks.” Steve seemed somewhat pleased that I had some idea of what I was going to deal with.

      “The church does not know what I'm going to teach you, nor do they care about the process, they only care about results,” Steve continued. “I have full autonomy to train you on what I want, connect you with a network of vendors and contractors that can be of service to you. The most important lesson that I will teach you is to think for yourself. No matter what you are being told, you analyze the data and come to your own conclusions. If you only remember one thing I say, it is to remember the church is run by men, and men are not the most trustworthy beings on Earth. Only trust your instincts.”

      Steve then handed me five books: The Book of Enoch, The Book of Jasher, a King James Bible, The Anarchist Cookbook, and chemistry-at-home book.

      He turned to leave the hayloft. “Read as much as you can tonight. I will be back out in the morning.”
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      “RISE AND SHINE, SWEETHEART. TIME TO GET TO WORK.”

      I woke up to Steve calling me sweetheart while hitting me with two thick notebooks. He walked over to a small table with two bales of straw for chairs and poured two cups of coffee.

      Steve yelled, “Grab the notebooks and get your ass over here.”

      I walked over and sat down. Steve had brought coffee and pancakes.

      “We are going to multitask here, boy. You can either take notes and eat, or just take notes. Now is the time to shut up and listen.”

      I opened up a notebook, clicked the pen, and was ready to take notes. Steve was working on his pancakes as he continued.

      “The first thing we are going to talk about is your cover job. You need to start setting this up so that at the end of your training you have someplace to go. I'm not talking about a normal job. If I were you, I would look at being self-employed. “

      “Like a martial arts school or MMA gym?”

      Steve looked up at me through his eyebrows. “Shut up and listen. You want something with low visibility and not real successful. You need to keep a low profile. Look at detailing cars, maybe something with farming, or even pottery. You need to buy a building or two outside the city limits. Whatever you pick, make sure it has a shop, and stock it up with machines and tools. You will need a place to build things.”

      “Great, know any good real estate agents?” I asked as I smiled.

      Steve reached across the table and grabbed the other plate of pancakes. “SHUT UP. Whatever you pick, make sure that you can discreetly put in a bunker. You will need a safe room just in case shit goes sideways. This is where you will store enough food, water, munitions, and anything else you think necessary for survival.”

      “Oh—”

      “SHUT THE FUCK UP. This is like talking to a child. Just listen and take notes. Make sure you have plenty of computers, firewalls, and a strong internet connection. Some hacking skills would be a good thing to learn. Research is always key. The more you know, the less likely you will fail.”

      I finished writing notes while Steve took another bite of his food, then he continued. “Research is one of the most important aspects of the job. Make sure you know everything you can about the location, person, their lives, and what their hobbies are. Find the weak spots in their daily routines. You should set up your computer with an off-shore VPN provider or six to hide your searches. I will give you some sites that I use. Do not use any of the services provided to you by the church because they will use them to track you. The only person you should trust at this point is yourself.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “When I'm finished, you will be a full-blown assassin. Everyone that knows your profession will have their guard up around you. They will not be able to tell if you are there to meet with them or kill them, so naturally, you will be a partial threat to them at all times.”

      I knew what Steve was alluding to, but I wanted to hear him say it. “What about Father Bill? Shouldn’t I trust him?”

      “Especially Father Bill. He has a job to do, and you are only good to him if you are an asset. If you become a liability, he will terminate you, and I don’t mean fire.”

      “Yeah, he told me the commitment was for life.”

      “Do not forget, Bill has bosses also. If they decide you are not on their team, they may make the call. Always keep your guard up. The profession you have chosen is a lonely one. Friends and relationships are a liability to you, leverage points that can be used against you. The only people inside the church that wants to be considered your friend are using that friendship as either a leverage point or a vantage point. Don’t be fooled or naive. We are all in it for ourselves.”

      Steve got up and cleared the dishes. I realized it was going to be hard for me to not trust anyone and work alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I FELT A SHARP PAIN IN MY BACK, and I shook uncontrollably. I fell onto the floor, unable to control my body. Every part of my body was in pain, all my muscles were contracted. Then it stopped. I heard faint laughing. As I looked up, Steve was standing over me with a Taser in his hand. He hit the trigger a second time, I shook again.

      Still laughing, Steve pulled the barbs out of my back. “That is what it feels like to be hit by a stun gun. You must recognize when you are being tasered, and you need to be able to keep your senses and still operate. By the time your training is finished, you will be used to it. I will give you five minutes to get your ass up and over to the mat.”

      I raised my head. “Asshole.” Then I lowered my head back to the floor. I had been tased before, but that was different. I looked up to see if I could get a glimpse of what Steve used on me. Steve saw me look and mockingly waved across my face.

      “It’s homemade. I customized it. Works good, huh?” He laughed again as he put it away.

      It took me a couple of minutes, but I got to my feet and stumbled over to the mats where Steve was waiting for me. As I walked up to him, he grabbed me and threw me on my back using a simple hip throw. “Always be prepared.”

      He was full out laughing at this point, and I was still feeling sluggish from the tasing. He let me go and stood above me. I decided it was time to show him what I knew. I entangled his leg, threw him down, and rolled over into a knee lock.

      Steve sneered. “Look up, asswipe.”

      Steve had a gun pointed at my head. I released the knee lock and rolled over to my back.

      “You need to remember there are no rules. If you only grab my legs, my hands are free to grab a gun and blow the back of your head off.” He holstered his weapon. “Stand up and tell me what you have trained in.”

      As I stood up, I answered. “Brazilian jiu jitsu, judo, wrestling, Muay Thai, and Krav Maga.”

      “All that training and you still suck that bad. Embarrassing. Well, let’s get started. We have a long way to go.”

      We spent the morning on the mats. Steve kicked my ass nine ways from Sunday and destroyed every move and tactic I thought I knew. I learned that my training was mediocre, at best. Steve was a master. He was correct: my skill set was embarrassing.

      We stopped to eat lunch—Steve threw me a protein bar and a jug of water. He sat down and ate a couple of sandwiches, some chips, and some sort of packaged cake. I could not really tell you everything he ate because I was doing push-ups while he ate and ate and ate.

      He decided we should take it easy for the afternoon, and work on shooting skills. I was somewhat relieved. We gathered a few different handguns, a rifle, and a crossbow, and placed them into a small cart. Steve jumped in the cart and told me to pull the cart down to the range. I guess he decided he should take it easy this afternoon.

      Once we made it to the shooting range, Steve handed me a 9mm. “Put five rounds into the upper right-hand corner of that target.”

      I aimed and squeezed the trigger and fired the first shot. I prepared to take my second shot when Steve grabbed the gun. “This is not a test of how you can shoot slow, this is how fast and accurate you are. Do it like this.”

      Steve put five rounds into the upper right-hand corner of the target about as fast as I had ever seen anyone shoot, and he was incredibly accurate. He handed me the gun. “Now, put five in the lower left-hand corner, aim on your way to the target, feel the angle, and release five rounds quickly.”

      I did it exactly as he had instructed me. My pattern was not as tight as his, but it was better than I thought it would be.

      Steve seemed impressed. “Not bad, now lower right-hand corner with the .38.”

      The .38 was a little harder to control, but I grouped four out of five decently, then I did the same in the upper right corner with a .45.

      “This is going to be your daily drill. You will run down to the range with these three guns and shoot the target the way I have shown you, then run back to the barn.” Steve then handed me the crossbow. “Put three bolts in the center of the target.”

      I cocked the bolt into place and put it right in the center of the target, then did the same with the next two, each of them right next to each other.

      “You’ve done this before,” Steve said.

      “Yes, it was my preferred weapon when I was in areas where silent attacks were necessary.”

      “Well, add the crossbow to your drills, then, try to increase your speed, and do five bolts in a nice line across the bull’s eye. I want you to do fifty burpees and fifty push-ups between each weapon. You need to be able to shoot better than you did if you’re under pressure, sweating, and tired.”

      “We did that in the army.”

      Steve did not really care. “Great. Load up the wagon. Then run up to the house and grab me some water. I get thirsty watching you pull the wagon.”

      “Would you like a little lemon in your water, sir?” I was trying to be funny.

      “Nope, just less talk and more action. I think we need to work on the heavy bag for the rest of the day. You’re punches suck worse than your grappling.”

      By the end of the day, I could barely lift my arms. Steve decided that I had worked just hard enough to deserve a break for supper. He grilled steaks and some sliced potatoes, and we sat down to eat.

      We finished the meal and cleaned up the mess. Steve sent me to the hayloft to study, and I began by reading The Book of Enoch. It is a detailed story of how angels, called the Watchers, mated with humans and created monstrous children, and how Yahweh took care of the issues created by the Watchers. I had a tough time understanding how this would help me, but regardless, I continued to read until I fell asleep.

      The schedule and training did not change for the next four days. We had that same meal every day, and added bits and pieces to the training as progress was made.

      At the end of the fifth day, Steve prepared the same meal. It seemed he was starting to like me a little more each day. When he brought the meal to the table and sat down, he slid a manila folder over to me.

      “I want you to look at this property tomorrow. It’s a shop and a couple of smaller buildings. We also need to start setting up your shell companies to hide assets, and purchase things like buildings and cars. The harder you are to trace, the harder it will be for your enemies to find you. There will come a time when you need to hide, and the shell companies will allow you to do just that, if you’re smart. I will introduce you to an associate of mine. He will help you through the process.”

      Timeout. “Asshole Steve” has turned into “Helpful Steve.” Oh yeah, shit is getting strange. “I thought I was not to trust anyone. Why should I trust you?” I replied.

      “Dead men tell no tales. By the time you are up and running, I will be dead. Everything—”

      “Dead? What do you mean? How—”

      Steve sighed. “Everything that we set up and train on will be kept secret from the church. I'm supposed to write a detailed report after your training is finished, but it will not be completed. Father Bill will ask you questions about your training—be vague and leave all the setup work that we do a secret.”

      “How do you know you will be dead? Do you have cancer or something?”

      “Nope, I'm healthy as a horse. You will find out the truth in time, but for right now, I'm asking you to trust me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      LIFE IS FUNNY. So far, I’d been manipulated, mind-controlled by a demon, lost my platoon to whatever the hell that was, recruited to be an assassin by a priest, and had some old guy beat the crap out of me for five days. At least I still had my sense of humor.

      

      I woke up early. I sat in the loft, just thinking. I had decided to go along with Steve’s plan, for now. If he wanted me dead, he could kill me any time and bury me in the field. I just needed to keep my eyes wide open.

      

      I gathered my clothes and walked to my truck. Steve was sitting on his deck with a cup of coffee.

      “Good morning, Steve. See you at noon.” He just nodded and continued to drink his coffee. I jumped in my truck and drove home.

      When I pulled into my driveway, Father Bill was sitting on my step.

      “Good morning, Jacob. How’s your training so far?”

      “It’s going good. I need to clean up, wash my clothes, and be back out there by noon. What can I do for you?”

      “Let’s go inside and talk, please.” Father Bill looked a little concerned. I opened my door, and we walked into the kitchen.

      “Jacob, why don’t you go shower? I will start your laundry. We can talk after you get that farm stench off you.”

      “Sure thing,” I replied. I showered, dressed, picked out my clothes for the next few days, and proceeded back downstairs where Father Bill was sitting at the table with two cups of coffee.

      “So, what can I do for you, Bill?”

      “Steve tells me that he is accelerating your training because you are doing so well. He is pretty sure he can have you trained and ready to go in half the time, so four weeks and you will be done.”

      “Huh, he didn’t say anything like that to me. I guess that’s okay. What do you think?”

      Father Bill sat back in his chair and sipped his coffee. “I have used Steve for years to train new recruits. In all that time he has never cut anyone’s training short, neither has he ever had anything nice to say about any recruit. How do you feel about the training you are receiving? Do you think Steve is checking out?”

      “Not at all. I basically trained or studied for twenty hours each day. He is the toughest bastard I have ever been trained with. I think the training is going good.”

      “So, may I ask what you trained on this last week?”

      “Sure, hand-to-hand combat, shooting, tools of the trade, and tactics,” I replied.

      “Hmmm, so you are happy with what you are learning so far?” Father Bill looked perplexed but also seemed to be fishing for some reason to account for Steve’s reaction to me.

      “Yup, I don’t think I could be training with anyone better, but I'm a newbie, so you tell me.”  I looked for a reaction from Father Bill, but his facial expression was one of confusion.

      “Steve is the best. I guess we will both just have to trust him.” Father Bill finished his coffee and got up to leave.

      “Your washer should be finished in about fifteen minutes. I need to get back to the church, but if you have problems or concerns, please do not hesitate to call me, day or night.”

      Father Bill promptly left. It was exactly as Steve had said, and Bill was looking for details on my training and trying to figure out if something was amiss. I needed to find out more details on what Steve was planning and why he cut my training time in half. My instincts were telling me to trust Steve and be wary of Father Bill. There was just something off with Father Bill and his reactions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      STEVE WAS OUTSIDE WAITING FOR ME. “Hurry your ass up. We’re gonna be late.”

      Steve handed me a note and signaled me to be quiet. The note read, “Take your stuff into the house. There is a change of clothes in the bathroom. Leave everything in the bathroom—keys, phone, billfold, everything gets left in the bathroom. Then come out and get into my car.”

      I followed Steve’s instructions. We drove out to the barn and took a dirt road through a field that led to a gravel road.

      “Can you tell me what this is all about, Steve?”

      “I wanted to make sure you weren’t carrying a bug or being tracked. Just trust me, this is all for the best. Father Bill’s feeling like he’s losing control of your training—not that he ever had any—and I don’t trust him.”

      “Why did you tell him you are cutting my training time in half?”

      “You see, that is exactly what I'm talking about. Father Bill asked me if I could have you ready in half the time. I told him you were advanced in your skills and we could probably finish in four weeks.”

      “Seriously?”

      “He turns things around to get information. He told me he was going to stop by and say hi to you, then he turns around and interrogates you. This is what I'm to prepare you for and protect you from until you are ready.”

      “Ready for what, Steve?”

      “Everything will start to fill in shortly. Information will be fed to you through your dreams, so pay attention to what is being taught to you while you are sleeping. If you have questions about your dreams, write them on a notepad when you wake up. They will be answered the following evening in a dream.”

      “Honestly, Steve, I don’t understand. I think my first question is, what the hell’s happening here?”

      “Jacob, you asked for forgiveness and retribution, and that is what you are being given.”

      “Next question. What the hell’s Steve talking about?”

      “In your prayers, dipshit. You know damn well what I'm talking about. I know you have a lot of questions, but I don’t know the answers. I just need to play my part to gain my reward.”

      “What reward is that, Steve?”

      “Forgiveness for the things I’ve both directly and indirectly had a hand in. You’re my atonement for what I’ve done.”

      I was agitated at this point and decided to just stop the conversation. We pulled up to the building, where a bulky man dressed in a three-piece suit stood in front. Steve got out of the car. “Come on, let’s go.

      “Clyde, nice to see you. Thanks for coming out on short notice. This is Jacob, the guy I was telling you about.”

      Clyde extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Jacob.”

      We all walked into the building, and Steve shut the door. “Have you done everything that I asked, Clyde?”

      “Yes, there have been two bunkers installed. We just need to set up the access and security for Jacob. The machinery was just installed this morning, along with the anti-theft devices and anti-personnel systems. The electronics lab is downstairs, fully stocked and ready to go, along with all the literature you requested. Everything is to the specifications you ordered.”

      I was confused with Clyde’s answer. “Steve, you own this building?” I asked.

      “Nope. You do, as of ninety minutes from now,” Steve replied.

      Clyde continued to give us the rundown on the buildings. We ran through the security systems, building access, keys, access to the bunkers, door codes, and munitions.

      “Clyde, we’re on a tight schedule here,” Steve said. “Do you have all the paperwork prepared the way I asked?”

      “Yes, the three shell companies with all their assets with be transferred over to Jacob’s control. With each company, Jacob has been given three different identities, all backstopped and legit.” Clyde pulled out a folder about three inches thick—paperwork, passports, driver’s licenses, bank accounts, and history for each identity. He handed it to me and said, “Congratulations, your uncle is very generous.”

      I just smiled and nodded. I had no idea what to say at this point.

      “Jacob, all I need you to do is sign some paperwork, and we’ll be finished here.”

      Clyde handed me three sets of purchase agreements and corporate transfer documents, all signed by the current owners of the individual companies. I had to countersign each of these documents with one of the three aliases that had been provided to me. The companies were mine, but completely untraceable to Jacob Baccus.

      We finished the transaction, and Clyde handed me a business card with only a number on it.

      “Jacob, thank you so much for your business. If you ever need my services, please call this number and ask for Clyde. They will take the number you wish to be contacted at, and I will call you back within an hour. Steve will explain the services I have provided to him over the years. I'm sure that you will find my record impeccable and my services outstanding. With that, I bid you farewell.”

      Clyde exited the building and left the property.

      “Jacob, let’s take your paperwork down to the vault. Never take this paperwork home, always conduct business transactions anywhere but your home.”

      I opened the vault and placed the paperwork inside, then locked the door.

      “So, Uncle Steve, why did you just give me this property and your shell companies?”

      “Well, those are just three of my companies, and this building is perfect for you. Setting up something like this would have taken you months, and since our timetable has been shortened, I thought this was the best solution for you. No one knows I own this place, nor do they know I’ve transferred it to you. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      “Okay, so now what do we do?”

      “We go back and finish your training. When we are done, I will ask you to do me one favor in exchange for everything I just gave you. But until then, we train.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      BACK AT THE FARM, Steve resumed his charming personality. “Go get changed, grab your shit, and meet me out in the loft.”

      He pulled into the garage and walked out the back door toward the barn. I walked into the house to change into my work clothes. I noticed several items that were out of place in the house, but my focus was drawn to one drawer that had papers hanging out of it.

      I looked around quickly for some sort of a weapon. I saw an old dagger sitting on a shelf, and I tucked it between my belt and my pants, and then began to look around the house. I was alone in the house, and then I looked at the barn. I grabbed my duffel and headed to the barn.

      I entered the barn cautiously and scanned the first floor. I noticed the absence of noise; it was too quiet. Usually I heard a cat walking or a pigeon rustling around, but there was just silence. I walked up the stairs, careful not to make any noise. Head on a swivel. I reached the top of the stairs. Steve was sitting on a barrel. The first thing I looked for was a Taser, or maybe some pepper spray. Steve saw that I was assessing him before I was within striking distance. He smiled.

      “No, I'm not going to attack you.”

      I venture closer and notice there is a small trickle of blood on the side of his head.

      “I will be over in a minute; I need to throw my duffel on my bed.”

      I walked over to my bed and became very aware that there were at least two other people in the loft. I threw my duffel on my bed and pulled the dagger out at the same time. I walked over to Steve and smelled onions as got closer, then I heard a breath being taken behind me. I waited until the person was right behind me. I turned quickly and stabbed him four times in the stomach, then finished him by shoving the dagger into the base of his throat. I held him as he fell to make sure he was dead and to use him as a shield, just in case the other one decided to start shooting.

      I watched the life leave his eyes, and before I let him go, I grabbed the gun in his holster, pulled the slide back, and began to visually sweep the loft for the other person. My instincts told me to look up, and sure enough there was asshole number two looking right at me, frozen. I put two bullets into his forehead, and he fell to the floor.

      I continued to sweep the loft.

      Steve stood up, wiped the blood from his head, and then clapped slowly.

      “I hired them. They told me they were very good, but you disposed of them without even breaking a sweat. Nicely done.”

      “What? Why?”

      “To test your skill set. I'm investing a lot in you, so I need to know you are going to mature into what is needed.”

      “You had me kill two people for a test? What the hell, Steve!”

      “Trust me. These two pricks deserved to be killed. I became aware of them about two months ago when they killed a man and then burned down his house with his wife and two children in it. I decided to wait and give their death a purpose, versus just killing them at the time. I kept them somewhat busy until I had a good use for them. At least I'm honest and up-front about what I did.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Do you think it was just random that two dirt-ball child traffickers were placed next to your room at the motel you were staying at? How about the fact that Father Bill could swoop in and save your ass from going to prison for what you did to them? It was all a manipulation to get you to sign that fucking contract.”

      “Are you telling me Father Bill set all of that up?”

      “No, that was not Father Bill. He’s not smart enough to pull that off. There was someone else pulling those strings, and they wanted you to be just where you are.”

      “And where’s that exactly, Steve?”

      “Unstable, confused, and mind-fucked to the point where you will follow anyone who gives you the hope that you can be forgiven. You are in search of peace. News flash, buddy—there is no such thing.”

      “Why? There is nothing special about me. Why go to that much trouble?”

      “We need to work on your self-confidence. You cannot become what you’re destined to be in your condition.”

      “What am I destined to be?”

      “I need you to be D-A-D: deadly, accurate, and disciplined.”

      “Very clever. You make that up all by yourself?”

      “Yes, clever, aren’t I? My role is to fix you and prepare you for your future. What that future is, no idea, but I do know what I need to do to get you there in short order.”

      “Oh please, go on, doctor.”

      “I need to unhitch you from the wagon of guilt you haul around with you every day. You need to realize you don’t have the same rules that everyone else has. You have so much potential, and it’s time for you to tap into it.”

      Steve’s words hit me like a brick. I had been wallowing in my guilt for so long. I had been shackled by it for most of my life. I was brought up to believe that I needed to beg for forgiveness for almost everything that I had done, that I was not worthy.

      “How do I get rid of the guilt?”

      “Jacob, the first thing you need to realize is that almost all of the modern-day religious teachings from the various churches are there for the sole purpose of controlling the masses.”

      “Where do you preach on Sundays?”

      “Ha, ha. Shut up. They take the truth and twist it slightly to make you feel the way that you do. They know the one way to kill the true human spirit is to crush it with the burden of guilt, and once they have broken your spirit, they fragment your very soul so you will follow them to hell and back. Do you really think that any of them care about the real you?”

      “The real me. Who do you think the real me is?”

      “The real you will come out when you encounter horrible things, like those two perverts in the motel. I can tell you that through guilt, you have financed the very people that want to crush your soul, infest your mind with strange thoughts, and destroy the confidence you were born with. You have the option of either continuing to be their slave, or freeing yourself from the restraint of manmade religions.”

      “I signed a contract with the church in my own blood—”

      “Only if you bind yourself to the act of scribbling on an old-looking piece of paper. Look at it this way, the old broken Jacob signed that piece of paper in a desperate moment. You are not that person anymore, and the new Jacob does not agree with the contract, therefore it is null and void. It is worth repeating. The rules of man and what man thinks the rules are do not guide us, they mean nothing to us. These rules are simply a means for getting things done in the world you currently know, but they are superseded by a much greater power. Don’t let them pick your future. Change what you consider your destiny and be your own man.”

      “I don’t know what—”

      Steve was on a roll and would not let me get a word in.

      “I'm here to put you on the right path. The first step is giving up all your guilt and all the anger associated with it. Throw it away and never dwell on it again. It will be hard, but once you do, you will start to see a new world, the way it was supposed to be.”

      “Okay, if I say I will try, can the sermon end?”

      I knew Steve was right. I let guilt, fear, and the anger associated with it control me, guide me, and it had made me into a mess. I could feel myself beginning to let it go—it was liberating. I lifted my head and noticed Steve had a very small smile on his face. He appeared very proud. He looked at me not as a trainee, but almost in a fatherly fashion. I still didn’t understand what he was planning, but the training was becoming more interesting with every passing hour.

      “I’ll work on it.”

      “Great, you have just started phase two of your training. Now, get over here and help me clean up your mess.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      THE DEAD BODIES MADE STRANGE noises when we threw them from the hayloft door. The first one wheezed as the air was pressed out of his lungs. The second body farted for ten seconds. We took anything off the bodies that would make identification easy. Steve showed me how to easily pull all the teeth from a corpse. The next step was to prepare the bodies for transport. The bodies were each laid on a canvas tarp, then carefully disassembled at the joints. Once the parts were stacked up neatly, the tarp was tightly wrapped, and the bodies thrown into the back of the truck.

      We drove for about fifteen minutes until we reached a large pig farm. You could smell it for miles before you got there. “I own this farm also. It is one of the largest pig farms in the area. Do you know anything about pigs, Jacob?”

      “Well, I know they are a lot of work and ornery as shit.”

      “They eat anything. They are the best animal to help with hiding bodies. The beauty of dumping them here, there are over thirty-five hundred pigs here, and they all fight to get their fill.”

      “Yeah, not seeing a lot of beauty here, Steve.”

      He laughed. “All we do is distribute the parts into different pens, and they will devour everything, including the bones, within a few hours. Most detectives never think or want to go through the tons of shit hauled out of here daily. Then the rest of the evidence is spread on the fields to grow corn and raise more pigs. It really is a thing of beauty.”

      “Circle-of-life type of a thing,” I said. “I kill bad guys, pigs eat bad guys, pigs shit bad guys, blah blah blah. How many times have you done this?”

      “Enough to where I bought my own farm.”

      We dumped the remains into the various pens. The pigs squealed in great delight as they chomped on the remains of the two assholes. We stayed for a few minutes. We could hear the hogs as they mashed the bones with their teeth. The hogs fought over the scraps; it was one of the most gruesome sights I had ever seen. The pigs served an important part in Steve’s system. He turned and started walking toward the truck; I followed.

      “Don’t forget tonight’s lesson. You will need it.”

      “I'm not sure I can forget it.”
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      THE NEXT FOUR WEEKS WERE INTENSE. I felt like I was on the clock twenty-four hours a day. Steve taught me to fight with swords, daggers, and tomahawks. He taught me hand-to-hand combat techniques that I had never seen before. I learned fifty-two techniques just to break a neck. Every morning session ended with me attacking Steve and Steve kicking my ass. I felt myself getting faster and stronger every day, but I could never outmaneuver or outmuscle Steve; he seemed superhuman at times.

      We built explosives, incendiary devices, tracking devices, and remote detonators from stuff you can buy at any hardware or electronics store. Steve showed me how to pick locks, deactivate simple security systems, and how to clean a crime scene. The training was condensed, but nothing compared to the dreams.

      I continued to study all the material Steve gave me, and there were some nights that I would not sleep at all. I noticed that he would get up at four a.m. and take a long walk through the wooded areas. Most days he would return to his house around five a.m., sometimes later. He would walk around in the pasture, talking to himself; I guess that is how he blew off steam.

      My dreams were also in training mode. In each dream I was coached on what weapons to use to kill horrific beasts. I would study their weaknesses, find out what they lusted for, then use all of that to my advantage. I trained to fight against beings that only existed in mythology. They were real in my dreams, and all the drawings and descriptions I had ever read did not do them justice. They were horrifying, but the worst were the demons that would shape-shift from a normal human form into something distorted and dangerous. I dreamed that I was put into a group of people and I was asked to identify the demons before they transformed. It was hard, and I missed a few every time.

      The giants were tough, but once I realized you start by slicing their legs and move your way up, they became easy to defeat. I would ask Steve questions concerning these dreams. I wanted to know what the purpose was for them, and he would simply respond that it was not in his area of expertise.

      We did not leave the farm for the final four weeks of training, and then the day finally came: my graduation. I was exhausted but happy with the progress I had made. When I think back to everything that I accomplished, I could only wonder what I was being trained for. It couldn’t possibly be just to kill normal humans. Did I become what Steve thought I needed to be? And what in the world did Father Bill have in store for me? These were all questions that would be answered in time.

      It was two o’clock in the afternoon, I had all my stuff packed up, and Steve allowed me to pick out a few of my favorite weapons in the loft. I took everything I had and loaded it into my truck, and then I met Steve on his deck. He had a small box sitting next to his chair that he switched on—a signal disruptor, just in case someone was trying to listen to our conversation.

      I sat down, and the first thing Steve did was hand me an envelope.

      “I want you to read this when you get home, then burn it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that is what I'm asking of you, okay?”

      My response was simply, “Okay.”

      “I told you that when you graduated from my training, I would ask you one favor in exchange for everything I have given you. Do you remember that?” Steve asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I have a daughter that lives in town with her little boy. Once I'm gone, they will need someone to look in on them from time to time and protect them. She needs a man around to help with certain things, but don’t get too close to her. Will you take on that responsibility for me?”

      “Absolutely. Are you going to introduce me to her?” I replied.

      Steve hands me a piece of paper. “Nope. Here is her name, address, and phone number. I would suggest introducing yourself at my funeral, then run into her around town a few times to get acquainted. She will eventually befriend you. She always does; she has a soft spot for ugly mutts like you.”

      I just smiled. Even now, Steve is an asshole.

      “I was asked to tell you that tonight you will be given some of the answers to your questions, and when the time is right, you will be contacted directly. Until then, pay attention to both the dreams you are having and what your gut is telling you. They will guide you through the next part of your training.”

      Steve then looked down. “Good-bye. Get out of here. Once you leave the driveway, I will call Father Bill and tell him to give you a few days to rest, but after that, you are good to go. He will contact you and set up your first meeting and give you a target. Make sure that you do all your homework on your targets, don’t go off half-assed and get yourself killed.”

      “What about you? What happens next?” I asked.

      “That is none of your concern, just know that you have been my salvation. Now, get the hell off my farm!” Steve stood up, went into his house, and locked the patio door.

      I stood up, walked around the garage to my truck, and drove to my house. Once I was home, I threw my clothes in the washer, took a shower, then sat down and read Steve’s letter.

      Jacob,

      If you are reading this, then you have completed your training with me and I'm more than likely dead. I wanted to let you know the answer to one of your questions. The dreams that you are having are the voice of God (call him Yahweh, he likes that better) teaching you, your duty is to him now. While you work for the Jesuits in the Catholic church, and ultimately the Vatican, you only answer to Yahweh. He will guide you, teach you, protect you, and ultimately turn you into one of his greatest soldiers. Do not ignore him, do not pretend he is not there. Ask him questions, and you will eventually get the answers you are looking for. Do not ever trust Father Bill, he is not what he appears to be, always triple-check any story he gives you about a target, also be on the lookout for a double-cross every time. Do not neglect to honor your promise to me, protect my daughter and her child. If you don’t, I will come back and kick your ass.

      Steve

      I burned the letter, just as he had asked. Steve did not like or trust Father Bill. I wondered what happened to make him think that way, or why he would train me for Bill, then warn me not to trust him. If what Bill wrote was true, then I would never have the chance to ask him. I refused to believe that Steve was dead, it made no sense to me. The only thing that was not a mystery was my responsibilities to his daughter and grandson. He was very adamant that I looked after them. But what if she did not want me there? It would be interesting to see how that all worked out. I hoped she looked more like her mother than Steve, that ugly son of a bitch. These questions swirled in my head as I laid down in bed, sunk into the mattress, and fell asleep.
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      I OPENED MY EYES; SOMETHING was very different. There was a great burden lifted from me. I woke up without worry, questions, or guilt. I felt free, unencumbered, and rested. That was when I realized I was very stiff. I crawled out of bed and began to work the stiffness out of my body. I looked over at my phone and it was two p.m. Sunday. I had slept for two days straight. As I continued to move and stretch, I tried to recollect any dreams that I might have had. There was nothing. I could not remember one dream. At first, I thought this was strange, but I rationalized that maybe I truly got two days off to rest.

      Once I finished my stretches, I decided it was time to treat myself to the biggest steak I could find. I took the longest shower I had ever taken in my life. I got dressed and hopped into my truck to find the nearest steak joint. I pulled into the first place I found, parked, walked in, sat down, and who happened to be sitting in the next booth, none other than Father Bill. I looked at him and wondered if this was just a coincidence, or if he was really that good at tracking me. Father Bill got up and walked over to my booth.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      “Nope, please sit down,” I replied with a smile.

      “So, Steve called me and told me you finished training a couple of days ago. I was disappointed you didn’t call me.”

      “Well, when I got home, I cleaned up, laid down in bed to take a nap, and basically slept until two o’clock this afternoon. I guess I was tired, but I feel great now. If you were worried, why didn’t you call or stop by?”

      Father Bill replied, “I did stop by, you did not answer the door. I guess you were really tired.”

      The waitress came to take our orders. I ordered a large bone-in sirloin steak, shrimp, hash browns, onion rings, and a stout beer. Father Bill ordered a grilled chicken salad. He was not making any points with me today, and who orders just a salad at a steak joint?

      “Jacob, have you heard from Steve?”

      “No, but I’ve been sleeping since I left the farm. Why?”

      “Well, he’s not answering his phone. He owes me the documentation from your training. If he does not provide me with these documents, I can’t pay him.”

      “I'm sure he’ll get you what you need. After all, I'm sure he wants the money you owe him. Have you stopped out to his house to talk to him?”

      “Yes, he also did not answer the door, nor was he in any of the other buildings. Maybe you wore him out and he was sleeping also.”

      I started to laugh. “I really doubt that I wore that guy out. He is a beast!”

      The waitress delivered our food, and we both began to eat. I dug into my food. When I looked up at Bill, he was just kind of picking at his, and I found his facial expressions odd. I continued to eat, and then Father Bill asked a very strange question.

      “You seem very chipper, Jacob. What has you in such a good mood?”

      “Well, Father, I finished some extremely tough training, I have a great house, a job, and I'm eating a perfectly cooked steak. Life is good right now.”

      “I’m glad you are feeling so good, Jacob. Do you mind if we talk a little business?” Father Bill slid an envelope over to me. I took it and put it in my jacket.

      “Aren’t you going to read it, Jacob?”

      “I will when I'm finished eating.”

      “Okay. Tell me, was Steve alive and well when you left the farm?”

      I looked down at my plate for a moment. What if Steve is really dead? He told me never to trust Father Bill. I cut a few more pieces of steak.

      “Yup, he was fine. You’re really worried about him. Do you think we should run out there and check on him?” I really wanted to go out and check on Steve, but I could not show Father Bill that I cared about Steve.

      “No, I don’t want you to worry about it. I will send a couple of guys out there tomorrow. It’s just not like him to not file his reports immediately after graduation.”

      I finished the last bite of my steak, finished my beer, and then took the envelope out of my coat pocket, opened it, and began to read. The target was a Mr. Gaines, a pimp that recruits teenagers to either be prostitutes or strippers. He takes most of their money in exchange for the drugs he pumps into them. In the last six months, he beat sixteen girls to death—sixteen arrests, no convictions. He tried to pursue a young girl from the mall, but her dad, Todd Boggs, was there and beat the shit out of him. Mr. Gaines then killed the entire family and burned their house down three days later. The rest of the information were known residences, a couple of pictures, and a list of the cars that he owns. The bounty on his head was twenty-five thousand dollars.

      Yes, this guy deserves what he gets, in my opinion.

      “This is personal for me, Jacob. The family were parishioners, good people. I would like him to suffer; I want him to know I sent you. He usually has bodyguards with him, but collateral damage is acceptable this time. I want him to know there is no redemption for what he did. If you do the job in this manner, I will double the bounty.”

      “What do you mean ‘in this manner’?”

      “No mercy, Jacob. Make it hurt.”

      “What is your time frame?”

      “As soon as possible. Are you ready to work?”

      “Yes. Yes, I am, Father.”

      “Excellent. Come see me at the church when it’s finished. Do you need anything, maybe some supplies?”

      “I think I have everything I need for this guy, but maybe if you could get me in touch with a good Realtor, I will need to look for a place to store equipment and set up for bigger jobs very soon.”

      “Thank you, Jacob. I will see you soon.” Father Bill left the restaurant and stuck me with the check.
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      THE FIRST DAY OF A NEW job should be exciting. Father Bill wasn’t exactly the boss that I had hoped he would be. I paid the check and went home. I started to devise a plan for moving forward. I made a list of everything I needed to purchase. Stop it. This is not a military operation. Think like an assassin. I could not trust Father Bill. I couldn’t be predictable. To pull this off, I need to set up two plans. The one I show Bill and the real one. I needed to keep up appearances, to be seen buying things around town, but it had to make sense.

      I went down to grab some cash from the gun vault, when I heard a voice come from the back room. “You are making good decisions. Take your time. Use Clyde.” I went around the corner and opened the door to the back room. There was nothing but the furnace and water heater. The voice sounded similar to the voice that would speak to me in my dreams, so I listened, I slowed down.

      The first task was to go shopping. I acquired some prepaid phones, tactical clothing, and a few souvenir knives that looked serious. I was not as discreet as I should have been, but I figured it was a good show for whomever Father Bill had watching me. When I was finished, I decided it was a great day to go for a walk. I parked my truck, emptied my pockets, grabbed one prepaid phone, and began to walk into the middle of the largest park in town. I sat down on a bench, then called Clyde and left a message. I could not have picked a better place to sit and wait for him to call back. Clyde called back in fifteen minutes, just like he promised.

      “Hey, Clyde. I was wondering if I could use some of your services. I'm not sure if I can afford you, though.”

      “Jacob, I hope things are going well. You have more than enough money to do whatever you want. How can I help you?”

      “I need to rent three storage spaces in the same facility. All should be big enough to store a large pickup truck. I want one of them to be empty, the next to have a 1970s muscle car, and the final to have three motorcycles in it. I'm not picky on the car. It just needs to be fast, solid body, and have a good-size trunk. The motorcycles should all be large crotch rockets, black, preferably.”

      “That should not be much of a problem. Do you care which shell company makes the purchases?”

      “Nope. Could you also get me two crates of grenades—one frag and one flash-bang and put them in the car?”

      Clyde responded, “I have an entire shipment that contains the items you have requested. It needs to be moved quickly and the whole lot must be purchased. May I suggest renting a fourth storage space and have this product moved there?”

      “That’s fine, Clyde. Just rent under one of the other companies, and make the arms deal from the other.”

      “Well, that sounds good. I assume you are talking about the first three companies that were transferred to you, correct?”

      “Yes. Why would you ask me that? I only have the three companies, Clyde.”

      “I'm sorry Jacob, but you’re mistaken. Many of the holdings that previously belonged to Steve were transferred to your control after he passed. I thought you were calling to set up a meeting, so we could finalize the paperwork.”

      “So, Steve is really dead?”, I asked.

      “Yes. Just as he told you, he died shortly after you left the farm.”

      I was both shocked and confused. I was not going to figure this out over the phone. This was not my primary task. “Well, Steve didn’t tell me he was doing that. Why don’t you fill my first order, then we will meet to settle the bill and talk about the transfers. Does that sound good?”

      “That’s fine, Jacob. I will call you at this number when the order is filled, give me…four hours.”

      Holy crap, four hours? I like this guy. Don’t sound happy, though. “Thank you, Clyde.”

      I walked back to my truck and continued to run errands. I finished picking up everything I needed in record time. Not a bad thing at all on such a nice day. I parked my truck in the driveway and decided it was time to walk the neighborhood. I was about a mile from my house when Clyde called.

      “Jacob, can you talk?”

      “For many years now,” I joked. “What’s up?”

      “Everything is set up as you described. I assumed you wanted the storage areas close to your current house, so I found a facility within walking distance. I'm actually here now if you have time to meet.”

      “Yup. What’s the address? I’m out walking right now and can swing by.”

      Clyde gave me the address, only about eight blocks from where I was. I walked into the facility and saw Clyde immediately. He was leaning on his car.

      “That was quick. Let’s go over your order.” Clyde opened each storage door, showed me the contents, and then handed me the keys once I signed off on the merchandise.

      Clyde collected the paperwork, “I have an office ten minutes from here. Let’s finish up our business there.”

      I agreed and got into his car.
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      WHO IS CLYDE? He seemed to know everything about Steve and be way more than just a regular associate. Clyde also knew where I was living, but I never told him that. I had to be careful.

      

      “Jacob, the transaction we are about to complete puts me and my firm under your ownership. Steve was very good to work for.”

      “You weren’t his associate, but an employee?”

      “It was a two-way street. He let us do our thing without interfering with the day-to-day operations. He—”

      “What was your relationship with Steve?”

      “I was upper management. I hope you consider keeping that same arrangement. We will manage your assets and keep you flush with cash. You’ve already experienced how good we are at equipment acquisition.”

      “What kind of an organization are you running?”

      “Steve spent decades building the network you are inheriting. I hope you understand the complexity that can be built over that time.”

      “Clyde, I don’t understand any of this, to be perfectly honest. Steve told me to trust no one, yet he trusted you. I don’t know you from a hole in the wall. Let’s just take things one step at a time here.”

      “You do not have to worry. I'm loyal and at your service, Jacob.”

      We arrived at his office. It took two hours to go over documents and sign them. Clyde had taken the liberty to set up a few extra identities so I could create other businesses while not causing problems for the existing companies. Once all the transactions were finished, he placed my copies of the paperwork into a briefcase. He continued to explain how the organization was set up and the purpose for each business. I understood why it was just easier to trust Clyde then to understand the inner-workings of all the businesses. He continued to talk as we drove all the way back to the storage sheds.

      I took the briefcase and stored it in the trunk of the car in the second storage shed, and Clyde was still talking.

      “Listen, Clyde, while I’m sure all the information you just shared with me is important, I will never remember it all.”

      “Yes, sir, it is a lot of—”

      “How about we just keep things the way they are for now. I will ask you questions as we go. Okay?”

      “Yes, sir. Anything you need.”

      “I have one question for you before you leave. How did you know where I live?”

      “Oh, that is easy. That is the house that Father Bill uses for all his assassins. Everyone knows that.”

      As Clyde drove away, I could not help but think Father Bill was an idiot. I needed to get as far away from him as possible before I got killed. I walked back to my house, fuming, lay down in my bed, and stared at the ceiling. It took me a couple of hours to calm down enough to sleep.

      The next morning, I awoke from an intense dream. It was a conversation in a yellow room, again with the voice. I was told to ask lots of questions when I found Mr. Gaines, and not to be too anxious to kill him. The voice also told me to have faith and assured me that everything was going according to plan.

      I got ready for the day, put on the clothes that I had purchased the day before, left everything but the storage keys and prepaid phones, and walked to the storage shed. I was excited to drive my new car. I started it up, and the throaty sound of the engine gave me a rush of adrenaline. I drove around town a bit to make sure I was not followed. The car was perfect.

      The drive out to the shop gave me time to think about Mr. Gaines. I wondered why it was so important to question him versus just kill him. I thought about Father Bill’s request for a painful death—why? That did not seem like something a priest would ask for. What about mercy? Wouldn’t a normal priest ask for a quick and painless death to show mercy?

      I pulled into the shop, grabbed the briefcase I got from Clyde, and I was reminded of what Steve told me about research. I wished he was still around. I raised one of the car lifts, got down into the oil pit, and opened the vault door before proceeding down to the bunker to start my research. Once I locked the bunker, I started the computers and read through the instructions that Steve left me on how to perform undetected research on targets.

      I started with the Boggs house and what the crime scene looked like. One item that popped out to me was that only one body was found in the aftermath of the fire, and that was Todd Boggs. The rest of the family members were not accounted for—no remains. They were not in the house at the time of the fire. There should have been four bodies—a good question for Gaines.

      I looked up Mr. Gaines. His story was easy to decipher: a long history of selling drugs, prostitution, assaults, and arson. He had been arrested many times but had not spent more than ninety days in jail on one charge. This guy was really either smart or protected; I was going with protected. I continued to research his known addresses, associates, and where he predominantly did business. I downloaded and printed maps of the areas where he lived, looked up associates and they’re addresses, and devised a simple surveillance plan.

      I packed my go bag with the information, weapons, and equipment; I grabbed a billfold, cash, and identification for the mission. As I picked up the bag, I heard that voice again. It simply said, “Crossbow?” I grabbed one of the crossbows and hauled everything to the car. I threw my bag in the back seat and noticed that it bounced. I took the bag out and lifted the back seat up. There were two safes built into the car under each side of the seat, the combination was on a sticky note that read, “Be careful, enter the combination in wrong twice…BOOM.”

      I entered the combination. There was a book in one of the safes titled, Instructions. I sat down on a stool and began to read.  I reprogrammed the safes and took some of the contents out of the bag and placed it in the safes. I then looked in the trunk to see the target transportation area. The trunk was soundproof, reinforced, and it looked like the floor was electrified. Seemed like the perfect place for Mr. Gaines. Clyde did a very good job. If I had to guess, Steve had the car built for me.

      The drive back to the storage sheds gave me some time to decompress. I turned on the radio and stopped at the first hard rock station I could find. I made it back to the storage sheds in record time. I parked the car in the shed and walked home. During my walk home, I dismantled the burner phone piece by piece and left the fragments in garbage cans or on the road, until there was nothing left but a battery. The battery, I left in some mailbox that had a “We Recycle!” sign stuck in their lawn. As I got closer to my house, I felt odd, like something had gone terribly wrong. I unlocked the door and entered my house, only to hear my cell phone ringing. I grabbed it just as the caller hung up. It was Father Bill, and he had called seventeen times and left one message. I decided to listen to the voice mail before I called him back.

      “Jacob, Father Bill here. Steve was killed. We found his body in his basement. I need you to call me back as soon as you get this message!”

      I called Father Bill back.

      “Jacob, is that you my boy?”

      “Yup. What happened to Steve?”

      “He was killed in some sort of a ritual. I suspect devil worshippers overpowered him and sacrificed his soul to their master. Is everything good with you? Why didn’t you answer my phone calls? I was worried that you might have been killed also.” Father Bill seemed genuinely worried about me. I found it interesting.

      “Everything is fine over here. I don’t carry my phone with me when I'm operational, it can cause problems.”

      Father Bill replied, “Did you drive to get Mr. Gaines? Do you have him?”

      “No, Father, I walked to the bus station, then took a bus. Everything I did was on public transportation today. I don’t have Mr. Gaines, yet. I plan on picking him up tomorrow night.”

      “Jacob, I’m worried about your safety. I would like to send someone over to your house to watch over you until tomorrow night. I think you would agree, the more security the better at a time like this.”

      “Well, Father, you can send someone over, but I won’t be here. I’m going to make my way back to Mr. Gaines this evening. I’ll stay in a motel tonight, then finish the job tomorrow night. I’ll be out of communication until the job is finished, then I’ll call you the next morning. Is that acceptable to you?”

      “Jacob, you worry me. But alright, go do this how you want. I will talk to you in a couple of days.”

      I didn’t believe Father Bill was going to stand down. I went outside, got into my truck, and hit a drive-through and picked up some chicken with all the fixings. As I pulled out of the drive-through, I noticed a gold sedan that had three guys in it following me from the parking lot. I ate my chicken and drove somewhat sporadically. I made a few wrong turns while enjoying a drumstick. The sedan followed me too closely. I smiled in my rearview mirror. Boy, these guys suck at this.

      I finally made it back home and went inside to finish my meal. The boys parked just a few hundred feet down the street. It was a time for patience. I needed to wait until the boys were not paying attention. I shut off all the lights in the house except the kitchen light. My plan was to exit through the backyard, go over to the next street, then walk to the storage sheds. After a couple of hours, I ran out of patience. It was time to leave.

      The voice spoke from the living room. “Why not just go through the front door? They are asleep now and will not wake up for four hours. Take your truck and park it at the bus station, then take a cab to the park, then walk to the storage sheds. Once you capture him, take him to your shop.”

      Everything was just as the voice had said. The men were sleeping. I followed the instructions given to me. Once at the storage sheds, I grabbed six frag grenades and twelve flash-bangs, I closed up that shed, went to shed number two, got my car, and drove to Mr. Gaines’s favorite strip club.
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      I ARRIVED AT THE STRIP CLUB at about ten p.m. It was just your normal rundown strip club just outside of the city limits. I paid my cover charge and weaved my way to the bar for a drink. I ordered a white cactus from the bartender, and then proceeded to instruct him on how to make it: two shots of tequila, a shot of lime juice, a shot of lemon juice, and clear soda. Once accomplished, I turned around to survey the bar, when I saw Mr. Gaines walking out of the bathroom with two big guys who stayed about four feet behind him.

      I sipped on my drink while I discreetly watched Gaines and his buddies drink way more than they should, which was good for me. After an hour, I decided I should go outside and set up. I walked past Mr. Gaines’s car and placed small explosive devices in each wheel well, then I sat in my car and waited.

      Fortunately, my wait was cut short by some sort of disturbance in the bar. Mr. Gaines and his two associates were escorted out of the club. After a short back-and-forth with the bouncers, they got into their car and left. I followed them for about a mile before I detonated the explosives. All four tires exploded, causing some serious fender damage. They veered off the road and somehow stopped partially on the shoulder without going in the ditch.

      I pulled up beside the car and shot both the bodyguards before they could grab their guns. I hopped out of my car and made certain they were dead with a couple of head shots. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mr. Gaines get out of the car. He stumbled as he ran toward the strip club. I shot him in the ass, and he went down hard and just laid there.

      I drove my car into the field, stopped where Mr. Gaines was, threw him in the trunk, and closed the lid. I heard a very muffled scream, then nothing. I remembered the stun mat in the trunk engages when the trunk is opened or closed. I giggled a bit as I jumped back into the car and drove to my shop.

      It took about two hours to get to my shop, but once inside, I opened the trunk and watched Mr. Gaines get stunned again. I just smiled at him and pulled him out of the trunk. I sat him on the floor, zip-tied his arms behind his back, his legs together, and then also his hands to his legs.

      “Who in the hell are you?” Mr. Gaines asked.

      “Well, that is a long story, but we are here to talk about the Boggs family. I'm supposed to tell you that Father Bill sent me. Does that mean anything to you?”

      Gaines looked at me, perplexed. “We both know I know who the Boggs family is, but who the hell is Father Bill?”

      Interesting. I figured he knew Father Bill. Oh, well, on to the next question.

      “So, you killed Todd Boggs and burned his house down. Why?

      “That was between him and I.”

      “What did you do with his family? Before you tell me you are not going to answer my questions, let’s just go over your situation. I was sent to torture and kill you. My job is to make your pain last.”

      “Well, just fucking get on with it.”

      “I would much rather just have a conversation with you and see where the night goes. I’m giving you the gift of control in an environment where you have no control. Do you understand?”

      Gaines took a deep breath. “So you are telling me that if I tell you everything, there is a chance that I will live?”

      I picked up a bat and gave it a swing. “Yes, Mr. Gaines, there is a chance. Back to the question, where is the rest of the Boggs family?”

      “I delivered them to a guy named Mark—I don’t know his last name. He pays me for women and children. I owed him money for messing up a delivery, so I gave him the Boggs family in exchange for my debt.”

      I placed the end of the bat on his back. “Mr. Gaines, be as specific as possible. What does Mark do with the people you sell to him?”

      “I don’t know, but I would guess the normal stuff—sex trades, prostitution, and pedophiles.”

      I put the bat on the table and picked up a four-pound sledge hammer. “What does Mark look like?”

      “Mark is about five ten, a hundred ninety pounds, brown hair, brown eyes, and he has a scar that runs from his nose to his jaw on the right side. A tattoo on his right arm. He’s one mean son of a bitch.”

      I placed the hammer on the floor, in front of his face. “Is that all the information you have on him? You don’t happen to know where Mark lives?”

      “I call a phone number and leave a message. He shows up within six hours of the phone call at my house. He pulls into the garage with his van. He and some other guy loads up them up, he pays me, and leaves.”

      “Mr. Gaines, do you have any idea where he takes them?”

      “Nope, that is all I know.”

      “Can you give me the phone number?”

      “It is in my cell, my back pocket.”

      I looked at his back pocket. When I shot him in the ass, I also killed his cell phone. I grabbed it anyway, just in case I could find a way to retrieve the number.

      “Mr. Gaines, have you told me everything? So far, you have been kind of helpful, but I would not call this redemption. Is that everything?”

      “That is everything that I know about Mark.”

      “Okay, next question. Who is protecting you?”

      “It’s Mark. When he first approached me, he told me if I worked for him I would double the money that I make and not have to worry about the law, ever. He also said he would protect me from people like you, but here I am.”

      “Mr. Gaines, one more question. How many people have you sold?”

      “Including the Boggs family, eighty-seven.”

      I was antsy, I just wanted to end it. “Mr. Gaines, anything else you would like to tell me?”

      “No, nothin’ else.”

      “Well, we are done, then.”

      “You are going to shoot me now, aren’t you?”

      I smiled. “Nope, I promise you I will not shoot you, but I'm a little thirsty. How about you, need some water?”

      “Yes, please, and maybe you could untie me and we can call this a night. I promise I won’t tell anyone about you or what you have done.”

      I moved behind him and grabbed water, opened it up, and gave Mr. Gaines a drink. Then I wrapped a garret around his neck and he died within seconds.

      “Of course, I will untie you Mr. Gaines. Anything else I can do for you?”

      I disassembled Mr. Gaines’ body and put his pieces in the trunk. I drove to the pig farm and threw his body parts to the hogs. I was not sure who was happier, me or the pigs. Regardless, Gaines was out of business.

      I drove back to my shop and thoroughly cleaned my car and the shop. I changed my clothes and chucked the ones I was wearing in the incinerator. Once the cleanup was finished, I lay down to rest and wrote in my notebook, “Who is Mark?” Then I drifted off to sleep, hoping to get some answers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I WOKE UP DISAPPOINTED. The dreams I had last night were more like the ones I had when training with Steve. They were teaching me how to identify certain traits that let me know if a person was possessed, aligned with evil, or not human. I guess it was useful information—if I was in a comic book—but not the information I wanted.

      The voice that had been guiding me came from the bathroom. “Have patience. The information I gave you is useful.”

      Frustrated, I yelled, “Who the hell are you? Who is Mark? Why don’t you show yourself to me?”

      I didn’t get a response. I just wanted some answers, and patience was not my thing. I went back into the vault and started researching Todd Boggs. There was a reason he was murdered, and it was not just because he’d beat up Gaines. Mr. Boggs was a straitlaced citizen, an accountant, belonged to Father Bill’s church, and was on the parish council and the finance committee. That seemed to be it. No criminal activity, but, being an accountant, he knew something that  had gotten his family sold off like livestock, and him killed.

      I decided to make my way back into town, basically backtrack the same way that I left last night. I would be back a day early, which should make Father Bill a little jumpier than usual. Once I got back to the bus station, I got into my truck and drove home. I drove past the three guys still watching my house. The car followed me to my house. One of the men got out and walked toward me.

      “Jacob, Father Bill would like you to go to confession, now!”

      “Hey, buddy, thanks. Do I need to tip you for the message? Messenger services usually get tipped, right?”

      “Fuck you, asshole!” He got back into the car, and they drove off.

      I jumped back into my truck and just sat there for a minute. I wondered if I was in trouble and this was a trap. The drive to the church was uneventful. I cautiously walked into the building and made my way back to the line for the confessional.

      It was my turn, and I walked into a modern confessional, there was nothing but a table separating the priest and the confessor. I sat in a chair that had a kneeler in front of it. Father Bill sat sideways staring at the wall. “Forgive me father for I have sinned… It has been ten years since my last confession.”

      Father Bill replied, “How are things going for you?”

      “I completed my assignment earlier than expected.”

      “Tell me, Jacob, why did you slip the men I sent to protect you?”

      “Was not much of a slip. First, they suck at tailing. Second, when I drove by, they were all sleeping. I didn’t need that kind of help.”

      “I see. They left the sleeping part out of the story. You took care of Gaines?”

      “Yup, I had an opportunity I could not pass up.”

      “Tell me, Jacob, where is the body?”

      “There is no body. I fed him to hogs.”

      “That is interesting, was he still alive when you fed him to the hogs?”

      “What were your instructions again…make it painful?”

      “Yes, those were my instructions. I wanted to let you know there is a wake for Steve tomorrow at ten if you would like to attend.”

      “Thanks, I will be there.”

      “Are you ready for another target, Jacob?”

      I looked at Father Bill and hesitated for a second. “Sure.”

      He leaned over and slid an envelope to me. “This man has sinned against children, against the Lord, and needs to be removed from society. Make quick work of this target. I'm sure he knows someone is coming.”

      I took the envelope and give Father Bill a reassuring nod. “I will see you tomorrow.”

      He nodded as I stood and left the room. I opened the door and noticed a man waiting to speak with Father Bill. He was not seated, nor did he seem to show any respect for the church. I looked at him, and he smiled at me, and then walked into the confessional. I knew I had seen him before, but I just could not place him. I walked out of the church, through the parking lot, and got into my car. I noticed there were three black panel vans with tinted windows in the parking lot. This seemed to be an odd place for such vehicles. I saw a coffee shop across the street. Time to get some coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      THE VIEW OF THE CHURCH from the coffee shop was perfect. The shop was close to empty, so I had my choice of seats. I ordered a coffee and sat down in a corner booth, facing the church. The vans were still there.

      

      I heard a voice ask me, “Are you ready?”

      I looked to the only other person in the room. “Did you say something?”

      The man looked at me, smiled, and replied, “Not me.”

      “Sorry, I thought I heard you say something.”

      The man again smiled and said, “If you are looking for a conversation, though, I would be happy to join you.”

      “Sure, come on over,” I said.

      The man stood up. He was large, with long hair, and wore a trench coat over his black jeans and shirt. There was something odd about the way he moved, almost effortless. I was glad he seemed friendly; he looked tough as nails. He collected his things and slowly made his way to my table and sat down with his back to the door. He seemed to be completely at ease and comfortable in his environment. I felt a little jealous, knowing that I had not felt that way anywhere for a long time.

      The man said, “You need to relax, enjoy the coffee and my company.”

      I asked, “What is your name?”

      “I'm Uriel. And you are?”

      “My name is Jacob. It is a pleasure to meet you, Uriel.”

      “So, Jacob, you look like a military guy. Did you serve?”

      “Yup, army. How about you?”

      “Well, I have never served in the US military, but I have worked with a lot of veterans, if that counts for anything.”

      “It does to me, Uriel.”

      I looked over at the church and saw the vans had not moved. There seemed to be no activity, so I continued the conversation with Uriel.

      “How long have you been out of the army?”

      “Just about nine weeks now.”

      “Are you finding it hard to integrate back into society?”

      I was totally at ease, relaxed, almost too comfortable talking to Uriel. There was something about him that made me want to trust him. I had to keep my guard up and remember not to trust anyone.

      “Well, it is definitely a change. I seem to have a lot of time on my hands, but luckily I have hobbies.”

      “Oh, what are your hobbies?”

      “Drinking coffee and having conversations with strangers.”

      Uriel laughed. “You are funny, my friend. I like you.”

      “Well, plodding around in some of the biggest shitholes on Earth will do that to you.”

      “Do you have any family?”

      “No, my parents both died about ten years ago in a car accident. Most of my extended family is either dead or so far removed from my life, it would be strange to reconnect with them. I had a fiancée at one point, but she couldn’t handle the deployments.”

      “That is too bad, everyone needs someone to love, that is the way you are built. Have you tried to find someone else since you got out of the army?”

      “No, I don’t have time for a relationship right now, but maybe in a few months.”

      “That seems like a lonely life, but now you have a friend.”

      “What do you do for a living, Uriel?”

      “I help people get through problems. I'm kind of a social worker.”

      “So, do you live here in town?”

      “For now, but I will eventually move, once my work here is done. How about you?”

      “Yeah, I live in town, but I have a feeling I will be moving soon.”

      “It looks like your coffee needs a refresh.”

      Uriel grabbed my cup and walked up to the counter to get a refill for both of us. He put a lid on his coffee and came back over to the table.

      “Well, I need to go, but I hope you have a great rest of your day. I will see you soon.”

      “Uriel, wait. I would like to sit down with you again sometime. How would I get in touch with you?”

      Uriel replied, “Whenever you wish to speak with me, just come to this coffee shop, sit down, and I will more than likely be here.”

      I smiled, wished him a good day, and he left the coffee shop. What an odd thing to say, I thought to myself, then dismissed it as nothing and moved on with my day.

      I looked over at the church parking lot, the vans were gone. Damn it, I screwed up. I had enjoyed talking to Uriel too much and lost track of my objective. I left the coffee shop and went home. I noticed that the grass had been mowed; it looked nice. After doing a few chores around the house, I was exhausted. I went upstairs, laid out my clothes for the wake, then showered and went to bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      LIFE IS VERY IRONIC. When I first met Steve, I thought he was an asshole. A week later, I thought he was going to kill me. He fixed me mentally. He gave me so much in such a small amount of time. I wished he was still around to guide me.

      Steve’s wake was at ten a.m. I took off two hours early so I could stop at the coffee shop across from the church again. I arrived at the coffee shop and ordered a cup of coffee and a bagel. I sat in the same place I sat yesterday. I looked over at the rest of the dining area and noticed I was the only customer. The cashier came over to my table and handed me a note.

      “Your friend that you were here with yesterday was in earlier and left you this note.”

      I opened it up, and it simply read, “I will see you in a couple of days, my friend. Be strong.”

      Well, that is weird, I thought to myself, but that seemed to be the way Uriel rolled. I sat and watched the activity at church as they prepared for the day’s ceremonies. The funeral home where Steve’s wake would be held was right next door to the church. I guess that made things convenient. I drank my first cup of coffee and then I went to the counter for a refill.

      When I turned around to go back to my table, I noticed two of those vans pulling into the church parking lot. The asshole from the church yesterday who had no respect for his surroundings got out of one of them. I again noticed that he looked familiar. I had seen him someplace before, I just couldn’t place it. I watched him load four large boxes onto a cart and enter the church, he then came out with a different box loaded on the cart, and the vans left. Two vans for a total of five boxes seemed a little excessive. There were three vans yesterday; they must have really had a big load yesterday.

      I finished my coffee and drove over to the funeral home. I was a few minutes early, so I waited in my truck. As I waited, I saw a beautiful brunette get out of a car with a little boy. She was about five six, with nice legs. I was really hoping this was Steve’s daughter. I waited a few more minutes, then got out of my truck and walked in. There was a small line forming to view Steve’s body and deliver condolences to the family. I got up to view Steve, and I heard his voice in my head.

      “Pure thoughts, asshole. She is not your type. I will kick your ass.”

      I smiled as I looked at Steve. I owed him so much. I moved along in the line, and I first shook the hand of the little boy. “I'm sorry for your loss.” Then I moved along to his daughter. “I'm sorry for your loss. I had a lot of respect for your father. The world is not quite as bright without him.”

      His daughter looked at me, gave me a hug, and whispered, “You must not have known him all that well. He was an asshole, sir.”

      Wow, I thought I was in love. I looked at her and hugged her again and whispered in her ear. “That’s what I liked about him.” She smiled at me as I moved over to the coffee bar.

      That was my first contact with Tanya, and it was memorable. I needed to keep my wits about me. I could not protect her if I was fawning over her. I finished my coffee, and I looked over at her before I left. She flipped me off, and smiled. I just laughed, then I looked over and saw Father Bill watching us. I gave him a wink and walked out of the building. Good-bye, Steve. Thanks for everything. I want to date your daughter. Somewhere, Steve was having a shit fit, which made me happy.

      I needed to spend the rest of the day preparing for my next job. I drove home and started going through the information that Father Bill gave me. Robert Welles had a wife and two kids. The kids were big into soccer and softball, so the mom and kids were not home much. Robert rarely attended the games because he worked long hours at a shipping company.

      Then the voice made a statement from the living room. “Grab him tonight when he comes home from work. Question him, but let him live.”

      “Okay, anything else?” I asked.

      There was nothing but silence. I put the materials away, jumped in my truck, and drove to a thrift store. I bought some sweats, a T-shirt, sandals, and a pair of sunglasses. Once I purchased them, I changed my clothes, and left the clothes that I wore into the store in the donation box. I walked across the street to a little strip mall, called a cab, and had the driver take me to an address about one mile from my storage sheds. I walked the rest of the way. When I got to the shed, I decided I should grab some goodies from shed four. I had enough grenades, but I grabbed six claymores, six magnetic car bombs, six anti-personnel mines with trip wires, four blocks of C4, and wireless detonators.

      I looked over at another box that was marked highly flammable. I opened it up, and it contained thermite car bombs. Basically, you set one of these on the hood, light it up, and it melts through the hood, then the engine. These were cool; they have remote igniters, and I grabbed six. I shoved all my toys into a couple of bags, locked shed four up, and went back to good old shed two, loaded up the car, and drove to my shop.

      Once at my shop, I quickly grabbed the equipment that I thought I might need, along with the rest of my kit, and then I headed out to meet Mr. Welles in his garage when he got home. It was a fifty-minute drive to his house, so I had to book it to get there in time for his surprise party.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I FELT GUILTY AS I drove around Mr. Welles’s neighborhood. I was about to bring ugliness into such a nice place. I drove around the neighborhood to see if there would be any issues that needed to be dealt with. It was a normal suburban area, square blocks, nice houses, 2.5 kids, and so on. I parked my car a few blocks down on a cross street and began carefully working my way to his house. I watched out for anyone who might have been outside—the fewer the witnesses, the better. Everyone seemed to be inside watching television.

      There was no security system, nobody home, no dogs, and a very weak lock on the back door to the garage. I picked the lock and entered. In the garage, I found a good place to hide when he pulled in, and unscrewed the light bulbs from the garage door opener. Then, I just waited in my hiding place for Mr. Welles to show up.

      The garage door opened after a while, and he pulled into the garage, closed the garage door, and noticed the lights were not working.

      “Damn it,” he exclaimed.

      He left his car lights on, exited his car, and went for the light switch by the door. I walked up behind him and pushed my silencer into the back of his head. Mr. Welles froze. His body language told me he knew what came next.

      “You are here to kill me, right?”

      “That is a really good guess,” I replied.

      “I have a wife and two kids. Can we talk about this? Maybe I could pay you to let me go?”

      “We can talk, but I will not be taking any money from you this evening. Are you armed?”

      “No, I don’t own any firearms.”

      “Mr. Welles, I need to secure you and check for weapons. Please put your hands behind your back.”

      He put his hands behind his back and let me cuff him. I searched him; he didn’t even have a nail clipper on him.

      “Mr. Welles, sit down so we can talk.” I kept the gun pointed at him as he sat down. “So, do you know why someone wants you dead?”

      Welles gave a big sigh. “Yeah, I know too much.”

      “What do you know too much about, Mr. Welles?”

      He looked up at me, beyond scared. “Look, I told him I would not say a word. I have a family. I was told that as long as I kept my mouth shut, my family would be safe.”

      “Well, no one told me about that deal, but I would be willing to make you a different deal, depending, of course, on the information you share with me.”

      “What kind of a deal are you talking about?” he asked.

      “The kind of deal that if your information is good enough, I will hide you and your family. You can be rid of this mess and just live a good life.” I paused in my head for a second. I couldn’t believe what I just said, it was almost like I had no control of my speech.

      The voice spoke from the corner of the room. “You just listen. I will control the conversation for the time being.”

      Welles was thinking about what I had said, or rather what was said through me, while I was told to sit back, shut up, and enjoy the show while someone or something was controlling me. Oh fuck.

      Welles began to tell his story, and I cleared my thoughts and just listened.

      “I work at a small shipping and logistics company in Milwaukee. We were bought out by some corporation about three years ago. The new owners brought in some new people and started a new division of the company that would pick up large packages from residential areas all around the state and deliver them to some shipping hub in Illinois. They bought twelve big black panel vans with tinted windows and built like an armored truck.”

      I had seen the vans in the church parking lot. It was internally hard for me just to sit here and listen. I had questions. This sucked. Welles continued.

      “The mileage on the vans never matched up with the pickups and deliveries in the log book, so I started asking questions. Nobody was interested in talking to me. I had tracking devices installed in all the vans. I needed to figure out where the drivers were going with company property. After three weeks, this big guy shows up, slams a box on my desk with the equipment I had installed in the vans, and he turned around and left. There was a note in the box that read, “Never do this again!” I was pissed that the drivers would do this to me, so I looked at the data to see what was going on. I had about fourteen days of information and mapped out every stop they made and audited the logs they turned in with that information. The vans individually had no real pattern, but together they all stopped at the same exact addresses all over the state. The only odd stop they made was to a church about seventy miles from here.”

      At this point in Welles’s story, I screamed, “What church? Do you know Father Bill?” But nothing came out of my mouth.

      Welles continued. “I noticed the church that a van would stop by every day was a Catholic church that our company started making large donations to after the buyout. So, I called the church to find out more about the donations and the services that we render to them. I was forwarded to a Father Bill, who really did not know anything about the company, any business relationships, or any large donations that may have been given to his church.”

      There he was, Father Bill popping up in the middle of—I was not sure what this was, but Father Bill was up to his neck in it. Welles continued his story.

      “I thought that was a dead-end, until a couple of days ago when two guys show up in my office, string me across my desk, hold a knife to my throat and another to my balls, and told me to stop investigating and to keep my mouth shut or I would watch my family die before I would suffer a horribly long and painful death. So, I stopped everything, kept my mouth shut, and here we are.”

      “What did the guys look like?”

      “I don’t really remember anything about their looks. One was tall, one was of medium height. What I do remember is how strong they were. They almost ripped my shoulders out of their sockets when they grabbed me. I remember they called each other Mark and Father Bill, but that is it.”

      “Mr. Welles, do you have any of the information that you discovered here with you?”

      “Yes, in my briefcase I have a couple of thumb drives, some maps, and all my notes. I also have the video footage of the guys who attacked and threatened me.”

      “That is great. Now, what I need you to do is to sit here very quietly. I need to leave for a couple of minutes. I promise you will not be hurt, but I need your word you will do as I say from here on out. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The voice told me, “We have some visitors outside that you need to take care of before his family gets home. You have thirty-eight minutes. You are in control now. Go do your thing.”
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      THE VISITORS WERE MY three buddies in the sedan, and they brought two more friends in another sedan. They were so very clever, talking on regular walkie-talkies to each other while being parked behind each other. I reached into my backpack and grabbed two magnetic car bombs. I made my way around the house, across the street, and behind their cars. I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt over my head as I approached the first car. The chumps in the cars were not paying any attention to their surroundings, only focusing on the Welles’ home.

      I attached the first bomb to the rear car with no issues. I stood up and walked past them, and they barely even looked at me. I had the other bomb in my left hand and the detonator in my right hand. I slapped the bomb on the side of the sedan. They thought I was drunk. The front passenger rolled down the window and yelled, “Watch out, you fucking moron. You ran into my car.”

      I lifted my hand, waved, and said sorry as I continued to walk on by. When I was about twenty-five yards away, I turned around, fully facing the cars, lifted the detonator, smiled, and pressed the button. BOOM. Both cars exploded. The driver was injured but was able to get out of the car and he fell to the asphalt. I ran over as if I was going to help him. I held my hand over his mouth and nose and pretended to give him mouth-to-mouth. As I bent over him and looked him in the eyes, I said, “No. Fuck you, buddy.” He died looking very pissed off and confused.

      The neighbors started coming out of their houses to try to help, and I started directing people to do different things like call 911, pull him out, and get a fire extinguisher. I continued to direct as I slipped back into the darkness. I snuck back into the Welles’s house. Mr. Welles sat on the garage floor with a very bewildered look on his face.

      I smiled at him. “Don’t worry. I was just having a small disagreement with a few coworkers. It’s all better now.”

      Just then, Clyde came in the back door of the garage.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

      “You called me, asked me to come here, and hide the Welles family. I assume the toasty guys out front are your work?”

      “Father Bill’s henchmen. It was a mercy killing, really.”

      “We have collected the mother and two children. I will take Mr. Welles to the safe house to rejoin his family. We will then dig them in somewhere with new identities. This is about a three-week process to get everyone on the same page. Mr. Welles, please come with me.”

      I took my knife and cut the straps off Welles’s hands. “The briefcase, Mr. Welles.”

      He opened the back door of his car and handed me his briefcase.

      “Mr. Welles, you understand that if the information you told me about isn’t in this briefcase, we will have a disagreement, right?”

      “Listen, whoever you are, you saved me and my family. I owe you. That is everything I have, and if there is anything else you need from me, please find me,” he replied.

      “Clyde, I will call you tomorrow to discuss a few things. Take good care of the Welles family, please.”

      “I will, sir,” Clyde responded with a sense of pride.

      I made sure Clyde and Welles left safely, then snuck out the back, around the yards, and then I finally made it back to my car. I put the briefcase in the safe under the seat and drove straight to my shop.

      I was excited to analyze the data in the briefcase, and I made it to the shop in record time. Once inside my shop, I took the briefcase out of the safe and realized I might have made a huge mistake. I trusted this was not a setup. I ran a security check to make sure there was nothing in the briefcase that could either trace or harm me. I lucked out this time. I needed to be more careful from now on.

      I settled down in the vault and began going through the information Welles had given me. I looked up the addresses that were closest to me, and I found out who owned the houses. I found pictures, ran through social media, and I also looked for criminal records. The one guy that popped out was John Smith, and he had no real history, but he looked familiar. I wrote down his address and decided I was going to visit this guy. The voice then said, “Maybe stop at the store first, and then you will see the whole story.”

      “What store?” I asked.

      No answer, but when I thought about it, there was only one store that I really shopped at. I cleaned up, changed my clothes, and drove my car back to the storage shed. I did my usual routine till I finally reached the thrift store. I checked out my truck, there are no issues, and then I proceeded to the store. I was wondering where this was all going to lead. It seemed obvious that Father Bill was involved with this, and how did Mark fit in? These are all the questions that would be answered in time. I needed to focus on what my next task was and who my next possible target would be.

      I pulled into the store parking lot. I saw Tanya walking into the store, and I stared for a moment, and then I realized I really needed to focus. I had no time for flirting with her. By the way, I still want to date your daughter, Steve. I found myself hoping that Steve could hear me, plus it made me laugh when I’d think about it.

      Once I was done staring at Tanya’s jeans, I glanced across the parking lot and spotted Mr. John Smith getting out of a van, grabbing a cart, and walking into the store. He was a tall, fat slob, with greasy hair, and wearing glasses and a trench coat. He was the perfect example of a pervert and that made him easy to spot.

      I slowly exited my truck, walked over to the cart corral, grabbed a cart, and began walking into the store. I saw Father Bill walking out of the store. I slowed down and stopped behind a large SUV to wait until he left. He saw John Smith walking into the store, and they shook hands and began speaking to each other like old friends. I couldn’t make out what was being said, but it appeared to be a somewhat serious conversation. It seemed strange to me that Father Bill would know this guy, but then again, he was a priest of a large Catholic church. It could have just been a coincidence. I waited behind the SUV until I saw Father Bill drive off in his car. I could not let him know that I was back in town already. I needed him to think I was still working on the Welles job.
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      THE HUNT HAD BEGUN, I walked into the store with the knowledge that Mr. Smith was the next piece of the puzzle.

      I began shopping and noticed a woman with three small children. The oldest girl was around seven years old and quite a fireball. I was amused by all the kids and their interactions with their mother. Then, I saw him. John Smith was also paying attention to the children, but his attention was not for amusement, he was stalking the family like a predator. This piqued my interest, and I started to study him while I continued my shopping. He would pick up something off the shelf, place it in his cart, then a few aisles later, remove the item while following the mother and her children. His attention was fixed on the seven-year-old girl, and he was fixed on her like a lion choosing a gazelle.

      

      Mothers are amazing creatures, indeed. Even while tending to her children’s needs and shopping for clothes, this mother also noticed the man paying too much attention to her children. She began to circle her children up, making sure they did not run off, while monitoring the man every step of the way. She herded her children to a store associate, then asked that security be called.

      Security quickly approached him. At this point, Mr. Smith was agitated. He claimed there was no issue and he was just leaving because he could not find what he was looking for. As Mr. Smith began to belittle the store security, the little seven-year-old girl touched his leg. He stopped mid-sentence and quickly became aroused. He smiled and brushed the little girl’s hair in a very loving and creepy fashion. The mother quickly grabbed the little girl and told him not to touch any of her kids ever again. Smith came to his senses, shook his head, then turned around and headed toward the exit.

      I personally hated pedophiles; I detested everything about them. They triggered a dark part of my soul, and when I saw Mr. Smith, it created a large amount of anger inside me. The first thing I needed was proof. I needed to know the depth of this John’s depravity. I needed to know how he lived, worked, and what his life looked like. I left my cart and followed John Smith. I followed him out to the parking lot, where he got into his cargo van and left.

      I followed at a distance, merging onto the interstate, crossed state lines, and entered a subdivision full of small, ranch-style starter homes. Smith pulled into the driveway of one of the more rundown homes and drove into the garage. The address matched one of the addresses Welles had given me, and I started my reconnaissance. I quickly studied the layout of the home, the yard, and the information I got from the van. I compiled my notes quickly and moved down the street, collecting addresses, street names, and anything else I could find out concerning the neighbors. I circled back to make one more pass by the house to see if there was any more information that would be useful. I felt that I had everything I needed. I was going to pay Mr. Smith a visit, but had to be smart about it.
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      TIME FOR A CLOSER LOOK at Mr. Smith. I wanted to see inside in his house. The smart move would have been to do research and develop a plan. I was not in the mood to wait. I drove down an old country road on my way to the shop and spotted an old pickup truck for sale. It was perfect for what I needed. I made a note of the location and continued to the shop.

      I picked up my extra kit and a few extra party favors for Mr. Smith. Once I was packed, I made my way back to the old truck. I parked my car in the woods so it could not be seen from the road. I walked to the truck and immediately found the magnetic key holder under the front fender. I borrowed the truck for the drive to the home of John Smith.

      I parked the truck down the street, grabbed my bag, and carefully made my way to the backyard of the house. There were only a few lights on in the house, and he appeared to be home. I started to surveil the house. It looked like Smith was making a meal in his kitchen. Unfortunately, the kitchen windows were facing the backyard, so my opportunity to get a closer look would have to wait till he sat down to eat. I just had to be patient.

      Smith finally took his plate of food and moved to another room in the house that appeared to be the living room. I carefully made my way from the back of the yard to the back of the house; I was crawling and looking for any signs of a pet. Pets can make surveillance very tough. Luckily, no dog shit was found, no toys, no pee spots, so I progressed to the back of the house. I looked in the windows to get a quick layout of the house and saw it was your typical three-bedroom ranch-style starter home with a basement.

      I noticed there was a faint light on in the basement, so I crouched to peer through the basement window and maybe snap a picture or two. Then I saw the horror: four large dog cages, but they were not housing dogs. Three of them were occupied with small children, two boys and one girl. They looked like they were drugged and were asleep on blankets. The children were in rough shape, dressed in long, dress-like pajamas, and then I noticed a little bit of blood on the clothing close to the anus. This situation had quickly turned from a small surveillance job to a full-on rescue. I contemplated calling the cops for a brief second, and then I came to my senses and realized that this situation needed to end tonight. I quickly assessed my resources and the contents of my bag; I had everything I needed.

      I affixed the silencer to my handgun and pulled out my flashlight. I went to the back door of the garage and found the door was unlocked. I slowly opened the door; the garage smelled like a sewer.

      There were pails lined up at the front of the garage. They contained the waste from cages the children were kept in. The other wall had paper bags full of children’s clothes, wigs, and makeup. The walls of the garage were covered with soundproofing materials. I could just imagine the horrible things that happened in this house. My anger grew more intense with every thought.

      I turned my attention to the door leading into the house and checked it for alarms or magnetic strips. I determined that there was no security installed. I tested the handle; it was locked. As I reached for my lock picks, I heard footsteps. Smith was on the other side of the door heading this way. I grabbed my gun and pointed it at the door and just waited.

      The door opened quickly, and standing right in front of me was my new friend. He froze, seeing the business end of my gun pointed at his chest.

      “You a cop?” he asked.

      I decided not to speak at this point and motioned for him to turn around.

      “You are a cop, aren’t you?” he said as he turned around.

      I decided to remove that notion from his head, so I shot him in the right butt cheek.

      He screamed, “FUCK!”

      I came up on his back and whispered, “Not a cop. Shut up and put your hands behind your back.”

      I zip-tied his hands behind his back, picked up the spent shell casing, and pulled him to a little less bloody area of his kitchen. I leaned him up against the wall, and he squirmed as I rolled him over to sit on his ass. I sat in the chair right in front of him.

      “Tell me about what you have in your basement.”

      Smith looked up at me and started to play dumb. “A furnace, a water heater, some shelves, oh, and some tools.”

      I placed my gun on the table and grabbed my Taser from my belt and aimed at his chest.

      “Wait a fuckin’ minute, I will tell you. K-k-kids, I have kids in the basement. Do you like kids? You can have one.”

      I didn’t look him in the eyes. I put my Taser away. “Show me.”

      He struggled to get to his feet. I grabbed my gun and helped him up by pulling straight back on his arms. I put my gun to the back of his head as he walked over to the door that led to the basement.

      I pushed the barrel of my gun to his head. “Open it, now!”

      Smith slowly turned the handle and opened the door. I pushed him again with the gun barrel. “Get down there.”

      “I’m gonna need help down the stairs,” he said.

      “Nope. Either slide on your ass or fall down the stairs. Either way, I don’t care.”

      He sat on his side and slowly slid down the stairs one at a time. The stairs were unfinished, just a tread nailed to a stringer. I looked over and saw something move. There was another adult hiding under the stairs.

      “Stop,” I demanded.

      I grabbed a grenade from my bag and showed it to Mr. Smith.

      “What d-d-did I do wrong?” he stuttered as he panicked.

      “Tell your buddy to come out from under the stairs and help you down the rest of the way.”

      “Or what? You will blow us up?”

      “Yup,” I replied.

      “Ted, get out here and help me!”

      Ted came out from under the stairs holding a shotgun pointed toward the doorway. I pulled the pin from the grenade with my teeth and held it in my mouth.

      I yelled, “Drop the gun, now!” Smith and Ted just looked at me. I placed a red dot on Ted’s forehead. He only then noticed the barrel of my gun pointed at him. “Now!”

      Ted proceeded to place the gun on the floor and stood straight up with his hands up.

      “Thank you, Ted,” I said. He then noticed my laser, which is pointed at his forehead. I took two shots, and Ted was dead.

      “You fuckin’ shot Ted. He did what you said. Why?”

      “Damn good shot, right? Did I need Ted for some reason? Do you have any other friends down here that I need to know about?”

      “No,” he replied.

      I believed him. I placed my gun on the floor for a second while I put the pin back in the grenade.

      “Listen up, shithead, I have no interest in shooting you again. If you do exactly as I say and answer all my questions, I promise I will not shoot you, again.”

      “What are you going to do with me, then?”

      “Look, if you want a chance to live past tonight, you will cooperate with me. We can do things the easy way, or you can die. You choose.”

      “I want...the chance…to live!”

      “Great choice. Now get down the stairs.”

      I made my way down the stairs carefully, looking for any other friends who might have been lurking around. I reached the landing at the bottom of the stairs and got the full view of the basement. There was a big heavy table made from two-by-fours with a stainless-steel top with leather belt straps around it. There were other straps and rings affixed to wooden beams all around the room. It was a modern version of a torture chamber. On a workbench, I noticed a tackle box full of syringes and drugs of some sort. I did not need to look around any longer. I had a general idea of what happened here.

      “Go lay down on that table, face up.”

      Smith seemed confused. “Why?”

      “I need to secure you before we talk.”

      He hobbled over to the table, and I zip-tied his legs together and used the table straps for the rest of the restraints. I walked around the rest of the basement to make sure we were alone. Once the basement was cleared, I went upstairs and locked all the doors. It was time to find out what Mr. Smith knew.
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      TORTURE IS NOT SOMETHING that I ever had a stomach for. I had witnessed interrogation that had gone too far; it was never good for all involved. This time seemed different. Maybe I had changed, or maybe it was just the situation, but I was excited to start the conversation with Mr. Smith.

      

      I became a little more comfortable with my environment, so I took a small tool roll from my backpack and rolled it out on the counter. Smith saw the medical instruments I had and immediately peed himself.

      “Please be calm. I'm just preparing for the worst, Mr. Smith. May I call you John?”

      “Yeah, sure, whatever.”

      “John, I'm sure that I will not need any of these, because you are going to cooperate, correct?”

      He looked at me with terror and replied, “Correct!”

      “So, let us begin. What do you do with these children?”

      “Ted and I steal the kids, drug them, and get them ready for sale.”

      “Who do you sell the children to?”

      “I can’t tell you that. They will kill me.”

      “Do you remember the rules? I will kill you. Worry about me.”

      “I don’t know if this is his real name, but his name is Mark Twain.”

      This fucking Mark again. He is all over the place.

      “Are you fucking with me? Your contact goes by Mark Twain and you don’t know if that’s his real name or not?”

      “Look at my phone. His number is in there.”

      “Where is your phone?”

      “Upstairs in the kitchen on the counter.”

      I went up the stairs, into the kitchen, and grabbed the phone off the counter. I could hear the table moving as I approached the stairs. I pulled out my gun and slowly walked down, watching Smith try to shimmy his way free. I stooped down on the stairs and watched for a few seconds until he realized I was watching him. He immediately stopped and put his head down.

      “Sorry, I had to try.”

      “I know, John. What is the pin to your phone?”

      “One, two, eight, nine.”

      I opened up his phone and scanned through his contacts. His phone was an older model, so I took a small device out of my bag and downloaded all his data. I now had his contacts, email addresses, pictures, and text messages.

      “Do you deal with anyone else?”

      “No, it’s just Mark.”

      “How do you know Father Bill?”

      “Who’s Father Bill?”

      Smith was not a good liar. “Oh, come on, his number is in your phone under ‘Father Bill’.”

      “I go to his church once a month.”

      I slowly took a scalpel out of my tool kit, and I made sure he could see it. “Why do you go to his church once a month?”

      He replied, “For confession.”

      I walked over and placed the flat side of the scalpel on his nose. “Why would you drive all the way up to Madison to confess?”

      Smith swallowed hard. “Fa-Father Bill pays me for information.”

      “What information?”

      “Look, Father Bill will also kill me…”

      I slapped the scalpel on Smith’s forehead. “What information?”

      “Everything I know about this operation.”

      Maybe Father Bill was not a part of this, maybe he’s on the right side of things. Why would he pay for information of an organization he is a part of? He wouldn’t.

      I took the scalpel back to the tool kit. “Back to Mark, where does he live?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How do you transfer the kids to him?”

      “Once I have four kids that have been conditioned—”

      I cocked my head sideways. “Conditioned? Explain to me what that means.”

      “We addict them to heroin, then teach them how to please adults.”

      Control yourself, get through the questions, don’t sound angry.

      “Then what, John?”

      “I call Mark, he shows up with a bag of money, and a black van gets parked in my garage. We load up the kennels, and we are done. I have no idea what happens after that.”

      Oh, this guy was going to die tonight. It will be excruciating, but hopefully it will be nothing compared to the tortures he receives in hell. I continued questioning him, pretending like his answers did not affect me.

      “How much do you make off each kid?”

      “It depends on the sex and age. A seven-year-old boy will bring about twenty-five K, while a seven-year-old girl will bring about twenty K. There are also bonuses for hair color and physique.”

      At this point, my internal anger was coming to a boiling point, but I pushed on to get more information.

      “Where are the kids taken after Mark picks them up?”

      Smith seemed to be relaxing a bit. “I think he is about an hour away from here, if I had to guess, based on how long it takes him to get here when I call him.”

      “Does he come alone?” I asked.

      “No, there is always another guy with him, but not always the same guy.”

      I had to hide my urge to kill him. I just kept asking questions calmly. “So, do you have any meetings set up with Mark, or do you just call him when you are ready and he shows up within an hour?”

      “I only call him when I'm ready, then Ted and I would wait for him to show up.”

      “Does it matter when you call him?”

      “Nope, I call him anytime, day or night. Mark always gives me a new phone number to contact him when he comes for a pickup.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell me about Mark? What does he look like?”

      “Mark is about five ten, a hundred and ninety pounds, brown hair, brown eyes, and he has a scar that runs from his nose to his jaw on the right side.”

      The same fucker I have been hearing about since Gaines. I so need to find him.

      “Do you happen to have a picture of him?” I asked while rolling out my neck.

      “No. No pictures of Mark.”

      “Do you keep pictures or any other records of the kids you sell to Mark?”

      “There is a filing cabinet in the back room with the kids’ info. Each folder has a picture of the kid, the date sold, the amount sold for, and where the kid was stolen from. I also keep a scrapbook of each kid.”

      I lost my patience; it was time to push. “Okay, I think it is time we invite Mark Twain and his sidekick to this party. Why don’t we give him a call?”

      “Listen, I want to live, but…”

      I smiled. “Great, let’s give him a call.”

      “Hell, no! He will kill me for sure.”

      “Let me assure you, if you can get him here, Mark will not hurt you.” I will be the one who hurts you, shithead.

      “You can’t promise that. Mark has connections, and he will have me killed, no matter what.”

      “Where did you meet Mark?”

      “Arkansas. He found me and helped me get something I needed.”

      I didn’t want to ask. “What was it that you needed?”

      “He taught me how to steal kids, then I get to…you know, be with them.”

      My desire to hurt Smith had reached the point of no return. It was getting hard to contain.

      “All right, I'm going to ask you one more time. Are you willing to call Mark and get him here tonight?”

      “No, it would be a death sentence for all my relatives. He did that to the guy I replaced when he ran!”

      “Are you sure? Is that your final answer?”

      “I'm begging you. If I cross him, he will kill me and everyone I love, one way or another.”

      “Okay, let’s talk about who it is you love. What is your real name?”

      “I'm done talking to you. I'm dead either way. Just kill me and get it over with.”

      I was thrilled that he had asked for it. “Fine by me.”

      He closed his eyes and waited for a silenced gunshot. I laughed to myself for a moment. I promised him I would not shoot him again, and I'm a man of my word.

      I opened my backpack and pulled out a thermite bomb.

      He opened his eyes and saw the can that contained the bomb and duct tape, and he asked, “Aren’t you going to shoot me?”

      “Nope, I promised you no matter what, I would not shoot you again.”

      “What the hell is that, a bomb?”

      “Nope. Well, it is not a traditional bomb. Now just be quiet. You are done talking to me…remember?”

      I tightened the straps to ensure he couldn’t move, then placed the can in the middle of his chest and ran duct tape around the can, his body, and the table to ensure the bomb stayed in place. I ignited the thermite bomb. Smith cried, “Oh God, help me…”

      I laughed. “Don’t worry, you will meet God soon enough.”

      It took a few seconds, but the thermite ignited. The can got very hot, and I could see it melting his skin as he screamed. I stuffed a rag in his mouth so his whining would not ruin the show. A six-inch hole was melted through his chest, his skin was burning, but there was very little blood due to the cauterization of, well, everything. It melted through the table, and onto the cement, where the thermite finally burned out. The smell of burnt flesh was not as horrible as I had thought. I made sure there was no chance of a fire starting. I checked on the kids in the next room. They were fine, still sleeping in their drug-induced state.

      I took Smith’s phone and dialed 911, opened the front door of the home, and pressed call. I didn’t say a word, I just listened for the 911 operator then set the phone face down on the chair. I walked out the back door, through the yards, and made my way to the truck. I was somewhat happy with the outcome. I had more information, and the Ted and John show was shut down.

      I drove the truck back to its rightful place and put the magnetic key box under the bumper just for fun. I used the short walk to my car to clear my head. The information Welles gave me was Mark’s supply network. If I worked on shutting his supply down, Mark would have to come and deal with me. I thought about bringing Father Bill into this, but something did not make sense. I couldn’t bring myself to trust him.

      The night air was crisp and fresh, and the drive back to the shop was just the trick to take the edge off. I arrived at the shop worn out. It was time to take a well-deserved nap before I started disemboweling Mark’s little network of perverts.
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      THE WOODS WERE FILLED WITH SMOKE, and I could hear the fire but didn’t see the flames. I had to be on the edge of the fire, and I needed to be careful and get my bearings before I started walking. The goal was to walk out of the fire, not into it. Through the noise of fire, I heard twigs and brush crunching behind me. It sounded like footsteps, someone or something was out here with me. I thought about yelling out, but I was not willing to give up my location, just in case.

      I continued to listen to the footsteps. It was two feet, not four, not an animal. I began to walk toward the sound of the footsteps. Each step I took was carefully planned to minimize the sound of my steps. The sound would come closer, then move away. I realized we were circling each other in the smoke. There was a clearing where the smoke was thinner, and I moved carefully toward it. I had hoped to catch a glimpse of what was stalking me in the woods.

      I made it to the clearing; the sound of footsteps had stopped. I heard a large tree begin to fall; the sound of the tree hitting the ground echoed through the woods. I heard something right behind me. I stood up, but before I could turn around, I felt a huge upward push from the back. I went flying and landed in a pile of twigs and pine needles. I turned around, and there was a large man standing there. He was misshaped, had a huge head, and his hands were too big for his body.

      “You ready to die, Jacob?”

      I pulled my pistol out and fired two mags into his chest. This slowed him down, but he continued to come at me. He punched me in the chest. It felt like his hand almost came out the other side as I fell to my knees. I picked up a tree branch as I stood up and began beating him over the head. It had no effect. I plunged the sharp end of it into his stomach, and then I took my knife and started stabbing at his heart. His skin was more like a thick hide of an animal, so I could barely penetrate the surface to cause any real damage. I received another blow that sent me back about twenty feet. The fire line was getting closer to us.

      He came over and grabbed me by the shirt and lifted me up close to his face; he was not human. This guy was some sort of a hybrid. I grabbed a machete off his back and hacked at his arm. I was able to chop it off at the elbow. I fell to the ground, he kicked me, and I flew like a rag doll that had been thrown across the room. I raised my head and watched him as he squealed like a pig and his arm grew back.

      Once his regeneration was done, he came at me again, this time with a huge log. I looked for a weapon that I could use and saw a dagger with a jeweled handle laying in the grass. I picked it up and got back to my feet just as he threw the log. I was able to dodge it, but as I did, the dagger turned into a long spear. I stabbed him, piercing his chest three times.

      I woke up after my nap in a sweat, more tired than when I went to sleep. I held my head in my hands as I sat on the edge of the couch. Holy shit, what a dream. The dagger that changed into a spear was a nice touch, but why did I wake up before I could see the demon die? This was one screwed-up dream. Was it supposed to be information that I could use, training maybe? Or was it just a dream? I shook my head, stood up, and decided that I had more important things to do than analyze what was in my head.

      I cleaned up, ate some breakfast, and prepared to leave the shop for the day. The voice spoke from the corner of the room. “Grab the list, spend the day shutting Mark down. I will guide you.”

      “Seriously, who are you? What the hell was that dream about? I’m not moving until I get an answer,” I yelled like a madman.

      This time the voice answered back. “We will meet very soon. Trust me. You need to get moving.”

      “Or what?” I yelled back.

      The voice replied, “Mark wins.”

      I thought about it for a second. “Well, we can’t have that now, can we?”

      Angel, demon, ghost from Christmas past, I did not care at this point, after everything I had seen, Mark was the mission. I had all the information I needed to destroy his supply chain. It was time to go dark and get dirty. I grabbed rounds, guns, and supplies. I loaded them into the car and grabbed the map with addresses that Welles had made. It looked like twenty-five stops in all. It was going to be a long day.

      I started the car just as the phone rang; it was Clyde.

      “Hey, Clyde, what's up?”

      “Things are not going well on this end. We have a problem. We have to move the Welles family every six hours to stay ahead of these guys. They seem to have inside information on where we move them. I don’t know who they are, but they are very skilled. What do you want me to do?”

      “Clyde, what guys?”

      “I'm not sure who they are with. They arrived in black panel vans and were loaded with five to seven heavily armed men.”

      I looked at the map as I thought, These are Mark’s guys. Huh, I can do a lot of damage in six hours. The voice was right—time to get moving.

      “All righty, then, keep moving the Welles family. I will work on slowing those guys down.”

      “How are you going to do that, sir?”

      “Come on, Clyde, trust me. They will have bigger concerns than the Welles family in a couple of hours. Keep me posted.”

      “Good luck, sir.” Clyde ended the call.

      I pulled onto the road. “Where to first?” I asked in a smart-ass tone, not expecting to get an answer.

      The voice answered, “Number nine on the list. Drive to the backside of the house and enter through the garage, same as last night.”

      I was a little shocked, but up for the mission with my imaginary friend. “Okay. Let the fun begin.”

      The road trip to the first address was very somber. I was about to assault several homes where the cops could get involved. I would basically be deemed a serial killer or vigilante. Yes, officer, well, this voice told me to follow these leads and kill these people. Oh, and I work for a priest and only answer to God. It sounded plausible; I feared that I was losing my mind.

      It was a beautiful, bright day with a clear sky; it was not good for breaking into a house and executing perverts. I pulled into a parking space next to a small group of trees that bordered the backyard of the house where I was going to attack. I had settled myself on the fact that this was my mission and whatever happened to me, I was good with it.

      I walked into the trees and began to surveil the house. The voice spoke. “You need to be fast. Don’t worry about surveillance, just execute the men and free the children. Move quickly, we have much work to do today.”

      I entered the house from the garage, and I could hear two guys making breakfast. I opened the door slowly, stepped into the house, and put one round into each guy’s head. Then to make sure they were finished, two more in the chest and one more in the head. This might have been a little excessive, but I needed to make sure they were dead.

      I went down into the basement, very slowly and carefully, just in case there were any other people in the house. The setup was very similar to Smith’s house, except there were eight drugged children in cages and one woman chained to the sewer pipe. I checked all the rooms—no more bad guys. I grabbed a cell phone off the counter, dialed 911 in emergency mode, and left the premises.

      The voice directed me. “Go to the seventeenth address on the list.”

      The next address was only twenty-five minutes away. It was the same type of house with almost identical setup. After surviving a near miss with a shotgun, I eliminated the two dirt balls and called 911. The voice kept directing me to the next address, which was not that far away. Each address seemed to be the same setup: a garage with a van in it, one guy in charge, and one flunky.

      I ripped through thirteen addresses on the first day. I had killed twenty-six bastards so far and had freed forty-seven kids, fourteen women, and four babies. I also took on a few new bruises and a new scar from a hidden knife. All in all, a productive day. Any doubts I had were gone, I was doing the world a service by shutting this shit show down.
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      I PULLED INTO A REST AREA; I needed to rest before hitting the backside of the list. I put the seat back to take a nap, and just as I was falling asleep, I was awakened by a group of men arguing. I sat up and saw seven black panel vans parked next to each other and about twenty guys standing in a circle yelling at each other. They were talking about shutting down the remaining homes, transporting what they had left, and how they were going to find out who was attacking them and fucking kill whoever it was. I smiled as I listened.

      The voice spoke from the back seat. “Blow the vans up.”

      I grabbed my bag. I had enough explosives for all seven vans. I took a walk while they continued to argue about how this could have happened to them. I attached a magnetized bomb to each van’s gas tank. I went and sat on a picnic table and began to eat an apple while I lay out the detonators on the table. They didn’t notice me at all, which was kind of funny. They finished planning their next actions and they all began walking back to the vans. Two guys decide to go use the bathrooms, but the rest jumped in the vans.

      The voice said, “Do it now.”

      I hit the detonators as fast as I could. Seven loud, beautiful explosions that almost sounded like artillery shells went off. The two men ran out of the restrooms and just stopped in their tracks as they saw the wreckage. The smell of burning cars and flesh filled the air. One guy shouted, “Fucking call Mark now!” as he ran to the vans to attempt to save anyone he could.

      I walked up behind the guy as he called Mark. “Mark this is…ugh.” I jammed my knife into his back before he could finish, and he dropped to the ground. I continued to walk to the other guy, pulling out my silenced handgun as I moved. It was an easy target, five rounds to the chest and one to the head. I walked to my car and got in.

      “Okay, where to next?” I asked.

      The voice replied, “Your storage sheds to restock, then your house. The other addresses have been taken care of.”

      “By who?” I asked, but no response.

      It took almost three hours to get to the shed. I grabbed everything that I thought I needed from shed four and packed it into the car. The voice spoke. “Forget about your truck. Take your car home.”

      I drove to my house, opened the door, walked in, and the voice spoke from the living room. “You have fifteen minutes to grab your stuff and whatever you would like to keep. Before you leave, grab the phone Father Bill gave you and turn it on. Then drive to the church.”

      I shook my head as I did what the voice instructed. I grabbed my clothes and personal items and threw them into a large duffel. I went downstairs and cleaned out the gun safe and threw a box of Pop-Tarts in my bag. I took the bag and flung it into the trunk of my car. I went back into the house to turn on the cell phone and look through the kitchen one last time. I turned on the phone, and it immediately rang. It was Father Bill.

      “Father, how can I help you?”

      “Jacob, let’s cut the shit. I don’t know what Steve told you or who you are working with. I need you to come to the church so we can work things out.”

      “I’m kinda busy right now, Father. Give me a couple of hours.”

      “I’m sure they mean something to you, so I took the liberty of having Steve’s daughter and grandson brought here for their own safety. They will remain safe as long as you are here in the next thirty minutes.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, something about you going rogue. I told you what would happen.”

      Anger began to flow through me like a river. How could he have involved innocent people in this? I didn’t know who Father Bill thought he was, but he was going to find out who I had become very quickly.

      “I’ll be seeing you soon…Father.”

      I closed the phone and threw it against the wall.

      The voice came from the basement. “Calm down. Get out of the house now.”

      I walked out of the house and got into my car. As I pulled out of the driveway, I saw a fire starting through the kitchen window. I drove down the street, and the house exploded. I found myself wishing Father Bill would have been in the house having coffee with Mark. That would’ve been nice to see.

      The voice spoke from the back seat. “Drive to the shed, get ready for war.”

      “Yup. War, it is.”

      I arrived at the sheds, and I didn’t care about being discreet. I put new work clothes on, packed an extra bag of grenades, flash-bangs, smoke, and claymores. My kit must weigh an extra one hundred and fifty pounds, but I didn’t care—Tanya and her child live today, no matter what.

      I decided to ask a question of the voice. “Why did Father Bill tell me he has Tanya and her boy?”

      I waited, still, for a moment, then the voice answered. “Because he and Mark believe that it does not matter. You can’t win in their minds. Remember your training. They don’t know about my involvement.”

      “It would really be nice to know who you are.” I hoped for a response, but nothing, as usual. I was beginning to think this voice enjoyed driving me nuts.

      Well, they are certain they’re going to kill me. Great, maybe I can use their overconfidence against them. I needed to think about this. If I don’t drive into the trap, they’ll kill Tanya and the boy. Well, full-frontal assault is what it is, then. I wished I had my team with me. It would be easier with a team. One guy versus whatever was waiting for me, that is tough shit.

      The voice replied, “The only way Tanya and the boy die is if you die first. Go to the coffee shop, walk in, and exit through the back. Shoot the three snipers on the roof, then drive to the back of the church.”

      I drove to the coffee shop, got out of my car with my suppressed sniper rifle, walked in and out through the back. I was not noticed. How was I not noticed by the snipers? I picked a good spot and set up between two dumpsters. It smelled bad, but it was a good position. I spotted the guys on the roof. I calculated the distance and wind factor, then I shot them one at a time. They had no idea what hit them or from where. I walked to my car, placed the rifle in the back seat, and drove to the back of the church.

      I parked three blocks down, grabbed my extra-heavy kit, rifle, and crossbow. I walked the rest of the way. There were two guys at the door to the parish center who were heavily armed, and I took them out with my crossbow. Again, they acted confused like they did not see me coming. I walked down the sidewalk and stopped at the corner of the church to see what was out front. There were three black panel vans and about ten—nope, make that fourteen guys out front waiting for me.

      I felt something hot stick into my right leg, and my leg collapsed, then I felt the pain. I was shot with a crossbow. Shit. I looked behind me, and there were five guys moving in on me. I fired a couple of shots at them as I threw two smokers in their direction, then crawled around the corner.

      The other fourteen guys now knew where I was and began shooting at me. I took the pins out of three grenades. I threw one in the direction of the smokers behind me, and the other two I threw toward the vans. As the grenades blew up, I hobbled to the corner of the church behind me and quickly set a claymore up, and then I turned to the guys in front and threw two more grenades.

      After I had thrown the second grenade, I felt a pain in my shoulder. I had been shot in the damn shoulder by the guys in the front. This was not going well. I took a few shots with my assault rifle and then hobbled quickly over to a column for cover. This sucked for cover, but it was the best I could do. I grabbed the detonator for the claymore and set it off for my friends around the corner. BOOM! In the aftermath, it sounded like I may have nailed a couple of them.

      I focused on the assholes in the front. I threw a couple of smokers in their direction. Once I had enough cover, I began to make my way toward the vans, limping as fast as I could. I rolled a few more grenades toward a group of three guys behind one of the vans; the explosions ripped them apart. I moved to van number two, dropped under, and shot the legs out of two more guys. My left hand was in pain. I looked down and saw that my hand now had a bullet hole in it. It was getting harder and harder to move, but I had to keep going. Two guys came around the van and began to fire. I shot them both, but not without taking another bullet in my chest plate, and I couldn’t breathe for about thirty seconds. Meanwhile, the remaining bad guys began shooting the van I was hiding behind. I was becoming weaker. Blood was spurting out of my leg and running out of my shoulder. I couldn’t figure out what to do next; I was completely pinned down, and death was approaching. I’m sorry Steve. I failed to keep my promise to you. I grabbed my grenade bag and took two out. My thought was if they came close enough, I could take a few with me. I sat and waited for the inevitable to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      AS I WAITED TO DIE BEHIND the van, I saw a man walking toward me in some sort of armor. I had to be hallucinating—it looked like the guy from the coffee shop, Uriel. I waved him off, but he kept coming. I saw bullets whizzing past me, bouncing off the pavement, cutting through the van, and snapping past my head, but they seemed to go right through Uriel without any damage. I must be close to dying, I thought to myself, and then the voice answered.

      “Nope, he’s here to help. He’s your backup.”

      Uriel walked up and stood over me. “We have a deal for you, my friend.”

      I thought to myself, Oh boy, a deal for me, while I'm sitting here, bleeding to death in the middle of a firefight. This should end well. It always does in the movies.

      “I’m listening,” I replied weakly.

      “You understand we hear your thoughts, and while you’re a funny guy, you should just listen. I’m the Angel Uriel, and I’ve been sent to help. If you pledge right now that you will follow Yahweh, do as he and his son ask of you, no matter what the task, I will heal you. Do you agree, Jacob?”

      I was just looking at him. I was too weak to answer, so I nodded my head.

      Uriel said, “Just wait here. I’ll be right back.”

      Uriel walked around the van. I heard shooting, then I heard screaming. I heard a strange slashing sound and felt strong gusts of wind coming from all different directions. A severed head came flying over the van and bounced on the asphalt. Then I heard the same screaming coming from around the corner on the other side of the church. I saw two guys fall from the roof of the church in four pieces. They were cut in half. The wind stopped, and there was nothing but silence, not even a bird chirping.

      I put my head down and closed my eyes for a second. When I opened them, Uriel was kneeling beside me, and he began to tend to my wounds. Every time he touched me, I felt the energy coming back into my body and the pain leaving. It took a few minutes, but when he was done, I was completely healed, I felt great. I looked at my hand, there was only blood, no wound. I felt my leg. The crossbow bolt was gone, the wound was gone, and there was only a hole in my pants. I got up and looked at him.

      “Angel, huh? Are you the voice that has been guiding me all this time?”

      “No, Jacob, that was the son, Yeshua. I’ve been tending to other tasks. I was sent to the houses to heal the victims and make sure there were no traces of you. The Angel Michael was sent to the houses you did not make it to. He took care of the rest.”

      “You mean the Archangel Michael?”

      “Well, yeah. Who else would it be, Jacob?”

      I just looked at Uriel and thought, Why do you need me to go through all of this when you could just wipe the evil bastards out and leave the good people to tend to the world?

      Of course, Uriel replied to my thought. “That was already done with the flood. Since the flood, it was determined that man had to fight this war alongside Yahweh. If man isn’t part of the solution, then you don’t appreciate the results.”

      “Well, thanks, Uriel. I would love to sit here and chat, but I need to get in there and save Tanya.”

      “Slow down, Jacob. I have something for you.”

      Uriel handed me a sheath with a golden dagger in it—the one from my dream. I pulled the dagger out of the sheath. It was perfectly shaped and balanced for my hand. On the end of the handle there was a red jewel that seemed to have some sort of fluid inside of it, and the fluid was churning.

      “Is this from my dream?”

      “Yup,” Uriel answered with a smile. “A gift from Yeshua. I'm a little envious that he gave it to you, so please appreciate it and use it well.”

      I put the dagger on my belt opposite my pistol and began to walk into the church.

      “Wait, Jacob. I have a couple of things to tell you. First, Father Bill can’t be killed by anything but that dagger. Do it the way Steve taught you. Second, Mark isn’t human or demon. I will deal with him. Do not engage him. I’ll be in shortly after you, at the right time.”

      “Mark is in there with Bill? Are they working together?”

      “Actually, Jacob, Mark works for Father Bill.”

      I wished I was shocked. That creepy-ass priest was the boss and Mark was the right hand; it figured. I had many questions, but none of them mattered. The only thing that mattered was revenge, and it was going to be served piping hot.

      “Is that it, Uriel?”

      “Yup, go get him, tiger.”
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      THE PUNGENT SMELL OF incense filled the church. It was the same smell that filled the base in Antarctica. I walked through the gathering space and entered the sanctuary. Tanya and her child were tied to the altar and appeared to either be sleeping or in a trance. Tanya screamed without moving as Father Bill walked out from the back of the sacristy. The door from the confessional opened, and based on everything I knew, it was Mark walking out and staying on my right side. I focused on Father Bill. He looked different, paler and creepier than usual.

      Father Bill walked past the altar and down the stairs. “You have been my greatest disappointment, Jacob. You had so much potential, then you were corrupted. I have some questions for you before I kill you—like, who is helping you?”

      Before I could answer, Uriel walked in through the side entrance of the church and was standing behind Mark. Mark looked back at Uriel. The confidence in Mark’s face left and was replaced with fear. Mark began to mumble, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Father Bill looked over at Uriel and just laughed.

      “Oh, I see, the sleeping God woke up and now wants to play a little part in history again.” Father Bill flipped Uriel off.

      I smiled. “Classy till the end, Billy.”

      “Jacob, this happens every now and then. Yahweh meddles then retreats to Heaven and lets his people do what they want, which is follow us.”

      Father Bill and I circled each other. “Let’s worry about the now. Release them.”

      He ignored me. “Humanity’s downfall has always been free will. They always have picked us, and always will.”

      I continue to try to gain a tactical advantage to strike at Father Bill. “Why do you say that?”

      He opened his robe and unsheathed a sword. “Humans will trade their free will for convenience and pleasure.”

      I pulled out my pistol and continued to circle. “Sword to a gunfight, huh?”

      “I think the ending will surprise you, Jacob.”

      I decided it was time to start the fight. I shot four well-placed rounds in the center of Father Bill’s chest. He fell backward and tripped over a pew. I looked over and he was lying between the pews with a smile on his face. I looked up at Uriel; he just smiled and shook his head side to side. I started to walk up to the altar, when I heard the sound of steel being dragged across concrete. I turned around to see Father Bill standing up with his sword.

      “Jacob, that is what I mean, you have no respect. That gun will not kill me.”

      “Who said I wanted to kill you, Billy? I just wanted to shut you up for a minute.”

      “I'm Father William Clark, born 1569, I became a priest in 1592. I was resurrected by the Jesuits in 1602. I have seen many things, and you don’t scare me, Jacob.”

      “Seriously, born in 1569? Bullshit, Billy.”

      “Stop calling me Billy. I was sentenced to death in 1602 for attempting to kidnap and kill King James.”

      I began circling Father Bill again. “Be sure to tell this story when you dine in hell tonight.”

      Father Bill began to roll his neck. “During the execution, they mutilated my body. The Jesuits replaced the missing parts with parts from various animals.”

      “So, you are a mutant, like in the comic books?”

      “You are an idiot, Jacob. Why God wants you is a mystery. I prefer hybrid.”

      I emptied the rest of the magazine into Bill, but it didn’t have the same effect. He was able to stand up through the barrage of bullets. His body was changing as he walked. He grew eight inches taller and his shoulders were wider.

      “Nice try, Jacob. I'm changing into my true form.”

      I holstered my gun and began to stretch out my arms. “Did they get most of your parts from a boy-loving jackass?”

      “Funny, Jacob. Get your laughs in while you can.”

      Father Bill continued to morph his body. It was kind of like a werewolf movie, but slower.

      “Seriously, you are one fucked-up puppy, Billy. You butcher women and fuck children.”

      “Jacob, don’t knock it until you have done it, boy. That special feeling of power that man feels when they beat a woman or take a child in the worst ways possible, in the end, they are just sacrificed for the greater good. There is still a place for you with me, you don’t have to die. Think about it.”

      “Well, that certainly is a lot to think about. Um, no asshole. Fuck you.”

      “Jacob, language, please. We are in the house of God. What about Tanya? You want her, don’t you? I could give her to you as a gift; she would fulfill every desire your little heart has. How about that? Kneel before me, and I will give you more than you can imagine, and you will save the traitor Steve’s daughter. You will be a king among men. Anything you wish to do, you can do. How about that? I can do more. I'm authorized to make some pretty extreme offers.”

      “Well, gee, Billy, you don’t seem to get it. My answer is still no. I find it entertaining how confident you are. Standing right over there is an archangel. It seems to me you may be overcompensating for something. Performance issues and all.”

      “Jacob, there are two angels over there. Mark is one of the fallen ones. Who wins? I don’t know, but my money is on Mark.”

      Now I understood why I was not to engage Mark, but I had a ton of questions for Uriel when this was over. That was going to involve a lot of coffee.

      “Bill, it feels like you’re ice skating uphill. Why don’t you just release Tanya and her child, and we can settle this like a couple of men, winner takes all.”

      “First, let’s talk about your beloved Steve. Jacob, do you even know what he was?”

      “Nope, please bore me with another story.”

      “Fuck you, Jacob. We picked him up in the Revolutionary War after he was badly wounded and died. He was resurrected and made immortal. We needed someone like him to start our next phase in the newly formed United States. He worked with us for years until he met a woman that was just as stubborn as he was. She already had a child, but he raised her daughter as his own. His wife died in a car accident, after that, he decided to just train new recruits to build an army. He sent us a plan, and it was accepted. His last four trainees were real failures; they died almost immediately. Steve claimed that he needed quality recruits, so he found you. The rest is history.”

      Uriel finally joined the conversation. “You forgot one important part of the story. Steve begged Yahweh for forgiveness for almost a hundred years, and after a good amount of redemption, he got it. Steve is in Heaven right now, waiting for the day he returns to fight alongside Yeshua. Those four recruits that died quickly, that was all Steve. You are so blind by your ambition, you could not see what was happening in your own little house. I bet Samyaza is not happy with you.”

      Bill became angered. “You lie, Uriel. His name was scratched out of the book of life. We made sure of it. There is no way he was embraced by Yahweh, that would be changing the rules, and he does not do that.”

      “William, you keep speaking of rules that bind Yahweh. He created the rules for man. Why would he create rules for himself that put him in a box? He is the creator, and you have been lied to. You have been allowed to exist up to this point for reasons that are beyond me, but that changes today for you and Mark.”

      Bill looked shaken by what Uriel said; it looked like he was sweating. He slowly realized that his world was changing and he had no idea how to manage the change.

      He took a deep breath. “Well, let’s get on with this.”

      Bill’s body started to change faster. His chest got bigger, his legs and arms got longer, and his head looked like it belonged in an alien wax museum. Father Bill was about eleven feet tall. The one thing I noticed most of all was his eyes, black and large. I looked over to see what Mark and Uriel were doing, and they were in their same positions, just watching.

      I pulled out the dagger and held it firmly in my right hand. Bill looked at the small dagger, scoffed, and walked toward me. When he was close enough, the dagger turned into a broadsword about four feet long. I grabbed the handle with both hands. Bill addressed his sword and engaged me. I blocked his first swipe; it almost took me off my feet. This creature was much stronger than me. I needed to take his height advantage away from him.

      I jumped up on the back of two pews, which made me just tall enough to take a good swing at Bill’s head. I lost my balance, and he grabbed my arm. He could have killed me right there, but he threw me across the front of the church. I landed on my back and rolled for ten feet. I barely stood up when another pew was thrown at me. It landed five feet in front of me and slid; I somersaulted over it.

      “You keep destroying your church, the parish council is going to get pissed, Billy.”

      “Not your problem, Jacob. Give up and join me.”

      “Fuck off, Billy.”

      “So be it.”

      I was on my feet at this point, a little shaky, but functional. Bill dropped his sword and picked up another pew and walked toward me. My sword began to flame; it was on fire. Bill looked at my sword, cocked his head, and continued to move forward. He threw the pew and tried to smash me with it; I cut the pew into pieces with the sword. He became angrier and rushed forward, bearing his claws. I was able to deflect the attack and cut off his left hand. The hand fell to the floor and turned to ashes. He smiled as his hand grew back, but when he looked at it, it was a normal human hand attached to his grotesque body.

      Bill growled and came at me again, attempting to grab me. I spun low and sliced both of his legs off, and again they disintegrated to ash. His new legs grew back human. He fell to his knees because his human legs could not support the weight of his oversized body. I approached him and sliced his arms off so all that remained of the demon was the torso and head. The rest of his body was now human.

      Bill was breathing heavily, and in a raspy voice he said, “This will change nothing. You will lose. When Nimrod returns, you will all die and be plunged into the abyss.”

      I didn’t reply, I simply plunged the sword into Father Bill’s chest. I pulled it out, and in one swivel, I chopped off his head. The head rolled up against pieces of the pew that I had just chopped up. I walked over to my backpack, took some lighter fluid out, covered the head with it, and set it on fire with my sword. The head was engulfed in flames, which was the end of Father William Clark.

      I looked over at Uriel to see him smiling. “Well done.”

      Mark was still sitting in his pew, looking like the end was near.

      Mark spoke. “Uriel, my brother, is there any room for mercy?”

      “Mark, every time you get yourself into trouble, you ask for mercy. The gift of mercy was given to you, and you spent it. Now you want more? No, there’s no more mercy for you.”

      “Uriel, you’re still my brother, I'm glad that it’s you.”

      With that, Mark whipped around and transformed into an angel with wings in black armor. The first thing he did was try to fly through the roof to escape Uriel, but he hit the roof like a bird hitting the windshield of a truck speeding down the highway. Mark fell to the floor, right in front of Uriel. Mark then reached for his sword, but before he could clear it out of his scabbard, Uriel, in one fluid motion, sliced his chest and decapitated Mark. Uriel took a small pouch off his belt and sprinkled some sort of powder on the body. It was soon engulfed in flames and evaporated with no evidence that he was ever there.

      “What did you do to him?” I asked.

      “I made sure that he will never return.”
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      IT SEEMED THAT Tanya and her son were finally safe. I walked over to the altar and began to loosen the restraints. I noticed wires were interlaced with the restraints. I followed the wires to a bomb under the altar. There was a sticky note on the bomb that read, “Good Luck.”

      I yelled, “Uriel, get over here.”

      He walked over and took a look. “It looks like a bomb, Jacob.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No kidding. Do you know anything about disarming them?”

      “Nope.”

      I started looking at the bomb casing. I noticed a pair of radio antennas and started to look around the church. There were remote charges on the crown above the altar, also over every exit. Father Bill took nothing for granted; he wanted to make sure that no matter what, Tanya and her kid died.

      Uriel stated the obvious. “They’re dead. What’s your plan?”

      “Uriel, I don’t have a plan. We need to figure out how to diffuse the bombs.”

      “No, Jacob, you just need to leave the building.”

      “Excuse me, that is not going to happen.”

      “Jacob, I can save them if you are not here. I can’t save all three of you. Get out of here, and I will meet you at the back of the church.”

      “How are you going to save them?”

      “Jacob, please trust me.”

      I shook my head, took a deep breath, and walked out of the church. I walked toward where my car was parked. There were two men checking all the dead bodies at the front of the church. They were armed. I guessed they were just late to the party. I grabbed my pistol and walked toward them. When they saw me, they dropped their guns and ran in the opposite direction. I started to laugh just as the bombs went off inside of the church. I turned around and ran toward the entrance of the church. I heard a strange sound behind me—the best way to describe it was a whoosh. Tanya, her kid, and Uriel were lying on the ground; Uriel had his wings wrapped around them.

      Uriel stood up and smiled. “Told you I had this.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Pick up the kid, I’ll get her. Time for them to go home.”

      I picked up Tanya and walked towards the car. She was starting to wake up.

      “What’s going on? Who are you?” Tanya asked with her eyes still closed.

      “I’m Jacob. We’re going to get you home.”

      Uriel and I got them into my car. The amount of munitions and guns we had to move was comical.

      “Thank you, Uriel. Where do we go from here?” I asked.

      “Get out of here, take them home. I’ll meet you at the coffee shop tomorrow morning.”

      I heard the sirens of cop cars wailing; it was time to move. I jumped in my car and looked in the rearview mirror. I saw Uriel spread his wings, with one flap, he went straight up covered in bright light, like a lightning bolt.

      Tanya was fully conscious while we drove through town. I was not sure if she was just processing what happened, was in shock, or just really did not want to talk to me. I tried to start conversations, which were met with silence. We arrived at her house.

      “Do you mind if I park in your garage?” I asked Tanya.

      I finally got a response out of her. “I would rather that you do. The neighbors walking by would probably not appreciate your collection in the back seat.”

      She got out of the car and opened the garage. I pulled in, and then she closed the door behind me. Tanya grabbed her boy, and we walked into her house. I sat at the kitchen table while she took her son into his bedroom. Tanya came back out to the kitchen after forty-five minutes. I had my head down on the table, evidently snoring, and she smacked my shoulder. “Wake up!”

      I woke up, she sat down with a coffeepot, two cups, and a lot of questions.

      “So, what’s your name again?”

      “I'm Jacob, Jacob Baccus. I was a friend of your father’s.”

      “You mean you were a student of my father’s.”

      “Yes, I was his last student. Before he died, he asked me to take care of you, protect you, and make sure you always have what you need.”

      “Why you, Jacob?”

      “I don’t know. He liked me for some reason.”

      Tanya replied, “Dad didn’t like anyone.”

      “I'm just guessing. Look, I would not be offended if you kicked me out and never wanted to see me again.”

      “Given that you just saved our lives, I was going to give you about thirty minutes to explain before I did just that. What the priest said about my father, is that true?”

      “Tanya, I really don’t know. He never talked about himself.”

      “Why did the priest kidnap us?”

      “He knew Steve meant something to me. I guess he assumed that transferred to you.”

      “You should drink your coffee faster. You don’t have much time. My son is taking a nap right now, and I don’t want you here when he wakes up.”

      I gulped my cup of coffee. “Okay, so do you have any more questions for me?”

      “You are kind of a pig, you know that, right?”

      I smiled. “Yup.”

      “Are we out of danger?”

      “For now. Your dad had a lot of enemies, so there are still dangers out there.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      I had to think about this; trust was not my strength. “Don’t trust me. I made a promise to your father and you don’t know me.”

      “Dad was an asshole, but he would never do anything to hurt me. How is this going to work?”

      I replied bluntly, “I don’t know—first time doing this type of work.”

      “So, how do I contact you if I have more questions?”

      “I need to find a new place to live. Once I get things set up, I will drop you a note in your mailbox with my contact information, cool?”

      “So, you are only my bodyguard when it suits you. Funny, so you are just like every other man in my life—here when you want to be.”

      “You know, we don’t know each other well enough for you to be nagging me like that.”

      “Fair enough. I have a better plan. You work really hard on getting your shit together tomorrow, then come over here for supper at seven o’clock sharp with your contact information. I'm sure that Peter will want to meet you.”

      “Peter?”

      “Yeah, you know, Peter, my son.”

      “Sounds like a plan, I will see you then.”

      I walked out to the garage, Tanya opened the garage door, and I backed out. I cleared the garage door, and she was standing there looking at me. She flipped me off and closed the garage door.

      I just smiled as I pulled onto the road. “Hey, Steve, I have a date with your daughter.” I laughed maniacally, hoping he could hear me.
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      I WAS LOOKING FORWARD TO a good night’s sleep. I left Tanya’s house and headed straight out to the shop to spend the night. I thumbed through the boxes of MREs. I should have stopped at a drive-through, but with a car full of guns, not a good idea. I picked out four MREs that resembled some sort of Italian food. I set my alarm for six a.m. so I had enough time to clean out my car and meet Uriel for coffee.

      It seemed like I had just closed my eyes and my alarm went off. I had no dreams that I could remember from last night; I deserved the night off. I set up tables and I cleaned out my car, I laid everything out so I could check, clean, and inventory it later. The burner phone started ringing. It was Clyde; I had forgotten about him.

      “Clyde, thought you were going to keep me updated.”

      “Check your messages, sir. I have called you several times.”

      “Well, how is it going?”

      “Very good. We’ve been very fortunate. We successfully secured the Welles family. We also found the leak—he has been dealt with.”

      “Great. Anything else?”

      “I do have one item I would like to discuss. I’ve enjoyed Mr. Welles’s company during our time together. He’s very intelligent. How would you feel if I offered him a job? I think he would fit into our organization very nicely.”

      “Clyde, I told you I would not interfere with your running of things over there. If you like him, you hire him. Anything else?”

      “Thank you. Please call if you have any other needs.”

      “Have a good day, Clyde.”

      “You also, sir.”

      The day seemed to be starting on the right note. I cleaned up, changed my clothes, and left to meet Uriel for coffee and answers. The drive into town gave me time to think about the questions I would ask.

      I pulled into the coffee shop and looked over at the church. There were twelve pickups, three dump trucks, a crane, and a semi with a flatbed trailer. It seemed they were doing some cleanup and maybe a quick remodeling. I noticed that the construction crew was moving a very large stone figure. I stopped and watched as they continued to haul out what looked like a stone coffin and another statue of some sort.

      “That’s not your problem to solve, Jacob. Let’s get some coffee.” Uriel was standing in the doorway of the coffee shop, holding the door open for me.

      I walked into the coffee shop, ordered a couple of coffees and a bagel, and then sat down in my normal spot. Uriel sat down and grabbed his coffee.

      “I’m here, what’s next?” I asked.

      Uriel sipped his coffee then replied, “First thing we need to talk about is Tanya.”

      “What about her?”

      “Jacob, you can be a part of her life, protect her, and help her through any problems she has, but that’s it. Nothing else.”

      I chuckled a little bit, thinking Steve must be very happy with these rules. “Why I can’t be with Tanya?”

      Uriel leaned forward in his chair. “You’re very dangerous to be around. Tanya was already used as leverage against you, I don’t think any of us want to put her into harm’s way again.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was cause her more pain or put her into any kind of danger at all. I thought about her and Peter and my oath to Steve. Uriel was correct.

      “Yup, you are right.”

      “Good, let’s talk about the future. I will continue your training. We will start recruiting your team. Right now, your team consists of Clyde and me. We must keep this small to conceal our plans. Do you understand?”

      “Yup, small. Got it. What exactly are we going to be doing?”

      Uriel sat back and drank his coffee. “The world you know is just a shell. What is really underneath are many of the things you have dreamed about. There are beings out there doing horrible things to humanity. They need to be dealt with, and you are the tip of the spear in this war. You will not only have to battle humans, but also monsters, fallen angels, and demons.”

      At this point, I had wished we would have met in a bar instead of a coffee shop. This was more than I had bargained for. “How does this end? When do I get peace?”

      “You will have moments of peace. There is an end to all of this, but it will not be as you expect, Jacob.”

      “Who is this Samyaza guy you were talking about to Father Bill?”

      “You read about him in the book of Enoch. He is the leader of the Watchers that came down and had sex with the daughters of Seth. He was in the group that were sentenced to be bound for seventy generations, then released.”

      “Why the hell would you release them?”

      “I had hoped they would repent and ask for forgiveness, but most of them decided to be insolent and used their chance at redemption to pick up where they left off forty-nine hundred years ago. Samyaza has spent the last hundred years creating networks of corruption and power, then using them to entice man to create horrific inventions of control.”

      “I thought the leader of the fallen angels was Satan. Is that referencing Samyaza?”

      Uriel laughed. “Nope, Satan is demon, not an angel. He is completely different.”

      “I don’t understand. What is the difference between a demon and a fallen angel?”

      “I really don’t have the time to explain right now in the detail it deserves, so here is the abridged version. Demons were created by the Watcher-class angels that mated with the daughters of Seth. The offspring were known as Nephilim. The Nephilim were never supposed to exist, so their names were not written in the book of life. The Nephilim killed each other as documented in Greek mythology.”

      “What do you mean documented in Greek mythology?”

      “Think Clash of the Titans.”

      “Seriously, that was real?”

      Uriel replied, “Yup, except the Greeks watered it down a bit.”

      My mind was blown. “What are demons, then?”

      “Demons are the souls of the dead Nephilim that have no place to go but to roam the Earth looking for suitable hosts. Fallen angels are without the glory of Yahweh, but they are still angels, they just lack the power they once had when they served. The fallen angels know the power of Yahweh and are usually very careful not to cross him. The demons and hybrids, on the other hand, are like really angry teenagers who think they have a bunch of power, but they are weak, and in the end, they will be dealt with swiftly.”

      “They are weak compared to you, so am I. How will I be made strong enough to face these demons and fallen angels?”

      “Man was originally made in the image of Yahweh. Adam could channel the Holy Spirit at will. All of the angels were in awe of the power he was given. He had only one rule, which he was enticed to break due to the influence of a very jealous angel named Lucifer. You have the ability to channel that same power. With the right training, you can change the world and put it on a better track, but it will take a lot of sacrifice to get there.”

      “What about Lucifer? Won’t he try to stop me, just like he did Adam?”

      “No, he will not interfere with you. Lucifer had grown very strong in the ways of our Lord but did not realize that the power was a gift for serving Yahweh. So when he and his legions rebelled, they were cast out of Heaven. Lucifer blamed man for his downfall. He thought that if he showed Yahweh his creation was truly inferior to the angels, he would be welcomed back into Heaven and regain his place. He soon learned that this was not going to happen, so he and his army have roamed around for thousands of years trying to find a way back into the good graces of Yahweh. Most of what you have read about him was made up by humans who needed a villain to explain their own evil desires. That is what the demons and hybrids play on, the natural evil desires of man that came from the original sin.”

      “This whole war is against the Watchers and their creations, not Lucifer?”

      “Yes, I'm sure that you will meet Lucifer at some point. He will try to wriggle his way into your group, in the hopes of gaining some grace with Yahweh, and we will deal with him at that time. Until then, the real enemies are the Watchers and all who have aligned with them.”

      “Okay, Uriel, what’s our next step?”

      “Find a place out of town where we can train in private. We will go from there.”

      “I will work on it. How do I contact you?”

      Uriel handed me a slip of paper. “Here is my cell number.”

      “No shit. A cell phone, huh?”

      “Jacob, I look forward to working with you. I hope you have a good day.” Uriel got up to leave and turned around. “Oh, by the way, Steve asked that you stop trying to taunt him with dating his daughter. From his viewpoint, you are still an ugly mutt and have no chance with her.”

      Uriel got up and left the coffee shop, he turned, walked down the street, and slowly faded away. I sat there and finished my coffee while watching the construction crews load the large stones onto a flatbed trailer. I watched them hook the crane up to lift the biggest of the objects. It was raised up about fifteen feet before a very strong gust of wind took the crane in the wrong direction. The large stone crashed onto the other stones sitting on the ground. They all shattered, and then there was a horrible dust storm that engulfed the shattered rocks. I saw Uriel in the middle of it, picking up a few shiny objects. The dust storm subsided, and the construction crew looked a little upset. I just smiled. “You lose again, Billy boy!
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      TIME TO GET MY SHIT TOGETHER. I ran to a local cell phone dealer and picked up a simple prepaid phone that I could use for local business. I spent the rest of the day looking at small farms and properties outside of town, but nothing felt like the right fit. I gave up at about six p.m. and headed to the local liquor shop and picked up some good sipping whiskey and some even better tequila—I didn’t see Tanya as a wine-and-cheese type of girl. I drove to her house and arrived ten minutes early. I knocked on the door and heard Tanya yelling, “You are ten minutes early, enjoy the porch until I get there.”

      I waited for about eight minutes, then she finally opened the door. “I thought I said seven o’clock sharp, not six fiftyish. Come on in.”

      Tanya looked really good. She was in a nice pair of jeans, button-up shirt, and barefoot. As I was looking her over, Peter came running out of his room. When he saw me, he immediately veered towards Tanya and hid behind her legs and gripped around her knees. His head peered out, I could tell he was nervous.

      “Hello there, my name is Jacob.” I extended my hand out to shake his, but Peter ducked back behind his mom.

      “Come on Peter, I told you my friend Jake was coming over. Remember, I told you he was an Army soldier.”

      Peter peaked out from behind Tanya, “Do you beat up bad guys?”

      I laughed, “Sometimes buddy.”

      Peter smiled, “Did you beat up any bad guys today?”

      I kneeled on one knee so I was face to face with Peter. “Not yet, buddy, but the night is young.”

      Tanya came over. “Hey, do you smell the food?”

      “I sure do. Smells great.”

      “Well, it will taste even better if you get your butts to the table and start eating it while it is hot. Move it!” Tanya had a gleam in her eyes as she was barking orders to us. I laughed and sat down at the table.

      We recited a quick prayer and began eating some of the best lasagna I had ever had. Peter warmed up to me very quickly. We had a friendly, but funny and one-sided conversation. This little boy had picked up quite a bit while under Father Bill’s control. He thought it was a magnificent dream. He told me of gallant battles, demons, angels, and how he saved his mom. He added details to the story to make it more interesting. I could barely eat at one point, I was laughing so hard. Peter had a wonderful imagination. The fight yesterday was actually boring compared to his version. Peter ended the story with his plans to build the best haunted house when he grows up. Every room would have a demon to fight and a mom to save.

      I looked at Tanya, she winked and shushed me at the same time. Once supper was finished, I cleaned up the dishes while Tanya got Peter ready for bed. Peter ran out of his room, jumped up into my arms, and gave me another big hug.

      “You are the coolest friend ever. Good night.”

      With that, Peter ran into his room. I assumed the sound I heard was him tackling his mom, and then he was finally in bed. Tanya came out and grabbed a couple of glasses.

      “Let’s sit down and have a drink. What was in the bag you left on the porch? I hope it is not wine.”

      “Damn, I forgot I sat that down.”

      I ran out to get the bag, and the voice spoke to me from the bushes. “Behave yourself, Jacob.”

      I came back into the house with the bag. “So, do you like whiskey or tequila?”

      Tanya looked at the bottles. “Whiskey, please.”

      I opened the bottle, poured two shots in each glass, and handed her one.

      “Jacob, I was thinking about you today while I met with my father’s attorney to finish up settling his estate. He left me the farm and a ton of money.”

      “He loved you and Peter very much. You are fortunate.”

      “Here’s the thing, I really don’t want to sell the farm, but I certainly do not want to live out there, either.”

      “What are you fishing for?”

      “I was thinking maybe you would be interested in renting it from me. Thoughts, Jacob?”

      “Well, I'm very familiar with the place, and it allows me to stick around the area to fulfill my promise to your dad. I assume if I have any problems, you’ll be out to fix them promptly.”

      “You don’t even need to call me, just hold your breath till I appear.”

      “Well, I did look at a couple of properties today that were in better locations. Let me think about it for a while. I will get back to you.” I smirked at Tanya.

      “Great, that will give me time to find some good-looking guy to move in there that I can visit from time to time.”

      I really loved how she just constantly fired right back at me. She was a real challenge; I loved challenges. Then my head cleared, and I remembered that I needed to behave myself. This was becoming a real sacrifice.

      “Tanya, I have thought it over. I would love to rent the farm from you.”

      “That is what I thought. Here is the lease and the keys.”

      “I actually have a trust manager that will sign this and make the payments. Is it all right if I get this back to you tomorrow afternoon?”

      Tanya laughed. “I knew it. You’re a pampered little trust fund baby, that explains how you got your ass kicked so bad yesterday before the angel showed up to save you.”

      “How do you know about the angel?”

      “Jacob, let me be honest with you. I not only heard everything yesterday, but Father Bill showed me things about you and my father that makes me think this is what needs to happen. I don’t know why, but I need you to live at the farm. I will be a good landlord. Let’s say I check in on you once a week to start, just to make sure everything is working out.”

      “That sounds good. Cheers.” I drank the last of my whiskey.

      “Cheers,” Tanya replied.

      “I need to get going. I have a busy day tomorrow moving into the farm, if that is all right with you.”

      “Jacob, you do what you want. You can stay here tonight, if you wish.”

      I paused briefly. I told myself this cannot happen, period, end of story. I needed to get out of here before she talked me into a very good night but a bad choice. I got up from the table and began to walk to the door. Tanya walked up behind me and gave me a hug.

      “Welcome to the family, Jacob.”

      I turned around and returned the hug. “Thanks, have a good night.”

      The hug lasted longer than it should. I slowly broke the embrace, turned, and left her house. I closed the door behind me without saying a word or looking at her, walked to my car, got in, and drove back to the shop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      TANYA WAS SNUGGLED INTO my side with her arms around my chest. I was happier than I had been in some time. I heard Peter as he rustled around in his room. I knew we did not have much time before he would be in here with us. I kissed the top of Tanya’s head, slid out of bed, and got dressed. Man, I must have had way more whiskey than I thought. I don’t even really remember last night. I walked out to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. I heard Peter walk into his mom’s room and yell good morning, then he screamed. I ran to the bedroom. The smell was horrible. Two demons were standing in the room; one had ripped Tanya apart, completely gutted her, and the other had Peter in his hands, squeezing his head until it popped open on the top. I reached for my gun, but it was not there. I had no weapons with me.

      “Don’t worry, Jacob, you won’t die today, but know that you will see everything that you love destroyed before your final hour.”

      I ran at the demons. I was so angry and ready to fight with my bare hands. I woke up on the couch in my shop. My clothes were covered in sweat. It was only a dream, but it could have been a reality. I needed to follow the rules. I almost let my guard down last night with Tanya, and that was stupid. I needed to be smarter and not let that happen again.

      I decided to make some coffee, for real this time. After a few cups of coffee and a change of clothes, it was time to go look at the farmhouse and figure out what I needed to do to make it my home. I called Clyde and left a message. He called back in fifteen minutes, like clockwork.

      Clyde was always so chipper in the morning. “Good morning, sir. What can I do for you?”

      “Last night I rented the farmhouse from Tanya. I told her I would have a trust agent sign the lease and make the payments to her. Do you mind handling that for me?”

      “Sir, it is already taken care of, but I decided it would be better if you hand deliver the payments to Tanya so you would have a normal excuse to check in on her.”

      “Okay, I know you’re good Clyde, but how did you get on this so quickly?”

      “Well, sir, I’m handling Steve’s estate, and when Tanya came up with the idea that you should rent the farm from her, I went ahead and created all the paperwork needed to complete the transaction.”

      “You’re awesome. Thanks.”

      “Sir, one more thing. I took the liberty of sending a few crews out to the farm yesterday. We made some renovations and updates that I think you will enjoy. If anything does not meet your standards, please let me know so I can have it fixed right away.”

      “I'm sure that everything will be perfect, Clyde. Talk soon.”

      I was excited to see what Clyde had done with the farm. The irony of living on Steve’s farm was not lost on me. It was all I thought about on the drive to the farm. I was not an emotional guy, but as I pulled into the driveway, all the memories of Steve flowed through my head. I did not know him long, but he had a very profound impact on my life.

      As I walked in, there was a sticky note on the counter. “I hope you find everything in order, sir. I have had a few modifications made to the house to suit your tastes. If you need anything, let me know. Warm Regards, Clyde.” The writing was so small, it was hard to read, and who writes ‘Warm Regards’ on a sticky note?

      The house had been updated: the living room had new furniture, the kitchen had new countertops and appliances, and everything looked so clean. The master bedroom was constructed into a safe room, with reinforced steel walls and new property surveillance systems piped into the room. The closet was a small armory already filled with some of my favorite toys. There was a double-door system installed: one outer door that looked normal and the inner door was another piece of steel with a heavy-duty locking system. Under the bed were drawers filled with bottled water and MREs. The master bathroom was also reinforced and looked fit for a king. Clyde had truly outdone himself this time.

      I walked down the basement stairs. The basement had the same layout but seemed smaller for some reason. The guest bedroom had been constructed into another safe room with the same amenities as the master bedroom, just smaller. The mechanicals had all been updated and the garbage cleaned out. The house was looking good.

      There was a sticky note on a light fixture on the wall. “Turn me and press in” was written on it. When I turned the light and pressed in, a panel popped open with a steel door behind it. The steel door had a keyed lock with the key still in the door. I unlocked the door and put the key in my pocket. The door opened to a tunnel; there were storage racks on each side of the corridor with just about every supply you could want.

      I walked down the tunnel lined with storage racks; the amount of ammunition, explosives, and electronic devices was impressive. There was a workshop about a hundred feet into the tunnel. The shop contained a reloading bench, gun-cleaning table, a sharpening station, and electronics workbench.

      I left the workshop and continued down the tunnel. The shelves contained antique weapons. Some were very strange looking guns that I had never seen before. At the end of the tunnel, there was another steel door. I opened it and I was in the barn, facing a stack of hay bales. I closed the steel door, locked it, then closed the second door.

      I looked around the barn, not much had changed. There was a new ATV sitting in the corner. I started it up and drove down to the shooting range. The range had been completely redone, with a fourteen-foot berm built as a backstop and normal target stands. I went into the woods behind the berm, there was the old cart that I would haul Steve in back and forth to the shooting range. I pulled the cart out and hooked it to the ATV. There was no way I was going to let that rot out in the woods.

      I drove back up to the barn, parked the ATV, then walked around the barn. Everything seemed like it was in its place. As I walked back up to the house, I felt like I was home. I saw Uriel sitting on the porch with a coffeepot and two cups.

      “Go ahead and make yourself at home, Uriel.”

      He poured me a cup of coffee. “Sit down. We have a lot to talk about.”

      I took a sip of coffee. “Like what?”

      “First, where is your dagger, Jacob?”

      “I put it in one of the safes in my car, why?”

      “The dagger is your most powerful weapon. Please keep it on you at all times.”

      “Wearing a sheath knife isn’t really the best thing to do while walking around in public.”

      “Jacob, the dagger changes into what you need at the time. It just has to be something with a blade, like a jackknife.”

      “So, it decides what I need?”

      “No, you control it. When you were fighting Father Bill, a thought came into your mind about a flaming sword that you saw in cartoons when you were a kid, so it became what you thought you needed.”

      I remembered that. It was just a strange thought I had during the fight. “How do you know that?”

      “When I healed you, we were connected and I could hear your thoughts for a while. During the fight, I had a hard time not laughing. You’re getting your ass kicked while thinking about your mom’s meatloaf and mashed potatoes.”

      “I was hungry. Anyway, can you still read my mind?”

      “No, the connection fades after a few hours. Go get your dagger.”

      I walked around the house to my car, opened the safe, and grabbed the dagger. I was still a little freaked out about Uriel reading my mind, especially when I remembered some of the other things I was thinking about. I back down in my chair.

      “So, Uriel, I just will this into a jackknife?”

      “It’s kind of like making a wish, just concentrate on what you want it to be.”

      I did as Uriel instructed me, and it slowly shrunk down into a knife that I could carry in my pocket.

      “Holy shit, that’s awesome.”

      I couldn’t help myself, and I continued to change the knife into different types of swords just for fun.

      “Jacob, stop it. You’re not a child.”

      I turned the knife into a broadsword one more time before it went back to a jackknife, just to prove a point.

      “Jacob, put the knife away for now.”

      I just laughed as I slid the knife in my pocket. “Now I have a question for you. When I was leaving Antarctica, Azriel said my blood was dangerous. He also called me a descendant of Shem. What was that all about?”

      Uriel poured me another cup of coffee and refilled his cup. “Do you remember the story of Noah?”

      “Yup.”

      “Jacob, blood is life, blood is soul. The rituals they were attempting to perform required blood from the same bloodline of the one to be resurrected. Nimrod is a descendant of Ham, who was Shem’s brother. They were both sons of Noah, but their wives were of different bloodlines.”

      “Okay, but how does that make my blood dangerous?”

      “Only to them. If you look at Shem’s bloodline, you will see Abraham, David, and ultimately Yeshua, also known as Jesus Christ. When the bloods from different lines mix during the ceremony, the good blood always destroys the bad. The other side is trying to recruit people that are from a very specific bloodline, that of Nimrod and Semiramis. They think it will make their efforts successful.”

      “How are they tracking these people down after so many generations?”

      “They’re using the genealogy sites on the internet to collect information, and when a person sends in their DNA to find their family, it is also analyzed for remnants of Nimrod’s DNA. He used rituals and magic taught by the Watchers to modify his own DNA so he could become godlike. That produced a particular marker that can be tracked with today’s technology.”

      “Okay, next. What did you take out of the large stones at the church yesterday?”

      “Oh, Father Bill was a funny guy. He thought that he could hide a few items from us. I thought it was a good time to pick those up and put them in the Cave of Treasures. Just so you know, the Cave of Treasures is only accessible to archangels, the Trinity, and of course, Adam and Eve.”

      “Thank you, Uriel. That really clears a few things up for me—not.”

      “All right. Throughout the history of the world, there have been great tools and weapons created for different purposes. These tools, like the Arc of the Covenant, have been hidden by men and demons to be used in the final war, but they are not hidden from Yahweh. When opportunity arises, an angel is sent to collect it. Yahweh will redistribute them if he feels they are needed. Like your dagger—you need it, and so it was given to you. Do you understand?”

      “Sure, Uriel, I understand he is building up an arsenal of weapons he created to be deployed later, maybe. It seems normal to me, but I was in the military.”

      “Jacob, you make me laugh. Let’s just table this for a moment and move on to something a little more important.”

      “Okay, what’s next on your agenda?”

      “There was a young man rescued while we were shutting down Father Bill’s distribution houses named Wyatt Boggs. His dad was killed by Gaines, his mom and sister were raped and beaten to death. He’s very angry, and I'm working on healing him. He turns eighteen next week. I want him to live here with you, and I want him to be trained by you. Any objections?”

      “Why, what’s the purpose of it?”

      “I think he’s the next piece that is needed for your team.”

      “Does Wyatt know what he is signing up for?”

      “Yes, I’ve been counseling him for the last week. He’s eager to start.”

      “I'm fine with that. When should I expect him?”

      “Within a couple of weeks. Wyatt has a few things to get in order before he can live here.”

      I sat back in my chair and sipped on my coffee for a few minutes while I thought about the concept of training Wyatt. He would be the same age I was when I enlisted in the army, and it would be nice to have someone to back me up. It would take a few years before he was ready for anything substantial.

      “We can trust him, I assume. His anger won’t drive him into doing stupid stuff that will get him or I killed, right?”

      “He’s trustworthy, but also very angry. He’ll do as all young men do before they know better. If he makes the right choices, he will be a very good warrior.”

      “All right, but if he makes the wrong choices, I would like the final say on whether or not he’s cut from training.”

      “You will have a say in the matter if he survives making the wrong choice. Is that fair?”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Jacob, when you wake up in the morning, before you have your first cup of coffee or eat your first bite of breakfast, Yahweh would like to take a walk with you every morning. He wants you to develop a relationship with him. Can you do that?”

      “So, just get up, go for a walk with God. Sure, that sounds very easy, except for the coffee part. That is a nonstarter for me. What do we talk about, sports?”

      “Fine, take your coffee with you. You just need to walk, clear your mind, and just start a conversation. Some days he will answer, but most of the time, he will just listen.”

      “Walk around the woods, talking to myself. Sounds fun.”

      “You need to remember, much of what you accomplish will be revolving around your faith. You will accomplish a great deal in your life, but only if you keep the faith. When you falter, you will be alone. You will need to refocus to gain the advantages of having faith. Steve did many great deeds before he was accepted into Heaven, and it was because he had faith. Can you at least try to develop that without having a sarcastic attitude?”

      “Sarcasm is kinda my thing, but I’ll try.”

      “Good. Now, as far as your next assignment, we need to wait and see where we are needed. There are still several human trafficking networks to dismantle. We have some interesting things happening just south of here, with the remains of giants buried in the mounds, and, of course, we need to deal with Azriel and what he is planning with the body of Nimrod.”

      “Can we start with the humans and gradually work up to giants?”

      “We will be told what our next move is soon.”

      “What do we do until then?”

      “Jacob, there is more. Father Rod and the Jesuits are putting together several teams to come after you. This farm and your shop will remain hidden from their view so you will be safe here. But once you are off either one of those properties, you are in full view of everyone, and that includes the people you love.”

      “Okay, great, a bunch of angry Jesuits want me dead, got it. What else?”

      “Jacob, first we must get you moved in and then train. I need to prepare you for Father Rod and his attacks. They will be like nothing you have ever seen before.”

      “Uriel, I'm moved in. The barn is right over there. Finish your coffee, and let’s go.”

      Uriel gulped the rest of his coffee.

      “Very well, Jacob. Let’s begin.”
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      A conversation between Steve and JB about this book.

      JB: Steve, thanks for sitting down with me and talking about your part in this series. How are you doing?

      Steve: Well, given the fact that you killed me, not that good.

      JB: Come on, Steve, you are in Heaven, training with the angels, getting ready for the final battle. How cool is that?

      Steve: Food kind of sucks, but it is fine.

      JB: What do you mean the food sucks? It’s Heaven.

      Steve: I just want a good old-fashioned grilled steak, without all the fancy crap they put on it to make it Oh, so heavenly.

      JB: Well, I will see what I can do about that in the next book. What would you like to see in the next book? What do you envision for your character?

      Steve: What the hell are you talking about? I'm dead and in Heaven.

      JB: Steve, it is my book. I can do whatever I want.

      Steve: Okay. Keep Jacob away from my daughter.

      JB: Come on, Steve, you know I can’t do that.

      Steve: Well, I guess Mr. “I Can Do Whatever I Want” is not all that powerful, then. Fine. Bring me back to Earth, and I will take care of it myself.

      JB: Listen, bud, I like you a lot, but I'm not going to let you mess up what I have planned for Tanya and Jacob.

      Steve: You know if I ever get out of this book, I'm gonna kick your ass, right?

      JB: Good luck with that, Steve. Anyway, I have a note here from Jacob to you. Would you like me to read it to you?

      Steve: What does that peckerwood have to say?

      JB: “Dearest Steve, you did an awesome job dying before the end of the book. Great funeral. You probably won’t be missed. Oh, by the way, your daughter is HOT, dude. She looks nothing like you (thank God!). Anyway, hope you look in on us from time to time. I got a look at the outline for book seven—you will enjoy your new grandchildren. Bahahahahahaha.”

      Steve: What an asshole. Wait, Jacob saw book seven? Are you kidding me? Let me see it.

      JB: Nope, he was just messing with you. It’s not until book ten that they have children.

      Steve: Seriously, I will kill you, JB.

      JB: That would be interesting, a dead character in a book killing off the author. Careful, I will opt for reincarnation versus resurrection, and bring you back as a kitten.

      Steve: Okay, are we done here? I must go train and eat some dainty little meal fit for an elf.

      JB: Almost, Steve. Do you have anything you would like to say before we end our little conversation here?

      Steve: Yeah, I want to tell the readers that now that you’ve read the book, review the damn book, and in your review make sure that you note that Jacob and Tanya should never ever hook up. JB is a wussy. He will cave if you put enough pressure on him.

      JB: That is not true, Steve. I have a detailed plan for each book.

      Steve: Yeah, I saw how that worked out for you in Chapter 10 when your wife said you needed to change it. Boy, you sure showed her. Does she let you have your balls only on the weekends, or what?

      JB: Dude, leave my wife out of this. She had a good idea, so I used it.

      Steve: Awe, that is so sweet, Mr. Thoughtful. See what I mean, reader? In the review, tell JB what really needs to happen between Jacob and Tanya, which is nothing.

      JB: All right, Steve, that is enough of you for today. We are done.

      Steve: We are done when I say we are done. It is easy. Just hook Jacob up with a stripper from Las Vegas or something.

      JB: All righty then. I want to thank all the readers who made it this far in the book. If you have any questions or comments, or just want to follow this little project, please go to my website www.jbchivvy.com and subscribe to my newsletter,  go to my Facebook page @jbaconauthor, or Instagram @reallbaconjeff. I hope you enjoyed yourself. As for Steve, well, maybe he comes back, we will just have to wait and see how the contract negotiations go with him. If you would like to see him come back as a hamster, let me know in your book reviews. See you in the next book!
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      MY HEART POUNDED AGAINST MY CHEST as I tried to catch my breath. I had run into a dead-end alley, trying to get away from three demons. I could hear them walking down the alley, laughing. I had no ammo left and had lost my knife; I had nothing left to fight with.

      The demons laughed as they began to taunt me from around the corner. “Here, Jakey, Jakey, Jakey. Come out, come out, wherever you are. Time to die, Jakey.”

      I scavenged through whatever junk laid in the alley; there was nothing I could use for a weapon. The demons were about ready to turn the corner. It was time to face them with nothing but my bare hands. Today may be my last, but they will remember my name. Man, that’s good; I’ll have to write that down if I make it out of here. I laughed to myself as I prepared to fight.

      I became angry very quickly. I could feel the adrenalin flowing through my body. I was ready to fight the demons to my last breath. The demons turned the corner. I ran toward them, screaming. I clenched my fists and jumped in the air to deliver my first blow. A loud screech filled the alley; everything went dark.

      I woke to the screech of my alarm. My eyes opened slowly. I attempted to swing my arm over to the nightstand to silence the alarm, but it didn’t make it far. The only body parts that didn’t hurt were my eyelids. Everything else was bruised and sore. I sat up about halfway, then fell back into bed. The pain and exhaustion were overwhelming.

      It was 4:34 a.m., according to my screaming alarm clock. I rolled my body out of bed and fell to my hands and knees. I winced as I moved around to get my limbs working properly. I finally had enough mobility to shut the alarm off. Training with Uriel these last two weeks had taken a toll on my body.

      I stood up, using the wall as my crutch and moved toward the closet slowly. I propped my body up against the closet door as I struggled to dress, and with much effort, I managed to put on a pair of pants and a shirt. I decided to skip socks and slipped my shoes on. The only thing that motivated me to move forward was the gurgling sound of the coffeepot. I lumbered into the kitchen, grabbed a thermos cup, filled it with coffee, and continued out the door. With every step I took, my body became a little looser; movement became slightly better, and I began to feel almost human again by the first two hundred yards.

      “Uriel, I’m still here,” I yelled. “Ha, you’re going to have to do better today.”

      Uriel asked me to go on a walk every morning to commune with Yahweh. I had woken up for the last two weeks at 4:34 a.m., grabbed coffee, and walked down the path, hoping Yahweh would speak to me. Nothing but silence—the only sounds were my footsteps in the wet grass. I also used that time to get accustomed to the new daily onslaught of pain and to let my body overcome and adapt to it as I prepared for another day of training. Arch Angels train hard and are relentless.

      I walked for about half a mile and hoped maybe today I would understand what my purpose was in the plan. I felt a warmth on my back as the sun rose. It was comforting until I realized sunrise wasn’t for another forty-five minutes. I turned around. It was the golden light I had seen so many times in my dreams, and from the light an old familiar voice spoke.

      “Come, let us speak.”

      I began to walk toward the light, when the voice spoke again.

      “Have a seat on that rock.”

      As I attempted to sit down on the rock, the soreness and the pain slowed my descent, and I almost fell off. Once I sat down, I felt nothing but the warmth of the light. The pain left my body all at once.

      “So, I’ve been walking out here for two weeks trying to have a conversation with you, and now you’re here,” I said. “I had so many questions, but right now my mind is a total blank. What would you like to talk about?”

      “Jacob, you are one of my favorites, a man after my own heart,” Yahweh said. “Most humans would be hiding their face and trembling with fear at this point, but you, you have the courage of a lion. You sit down and just start a casual conversation with the creator of the world. To answer your question, I want to talk about you.”

      He was right, I was comfortable talking with him. Why? I should be scared, shouldn’t I?

      “Great, my favorite subject. I would like to know what your plan is for me. Before you answer, can I request you give Uriel a day off from beating the crap out of me? I could use some down time.”

      “One of the rules I have is not to give people what they want, but what they need. You don’t need a day off, Jacob, you just need my help, which I will give to you in the form of these.”

      An Angel walked out of the light, carrying a golden platter. On the platter were a belt, a necklace, and four bracelets. The Angel lowered the platter in front of me; I took the items, and he turned and walked back into the light.

      “Put the bracelets on your wrists and ankles. Next, place the necklace over your neck, and lastly put the belt on under your clothes.”

      I did as Yahweh asked. First the bracelets on my wrists, next my ankles, then the necklace, and lastly, I pulled up my shirt and placed the belt against my skin and around my waist. Once I put the remaining part of the belt into the loop, I felt an incredible surge of energy. I looked down and saw my skin was glowing. I felt the energy as it coursed through my body; the feeling was so intense, I fell on my knees as I tried to get a grip on all the sensations I was feeling. I focused on lifting my head and struggled to ask a question.

      “What are you doing to me?”

      “I once made skins into garments for Adam, and in these skins, I put the power he needed to survive outside of Eden. I have made you these items to give you that same power you will need to survive in this world. These items will make you faster, stronger, heal faster, and lend you the wisdom I have woven into this world. You will have the same gifts Adam had, the same gifts anyone who has worn Adam’s clothes would receive.”

      “You are talking about the clothes Esau took from Nimrod when he killed him? Who has the garments now?”

      “The clothes have been placed on the body of Nimrod in the hope their power will help him regenerate faster. This is a good plan and may work.”

      “Okay, but here you have made another set of items that are full of power. If I die, won’t these just end up with Nimrod and make him even more powerful?”

      “I made these a little differently. The only way they can be removed is if I take them from you, or you take them off. I suggest you never take them off.”

      “No offense, but you are the all-powerful Yahweh. Why not snap your fingers and destroy the clothes and Nimrod at the same time? Why does everything have to be a fight?”

      “I wiped out all the life on Earth with one flood and, in turn, saved mankind from itself. It did not take man long to lose the appreciation he felt and fall back into his evil ways. The only way man will truly appreciate me and the gifts I can bestow on him is to struggle. We must fight a lengthy battle shoulder to shoulder, and only after that battle is finished will man be willing to accept me once again. Until then, you must fight, you must go out and be an inspiration for others to stand up against evil, and you must begin to build the army that will stand with me and my Angels in the last battle. This is your purpose, Jacob; this was what you were born to do.”

      Before I could say another word, the light disappeared and was replaced by the rising sun. I turned around and continued my morning walk.
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      I TRIED TO WRAP MY MIND around what happened. I knew, well, I hoped, I would have a conversation with Yahweh. I was questioning myself and how I interacted with him while I walked. I looked down while taking a step and noticed my step was very light. I was moving with almost no effort. I sped up my step. The more force I put into my step, the greater distance I would cover. I bounced down the trail like I was walking on the moon.

      I began to skip. Each skip was about six feet off the ground and about fourteen feet in length. I stopped to do a flat-footed jump to see how high I could go. My vertical jump was now about eight feet, definitely NBA material. After I finished playing with my new gifts, I spent the rest of my walk teaching myself how to appear normal. I needed to learn how to curb my gifts so no one would notice me.

      When I made it back to the farmhouse, Uriel was sitting on the deck, drinking a cup of coffee, watching me walk up. I hoped he did not know about what had happened so I could give him a little surprise in today’s training session.

      Uriel yelled, “Coffee is ready.”

      I sat down, and Uriel poured me a cup of coffee and smiled.

      “How was your morning walk?” Uriel asked.

      I tried to look nonchalant as I said, “Fine, kind of boring.”

      “I like your new jewelry. It makes you look tough, cutie.”

      I was so disappointed. “Damn it, you know, don’t you?”

      “Yes. The enhancements are a part of your training. As your trainer, I’m in the know, buddy.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it. So, what’s on the agenda for today?”

      “We’re going to spend the morning getting you used to your new strengths, senses, and abilities. This afternoon, we are going to run into town and pick up Wyatt. He is ready to join us.”

      I sat with him, and as I smelled the fresh country air, I gently picked up the cup and took a slow sip of my coffee, the aroma brought me back to reality. Wyatt and I had both been through hell and back, but He was young. I wondered what kind of a mess Wyatt was going to be after he had been abducted, watched his family tortured, and forced to take drugs. How damaged was he? Could he be trusted with anything? The more I thought about Wyatt, the less I focused on what I was doing. I crushed the coffee cup in my hands, and the coffee spattered everywhere. Uriel laughed as he stood up and walked into the kitchen to grab me another cup.

      Uriel handed me a steel insulated cup. “Try this one, just don’t lose focus this time.”

      I begrudgingly took the cup and filled it up.

      “All right, Uriel, first things first. What do I need to know about my abilities?”

      “I can’t just tell you, you have to experience them. Your abilities will be different as you grow into your power. The basic abilities are always the same, but other abilities will manifest based on the individual’s soul. The first thing I want you to do is to focus on the barn over there and listen. What do you hear?”

      “I hear birds chirping.”

      “They are outside the barn. Focus only on the barn, be inside the barn. What do you hear?”

      I stared at the barn for a moment, and then began to peel away the layers of sound until I could hear only what was inside the barn.

      “I hear movement, a small heartbeat—it is a mouse, and he is excited about something. No, nervous. He is nervous about something. I hear muscles tensing up and a larger heartbeat, but much slower; it is a cat. The cat is getting ready to pounce on the mouse. I can hear everything; the cat is slowly exhaling and pushing all its muscles into a compact position. It leaped like a spring, the mouse tried to run, but it is not fast enough, now the cat has the mouse. The mouse squealed, and now all I hear is the mashing of small bones inside the cat’s mouth.”

      “Very good, Jacob. Did you feel the pain of the mouse?”

      “No, I only heard the sounds. Why?”

      “Some have felt the pain and became empathetic with the prey. It is good if you are spared that; it can be quite a burden, especially if you are the one causing the pain.”

      “Who do you mean when you say some?”

      He shrugged. “Humans who have worn Adam’s skins over the years and certain classes of Angels.”

      I pondered that statement for a moment and realized it would be horrible to feel the pain of my enemies. I realized while I was thinking, I broke the arm of my chair by squeezing it excessively hard.

      Uriel laughed. “Come on, Jacob, let’s go to the barn where you can’t do too much damage.”

      We walked to the barn; Uriel was instructing me on how to walk like a normal person again by slowing down. It felt like I was mocking someone who could not walk well.

      “Uriel, I am walking so slow. Is this how you feel walking among us?”

      “Yes, but I don’t feel like I am mocking anyone. It is just what I have to do to blend in. You will appreciate being able to move at your new normal speed when you have walked this way for several hours. My favorite thing to do is to find a path in the woods and run up and down it, experience every little bit of the beauty it contains, then the appreciation of just being me overwhelms my heart. I suspect you will feel the same way.”

      We plodded into the barn and traveled up the stairs to the training area. There were two people sitting on a bale of hay, waiting for us.

      “Jacob, they are here to help us with this morning’s training. We are going to run through normal daily human interactions so you can soften your touch a bit. We cannot have you running around town ripping arms off when you shake hands.”

      “What if I hurt them while we are practicing?”

      The two people stood up, smiling, as they extended their wings.

      “These two are Dominion Angels. They can take a lot of abuse. The good thing is they can feel things like a normal human can. This will help us tune your touch.”

      The first Angel extended his hand for a handshake. I grabbed his hand, immediately crushing it. He winced in pain, pulled his broken hand out of mine, waved it in the air, and it was immediately healed and looked normal.

      “Softer, Jacob. It should feel like you are barely holding his hand.”

      It took me fourteen tries until I was able to give a normal handshake. We practiced holding hands, hugging, and many other things may occur during the day. After four hours of work, I finally felt like I could interact with people and appear normal.

      “There is one more lesson I need you to learn before we go into town, Jacob.”

      With that statement, the two Angels spread their wings and began to approach me, fast; they were attacking me. The first hit me firmly in the chest, while the other almost took my head off with his punch. I was thrown back about five feet, and then I braced myself and began to formulate my own attack against them. I rolled into the first Angel, snagging his leg, and then rolled back on my feet. I swung him to the floor and ripped his leg off his body. He screamed in agony. The second Angel came around my back and threw another punch; I blocked it and punched him straight in the throat, and he dropped to the ground. The gurgling sound he made was just like a human with the same injury.

      Uriel yelled, “Okay, that is enough.”

      The two Angels got up, completely healed, gave me a nod, and then disappeared into a bright, golden light.

      “How did it feel, Jacob?”

      I had to examine my feelings to come up with the right words to describe how I was feeling at that moment.

      “Um, awesome is the only word to describe it.”

      But awesome did not even come close to the feeling I had. It was a combination of zero fear, complete control, and the strength to do whatever I wanted to do.

      “Good. Remember it is way better to be humble and not arrogant. Arrogance will get you humbled quickly. Be cautious and courageous at the same time. These powers can be matched by many others on the other side; in such a scenario, the battle is left to wisdom and heart.”

      My mind went to my fight with Father Bill. He had the ability to transform into a demon of sorts. He was strong and had knowledge of the dark arts. “Why didn’t Father Bill invoke this type of power when we fought? Compared to those two Angels, he was fairly easy to kill.”

      “Father Bill was just a hybrid who thought he had a lot of power. He was arrogant, then he was humbled, and then he died. He is locked up in Tartarus, wondering how he lost, cursing you for taking him out of the battle. Part of his punishment is reliving that fight repeatedly, until the day I plunge him into the eternal fire. It is time to leave to pick up Wyatt; we can talk more while we drive into town.”

      I stared at the ground while trying to absorb what Uriel had said. Father Bill was weak? I wonder what Father Rod will bring to the next fight? What about Azriel? I wonder how strong he is. Can I beat them all? Am I now Immortal? I wonder if Bill is enjoying Hell? I looked up, and Uriel was looking at me, smiling. Damn it, I had forgotten he could listen to my thoughts. With that, Uriel laughed out loud.

      “Jacob, you are a child. Get in the car, or we’re going to be late.”

      I felt like an idiot. We pulled out of the driveway and began our journey into town. Uriel was still chuckling to himself.

      “First of all, you are not immortal. You just have enough power to be even with your enemy. What you have experienced is the same power Adam had, and he died and was resurrected several times before he figured out how this world works. Your greatest weapon is your mind, then your sword, and finally, the strengths you were given. You are weak when you adopt arrogance, hubris, and stop using your brain. Each enemy you face will be stronger than the last. You will struggle greatly, but if you keep your wits about you and have faith, then you should be able to prevail.”

      “I assume you will teach and guide me through all of this?”

      “I won’t lie to you, Jacob, you are about to enter some turbulent times. Your trials will be great, and I will not be able to help you through it. But if you are truly who I think you are, you will figure out a way to stay on the path. You will fall many times; the most important thing I can tell you is you should never forget to keep getting up.”

      “Great, my teacher is now speaking like he is a fortune cookie. Where am I picking up Wyatt?”

      “At our coffee shop. I figure you can spend some time getting to know him before we move him out to the farm.”

      The countryside became more populated the closer we got to town. Traffic increased, but my mind was stuck on the comment I was about to endure some great trials. Why the hell does everything have to be such a struggle?

      “Because, without struggle, you won’t learn anything, Jacob. All great men have endless struggles; the trials are what turn men into great men. This is no different than what you experienced in the military, just more intense.”

      With that final comment from Uriel, we pulled into the parking lot of the coffee shop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      A MUSTY SMELL DOMINATED the parking lot of the coffee shop. The odor was a combination of the museum in Iraq and old socks. I looked over and could tell Uriel smelled it too. There was a noise coming from above; it sounded like hundreds of wings flapping. I looked up but saw nothing.

      “Uriel, what is that?”

      “Gargoyles. Father Rod is starting sooner than expected. Get into the coffee shop.”

      We entered the coffee shop, Uriel quickly closed the door and locked it, as he did a bright light traced the edges of all the windows and doors.

      “I will get the coffee and bagels. You go over and introduce yourself to Wyatt.”

      What the hell? “Gargoyles are coming, shouldn’t we be, oh I don’t know, preparing for a fight?”

      Uriel shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “Can’t fight on an empty stomach. Go to Wyatt.”

      The boy was at the other end of the coffee shop with his back to the door. When he heard his name, he turned around and smiled at Uriel. I walked toward Wyatt, when I heard a loud thud that came from the parking lot. I looked at the window and saw a grayish animal with red eyes who stared at me through the window. I saw its wings and the long teeth that protruded from its mouth. The gargoyles were dropping out of the sky faster than I could count. It sounded like the parking lot was bombarded with anvils. They lined up against the building and stared at us through the windows. Uriel smiled as he carried the tray of bagels and coffee over to the table.

      “Jacob, sit down. They can’t get in, let’s enjoy life for a few moments.”

      “Why? Why can’t they get in?”, I asked.

      Uriel sat the tray down and put his hand on my shoulder. “I sealed the building. Don’t worry, sit.”

      I sat facing Wyatt; he stared outside in horror, frozen. He fixated on the beasts outside with a look of terror on his face.

      Uriel sat next to him and put his finger to Wyatt’s temple, which calmed him down. He turned and looked at me.

      “My name is Wyatt. You must be Mr. Baccus?”

      “Yup, call me Jacob.”

      I gave him a small smile, and he seemed relaxed at this point and ready for company.

      “What did you do to him, Uriel?”

      “Oh, I just gave him the knowledge of what was outside and then gave him a little something for his fear. He should be good now.”

      “How about dropping a little knowledge on me?”

      “Well, first, Rod must not know too much about your alliance with us, otherwise he would have sent something other than gargoyles.”

      “Obviously, because—”

      “A long time ago, the gargoyles used to work for the Archangels. When we were ordered to back off and let man fend for themselves, we were allowed to leave the gargoyles to protect certain assets. When we’re finished, I will go talk with them, but until then, they cannot see us or enter the building.”

      “How did they find us?”

      “I am guessing Rod has something of yours he gave them to pick up your scent; they can track a human from a hundred miles away.”

      The coffee smelled fantastic; the aroma spread across the table as Uriel passed the cups. Just as Uriel began to speak, there was a loud sound from outside. It was the gargoyles, taking off. Uriel had a confused look on his face. The door opened, and a well-dressed tall man with an athletic build walked in. Uriel immediately recognized him and rolled his eyes.

      “Gentlemen, would you mind if I joined your little party? But first I must get a cup of this Heavenly coffee. This is the only place in town that serves it. Owned and operated by Angels since, well, since the beginning of time.”

      Uriel stood up. “Hello, Lucifer.”
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      LUCIFER SAUNTERED OVER TO our table with his coffee and sat down.

      Uriel spoke. “Jacob and Wyatt, I would like you to meet Lucifer.”

      Lucifer, the fallen Angel of which many stories have been told, was sitting right next to an Archangel in a diner. Simply add a priest or a hooker, and it was the beginning of a good joke.

      I just had to ask. “Lucifer, what do you want?” I don’t know what I expected for an answer.

      “Oh, a friendly conversation with an old friend, and maybe make a couple of new ones.”

      Boy, he is slick. But what did I expect? He was Lucifer. “No, what do you want? We’re kind of busy here, so skip the bullshit and get to the point.”

      “I see why Yahweh likes you so much. You are definitely made in his image, but I did not expect so much of his attitude in you. I want to be a part of your little team.”

      I laughed. “Uh, um, no.”

      Lucifer smiled as he replied. “I could be a big help. Look how I dispatched those gargoyles.” He looked at Uriel with a smug grin. “You do know they are here for the boy, Wyatt, right?”

      Uriel turned and looked straight into Lucifer’s eyes, and with the most serious tone I have ever heard come out of his mouth, he said, “Lucifer, tell me what you know. Now.”

      “Come on, brother, tit for tat. You don’t get something for nothing.”

      “Lucifer, I will crush you where you sit and trap you in Tartarus for the rest of eternity.”

      “Calm down, big guy, I am here to help. Maybe if I cooperate, you could put in a good word for me. Put an end to this whole kicked-out-of-Heaven charade.”

      I was intrigued by the words Lucifer chose to use. “What do you mean charade? You’re a fallen Angel. Seems pretty final to me.”

      “Oh, Jacob, I am not a fallen Angel, just kicked out of the house for a while for being a bit of a rebel. What did Uriel tell you?”

      Uriel stood up, towering over Lucifer. “What about Wyatt? Tell me now.”

      “All right, Uriel, sit down. Enjoy the story I’m about to tell you.”

      Uriel sat down but stared at Lucifer. “Now, Lucifer, no games, just the truth.”

      “Sure thing, brother. Well, while Wyatt, here, was under the influence of our departed friend Mark, he was given a task to steal a necklace from Father Bill. This necklace is enchanted and contains the power to heal almost immediately. Wyatt, here, is wearing that necklace today. Good ol’ Rodney instructed the gargoyles to destroy him and retrieve the necklace. Rod wants the necklace for when he faces Jacob. He is gathering every edge he can to take revenge. He’s quite angry about Bill.”

      I looked over at Wyatt; his head was bowed. He was playing with the charm at the end of the necklace he wore. He was a young and inexperienced boy. I had seen this too many times in the Army. I could see the fight had been taken out of him, he was done. I looked at Lucifer, and I could tell he knew what I was thinking.

      “Jacob, understand I am just telling the story. I had nothing to do with this. I have no interest in hurting Wyatt, or taking anything from him. Please direct that wonderful anger of yours in the correct direction.”

      I took a sip of my coffee and then looked over at Uriel who was stirring sugar and cream into his coffee. He took a sip of his coffee and looked at Wyatt. I saw a great deal of empathy on Uriel’s face.

      “So, Father Rod does not know I am involved with Jacob at this point?” Uriel said.

      “Not you specifically, but he does know an Angel is helping Jacob.”

      “Why would he send gargoyles, then, knowing they will be sent on their way by the Angel?”

      “Uriel, I don’t think you understand the depth of hate the gargoyles have for you. You left them behind to protect things that were not worth protecting. They’re not going to follow any commands you send to them. In fact, the mere mention of your name just enrages them.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Well, when I told them you were in here, they really started to smell. Gargoyles sure do stink when they’re angry,” Lucifer said with a subtle grin.

      “Why did they listen to you and leave?”

      “Well, maybe they feel sorry for me since we all have the same fate, locked out of Heaven forever.”

      “They are not forbidden from Heaven. Why would they think that?”

      “Uriel, they may have drawn their own conclusions from a conversation I had with them a while back, but I am more than happy to set the record straight.”

      I could feel the anger of Uriel growing with every word Lucifer uttered. There was a game being played; I felt Lucifer wanted us both to be angry. I needed to control the conversation before the situation escalated.

      “Okay, let’s all calm down a bit and discuss the situation without any baggage. Sound good?” I said.

      “That is a funny choice of words coming from you, Jacob. Uriel should have let you know from the start just how much ‘baggage’ you have. You know, the youthful encounters with a priest named Mike, the horrors you were made to endure, the death of your parents.” Lucifer’s grin had increased. He knew my soft spots and just how to push my buttons.

      I looked at Uriel, perplexed. “What the hell is he talking about?”

      Uriel looked intensely at Lucifer and replied, “Not now, we will discuss this later.”

      Lucifer understood he now owned the conversation and was beginning to drive a wedge between Uriel and me. The grin on his face said it all. He had accomplished his mission. Anger swelled inside of me, in spite of the fact I knew that is what he wanted.

      Lucifer, still grinning, looked at Uriel. “This is almost too easy. What do you say, Uriel, want my help?”

      Uriel simply stared at Lucifer intensely as he said, “It’s time for you to leave.”

      The grin evaporated from Lucifer’s face. He knew pushing the situation any further would cause Uriel to fulfill his promise.

      “Gentlemen, I bid you farewell and good luck,” Lucifer said. He stood and walked toward the door, fading into the surroundings with every step. Uriel then turned his attention to me, grabbed my forearm, and looked straight into my eyes. His eyes were black with a bright light coming from the center.

      “Jacob, you need to calm down. Just breathe and think about our mission, not the past.”

      His words echoed in my head. There was a calming power in his words. As I began to calm down, I realized he was attempting to control my thoughts. I could feel the stone at the end of my necklace, a warm feeling that went through my body. It was protecting me against Uriel’s mind tricks. The anger returned. Uriel realized what had happened, and his eyes changed back to their normal color.

      “I said it was too early to give you powers; you’re not in control of your feelings.”

      “Actually, I’m in control, not you. I wonder why that is?”

      “Jacob, listen to me You need to calm down. There is no reason to feel the way you do. I will explain everything soon enough, but for now, we need to get Wyatt to safety.”

      I heard Uriel’s words, but I also heard the flapping of wings. The smell of the gargoyles grew stronger. They were coming back for us. I looked out the window. The first ten gargoyles landed in the parking lot, then five more. I could not tell how many there were, but the parking lot was soon filled with them.

      “What are we going to do about them, Uriel?”

      Uriel replied, “Leave them to me. I will take care of it, but I need you to calm down.”

      “I am calm,” I said.

      “Stay with Wyatt. I will go out and speak with them. This should only take a few minutes, and then we will leave.”

      Uriel stood up, drank the rest of his coffee, walked to the door, and opened it to walk outside. The gargoyles immediately grabbed Uriel and pulled him outside. I could not see what was happening, but I knew this wasn’t what Uriel had planned. The anger began to swell inside of me once again.

      “Wyatt, stay in here. I will come back for you.”

      Wyatt nodded his head while I proceeded to go outside to assess the situation. I pulled my knife out of my pocket and immediately willed it to take the form of a hook sword and stepped outside. I was immediately met by angry gargoyles. As they attacked, I split the hook sword and began to slash anything that came at me. The smell was horrible. Their blood smelled like animal shit, and there was plenty of it being spilled.

      I was completely detached from the battle itself, almost like a spectator. I was amazed at the speed and power I had while I attacked the gargoyles. I was killing two to three of them with every swing of my swords.

      I came to my senses, and at some point in the battle, they stopped attacking me and were trying to retreat. I was killing them as they ran, trying to fly away. I stopped attacking and watched the gargoyles fly away. I turned around and looked at the carnage; it was impossible to determine how many were killed, but there were piles of body parts lying all over the parking lot. I looked over toward my car, there stood Uriel with Wyatt. The looks on their faces told me everything I needed to know—I had completely lost control. I put my hook swords together and willed it back into a pocket knife and put it away. I felt a great deal of guilt for what I had done.
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      THE ANGER SUBSIDED IN ME, but the look on Uriel’s face said it all. I had fucked up, I lost control; it was too easy to lose control. I wondered what the penalty would be for killing the gargoyles, even though they were under the control of Father Rod.

      Uriel snapped his fingers. “Jacob, get your ass in the car.”

      I looked at him and squinted my eyes. Uriel turned his head slightly. “Please.”

      Wyatt shuffled to the car and climbed into the back seat quietly. Uriel opened the driver’s side door of the car. I held out my hand. “Uriel, give me the keys, l don’t drive like a little old man. The shop is the best place to go; there we can figure this out.”

      Uriel nodded his head and moved to the passenger seat. The first five minutes were quiet; the tension between Uriel and me was thick. He was first to break the silence.

      “Jacob, what were you thinking? I had the situation handled; the gargoyles were leaving when you attacked them.”

      I smirked. “It looked more like you were in a prison movie about to be gang-raped.”

      “I was talking, and they were listening. They would have left.”

      “Uriel, you may be right, but would they have stayed away?”

      “I don’t know. I created them, and they were twisted, manipulated against me. Tell me, what you were thinking during your attack?”

      I shook my head without looking at him. “I wasn’t thinking, just angry.”

      “Do you even know what you were angry about?”

      “Not really. I started to feel the anger when Lucifer began to talk about my parents and Father Mike. What was he referring to?”

      “Jacob, you need to be in total control of your feelings and emotions before we have that talk. I am more than happy to tell you, but we have other problems right now.”

      “Like what, Uriel?”

      “There is a bronze van following us about three cars back. We’re about to be attacked.”

      “Wyatt, scoot over to the left and lift up the right side of the back seat. Hand all the guns and that bag to Uriel, then lay down as low as you can.”

      “What is your plan, Jacob?”

      “The body of the car is reinforced to resist bullets. The glass is also bullet resistant, so between that and his fancy little necklace, it should be enough protection for him.” I accelerated and pulled away from the van easily. “We need to draw out any other vehicles, take them to a secluded area, and ask them nicely what they want.”

      “Now you are thinking correctly, Jacob.”

      Two other SUV-type vehicles swung out from behind the van and began to pursue us.

      “Hey, Granny, push on the gas, will you? We are not driving to church. Move it.” Uriel was proud of himself; he was actually developing a sarcastic side. I liked it.

      We put some space between us and the vehicles chasing us, and it was time to pick our battlefield. I looked on my GPS at the side roads coming up so as to find the perfect place for an ambush. I drove for another two miles before turning off on a small, winding gravel road. Once we came around the third turn, I stopped the car and we got out to prepare the trap.

      “Wyatt, stay down and in the car.”

      “Yes, Mr. Baccus,” Wyatt replied.

      “Holy crap, Uriel, he talks!”

      Uriel smiled and prepared for battle. He ran up the road a bit and hid in the trees to flank the vehicles once they stopped. I grabbed a long gun, two handguns, extra magazines, and three frag grenades. I had laid out a simple plan in my head; things were never simple for me.

      The vehicles approached, and as they came around the corner and slammed on the brakes, I threw my first grenade. My aim was good, but I underestimated the amount of strength needed. The first grenade went through the windshield of the first vehicle, out the back window, and into the windshield of the middle vehicle. It exploded before anyone could get out; everyone was killed.

      I again threw the next grenade at the first vehicle. There was still a little too much strength used, and the grenade went through the grill of the SUV. The explosion looked like the grenade ended up in the firewall between the engine and cab. The front two passengers were killed, and the passengers in the back seats fell out of the vehicle, stunned by the concussion of the explosion. I had to be careful, otherwise I would have no one to question.

      I heard Uriel as he attacked the van in the back. “Hey, leave someone alive.” Uriel could not hear me. I could tell it was already too late. I had failed miserably so far in the restraint department.

      The last two men from the SUV ran toward the woods to take cover. I grabbed my rifle and shot the first one as he turned around and pointed his gun at me. The other guy continued to run. I aimed for his ass but hit him in the lower back. He was crawling toward a log when I glanced back at the car. I saw a couple of bullet holes in the passenger-side windows. There were four more assholes trying to get a position behind my car. They came out of the woods and ran to my car, so I threw my last grenade in their direction. I wounded three of them, but the last one made it behind my car.

      I carefully aimed my rifle and waited for the right moment; I was sure I knew where he was going to pop his head up. As I waited for my shot, I noticed he was sitting on his butt behind my car. I walked toward the car with my rifle trained on the target. I went around the car and saw a bloody corpse with a cell phone in his hand. I picked up the phone; someone was still on the line.

      “Hello.”

      “Who is this?” the voice on the other side of the phone asked.

      “Well, Father Rod, I would recognize that boyish voice anywhere. How have you been?”

      “Jacob, is that you?”

      “Yup, sure is. Thank you for sending all these targets for me. It has been therapeutic slaughtering your help. Why don’t you come and join us, for old times’ sake?”

      “No, Jacob, I don’t think so. I had high hopes for you, but now all I wish for is your death,” he said with a dark chuckle. “And it will come soon.”

      “Not very Catholic of you, Father. Maybe a confession is in order. Tell me where you are hiding so I can come pay a visit.”

      “Goodbye, Jacob. Enjoy what’s left of your life.”

      Father Rod hung up. I looked in on Wyatt, who was still lying down in the back seat of the car. I began to walk down to the van to see how Uriel was holding out. It did not appear as though he left any survivors.

      “Hey, I thought you would leave someone alive for questioning. Are you losing your touch, my friend?”

      “Jacob, this is my touch. If they had anything to say, they should have said it quickly.”

      “Well, I just got off the phone with Father Rod. I am sure he knows where we are; we should move now.”

      I heard at least two more vehicles coming down the road from behind, but these were not normal vehicles. They sounded like military-grade Humvees. I looked at Uriel.

      “We need to go now. Get in, I will drive. We can lose them on the road.”

      I weaved my way through the wreckage and made it to the highway, where I was able to open up and speed away from our new threat. I looked back, but I didn’t see anything that looked like a Humvee, and I began to feel like we were safe. Uriel stuck his head out of the window and looked up.

      “Up there, a helicopter. It appears to be tracking us.”

      “Uriel, I can’t go to the shop with him tracking us. Any ideas?”

      “Stop the car and let me out; I will take care of it. Don’t wait for me, just go to the shop.”

      I stopped the car, and Uriel jumped out. Once the door was closed, I took off like a bat out of hell. I looked back to see what Uriel was up to, then the next thing I knew I was upside down. It took me a minute to figure out what was going on. One of the Humvees hit my car hard in the intersection and the car rolled toward the ditch.. I felt a sharp blow on my head, and then there wasn’t nothing but darkness.

      I woke up, hanging upside down by my seat belt. I looked behind me to check on Wyatt; he seemed to be breathing but banged up. I took my knife out of my pocket and cut the seat belt so I could go tend to Wyatt. I dropped onto the inside hood of the car and crawled back to take a look at Wyatt. He was no longer wearing the necklace. They must have taken it while we were out cold. Wyatt was still out, but it looked like he only had a few bruises. I crawled out of one of the broken windows and saw my cell phone lying next to Wyatt. I needed to get help, that meant Clyde. He could move mountains in minutes. I called him and left the normal ‘Call me’ message. I looked around and saw Uriel sitting on the ground with his eyes closed.

      “What the hell, Uriel? Are you taking a nap?”

      Uriel’s eyes slowly opened, and he smiled.

      “Nope, I am just following orders.”

      “Was one of those orders to lose the necklace and get the crap kicked out of us?”

      “Well, Jacob, one of the orders was to let them have the necklace. So, yes.”

      “Are you going to let me in on the master plan, or am I going to have to guess?”

      “The only plan is to get Wyatt safely to the farm and begin his training at this point. We need to leave Father Rod alone for now.”

      I was shocked. We went through all of this to keep the necklace on Wyatt, just to let it go. As I was going to give Uriel a piece of my mind, Clyde called.

      “Clyde, I need some help. My car has been wrecked, and we need a transport to the farm. We are half a mile north of the intersection of highways Y and M.”

      “Sir, I will have someone out there in short order. Do you have any injuries that need attention?”

      “No, we’re fine, just a few bumps and bruises. I am going to need a new car. Same as last time would be nice, but whatever you can scrape up in short order is fine.”

      “Very well, Jacob. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      I looked straight at Uriel. “Yeah. Do me a favor and locate a Jesuit priest for me by the name of Father Rod Ricci.”

      “Is this the same Father Rod that—”

      I cut Clyde off in mid sentence. “Yeah, they are one and the same. Please just find him for me.”

      “Yes, sir. Your transport will be there in five minutes. Good day.”

      “Bye, Clyde, and thanks.”

      I hung up the phone and turned to Uriel, who was looking at me in a disapproving manner. “I’m glad we are going to the farm, but I told you to leave Rod alone for now.”

      “Yeah, about that—fuck off, Uriel.”

      I didn’t care what Uriel had to say, I wanted to get back to the farm and regroup. Three black SUV trucks showed up, right on time just as Clyde had said. Uriel picked up Wyatt and loaded him into one of the trucks. I chose to ride alone in one of the other trucks to collect my thoughts. When we arrived at the farm, I felt defeated and frustrated, and I had no idea why we went to all the trouble, so much killing, just to lose in the end. Wyatt seemed to be fully awake, and we all walked into the farmhouse silently.
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      THE SMOKE-FILLED HALLWAY had a dim light at the end. I walked toward the light cautiously with my weapon drawn. I looked at my arm; it had blood all over it, and I felt pressure in my chest like I had been hit with a baseball bat. I felt soreness in every step, but I focused on the light at the end of the hallway. I heard the scream of a woman, but I could not make out what she said. I continued to move down the hall. The woman screamed again in agony; it was Tanya.

      I ran down the hallway, more focused on her than on my surroundings at this point. A priest jumped out behind me with a sword. He swung, and just missed my head. I spun around and put three shots into his head. I reminded myself I wasn’t much help if I died before I got to her.

      I refocused and continued down the hallway until I finally reached the end. I peered around the corner, only to be met by another priest with a battle ax. I grabbed the ax as he swung it. I put five shots into his chest, then two more in his head. I dropped the empty magazine and slammed in a full one, racked the slide, and continued forward. I was in the nave of an old church. It looked decommissioned and dirty. Tanya was strapped to the altar in the front. Father Rod stood above her while he sliced her with a demonic-looking knife.

      I heard the voice of my mentor, Steve, in my head. “Is this your idea of protecting my daughter? Nice job, asshole.” I had promised him I would look after Tanya.

      I fired my gun at Father Rod, hitting him in the chest. The bullets penetrated his body, and he jerked back with every shot. The wounds healed almost as fast as I could shoot. He smiled at me as he raised the knife over Tanya and plunged it into her chest. I woke up, drowning in sweat, feeling sadness and anger at the same time. I felt the loss of Tanya, and it hurt like hell.

      I looked over at the clock, it was 4:34 a.m., and it was time to stretch, get coffee, and go for a walk. I tried to analyze the dream to find the lesson but couldn’t get past the sorrow in my heart. I heard the gurgling of the coffeepot as I finished stretching.

      I slipped on some pants and a shirt, then I grabbed my coffee and headed out of the house for my walk. I walked for about two hours, asking questions and receiving no answers, and then it struck me that maybe I was asking the wrong questions.

      I noticed I was next to the rock I had sat on yesterday, so I sat again and thought about everything that had happened. Then I came to the dream. I wondered what I should do next, and the voice answered. “If you sit idle, Tanya will surely die. Take the fight to him.”

      “Why didn’t we fight him yesterday? Why did he have to get that damn necklace?” I yelled into the pasture.

      I waited on the rock for about fifteen minutes, with no answer. It was time to head back to the house. As I approached the house, I could smell steak on the grill; Uriel was making breakfast. He pulled the steaks off the grill as I walked up to the deck. There were eggs and toast already on the table.

      “Jacob, good timing. Breakfast is ready. I think we should talk about yesterday.”

      I sat at the table while Uriel dished up the food and refilled my coffee.

      “Uriel, if this whole Angel thing doesn’t work out for you, I think you have a future as a waiter.”

      Uriel smiled as he sat down at the table and began to say a prayer. I bowed my head, not listening to what he was saying. When he finished, we both began to eat.

      “Jacob, I just want you to know that yesterday I didn’t agree with—”

      “Stop, it’s about what your actions, not your angelic moral dilemmas.”

      “I can’t disobey Yahweh. He was adamant that the necklace be lost to Father Rod.”

      “One question: why?”

      “I don’t know, Jacob, but I can tell you Yahweh always has his reasons.”

      “Okay, what if they’d have killed Wyatt, would you have just sat there following your orders?”

      “I told the men they could have the necklace as long as they did not kill you or Wyatt.”

      “I would’ve made a different decision. I guess that is the difference between us.”

      “Jacob, that is not a fair statement, I am an Archangel—”

      “You only delayed the inevitable; they will have to be dealt with sooner or later. You caved and gave them what they wanted.”

      “I followed orders and spared your lives.”

      “You didn’t spare shit. You only showed them we will negotiate when the chips are down. You showed weakness.”

      “Following orders is not weakness, Jacob, it is discipline. You of all people should know that.”

      “I do. I also know things can change quick in a battle, and you have to adapt. You should know that.”

      “I had no choice, Jacob. What’s done is done. Can we move on?”

      “Sure, what are we going to do about Lucifer?”

      “Nothing. He isn’t a problem that needs to be solved.”

      I shook my head and continued to eat my food. My phone rang, saving me this useless conversation with Uriel. I answered the phone as quickly as I could.

      “Good morning, Clyde. I hope you have some good news for me.”

      “Good morning, sir. Let’s start with the car. I couldn’t get the same car; I found a 1970 black Barracuda with a 440-magnum engine. I had it altered with exactly the same features, but with more reinforcements to handle a rougher environment.”

      “Clyde, that’s great; I love ’Cudas. When will it be ready?”

      “I can bring it over this morning, around ten. I should have the other information you asked for by then also.”

      “Sounds good, Clyde. You are going to deliver it in person?”

      “Well, yes, sir. It is not every day I get to drive a car like that.”

      “Well, enjoy your drive; I will see you at ten.”

      “Goodbye, sir.”

      I turned my attention to Uriel. He had a disturbed look on his face.

      “You’re having Clyde track Father Rod, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, and it’s a good thing, because I was told to take the fight to him this morning on my walk.”

      “Jacob, are you sure? I wasn’t told we are going after Father Rod.”

      “I know what I heard. Taking the fight to him is the only way to save Tanya.”

      Uriel looked confused. “Tanya? How is she involved in this?”

      “Not sure exactly, but the dream I had last night, combined with what I was told in the field, means I am going to find him and make sure he regrets ever coming to the States.”

      “Jacob, listen to yourself. These are not the words of a rational warrior. You are letting emotion rule your decisions. You aren’t ready for another mission. Just yesterday you could not control yourself, and you slaughtered all those gargoyles. You need more training to discipline yourself with your new powers. Just have patience.”

      “I’m fine. Worry more about training that whelp and whipping him into a man before you lecture me about self-control and discipline.”

      I slid my chair back and left the patio. I needed to take another walk. I started out on my usual path but then veered into the woods. I found a large tree that had fallen, and took a seat. I sat there and thought about what Uriel had said; he wasn’t wrong. I had little control over my emotions. If I was going to be successful and stop Rod, I was going to have to find a way to control myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I HEARD SOMEONE WALKING through the brush behind me. Before I could turn around, he spoke.

      “Do you really want to control those wonderful emotions of yours?”

      It was Lucifer. The sound of his voice was like fingernails against a chalkboard.

      “I don’t want any help from you, please leave.”

      “Jacob, come on, boy. We could have so much fun together, and I think we would make much better friends than enemies.”

      “Damn it, Lucifer, leave now.”

      “Or what, Jacob? You going to unleash your unholy anger on me? I am good with that.”

      At that moment, another voice came from the woods; one I did not recognize.

      “Lucifer, Jacob asked you to leave.”

      “I am just having a conversation. There’s no harm in talking, Michael.”

      “Lucifer, leave now.”

      Lucifer simply turned and vanished, without one word. I looked up to see a large man with dusty-blond hair.

      “Michael?”

      “Yes, Jacob, I am Michael. I heard your thoughts and decided to give you a bit of help.”

      “Help controlling my emotions?”

      “Yes, it’s simple. Uriel taught you everything about your bands and belt, but he has not taught you about the necklace or how to access it. The necklace is full of wisdom. All you need to do is consult it when you make decisions.”

      “Well, if it is so simple, why didn’t Uriel teach me how to use it?”

      “Don’t blame him, he was told to leave this lesson to me. Yesterday wasn’t about saving a necklace, it was about teaching you about the unintended consequences of your actions. You had to experience what could happen if you let yourself get infested with irrational emotions and how the bands can intensify feelings along with strengths.”

      “Michael, this morning I was told to chase after Father Rod and punish him. Was that Yahweh?”

      “Jacob, the dream and your instructions this morning were from Lucifer. You were concentrating more on your sorrow than you should. Your walks in the morning should be with more meditation, without thinking about anything other than what is happening in the moment. You will have more conversations if you enter with that attitude versus trying to figure out how you feel about the past or perceived future events.”

      “So the whole thing was made up?”

      “It was, but now Lucifer is working to make it a reality. His goal is to crush your faith in us and get you on his side.”

      “Just how many sides are there in this battle, Michael?”

      “There are five main sides, then several divisions underneath. I am going to do my best to describe these in terms you will understand.”

      “Gee, thanks. I’ll do my best to keep up.”

      “Jacob, I didn’t mean it that way. Let’s start with the Watcher Angels. The Watchers are pissed off because they were punished for mating with humans. The Watchers want to create a world they can rule without interference from Heaven.”

      “Yeah, I read about them. Knowing this, why did you guys ever release them?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. There is always a purpose, but it’s a mystery to me.”

      “Okay, who’s next, Michael?”

      “Well, there’s Lucifer who wants enough power so Yahweh will have to talk to him. He is seeking attention, like a spoiled child.”

      “Why is he interested in me?”

      “Not sure. There is Satan, who hates everything and wants to simply destroy everyone and everything. Satan has a small army compiled of special demons that he and Lilith created, and fallen Nephilim that chose to follow him.”

      “I thought Satan was another name for Lucifer.”

      “Satan is entirely different, very angry and powerful. Satan and Lucifer actually fought at one time for control of a city. Lucifer threw Satan into a volcano. Satan was angry and embarrassed, so when Lucifer left, he dumped the volcano on the city. That city was Pompeii.”

      “Why didn’t Lucifer destroy Satan?”

      “Lucifer is selfish, but he does not have a stomach for destruction. He did not see the use. Remember, Lucifer is still an Angel, he is not fallen. Yahweh has given him an extremely long rope here on Earth.”

      “Great. Who is next?”

      “The rest of the Nephilim. They seem to work with everyone except Heaven. They are simply angry at everyone in Heaven and Earth. They want to punish everyone. The last side is Heaven, the creator, and mankind. I think you have a pretty good idea of what we stand for.”

      “That’s the best explanation I have had so far. Question—should I go after Father Rod since Lucifer is interfering?”

      “Yes, Jacob. We want you to go after Father Rod, but don’t kill him, only shut down his operations.”

      “Michael, how fast can you teach me to use the necklace to control my emotions?”

      “It will only take a small amount of time to teach you, but you must practice at least twice a day for the rest of your life. Failure to do so may result in your control of the necklace weakening. The more you practice, the more control you will have over your emotions and situations you may end up in.”

      “Great. Teach me.”

      “It is simple, Jacob. You need to detach from the situation you are in and focus on two things at the same time: what is in front of you and the necklace. The necklace will then activate and guide you; all you have to do at that point is to listen and follow direction.”

      “How do I practice?” I asked.

      “Let me show you. Do you see the deer over two hundred yards to your left, grazing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Jacob, I want you to pull your pistol out and aim at the deer like you are going to kill it, focus only on the deer and your necklace. Nothing else must exist in your mind except the deer and the necklace.”

      I pulled out my handgun and carefully aimed it at the deer. I focused on the necklace and the deer at the same time. I could hear Michael saying something, but I could not make it out. I began to relax and feel warmth on my chest. I could feel the necklace beginning to take control of me, and it both disturbed and comforted me at the same time. I raised the barrel of the gun higher and over to the left a bit more, and I adjusted my aim according to what the necklace made me feel. I felt that I was synchronizing the reality of the moment with the wisdom of the necklace. It was truly guiding me; all my anger, fear, and anxiety were gone. There was nothing but the goal ahead of me. Then I felt fear creeping back into my mind, and I lost the connection with the necklace. I now heard what Michael was saying.

      “You are losing it. Come on, focus! Beat the fear. Oh, you lost it.”

      I lowered my weapon and looked over at Michael, who seemed pleased.

      “Jacob, you did great—until you invited the fear to consume you. You need to realize it was your choice. You were scared of losing control to a necklace instead of just enjoying the experience. You will get better. Practice, and you will get better.”

      Michael turned and began to walk into the forest, dematerializing at the same time. I heard only one word repeated until he was completely gone.

      “Practice, practice, practice, practice, practice.”

      The words faded, just as his body did. Then the phone rang.

      “Clyde, what’s up?”

      “Well, sir, I am at your house with the car and the information you requested about Father Rod. Where are you?”

      “I am just walking in the woods; I will be back up in a couple of minutes.”

      I hung up the phone and ran to the farmhouse. I saw the new car; it was beautiful, a true work of art. I could hear Clyde and Uriel talking on the back patio, so I walked around the corner. I saw both of them and Wyatt sitting at the table. I walked over and sat down. The conversation stopped, and all attention focused on me.

      “Hey, Clyde, what do you have for me?”

      “Sir, Father Rod is in Chicago. It looks like he is holed up in an old church in the Fuller Park area. His position seems to be somewhat fortified, and he is accompanied by fifteen other Jesuit priests and about twenty-five personal security officers. Here is the address.”

      Uriel leaned forward in his chair. “Jacob, I know Michael talked to you in the woods, and I know he showed you a couple of tricks and told you to shut Rod down, but I need you to do a deep self-examination and tell me if you truly feel you can handle this.”

      “What choice do I have?” I replied.

      Uriel sat back in his chair. “You can wait until you are ready to withstand the pressures of an operation like this.”

      I leaned forward in my chair and aimed my stare at Uriel. “Possibly sacrificing Tanya while I sit here and wait until I feel up to it? No, thanks.”

      “You should understand collateral damage is a part of war. If that is her fate, you will not be able to stop it, Jacob.”

      I looked over at Clyde. This was the first time I had seen him show emotion. He looked as angry as I was, but he somewhat kept his composure. I looked over at Wyatt; it looked like he was about to say something.

      I stopped him before he could speak. “Boy, before you open your mouth and say something stupid, understand you are a spectator here, not a participant. Just nod your head if you understand.”

      I could tell he understood by the look on his face, so I directed my next comment at Uriel.

      “Collateral damage is never intentional, nor should it be allowed if it is within one’s power to stop it. You speak of fate; there is no fate, and there is only a fluid plan that can be changed, given the circumstances. I have a hard time believing you would use fate as your argument. Doesn’t that go against everything you have been teaching me over the course of the last two weeks?”

      “Jacob, maybe I am just testing you to see if you can keep a clear head in a tense conversation. Maybe I believe the word fate can be interchanged with plan, maybe I want the constant distraction of Tanya to be removed from you. You do what you will. I am going to stay here and start Wyatt’s training so he will be ready to take your place when the time comes. Come on, Wyatt. Let us go to the barn.”

      Uriel and Wyatt stood up and left the patio and walked toward the barn. I turned my attention toward Clyde.

      “Well, Clyde, I am going to Chicago. Can you set me up with a place to stay and line up some resources? I am looking for a small team of individuals that would be willing to go against the church if need be.”

      “We have a residence down there already. The residence is built to our usual specifications. I will find you a team. I have a group in mind that we’ve been surveying for some time; I think they would be perfect for a job like this. I will work out the details while we drive to the shop. I had my car delivered there earlier.”
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      A RUSH OF EXCITEMENT RAN through my body when I thought about driving the Barracuda for the first time. We walked around the house to the car. I opened the car door and jumped in like a teenager with his first car. I studied the dash, the slapstick shifter, the black interior. It was perfect. I started the engine and gave it a little gas.

      The deep throaty sound was a symphony to my ears. I pressed on the brake and shifted into reverse and backed out and around the driveway until I was aimed at the road. I shifted in first gear, let off the brake, and floored it. A rooster tail of gravel came from the tires as they spun, the car gained traction, and we were off like a rocket.

      I turned sharply onto the highway and continued to hot-rod the car all the way to the shop. We made it in record time. I pulled up to the door, put the car in park, and shut the motor off. I felt a well-deserved release. I needed a small reversion to adolescence to rejuvenate myself. I had forgotten about Clyde being in the car. When I looked over at him, he was as white as a sheet.

      “Sorry, Clyde, I may have lost a little control there. This is a hell of a car, thank you. Were you able to secure that team you were talking about earlier?”

      “Sir, I first need to secure a new pair of underwear, and then I will work on your team.”

      I laughed as I exited the car and opened the shop door. “Coming in, Clyde?”

      “No, sir. I need to take leave of you, but I will call you when I secure the team. Here is the address of the residence. There is a lockbox on the door in the garage. The garage code is five, seven, three, six, and the lockbox is zero, five, two, nine. The security system code is zero, seven, one, eight; the gun case is zero, nine, two, zero, and the safe is one, zero, two, nine, one, seven. You should find everything you need. I will have it stocked with food and drink before you arrive.”

      “Thanks, Clyde, you are one in a million.”

      “Thank you, sir. If you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to call.”

      “There is one more thing. Check in on Tanya, make sure she is safe. Have a couple of guys watch the house, just to make sure she stays—”

      “Safe, sir?”

      “That’s the plan, Clyde.”

      I entered the shop as Clyde left for his office. My eyes fixated on the forge I bought and the pile of failed attempts to make a good hunting knife. Steve had told me to take up a hobby. I had no idea how hard knife-making was, but the evidence laid there with the cracked spines and broken blades. I shook my head as I walked by, disgusted with my lack of ability.

      I walked into the vault and locked the door. I sat down as the computers booted up; I put my arms behind my head. I am so angry all the time. I can play happy, but deep down I am always angry. Why? What happened to me? Was it the Army? How can I control something I don’t understand?

      The login screen popped up just in time. It was time to research the church and surrounding neighborhood that Father Rod was holed up in. The neighborhood looked somewhat blighted and was dense in population. If the fight went outside of the church, many people could get hurt. I printed maps of the buildings and streets. After that, I did the same for the residence where I was staying, and placed it all in my pack.

      I went to the armory and filled up two duffel bags with various guns, ammo, and grenades. Clyde told me the residence was completely stocked, but I preferred to make sure I had enough bullets to share with everyone. I opened the garage door and pulled the car into the shop to load it. I placed the duffel bags in the trunk, and my pack with my personal items and paperwork in the back seat. The only thing I needed to do was grab clothes from the farm. It was only fifteen minutes away, or eight minutes by means of the Barracuda; it wasn’t a concern. I backed the car out of the shop, closed the doors, set the alarm.

      I decided to take a different route to get more driving time to get used to the new car. This route took me on the backside of the farm. I could see the iconic barn from quite a distance away. As I approached, I noticed two figures talking outside of the barn. I assumed it was Uriel and Wyatt. I slowed down to take a good look and realized it was Uriel and Lucifer. I stopped on the road and grabbed my binoculars. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but it appeared more like two old friends having a conversation versus mortal enemies. I saw Lucifer peer toward the car with his shit-eating grin; Uriel looked shocked to see me. I had no idea what was going on, but I wanted no part of it. I released the brake and stepped on the gas. I had no intention of stopping at the farm. I decided I could buy clothes on my way to Chicago and I would deal with Uriel when I got home. I had no reason to doubt Uriel’s intentions at this point, but it was better not to trust him. It was possible in my mind that he’d been compromised by Lucifer.
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      THE ONE NICE THING about the Illinois interstate system was it was the closest thing to the Audubon we had in the Midwest. I enjoyed the drive and the music, but my thoughts drifted toward Tanya. I decided to give her a call.

      “Hey, this is Jacob, just wondering if Clyde stopped by.”

      “This is your landlord wondering if you’re ever going to pay rent.”

      I laughed. “Rent isn’t due for another week.”

      “So, you’re only going to stop by when rent is due?”

      “Well, that wasn’t my plan. I think I said once a week.”

      “Once a week would be nice, Jacob. How about starting that tonight?”

      “I can’t. I have to be in Chicago for a few days on business.”

      “Well, how about stopping by for a meal when you are done?”

      “Sure, Tanya. I am not sure how long I will be down here, so I will text you when I finish.”

      “By the way, Clyde did stop by to talk about the rent agreements. It was a little strange.”

      “Why would you say that? He is your lawyer.”

      “Clyde never shows up unannounced, except if there is a problem. Is there?”

      “That is why I am in Chicago. The problem will be taken care of soon enough.”

      “Kind of cocky, aren’t you? Since the problem involves me, do you mind explaining?”

      “Tanya—short story, it has to do with me killing Father Bill, just another priest wanting revenge.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “He seems to think by hurting you, it would hurt me.”

      “Would it?”

      I paused for a moment; I did not want to answer. I was saved by a call from Clyde.

      “Hey, as fun as this is, I need to put you on hold and talk to someone quick.”

      “Don’t you—”

      I picked up Clyde’s call before Tanya finished her sentence.

      “Hey, Clyde, how are we doing?”

      “I have secured the Boon Company to assist you. They told me they would be in contact with you shortly.”

      “Can you text me their phone number just in case I need them sooner than later?”

      “No, all communications have been over the internet. I don’t have a phone number for them.”

      “Clyde, are you sure these guys are legit?”

      “They have done good work for some of my associates in the past. I have been told they have pulled off some next-to-impossible jobs in an efficient manner. I have no reason to believe they are anything but legitimate, sir.”

      “How much is this going to cost?”

      “Well, sir, their fee is one favor that you cannot refuse when they present it to you.”

      “Sorry, Clyde. You cut out for a minute. Can you repeat that?”

      “You heard me. They don’t deal in money; they deal in favors. The only other expense you will have is their food and gas while they are in your service. You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      There was a moment of brief silence as I thought about it. “Okay, I trust you, Clyde. I look forward to meeting them.”

      “Thank you, sir. Have a good rest of your day.”

      “Thanks, Clyde.”

      I tried to call Tanya back to finish up our conversation, and my call went directly into voice mail. As I ended the call, I looked in the rearview mirror, only to see Uriel sitting in the back seat.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Jacob, we need to talk. What you saw wasn’t as it appeared. Lucifer showed up to apologize for his actions earlier and was begging to be included in our mission. I was simply explaining to him that he needed to take it up with Yahweh, not me.”

      “Did he happen to tell you why he arranged the whole Father Rod situation we are in?”

      “He said Father Rod had to be stopped sooner rather than later. That is all he said.”

      “Uriel, I’m having a hard time trusting you right now. Why don’t we do this—you stay at the farm and train Wyatt. I will handle this one by myself for now, and if I need help, I will call for you. Deal?”

      “I think you’ll like the Boon folks; they are renegades, just like you. I will be waiting for your call.”

      Uriel disappeared just as fast as he appeared. I picked up my phone and called Tanya one more time before I hit traffic. She answered this time.

      “Jacob, sorry, I was on the phone. Are you going to fill me in?”

      “It is complicated. I have a couple of guys—”

      “Yeah, I know. There are two cars outside watching my house. Are they going to follow me all over town?”

      “If they are doing their job correctly, yes. Wait, you said two cars?”

      “Yup, two cars, four guys total. They are not hiding what they are doing at all, pretty easy to spot.”

      “They are there for your protection, just in case—”

      “Just in case of what?”

      “Just in case I fail.”

      “You’re obviously not going to tell me what is going on. Just be safe and let me know when you’re coming back. I will make you supper, and we can talk.”

      Tanya hung up the phone. I had not been paying attention to my GPS while I was on the phone, and I missed my exit. I worked my way over to the far right to take the next exit while my GPS recalculated. I took the next exit and reached the stoplight as my GPS kicked back in and told me to take a left. I drove around for another fifteen minutes until I finally arrived at what appeared to be a townhouse.
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      THE TOWNHOUSE WAS in pristine condition. It was everything I would expect from Clyde. I started on the first floor, looking for exits and examining the layout. There was a back room with a large steel door and an access panel. I punched in the code for the gun safe, and it popped open. Inside was a two-hundred-square-foot room, with a table full of ammunition and guns racked on each wall. Underneath the table were about thirty pounds of plastic explosives with detonators, and a few gun-cleaning kits. I walked out, closed the door, and proceeded to go upstairs, where there was one massive master bedroom with another gun safe in the corner. Clyde certainly knew my taste in decorating.

      I went out to the car and grabbed my bag with the maps, grabbed a beer, and spread the papers out on the kitchen table. The church was only about ten miles from where I was. I looked at every street and alley, studying the best ways in and out of the neighborhood. The sun was going down, so I turned on a light that hung over the table. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something move. I turned my attention to the corner with my hand on my gun.

      “Is someone there? If so, move into the light.”

      I heard hissing, and the shadows began to move. Burnt-yellow eyes slowly appeared in the shadows, and a body formed in the shadows and moved toward me. I concentrated on what was in front of me and on the necklace. I felt the warmth on my chest; I understood what I was dealing with. My hand immediately moved from my gun to grab my knife, which changed into a katana. When I pointed it toward the shadowy figure, it stopped in its tracks. The hissing stopped, and it began to speak.

      “I did not come to fight. I came to talk.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “My name is not important. I came to give you a warning.”

      “What is your warning?”

      “Father Rod is attempting to create alliances between his sect and demons. He already has over a dozen demons under his command.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Father Rod sent the demons to the Shadow People to create an alliance to keep constant tabs on you and other enemies. We refused. We just want to live in peace, but they waged war on us. I lost three family members and countless friends. We are no match for the demons, but they seem scared of you. I decided to track you down and give you as much information as I can to help you stop Father Rod and end his war.”

      I decided to start probing him for useful information; I hoped he had some. “What can you tell me about the building that he is in?”

      “The church is old, with several hidden doors to allow travel within the walls. Once you enter the church, you will be tracked until they find the best place to ambush you. Your best bet is to enter through the basement and come up the stairs in the back of the sacristy. There are no doors back there. The only problem is the basement is where the demons stay when they are not out on patrol. There are always two pairs of demons patrolling the perimeter of the church.”

      “Well, that is a lot of information. Why should I trust you, again?”

      “I have no reason to lie to you and every reason to help you. All you need to do to verify my story is go check the church out for yourself. Keep your distance from the entire block. You will see the demon patrols; they are very good at detecting intruders.”

      The old familiar voice of Yahweh came out of the corner. “Trust him. End their suffering, end this war.”

      I felt the warmth coming from my necklace; it was urging me to trust the information.

      “I am going to call you Mr. Creepy for now. Do you know why Father Rod is trying to create all these alliances? It can’t be just to get little old me.”

      “He has some other plan involving demons and the Nephilim to control humans. I have no idea what they are planning to do, but it is not good.”

      “All right, Mr. Creepy, I will check your information out. What else can you tell me?”

      “That’s everything I know, but if we find out more, we will be in contact with you. I can tell you if you end the war, we will be indebted to you. We can be a powerful ally if you need us. We have tribes in every major city in the world. All that knowledge would be at your disposal.”

      “Well, let’s cross that bridge after the war is over. I assume you will let yourself out?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      The hissing sound began again as the eyes faded back into the shadows. It was time to go check out the church and see if any of the information was correct—trust but verify. I opened the garage door, backed the car out, and closed the garage door. I entered the address to the church in my GPS and began my journey. I arrived at the church and parked down the street so I could observe the security details and their patterns.

      I spotted the first pair of demons right away. They weren’t masking themselves well and were making it obvious they were there to protect the church. I was looking for the second pair of demons when I spotted two thugs as they grabbed a young girl and pulled her into an alley. I could not hold my position in the car and watch it happen. I checked my inventory; I had my handgun, two extra magazines, and my knife. It should’ve been enough to handle these punks.

      I exited the car, locked the doors, and walked down the street. I could feel my anger rising up, and I tried to control it by focusing on the task at hand and my necklace. I felt like I was losing this internal battle. I sped up and came around the corner of the alley. As I entered the alley, I could hear the girl’s muffled screams. I drew my sidearm and proceeded cautiously to the origin of the noise. I came around the dumpster to find the two punks sitting on the pavement with the girl. One of guys was holding his hand over her mouth as she screamed and fought.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked.

      “Well, this would be a trap, genius,” the girl replied.

      They all stood up and began to shift their bodies into demon form. I looked down the alley and saw the two other demons blocking the entrance to the alley. In my haste, I had made a bad decision, and now I was in for a fight. I shot the demon posing as the female in the head six times, but I knew this would only slow her down. I shot the other two demons in the chest to slow them down. I ran farther into the alley, turning only to fire shots into the demons to slow them down. I reached the end of the alley, a dead end, and I could hear the demons gathering around the corner. I checked my ammo, only one magazine left by this time, and I loaded my weapon and prepared to shoot the first demon I saw.

      I heard a strange sound from around the corner and saw a couple of bright flashes of light, then watched one of the demons get thrown across the alley so hard, his body broke through the brick wall of a building. I saw another flash of bright white light and then watched a demon’s head roll into the alley. I saw flames showering out from the alley corner, and then I heard two demons running and tripping down the alley away from me.
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      I POINTED MY GUN AT the corner of the brick wall. I wasn’t sure what was coming around the corner, but it was tough enough to scare the shit out of those demons. I saw a flash of blue peek around the corner and duck back again.

      “Don’t shoot! My name is Adira. We’re the Boon Company. Clyde hired us to help you.”

      I lowered my weapon slightly. “Okay, come around the corner slowly.”

      First came a young lady in good shape wearing leather pants, a tank top, and painted nails that matched her blue hair. The next was a slim six-foot male with white hair, blue eyes, and dressed in black leather from head to toe. The third person was about five feet six inches, medium build, with short black hair, dull red eyes, and again dressed in black leather head to toe. The fourth person that came around the corner was maybe eight feet tall and just as wide, wearing black leather pants with a black T-shirt with the arms cut off. The big guy looked the oldest, maybe 30 years old.

      Looking at them I could not help myself. “You guys know punk is dead, right?”

      Adira did not look impressed with my wit. “I really liked punk back in the day, don’t knock it. Just remember, we saved your ass.”

      “Nah, I had them right where I wanted them. You saved them a lot of pain.”

      “What was your plan, Jacob, to throw your gun at them and have a stare down?”

      “Adira, you will just have to wonder since you interrupted me. Who are your associates?”

      “The white-haired guy is Franklineil, but we call him Franky. Next to Franky is Marshall, and the big guy is Garciagruel, or Garcia, for short.”

      “Well, it is nice to meet you all. How did you know where I was?”

      “Earlier tonight you met Peel. He came to us and said you were going to the church and may need our help.”

      “Huh, I was thinking he had set me up. Good to know. Why don’t we get the hell out of here and continue this conversation someplace other than a dead-end alley?”

      Adira turned to the others. “I will ride with Jacob. Meet you back at the base.”

      The other three turned and walked around the corner without a word. Adira turned and looked at me.

      “So, that black hot rod is your car? Can I drive?”

      She looks like she is eighteen years old, maybe. “Maybe. Do you have a driver’s license yet?”

      “Ha, ha, ha, asshole. I have skills that’ll absolutely amaze you.”

      Dangerous conversation. Steer it toward something less creepy, bud. “I am sure you do, Adira, but I am betting driving isn’t one of them. You can run the radio, maybe.”

      We walked back to my car, jabbing at each other the whole way. I had always wondered what it would be like to have a teenager, and I could now check that box off the old bucket list. I had to admit, it sure was fun. The car ride to the headquarters was filled with sarcastic comments and age jokes. We pulled into an industrial park that looked more like one of the warzone areas in Iraq than a part of Chicago.

      There was an old building at the end of the drive with an open garage door. Adira told me to pull into the building. Once in the building, Adira closed the garage door without leaving the car. I pulled up beside a large black van and saw the rest of the gang seated on various broken and worn-out chairs around a large oil drum with a fire roaring inside. We got out of the car and walked over to join them. I wasn’t walking fast enough for Adira, so she grabbed my hand and began to pull me along, then suddenly stopped. When she turned and looked at me, her eyes were wide, and a look of fear came over her face. Adira began to shake, while staring directly into my eyes. I tried to let go of her hand, but she was holding on tight. I peeled her hand off mine, and she fell to the ground.

      “What the hell was that all about?” I asked.

      Adira was sitting on her rear end, legs sprawled, back hunched over, with her head hanging low. I knelt down to see what was going on and was met with tears running down her face.

      “I grabbed your hand to see if I could get a little inside information on who you were. I saw your childhood. I am so sorry you had to go through that. I had no idea.”

      “Adira, what are you talking about? I had a normal childhood.”

      “That wasn’t normal, Jacob. How can you say that was a normal childhood?”

      “I have no idea what you’re referring to.”

      Adira looked up and stared at my forehead, cocked her head to the left, then to the right. She then stood up and examined my face, making sure she did not touch me again.

      “You don’t know, do you, Jacob? They blocked it from your memory somehow. Your soul has been fractured so many times. You must have a great amount of hate bottled up inside you.”

      Adira’s comments struck a chord within me. I knew I had some issues with anger, and she seemed to have some answers. I reflected on the conversation between Lucifer and Uriel in the coffee shop. I started to believe something did happen to me as a child.

      “Let’s assume you’re telling the truth and something happened to me as a child. How would you know that?”

      “I’m a witch, Jacob. I have some empathic abilities to connect to humans. By touching them, I can see their past, what they are thinking and feeling, and understand how they will react.”

      “A witch, huh? Where is your broom?”

      “What do you mean? Are you mocking me?”

      “Yup, I am mocking you because there’s no such thing as witches.”

      I was so sure of myself, but I thought for a second; it wasn’t that long ago I was introduced to demons, hybrids, fallen Angels, and Nephilim. Adira was getting angry; I could see it in her face. At that point, I decided to back down and hear her out.

      “Sorry, but the thought of the existence of witches seems to be a stretch to me. How did you become a witch?”

      Adira and I walked over to the fire and took a seat.

      “I was born a witch. Both my parents were witches. We are all born with certain abilities. My parents died when I was young and before they could teach me how to use my powers, so I’ve been learning as I go on my own.”

      “Are you all witches?” I asked, a hint of sarcasm in my voice. It did not go unnoticed.

      “Nope, Franky is a fallen Angel, Marshall is a vampire, and Garcia is a giant.”

      I slowly reached into my pocket and pulled out my knife, picked up a small chunk of wood, opened the knife, and began to whittle on the wood. I was trying to be inconspicuous while grabbing my weapon, especially with a supposed fallen Angel in the room. Franky leaned forward and began to speak.

      “Just remain calm while I explain, Jacob. I recognize that knife and know what it is. I mean you absolutely no harm. I was one of the many that were cast out with Lucifer. I was just following his orders until I realized what he was up to. I immediately threw down my arms and surrendered to Yahweh, but because of my actions, I was cast out of Heaven. I vowed from that point on to only help humans and never raise arms against Heaven again. I can feel his power in you. I am honored to be working with you.”

      “I gotta be honest with you, Franky, I don’t have a ton of great experiences with Angels, especially the fallen ones.”

      “I’ll vouch for him. He’s one of the good ones,” Marshall replied.

      “Oh, okay, the bloodsucking vampire vouches for the fallen Angel. Never mind, I’m good now.”

      “Jacob, vampires only suck blood in the movies. Real vampires consume human energy. Granted, if we feed too long, they can die, but that has not happened for at least a hundred years.”

      I felt like an idiot. I had no idea what these beings were, what their abilities were, or whether I could trust them. As I was trying to form my next question, I thought about my necklace. I focused on it, asked it for the information I needed to guide me through the rest of this conversation. I felt the warmth on my chest, and the wisdom flowed through me. I saw witches, vampires, and giants were all mutations stemming from the initial contamination of DNA by the Watcher Angels. I noticed everyone was staring at me like my hair was on fire.

      “What are you looking at?” I asked.

      Franky replied, “They have never seen that before. They’re trying to understand what you are.”

      “What are you talking about? Seen what?”

      “The power of God infusing with a human, just like Adam, Abraham, and David. It’s a wondrous sight.”

      I looked at Franky as he spoke, but his lips never moved. Somehow, we were communicating through a sort of telepathy.

      “How are you in my head, Franky?”

      “I am not in your head, you’re in mine. You connected to me.”

      I shook my head and stopped accessing the knowledge from my necklace. I looked over at Franky. He had a genuine smile on his face.

      “What are you?” Adira asked.

      “I’m hungry, how about you?”

      “No, Jacob. I mean, what kind of a being are you?”

      “Adira, I am just a simple human being, nothing special. Do you guys eat?”

      “Yes, of course, we eat, but I am going to need a better explanation.”

      “Tell you what, I will tell you more about me when you tell me what you saw when you grabbed my hand. Maybe over pizza, my treat.”

      “Fine, but we eat here, and when you get your pizza, then we talk. Deal?”

      I nodded my head and handed a couple hundred dollars to Marshall to run out and get some pizza.

      “Dude, that’s not enough, that won’t even feed the big guy over there.”

      I looked at him a while and handed him three hundred more. He smiled, turned, and jumped in the van and drove off.

      “So, since we have some time before he gets back, let’s talk about Father Rod. Do you guys have any information on what he’s doing in that old church?”

      Franky replied, “The only thing I have seen is a constant stream of trucks loading and unloading during the day. I don’t know what the trucks are hauling.”

      “Okay, what did the trucks look like? Did they have any company names on them?”

      “They were either yellow or white, with lift gates, no markings; I assumed they were all rentals.”

      “Good, it may be enough.”

      It was time to get Clyde involved. I called and left him a message, and Clyde called back within thirty seconds of me hanging up.

      “Clyde, I need some help down here. Do you have a pen and paper handy?”

      “Sir, I am always prepared. What may I do for you?’

      “First, there are large white and yellow delivery trucks with lift gates coming and going all day to the church where Father Rod is holding up. Franky, here, seems to think they are all rentals. Can you do some checking to see if anyone has rented out a bunch of trucks recently in the area? The trucks are unmarked, so look at the local rental places first. Second, can you send some people over to the church and have them follow some of the trucks that leave? I need to figure out where they are going and what they are picking up and dropping off. Maybe if you find the trucking company, we will get lucky and the trucks have tracking systems.”

      “No problem, sir. I’ll get right on it.”
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      NOTHING IS EVER AS IT seemed with these types of operations. I had Adira’s complete attention, and she soaked up information and processed it quickly. I felt like she knew what I was thinking; we were working in almost perfect harmony. I had not felt that way with anyone except Hawkins—

      “Who is Hawkins?” Adira asked.

      “Are you in my head? How did you know I was thinking about Hawkins?”

      “Jacob, you are in our heads, feeding us information as you process it. I can’t do that.”

      I looked down at my necklace; it was glowing again. I needed to calm down and stop connecting with the kids like this.

      “I wish you would stop calling us ‘the kids,’ youngster.” I forgot I was also connected to Franky. He was right, they weren’t kids. On the other hand, it irritated them, which wasn’t a bad thing.

      I looked at Adira. “Do you have any more team members, or is it just the four of you?”

      “It is just the four of us.”

      Garcia was standing there with his hand raised like he wanted to ask a question.

      “Garcia, do you have anything to add?”

      Adira replied, “Garcia does not talk; he hasn’t for years.”

      I looked over, and Garcia shook his head indicating no. I walked over to my car to grab my backpack with all the maps and information I had on the building, but I left all that on the kitchen table where I was staying. Adira walked over to my car.

      “What are you looking for?”, Adira asked as she leaned up against the car.

      “I have a bunch of maps and information about the building, but I left them at the place I’m staying.”

      “Do you need them?”

      “It would be nice to have them for reference when we start planning this operation. I’ll run over there and pick them up. I should be back in a couple hours.”

      “I have a better idea, Jacob.”

      Adira looked over to the shadows and yelled, “Peel, are you here?”

      Peel’s eyes popped open, and as they did, the hissing sound started up, just like before.

      “Yes, I’m here.”

      “Can you go get the information Jacob is talking about and bring it back here, please?”

      “Sure, be back soon.”

      I turned to Adira. “How long will he be?”

      “He should be back by the time we are done eating.”

      Marshall pulled up and parked next to my car, and he jumped out and opened up the side door of the van. There had to be twenty-five pizzas in his van. He carefully distributed the food, and as we all began to eat, I looked over at Adira.

      “A deal is a deal, Adira. Start talking.”

      “Jacob, are you sure you want to know what I saw?”

      “Yes.”

      “I saw you being molested by several priests. I saw your parents handing you over to demons to be abused. I watched your soul get fractured several times. You were taken to a facility and tested, but the tests were brutal. You almost died. You were being prepped for something, but I could not see what that was. A powerful magic blocked me from seeing the rest.”

      “Your theory is there is some sort of a spell blocking me from remembering all of this. I’m still having a hard time believing all this. Let’s say this is true, can you break the spell?”

      “I am not sure. It’s not a witch’s magic that did this to you, but I can try.”

      “Are we talking I drink a potion or take a magic pill?”

      “You need to have some patience while I figure this out. I promise we will try before you leave Chicago.”

      I wasn’t satisfied with her answer, but it would have to do for the moment.

      “All right, Adira, I am a human being—that is it. I have a few gifts from Yahweh that allow me to be stronger, faster, and have more wisdom than normal humans, but that’s it.”

      “Really, that’s the best you can do? What a boring story. How about making something up, just for entertainment?”

      Just as I was about to reply with an equally sarcastic remark, Franky quickly swallowed his mouthful of pizza and replied to Adira.

      “Jacob simply is a chosen one. He’s the future leader of an army that will fight all evil in the world.”

      I shook my head, listening to the “odd squad” discuss Franky’s comments. I soon became bored with the conversation, slid down on the couch, and fell asleep.
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      THE SMELL WAS HORRIBLE. I could hear the kiddos talking as they stood around the table analyzing the information from my bag. They had sent Garcia in the other room due to a gas problem. I looked over at the other couch and saw a body there, but it looked strange. Once I focused on it, it resembled Peel. He must have shown up while I slept. I guessed they decided not to wake me up. I sat up on the couch and began stretching; Marshall noticed I was awake.

      “Hey look, Grandpa’s up from his nap. Take it easy, sir. Don’t rush getting up, we wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself. Is that necklace your alert thingy for when you fall?”

      I took a deep breath and shook my head. “I don’t need this shit. What’s up with Peel?”

      “There were two demons waiting for you at your townhouse, and they got Peel, almost killed him. He got your bag and maps,” Adira replied.

      “Is he going to be all right?”

      “I don’t know right now because it is up to him and whether or not he can heal himself. There is nothing we can do for him.”

      I could tell Adira felt bad for sending him. I also felt bad for the missed opportunity to grab a demon and get more intel on what Father Rod was doing. My phone rang; it was Clyde.

      “Good morning, Clyde.”

      “Morning, sir. The security around the old church is way more complicated than we thought. We lost three people within five minutes of setting up surveillance. One guy was captured and taken into the church. I pulled the rest of the people off the job right away. The guy they captured was beaten and had a discussion with Father Rod, then sent out of the building. Evidently, he has some information and a message to share with you from Rod. What do you want me to do?”

      “Did he tell you the information?”

      “He told me he needed to talk to you directly and would not share the information with me. The conversation felt off somehow. Do you want me to interrogate him?”

      I thought about it for a moment. “No, send him to the townhouse. I’ll meet him there.”

      The kids were listening to my conversation with Clyde.

      “Why not here instead?” Franky asked.

      “Army taught me to never trust a prisoner immediately upon release until it was confirmed they hadn’t been turned. That rule has always served me well. No reason to change now. If he has been compromised, I am guessing he already knows about where I am staying, so keeping this address away from him may be a good idea.”

      Adira jumped into the conversation. “You’re not going without us. The demons may still be there.”

      “I’ll take one of you with me. The rest of you need to stay here, in case it’s a trap.” I turned to speak directly to Adira. “You continue putting together a plan. Franky is coming with me, but we’ll be back soon.”

      Franky and I jumped in my car and pulled out of the building.

      He turned to look at me as I drove. “Why’d you pick me? You obviously don’t trust me.”

      I snickered and kept my focus on the road. “When I accidentally entered your mind, I could tell you were genuine, so I kind of trust you. It’s a bonus that demons aren’t real excited to tangle with any Angel, even a fallen one. You were the best choice.”

      That satisfied Franky for the moment. He sat back in his chair and sighed. “Fair enough. You know you have far more power than I do, right? I felt the same power last night as I did when I met Adam. Do you mind me asking how you obtained this power?”

      “Nope, I don’t mind you asking at all.” Honestly, I really didn’t mind. I appreciated his candidness.

      “Well, how did you get the power?”

      “I said I didn’t mind you asking, I didn’t say I was going to answer your questions.”

      That comment caused Franky to pout. He decided to be quiet and stare out his window for the remainder of the ride.
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      WE WERE LOOKING FOR A TRAP as we drove past the townhouse. There was a car parked crooked in the driveway. I circled around the block and parked across the street from the driveway. We looked around to see if we could spot even a hint of danger. The problem with demons was they did not need much of an advantage to overpower us. We slowly approached the front door. I opened it slowly and peered into the house I only saw a single guy, beaten up, sitting at the kitchen table.

      “Hello, Jacob.”

      “Hey, what’s your name?”

      “I’m John. Please, sit down. This is going to take a bit.”

      “Give me a sec. I need to use the head before we talk. Long trip and too much coffee. But my pal Franky will sit with you.”

      John kind of smiled and shook his head. Franky took the seat across the table from him. I made my way to the bathroom, making sure I checked out every room on the way to see if anyone or anything was hiding in wait for us. I went into the bathroom, waited a few moments, and then flushed the toilet. I double-checked the rooms on my way back to the kitchen, just to make sure.

      “Are you satisfied we’re alone?” John asked.

      “For now. So, what do you have for me?”

      “The demons took me into the church and placed me in a broken-down pew in the sanctuary. A priest was blessing water in a large steel drum by dipping a special amulet into the water. Every time he would dip the amulet in the water, it sounded like it was sizzling, but I couldn’t see for sure. While he was doing that, there were large bones being brought in from the trucks and loaded into a huge grinder. The grinder had a stone box under it. There were five other stone boxes in the room. When a box was filled with bone dust, the boxes would be moved. The full one was taken up to the altar, and the next box in line was placed under the grinder and filled with more bone dust. When the ceremony was finished, the priest put three ladles of water in each box. The box would catch on fire for a moment, and the flames would disappear. The box would then be moved to the other side of the church, where the contents would be emptied into several fifty-pound feed bags, sealed, and loaded on a pallet. The pallets were rolled out of the room to what I assume was a loading dock for the next truck.”

      Seriously, this is all about flaming blue powder made from giant bones? What the hell am I into now? “John, do you have any idea what this powder is used for? Is it some sort of drug?”

      Franky was sitting straight up in his chair, intent on interjecting. “Jacob, I have seen this before, King Nimrod used to grind up the bones of giants, mix them with a special supercharged holy water and mix it in a special box. He used the powder to control masses of people to build the Tower of Babel. This isn’t good.”

      “How did he administer it, Franky?”

      “The powder was inhaled. The humans followed him blindly and faithfully until death,” Franky replied.

      “John, I assume Rod made you inhale the powder?”

      “I am not allowed to answer that question. I am only allowed to tell you what I saw and deliver a message to you, Jacob.”

      Oh boy, here it comes, the speech about how I am going to fail, die horribly. Blah, blah, blah. “Okay, John, what is the message?”

      “The priest told me to tell you to leave. Otherwise, you are going to wish for death while you become his slave for all eternity. That is the end of this conversation.”

      John promptly took out a pistol, put it underneath his chin, and pulled the trigger, blowing the top of his head completely off. We were covered in brain matter and blood. I was shocked at how calmly he ended his life. We stood up from the table and backed away slowly.

      “This is really bad, Jacob.”

      “No shit. Was there anything that could be done for the people that were given the powder, or were they just slaves forever?”

      “I know Abraham had a way of undoing the effects of the powder, which pissed Nimrod off, but I don’t know what he did. I am sure one of the Archangels would know, if you have a way of contacting them.”

      “Does having contact with the powder have the same effect, or do you have to inhale it?”

      “I think it has to be inhaled. I don’t think touching it does anything. Why?”

      “Just in case they dusted the house with it. One more question. Does it only control humans, or does it control all other beings also?”

      “It is specifically made for humans. Other beings are not affected.”

      “Okay, let’s get cleaned up and get out of here.”

      I walked to the bathroom and washed up, then went into the bedroom and changed my clothes. Franky washed up in the kitchen. We locked up and left the house. On the way back to Boonie headquarters, I gave Clyde a call to let him know what happened. I left him a description of the incident and instructions to not call me back. It was a quiet ride back. I felt overwhelmed with what we were facing—an ancient powder that controlled humans for the remainder of their lives. I pulled into the machine shop and parked the car. Franky immediately went over to the rest of his team and filled them in on what happened. I walked to the other side of the shop to contemplate our next move. I did not want to call Uriel.
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      I HELD MY PHONE IN my hand as I tried to think of anything else I could do. I paced back and forth, then I saw Adira standing there.

      She approached me with sympathy. “I am sorry about your friend. Are you okay?”

      “He wasn’t my friend. Hell, I’d never met him before.”

      “Well, what are you doing sulking over here?”

      “I am not sulking; I am thinking about what the next move should be.”

      “Franky said our next move is to talk to an Archangel, and he’s pretty sure you know how to get one here.”

      I shook my head and continued walking. I knew what I had to do, but I didn’t want to call Uriel. I walked back over to the table where the Boonies continued to talk. Marshall was the first one to acknowledge my presence.

      “Jacob, you’re going to summon an Arch, right?”

      Swallowing my pride, I opened my phone and began to send a text Uriel.

      “Jacob, what are you doing?”

      “Marshall, I’m sending a special magical text to Heaven to see if an ‘Arch’ is available.”

      I hit send and walked closer to the table to see what they were planning. I looked at Adira, she was in her element, and looked amazing. Damn, witches are hot. I needed to refocus on the mission. “What do you have for me?”

      Adira smiled and slightly laughed at me; she seemed to know what I was thinking. “Clyde’s people were not there for more than five minutes before they were tagged and captured. The security around the building must be way stronger than we originally thought. Without knowing how many people are involved, it will be impossible to reach him undetected.”

      I smiled. “So, you haven’t figured it out yet?”

      “What the hell are you talking about? Figured what out?” Adira growled at me in frustration.

      “Well, if Rod is creating a mind-control powder for humans, wouldn’t it make sense he is using it on the surrounding blocks? I am guessing everyone you see walking around is under his control for at least a four-block perimeter.”

      “Well, then it is impossible to get in undetected and surprise him. It is also impossible to breach the church without killing innocents. He has us beat.”

      A large, slender man with dark hair dressed in a suit and tie walked out of the shadows toward the group. “While Jacob is correct, Adira is not.”

      “Who the hell are you and what are you doing here?” Adira asked in shock as her team began to form a defensive position.

      “Calm down, I was invited here by Jacob. I am Raphael, you know, an ‘Arch,’ as you would say.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “They are fun to watch, aren’t they?”

      “Oh, Jacob, they mean well,” Raphael said. “I assume you used your necklace to identify me?”

      “Yup,” I replied.

      “Excellent, you are learning quickly. Michael said you’re kind of smart; that makes things easier. Uriel and I were talking when you sent the text. Since you have trust issues with him right now, I thought I would take a stab at working with you.”

      The zoo crew stood there and gawked like their favorite pop star had just walked into the room, except for Franky. He was kneeling with his head down.

      Raphael directed his attention toward Franky. “Franklineil, stand up. There is no reason for you to act like that towards me.”

      Franky stood up. “Yes, Raphael. It has been a long time.”

      “Yes, it has. To answer your question, we have all noticed that you’ve been honorable and kept the oath you swore after your fall. Stay on the right side of things through all of this, and you’ll be fine.”

      Franky shook his head and stepped back in reverence. Raphael reached the table, looked down, and pointed toward the front entrance of the church.

      “This is where Jacob will enter the church. While Jacob is being taken in, the rest of you are going to break the hold Rod has on the people surrounding the church.”

      I shook my head. “Wait, I’m walking in the front to surrender?”

      Raphael responded sharply. “Yes. Please let me continue. As I was saying, your team will get the people out of the area once they wake up. Once everyone is away from the church, Adira and team will enter the back of the church and sweep the building of the remaining demons. Jacob, you will need to stall Rod while they are doing this. Let the demons beat on you a little bit; let Rod think he has won. If he tries to infect you with the powder, play along until your team shows up. Then, well, as you were told, just don’t kill him. We need him to deliver a message back to Rome.”

      Adira arched her eyebrows in confusion. “So how exactly are we going to wake them up?”

      “You will have to spray them with a mixture of water and blood.”

      Raphael reached into his jacket and pulled out a leather pouch and threw it on the table.

      “A pinch of this mixed with water and sprayed on the victim will wake them up immediately.”

      “What kind of blood is that?” Jacob asked.

      “It is the dried blood from a sacrificial lamb. Old-days curses take old-days remedies,” Raphael replied.

      “Really, it is just that simple, huh?”

      “Yes, Jacob, just that simple. You will need to take a pinch of it and put it in your mouth. Let it mix with your saliva before swallowing. It will make you immune to the powder.”

      “So how are we supposed to spray everyone within the immediate area of the church?” Adira asked.

      “You figure out how to spray a crowd of people from above without them knowing it. Jacob and I will take care of gathering them in the street.”

      Franky spoke up. “I know how we can spray them. Leave it to me.”

      “Jacob, can you and I talk alone, please?” Raphael whispered to me.

      I walked over to a quiet corner with Raphael. Before he spoke a word, I had a feeling I knew what he was going to say.

      “Jacob, you are a target for everyone that is under Rod’s control; they all know who you are. If you walk slowly down the sidewalk, they will all come to you. You may have to push your way to the church. Once you are taken by the demons, they will stand outside of the church to await further orders from Rod. I cannot fight by your side on this one, but I will be guiding you. When the time comes, I will give you the message Rod needs to deliver to the Vatican. Just remember to keep your temper under control.”

      “Quick question for you. Adira told me some things about my childhood that I don’t remember. Is it true?”

      “The simple answer, Jacob, is yes, it is all true. The past does not matter right now, but if you survive, consider letting her help you remember. I think knowing the truth of where your anger comes from will help you control it in the future.”

      “I have one more question. What was Uriel doing with Lucifer on the farm?”

      “Lucifer was trying bet with Uriel on whether or not you would be successful on this mission. Lucifer was one of us for a long time; he still is family, and Uriel and Lucifer used to be best friends. Lucifer was cast out of Heaven but not stripped of his powers; he is still a powerful Angel.”

      “I gotta be honest, Raphael, it looked like they were having a grand old time.”

      Raphael smiled. “Lucifer also has a great sense of humor; he still makes us all laugh. It does not mean we agree with him, nor does it mean that we will not crush him at a moment’s notice, but even Angels need a good laugh every now and then.”

      “Fair enough, I will try to give him a break, then.”

      I looked over and saw the little rascals loading equipment up in their van; some of it looked like large squirt guns with backpacks. I shook my head and turned back to where Raphael was standing, but he had disappeared.

      “Hey, kids, it looks like you got yourself a plan. How much time is it going to take you to get set up once we are there?”

      “We need thirty minutes, old man, so walk slow. Should be easy for you,” Adira replied with a wink.

      I laughed to myself as I ignored her old man comment. “I will need you to drop me off about three miles to the east of the church. I will walk into the neighborhood and right through the front door of the church. All the people under Rod’s control will follow me and gather outside the church, and then you can do your thing.”

      “You’re not going to make fun of our plan?” Marshall asked.

      “I don’t care how you get your part done, just get it done, then get your asses into the church so we can finish this.”

      Once the van was loaded with everything they needed, we proceeded to drive to my drop-off point. The ride started off with horrible new-age music and some of the dumbest conversations I had ever heard. It was good to be part of a team again; it was familiar, not that different from what we did in the Army.
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      I WAS LOOKING FORWARD to being beaten by demons after thirty-five minutes of listening to the Boonies’ music. When the van stopped, I opened the sliding door and jumped out. Adira slid up to the seat I was sitting in.

      “Jacob, don’t worry. You’re good at this part.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Adira smiled. “You know, getting in trouble and being saved by me.”

      I slammed the door shut as the kids had their laugh. The tires of the van squealed as they sped off to their setup point. I walked slowly toward the church, a Sunday stroll down the sidewalk. I focused on what was ahead of me and on my necklace, preparing for the task ahead.

      I heard Raphael’s voice. “We are with you, Jacob.”

      “Yeah, that’s nice, just don’t get me killed. I have a date tomorrow night with my landlord. By the way, let her dad know not to wait up.”

      All I heard was laughter. Evidently, in Heaven I was a stand-up comedian. I was sure Steve, my mentor and Tanya’s dad, was up there having a fit, which made me happy. I walked down the sidewalk and noticed I had entered the outskirts of the neighborhood. I saw a few people staring at me; it was creepy. When I passed them, they dropped what they were doing and started to follow me, just like Raphael had predicted. With every block I passed, I picked up a few more fans. I was about eight blocks away from the church, and there were three hundred people following me.

      I was anxious as I waited for the violence to start. I needed to control these feelings and proceed with the plan. No one tried to block me until I was two blocks away. At that point, two large guys stood in front of me, and I could tell these were not humans; they were demons in human form. I sped up a bit and threw a punch at the first one, hitting him directly in the throat. I hit him so hard, he flipped over and landed on his face. The second demon took the opportunity to get around and behind me so he could bear-hug me. I broke his grip, grabbed his arm, and threw him to the ground. I rolled him over on his stomach and literally ripped his head off. Where did all this strength come from? I had no idea I could do that.

      Raphael responded to my thoughts. “You are starting to believe in yourself. You have more power than you think. Also, those were low-level demons, not good fighters at all.”

      So much for feeling good about myself. Thanks for the pep talk. I didn’t care what he said. I got up and continued toward the church. The crowd of humans continued to follow me, and all the demons stood in a line in front of the church.

      I yelled. “Rod, I want Father Rod, now.”

      I heard Rod’s voice from inside the church. “Let him come.”

      I walked right up to the front door and was stopped by six demons. They held my arms and searched me for weapons. The only thing they found was my jackknife.

      “He only has this, Father,” one of the demons said to Rod as he held up my knife.

      “Fancy knife. Let him keep it, maybe it will make him feel better,” Rod replied.

      They shoved the knife in my pocket and hauled me through the entry of the church, and then they closed and bolted the doors. The demons hauled me down the long hallway, carrying me by my arms and legs. When we made it to the sanctuary, they slammed me into a chair and restrained my arms, legs, head, and chest. I played weak and gave a feeble attempt to break free, then promptly gave up after as I tried to sell the appearance of complete failure. Father Rod walked out from the back of the church.

      “Jacob, I feel like we can talk now. I had hopes we would be working together, but that plan did not work out so well. The good news is we will be working together, after all, at least until the day your body fails you. The even better part is you’ll be aware of every horrible thing I make you do, but you will not be able to stop yourself from doing it.”

      “Keep dreaming, priest.”

      “I hope you do fight it, as it will be fruitless. I already have a great idea of where to start. You will kill Tanya, but not before sodomizing her son and killing him in front of her. Then my friend, your own little personal hell will only have started.”

      It was hard for me to sit there and listen to Rod. The desire to kill him slowly started to consume me. I needed to control the urge. I needed to play my part in the plan.

      “If I would have known what a sick bastard you are, I would have snapped your neck back in Antarctica. Before you feed me your poison, can I ask you a few questions for old times’ sake, Rod?”

      Father Rod was playing with the powder, running it through his fingers. “Sure, Jacob, I will answer your questions for the simple reason it will increase your suffering while you are serving me.”

      “What is it with you priests and children? I mean, why can’t you just rent a couple of hookers and get your rocks off that way?”

      “It is the theft of their innocence, the knowledge of corrupting their souls, and we obtain power from every child we fracture. That power becomes an addiction. It only lasts for a limited time, so we must continue to find new children to keep our equilibrium. If we are not well balanced, we cannot lead the flock, my boy.”

      I needed to continue to stall Rod, but the struggle to stay in control and not rip his throat out was real. “That’s so fucking sick. You use your position to rationalize your abuse of children. Next questions—where are you shipping the powder, and why make so much?”

      “An order comes in for the product, and we ship it out. I have no idea where it ends up, but I can tell you, business is booming, Jacob.”

      I heard Raphael whisper in my mind. “You are doing a great job, Jacob, just a little longer.”

      I looked Father Rod in the eye as I asked, “Rod, why in the world do you care about Tanya and her child? You have me, why bother with her and her son?”

      “There are two reasons. One, Steve betrayed us, and for that his entire family must die. Two, you will have to live with the knowledge they died violently at your hand. That is your punishment for killing Bill. Seriously, can we stop with the boring questions?”

      “Just a few more, humor me. Is the whole church corrupt, or is it just your little boy lover band who’s causing all the problems?”

      “Jacob, we are in control of the whole church, but only a select few understand the real reason for our existence.”

      “Come on, Rod, don’t leave me hanging. Please tell me why you sick fuckers exist.”

      “Nope, that is enough. Time to become my slave, Jacob.”

      Rod brought a cup of the powder to the chair. The demons held my mouth shut while Rod stood over me. He took a pinch of powder and placed it in my nostrils. I tried to hold my breath as long as I could, but I finally had to breathe. I could feel the powder entering my sinus area, a burning sensation. I closed my eyes and concentrated on my necklace; I felt the demons let go of me. I opened my eyes and remained calm.

      Rod stood over me with a cruel smile pasted on his lips. “Welcome to the cause, Jacob.”
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      I HAD NO IDEA what I was supposed to do to mimic being infected with this crap. I shook and acted like I was having a small seizure, then sneezed because the powder was irritating my nostrils. I must have convinced them because they raised the chair back and started to release the straps. It dawned on me I did not know if the lamb blood worked; I could have been one of Rod’s flying monkeys at this point.

      Rod may have been overconfident in his little mixture. I was anxious at this point to test the cure I had taken. The straps on my head and chest were released first. As my left hand was being loosened, a loud crashing sound came from the back of the church.

      “What is going on back there?” Rod yelled as he turned toward the noise.

      He did not receive an answer. He only saw his demons running from the back of the church to the front entrance.

      “Those must be your friends, Jacob. Won’t they be surprised to see you working for me? Jacob, destroy those freaks,” Rod commanded.

      I looked at him and smiled; the cure had worked. I broke the rest of the straps and stood up. The smile on Rod’s face slowly faded when he finally realized he had no control over me.

      “You’re only human. You cannot resist me. Go destroy them.”

      I did not say a word, I continued to smile as I pulled out my pocketknife, slowly opened it, and willed it into a broadsword. A demon assumed he could protect Rod. The demon ran at me, but I was ready for him. With one fluid motion, I cut him in half, then beheaded him with a second slash of my sword. Blood and innards sprayed my clothes, but that didn’t stop me from kicking the head over to Rod.

      I looked up and gave Rod a wink and blew him a kiss. I looked over my shoulder to see Adira come around the corner, and she gave me a thumbs-up.

      I heard Raphael in my mind. “Don’t kill him, Jacob. Remember, we need to send the message.”

      It was time to finish the mission. There are many things that are worse than death, and the only instruction was to leave him alive and able to deliver a message. I had to give him a chance; it was a kind of sportsmanship in a death match.

      “Rod, do you yield?”

      He snarled. “Surrender, Jacob? Why would you spare me? No, I think you have underestimated me; I am not the weakest one here. I am the strongest.”

      Rod took his tunic off to reveal strange tattoos all over his arms and the necklace Wyatt had been wearing. His tattoos began to illuminate; he was powering up for the fight.

      Just as he took a step toward me, Garcia jumped him from behind and gripped him around the chest. Rod broke his hold and threw him across the width of the church. Refocusing his attention on me, Rod stalked toward me but paused when my sword lit up with Heavenly flames.

      That’s right, bitch, back up. The flames were itching to dole out some bloody justice. Admittedly, I was too. I remembered what was said about the necklace Rod was wearing—it only healed, and no one had ever said a thing about regeneration. Before Rod delivered his first blow, I realized his strength was tied to the tattoos.

      I had no idea if I could match his strength, but if I cut off his arm, I had a feeling it wouldn’t grow back. I sidestepped him and hacked his right arm clean off. The look on Rod’s face said it all; I was right.

      Rod fell to his knees. The wound immediately healed, but he had a stump in place of one of his arms. I pivoted and took his other arm. The screaming was intense, so was the pain; I could see it in his face. He landed on his back as the wound on the other side healed. I decided my only directive wasn’t to kill him. Obviously, Rod could live without his legs, so without any hesitation, I removed them. I looked into his eyes; I did not see anything but anger, and no remorse.

      “Rod, remember that thing you said about living in a personal hell? Welcome to yours.”

      I remembered what Rod said about the children and how molesting those innocent kids gave him power, so I neutered him as precisely as I could with a broadsword. I looked at Rod as his crotch healed; he lay in a puddle of blood, with no arms, no legs, and no penis.

      “Hey, Rod, dumb joke time. You should consider changing your name to Matt.”

      “Damn you to hell, Jacob. I will get my revenge.”

      “Maybe, but not today, big guy. I am not going to kill you, though. I want you to find a way to get your stumpy torso back to Rome and tell them what happened. Tell them to stand down, repent, and stop abusing children. This war is not going to end the way you think it will; you will lose. Tell Rome they have time to change and save themselves; it is time to tell the truth to the world, and they can start by confessing their sins to their patrons. Otherwise, I will be seeing all of them very soon. Do you want a pen to write—oh wait, never mind. Just remember that for me, will you?”

      “I will not forget, Jacob. We will see you soon.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot. You look all healed up now. Time to take that pesky necklace off your hands. Oops, I am sorry, I can’t stop myself.”

      I bent down, and Rod tried to bite me as I reached for the necklace.

      “Now, Rod, behave. Otherwise, I will remove all your teeth also and those boyish good looks you have. I would hate to leave you in worse shape than you already are.”

      Rod grunted and nodded at the same time. I reached over and took the necklace off him and placed it in my pocket. The only thing left to do was to destroy the powder and make sure Rod was on his way to Rome as soon as possible. I thought about it for just a moment.

      “Adira, how much of that dried blood do you have?”

      “We only used about half of it, why?”

      “We need to destroy the powder. Garcia, are you okay?”

      Garcia stood up, brushed himself off, and nodded his head yes. Franky and Marshall walked down with Adira to where I was standing.

      “You three gather up all the powder and pour it in one large pile in the middle of the room. When that is done, Adira, you sprinkle the rest of the dried blood on the top of the pile and water it down. I am going to take Rod out front for pick-up.”

      I threw Rod’s torso up on my shoulder and began to walk to the outside of the church. I stopped to grab a large piece of paper and a black marker I saw sitting on a desk. Once I was outside, I leaned Rod up against the railing next to the door. I took the paper and marker and then I wrote, “Ilene towards evil.

      “Come on, Rod, you get it, right? I lean towards evil, you know, the old joke? Come on, it is funny, right?”

      “Fuck you, Jacob. Your happiness will not last long. I will be back.”

      “Maybe as a doorstop. I am sure someone will find you. I will come back tonight, and if you are still here, I will either find a pool to throw you in and call you Bob, or mail you to Rome myself. How much does it cost to ship shit internationally?”

      I walked back into the church to see the four kiddies walking toward me.

      “It’s done. All of the powder was destroyed. Can we go home now?” Adira asked.

      “Yup, let’s go home, kids.”
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      FOUR HUNDRED DOLLARS worth of cheeseburgers and fries were purchased on the way home from the church. According to what I was told, the Boonies skipped breakfast. It was worth it. Father Rod was literally dismantled, large amounts of the powder destroyed, and the neighborhood liberated. It was a good day.

      When we arrived at the machine shop, the Boonies spread out their food and began their victory feast. I packed up my things and hauled them to my car. I was happy with the results of the day, until a single thought crossed my mind. Where was the amulet that John talked about? A chill went down my spine as I realized the one thing needed to create the powder was still out there. I walked over to Adira, who had just finished eating.

      “Adira, did you guys find an amulet while you were ransacking the basement?”

      Franky immediately stood up. “Shit, you don’t have the amulet, Jacob?”

      “No, Franky, I totally forgot about it.”

      Franky spread his wings. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” A large gust of wind went through the building as Franky flapped his wings and literally took off for the church.

      “What amulet are you talking about, Jacob?” Adira asked.

      “Rod had an amulet he used to create the mind-control powder. It wasn’t around his neck, but I also forgot to look for it. Hopefully Franky finds it.”

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      “Then we will have to figure out where it went and go get it.” I wanted to get both of our minds off the amulet. “Adira, do you still think you can give my childhood memories back to me?”

      Adira smiled. “Jacob, there are no guarantees, but I can certainly try. Go over there and sit on that pillow.”

      I sat in the middle of the floor on a large pillow with my legs crossed. Adira took a chair and sat close behind me, her legs were straddling my back, and she touched her fingers to my temples. She had taken her socks and shoes off, and her bare feet rested on my thighs with her heels pushing on my hips.

      “Just relax, Jacob. Put your hands on my feet and don’t let go.”

      The more I relaxed, the stranger I felt. It was like being on a merry-go-round; my head was moving with her hands. This wasn’t like anything I had felt before. Within an instant, the relaxation was replaced with intense pain and heartache. I started to remember. Tears ran down my cheeks, and I was shaking like I was a scared kid, then the anger set in. I began to stand up, but Adira held me down. The deeper I went into the trance, the more I remembered and the angrier I got, until finally, I leaped off the floor.

      “Jacob, I am not finished.”

      “Adira, you’re finished. I have enough memories for now. If I need to remember more, I will come back. Cool?”

      “Did you find the answers you were looking for with these new memories?”

      Before I could answer her, a whoosh of wind preceded Franky sliding into the main area of the building.

      “Franky, did you get it?”

      “Father Rod was still at the front door, and he yelled that I was too late as I flew over him. The building was cleaned out—the stone boxes, equipment, and anything else Rod used—gone.”

      

      “Did you ask Rod who took his equipment?”, I asked.

      “Yup, he said he had no idea. Two large black trucks pulled in after we left, but he had a hard time going to see what was happening since he has no legs.”

      “We have to assume someone other than the Jesuits have the amulet and the boxes now.”

      Franky inquired. “Why, Jacob? It could be the Jesuits.”

      “Franky, they would have picked up stumpy Rod when they left, or killed him. No, this is someone else entering the game.”

      “Any ideas on who?” Adira asked.

      “No, it could be just about anyone,” I said. “I am going to go back to the church and see if Rod is still there. Maybe he could be convinced to be a little more helpful.”

      Adira looked sad. “What about the answers you were looking for, did you find them?”

      “I don’t know. I need to dwell on them a bit more to figure out what happened. I do appreciate your help, though.”

      “Anytime. That’s our hobby, helping old people.” Adira smiled at me; it looked like she was ready to play again. I did not have time for the game, even though I so badly wanted to play. I had to get moving.

      “Before I leave, can you tell me how you guys sprinkled the whole crowd with water that fast?”

      Franky replied, “Dude, we had an epic water fight, and we put the crowd in the middle of it.”

      They all had shit-eating grins on their faces as they were snickering at each other.

      “I guess I don’t want to know. You guys stay loose. I’ll see you around.”

      Adira walked over and gave me a huge hug and a kiss on the cheek. “See you around, old man.”

      Garcia stood up and began to walk toward me. “Hey, big guy, that would be a hard pass to any more hugs, especially from giants.”

      He gave me a sad face and went back to sit down.

      “Goodbye, guys.”

      I jumped into my car and drove out of the shop and back to the church. I hoped Father Rod was still there. As I drove through the neighborhood, I noticed a big difference in the people and their actions. They were animated with emotions, and it was nice to see humanity had come back to the humans. I slowed down as I reached the church. Rod was no longer leaning against the railing. I parked in front of the church to make sure he did not roll down the steps. Raphael walked up to my car and knocked on the passenger-side window. I popped the lock and let him in the car.

      “Jacob, when I told you not to kill Father Rod, I did not mean for you to hack him up. I was hoping for a little more civilized outcome.”

      “Well, Raphael, you weren’t specific. He’s still alive, correct?”

      “Yes, he’s alive and on his way to Rome.”

      “Can you tell me where he is right now?”

      “Why, Jacob? What good could come from—”

      “I need to find out who took the stone boxes and amulet. I forgot about collecting the amulet when I was here. This is not over.”

      “I think it’s better that someone else questions Father Rod since you have an issue following instructions.”

      “Okay, maybe I pushed your instructions a little bit, but I don’t understand why someone like that deserves to breathe air. Besides, Raphael, it’s a good thing I let him live so we can figure out where the amulet went. See? Everything worked out.”

      “Again, we will take care of him. I agree with Uriel; you can’t be trusted. You agreed to follow our orders when you made the deal with Uriel and Yahweh. Next time we will be much more specific to eliminate any confusion on your part.”

      “You have to admit you laughed at all my stupid jokes. And did you see the look on his face? He was so pissed off.”

      “Those jokes were disgusting and demeaning. Steve and Uriel were the only ones laughing; the rest of us were disgusted by your actions. Well, maybe not Michael, he may have enjoyed them, but the rest of us found you to be childish.”

      “You had better ask Yahweh for a sense of humor if you are going to hang with me, buddy. It only gets worse from here, I promise.”

      “Jacob, you have a safe trip back home. Make up with Uriel so I don’t have to fill in anymore, please.”

      The most uptight Archangel ever, Raphael disappeared, disgusted in my actions and hoping he would not have to work with me again. I could hardly wait to see Uriel and ask him some questions about Raphael. I took one more look at the church, and my mind flashed back to a memory of me at around fifteen years old being dragged into the church by two priests. I remember being scared, and it being late at night. I suddenly came back to the here and now, and looked at the clock. It was time to leave so I could avoid traffic and get to Tanya’s before she went to bed. I set my GPS to Tanya’s house, cranked up the tunes, and began a relaxing three-hour drive home.
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      IT WAS A DARK, CLOUDY NIGHT as I turned down Tanya’s street. The porch lights dimly illuminated the street, just enough to cast shadows. A few people stood outside their homes as they stared in the direction of Tanya’s house. An angry dirtbag stood on Tanya’s porch. He beat on the door and yelled, “Let me in. Open the door.”

      I pulled into the driveway, turned off the engine, and got out of the car. I had the complete attention of the asshole on the porch.

      The guy stomped down the stairs. “Who the hell are you?”

      I looked the dirtbag over. He wasn’t coordinated in the least bit, nor did he look like he could spell push-up, much less do one. “Does it matter?” I replied.

      “Are you screwing my ex?”

      I could not help myself. “Not at the moment, but the night is young.”

      “Why don’t you put your punk ass back in your car and leave?”

      I walked toward him. I had to meet this guy at this point. “Nope, I have some business here, plus, I would love to show you something.”

      “Oh yeah, what do you want to show me, asshole?”

      “The inside of an ambulance,” I said with a grin.

      The guy stood on the sidewalk, ready to block me from getting to the door, and appeared to be gearing up for a fight. I heard the front door open.

      “Jacob, don’t,” Tanya said from the doorway. “I called the police. They will be here any minute.”

      I stopped for a second and looked at her. She seemed adamant that I disengage from this guy.

      The dirtbag smirked. “You should listen to her. Run along...pussy.”

      The idiot had no idea whose life Tanya was trying to save. I looked him straight in the eye. He had a crazy look that told me the cops would not get here soon enough. I walked toward him as he shifted his hips and prepared to throw a huge punch from left field. As he loaded up his haymaker, I jabbed him twice in the face, grabbed his head in a clinch, threw a knee to the face, then threw an extra knee into his liver. He dropped like a sack of potatoes. As he lay on the ground moaning, I stepped over him to approach Tanya. I smiled at her like nothing had happened and handed her my rent. “Hey there, here is your rent check. How are you doing?”

      She stared at me in shock. “He was trained by my dad. That is Remy, and he was my fiancé before he went nuts. He is Peter’s father. He has no parental privileges but decided he would like to have Peter come live with him; I am not sure why. He has not seen Pete since he was born.”

      “Well, why don’t I ask him? He looks like he is about ready for round two.”

      I walked over to Remy as he was starting to recover a bit. “You can either tell me what you are doing here, or we can start round two. Your choice.”

      I grabbed his arm and twisted it behind his back, then grabbed his hair and pulled his head back. The look in his eyes was now pure fear, and he asked, “Who are you?”

      I jerked his head back even more. “I don’t think that matters much at this point. I am going to ask you one more time, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to get my son and take him to my uncle. He asked to see the boy.”

      I released some of the pressure on his head. “Why?”

      “It’s a family thing. My family and I just want to have a relationship with him.”

      “That seems odd after so much time. By the way, how many minutes did you train with Steve? I only ask because you suck.”

      “I never trained with Steve. He took me out to the farm and showed me what would happen if I stuck around. I was to never see Tanya or Peter again. We heard Steve had died, so we thought there would be nothing stopping us from visiting and taking Peter.”

      “We? I only see you.”

      I heard a car door close and saw a rather large man walked toward us. “Come on, Remy, get in the car.”

      The man’s voice sent chills down my spine. I would never forget that voice; the memories from Antarctica, the mind control, the torture, and the deaths rushed through my mind in an instant. As the man walked closer, I could not make out his face, but the eyes were the same. It was Azriel. I released Remy, he got up and hobbled to the car. I focused on Azriel.

      “Hello, Captain, you look well. It’s been awhile.”

      “Azriel, you look better than the last time I saw you. You still smell like shit, though.”

      “Captain, do you remember my promise to you that last day in Antarctica? I thought we had an understanding. You stay out of our way and you get to keep living. Do you remember?”

      “When did they let you out of the freezer? Don’t you have more important stuff to do with your time, like take a bath?”

      “I’m not sure where all this arrogance comes from, but I assure you, your lesson in humility is coming soon.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. What are you doing here and why do you want the kid, Azriel?”

      “You can’t stand in the way of progress, Jacob. The kid is of no concern to you.”

      I could feel Azriel trying to enter my mind, but he was blocked. We both slightly smiled at each other. “Not going to work, asshole. Now tell me, what do you want with the kid?”

      “Nice job strengthening your mind. I’ve not been able to view or interact with you since you arrived here, but enough of that. You will find out soon enough, when it is too late for you to do anything about it. Until then, I need to go, there are so many things to do.”

      I began to reach down in my pocket for my knife. I could just end this now, I thought. As I pulled the knife out, a voice came from the corner of the garage. “Just wait, not here.”

      Azriel responded, “Listen to your boss Captain, just wait. We will meet soon enough. I think you will find I am not as easy to defeat as the Jesuits.”

      Holy shit, he heard that? I watched as Azriel walked back to his car and drove off. I turned to look at Tanya. She sat on the steps and looked confused and disoriented.
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      I COULD NOT PROTECT Tanya at her house. The only option I had was to move her and Peter to the farm until I could stop Azriel.

      “Tanya, pack a bag for you and Peter. You two are coming out to the farm for a while.”

      She cocked her head and looked at me as if I spoke a different language.

      “Tanya, listen to me. Pack a bag for you and Peter. You two need to come out to the farm. It’s the only place I can protect you right now.”

      Her eyes became more focused. She turned around and began to walk into her house. “Okay.”

      I followed her into the house, where Pete was watching everything from a window in the living room.

      “Jacob, I knew you would show up. I told Mom you were coming because there were bad guys here.”

      I smiled. “You know it, buddy. How do you feel about staying at my farm for a little while?”

      “Yes! Hey, Mom, I am going to go stay with Jacob on his farm,” Pete yelled as he ran down the hallway and into his room.

      Tanya did not share Pete’s enthusiasm for staying at the farm. She stomped around her house, packing bags and cursing every minute of it.

      “Do you have any damn toys out there?”

      “Yes, but nothing age appropriate for Pete.”

      I was attempting to be funny, but Tanya wasn’t having any of it. She continued with her rant as she began to gather up toys for Pete to play with. I decided this would be a good time to have a conversation with Clyde. I sent him a text to call me, and the phone rang almost immediately. I walked outside while I answered the call.

      “Hey, Clyde, I have a problem and I need some help.”

      “Yes, sir. Remy and his family are coming after Pete. I am aware of the situation as it stands.”

      “I know you are good, Clyde, but how did you know about this already?”

      “I still have her house under surveillance. I told them to only take pictures and monitor the situation until you arrived. I knew you were only about ten minutes away and were better equipped to deal with them.”

      “What do you mean by ‘them’?”

      “Steve had me research everything I could about Remy and his family. He knew about his uncle and what he was involved in. I have been keeping tabs on them ever since, just in case Remy showed up again.”

      “Can you give me access to all the information you have on them? I have a feeling I will need to study up on them.”

      “Not all of the information is in a digital format. I can have copies made and delivered to the farm, if you wish.”

      “No, Clyde, I would like it all delivered to the shop, if you don’t mind. I want to keep Tanya as far away from this as possible.”

      “I will call you when I have everything ready, and we can meet at your shop then.”

      “Thanks, Clyde.”

      I hung up the phone and walked back into the house. Tanya was stacking up the luggage and boxes in front of the doorway so it could be hauled out to the car.

      “Jacob, can you start hauling things out to my car?”

      “You mean to my car? Sure. We’re leaving yours here.”

      “Excuse me? I not only have to leave my house, but I can’t even take my car? Either put this stuff in my car or don’t, but I am taking my car.”

      “I’m sorry, I know this is a lot to think about, but you are not taking your car out to the farm right now. If you need a vehicle, you can drive the old pickup truck. I will have someone come over and sweep your house and car to make sure they are safe, but for now, we need to handle this as an attempted kidnapping, which means no car.”

      “Men are dicks, you know that?”

      “We’re built that way to deal with women. Also, don’t think you are moving in, you are just staying out there for a few days.”

      “What exactly do you mean by that, Jacob?”

      “I mean you don’t have to bring every possession you have to stay there for a few days. Can you maybe pack a little lighter?”

      “This is packing light. Suck it up and start hauling.”

      I began to haul the luggage and boxes out to my car. I carefully arranged everything so there was still a place for Pete to sit in the back seat.

      “If there is anything else you need, it will have to wait until tomorrow.”

      Tanya came outside with Pete, locked the door to her house, turned, and walked right by me. She put Pete in the back seat, buckled him up, sat down in the front seat, and slammed the car door shut. As I walked around to the driver’s side of the car, I thought to myself, No good deed goes unpunished. I didn’t say a word. I started the car and began to drive out to the farm. I took a couple of unnecessary turns to make sure we were not being followed. With every wrong turn, Tanya sighed in an agitated manner.

      “You know, we should have waited for the cops to come. I did call them.”

      “The cops were never going to show up until Remy’s uncle told them to. You need to understand who you are dealing with.”

      “He can control the cops, yeah, whatever. You know if you wanted me around more, you could have just asked instead of making up a bunch of bull crap.”

      “Okay, you called them concerning domestic violence. We were there for another forty-five minutes while you packed everything you need to stay out at the farm for six months. Did they show up?”

      Tanya sat silent for a moment, and I had to admit I enjoyed seeing her speechless. It didn’t happen often. I continued to make wrong turns and take the long way home for three reasons. First, I figured Tanya needed some time to process things; secondly, I was procrastinating going back and talking to Uriel. The third reason—I was being cautious in case someone was following us. It took us over an hour to get to the farm, normally it was a twenty-minute drive.
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      URIEL AND WYATT WAITED outside of the farmhouse to greet us as we pulled in to the driveway.

      “Wyatt, help them with their things and get them settled in the house. Set them up in my room; I will sleep on the couch. Uriel, can we go out to the barn for a minute?”

      “Sure, Jacob. So, how was Chicago?” Uriel said.

      “I stopped Rod, lost the amulet, pissed off Raphael. Not my best work.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that. He is a good Angel, just black and white. What do you want to talk about?”

      “Well, first thing is I would like to apologize. I was angry about you looking so chummy with Lucifer; I did not think about your past.”

      “Jacob, there was a time when he was my best friend. His fate is on him, but I still have fond memories of him. He can still make me laugh like no one else. Do understand, however, if asked to, I would destroy him without hesitation.”

      “I understand it now; Raphael explained it to me. I had a witch return some of the memories from my childhood, and I understand why they were blocked. I think maybe to spare me the pain.”

      “No, your memories were blocked when you joined the Army by those who helped create them. When you exercised your free will and disobeyed your parents by joining the Army rather than the priesthood, they were scared of the ramifications, so the priests had a witch block them from you.”

      I looked up, confused. “Ramifications in what sense?”

      “The priest fractured your soul and used the pieces for his own power. Since they believed you were powerful, they wanted a piece of your power. They had a simple understanding of who you are and what you are capable of. The issue was you were not that person yet, so they were just hurting you for no reason. The Watchers found out about this and ordered their execution.”

      “Why did my parents let that happen to me?”

      “They were a part of it; they condoned the whole thing.”

      I stood there, looking into the blackness of night that covered the pasture. While I believed what Uriel was saying, I still had a hard time thinking of my parents in that way.

      “Do you have any more questions, Jacob?”

      “Yeah, why was I not permitted to kill Azriel at Tanya’s house?”

      “First of all, there is no killing a Nephilim. You can only damage the body that hosts them. Their souls were not ever written in the book of life, therefore they cannot enter Heaven or hell, and so they can only roam the Earth in one form or another. If you would have destroyed his host there, he simply would have entered another body. We think this is why he wants Pete, to take over his body and live as a human for a while. Since Pete is a direct descendant of his line of DNA, the body should be able to handle his power.”

      “Seriously, he wants to inhabit the boy? What happens to Pete in the process?”

      “Pete would cease to exist, and there would only be Azriel.”

      “Okay, so how do we stop him, Uriel?”

      “I don’t know. The Nephilim are a problem that we’ve been dealing with for centuries. They are like cockroaches. I do know Pete is not the only reason he is here. We need to find out exactly what he is doing here.”

      “I still have a hard time believing you can’t see everything that is going on. It’s not what I was taught about Angels.”

      “Well, Jacob, I wish I could see everything, but we were not made that way. I can tell you the way we will defeat Azriel is not by destroying his body, but by destroying his plans. That’s what we need to focus on. Now, I have a small issue with your actions tonight, bringing Tanya and Pete here risks the safety of Wyatt. If push comes to shove and I must choose between protecting Wyatt versus Tanya or Pete, I will choose Wyatt every time.”

      I reached into my pocket and grabbed the necklace I had taken off Rod and handed it to Uriel.

      “Noted. Give this to Wyatt. It’ll help with your moral dilemmas. One more question. Azriel mentioned something about viewing and mind control and how my mind was strong enough to block him now. What was that all about?”

      “He can’t only view what’s in someone’s mind, but if they have been fractured, he can control them. In Antarctica, he was messing with your mind the minute you walked through the door. He no longer has a pathway into your mind; we fixed that for you a while back.”

      “How did you fix my mind?”

      “Remember after your training with Steve, you slept for a couple of days? I used that time to fix a few things that would have compromised our missions. Look at is as healing the mind and body.”

      “Honestly, I am too tired for this conversation. Let’s finish this up tomorrow. I want to get everyone settled and get myself to bed at this point.”

      Uriel nodded in agreement, and we went back up to the house. I walked down to the basement suite, where Tanya and Pete were staying.

      “Knock, knock, do you guys have everything you need?”

      “We are fine, Jacob, don’t worry about us.”

      “May I come in and show you a few things please?”

      “Sure.”

      I showed Tanya the security system and how to secure the room if there was a problem. She seemed less upset and a little more appreciative of the situation. When I finished giving her instructions, I looked over and saw Pete was passed out on the bed. I knew it was time for me to go.

      “Good night, Tanya.”

      “Good night, Jacob.”

      As I left the room, Tanya closed the door and secured it, like I had instructed her. I walked into the next room and lay down on the couch. There were already a few blankets and a pillow waiting for me. It wasn’t much, but tonight it felt like the most comfortable bed in the world.
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      THE FLUORESCENT LIGHTS FLICKERED AS I looked up and saw the suspended ceiling was falling apart. There was enough light coming through the windows to see the entire room. I was sitting on my butt in a corner of the room, trying to understand what I was seeing. I tried to stand, but my body wasn’t responding. I couldn’t even move my toes. I looked at the chairs and desks tipped over and scattered around the room. A large desk was pushed up against the door leading to the hallway with shattered glass all over the top. The dry erase boards in the front of the room had bloody streaks all over them. I was in a classroom.

      I heard someone gasping for their last breath. I recognized the sound of blood gurgling in lungs while the victim suffocated in the last moments of life. I looked around the room; no one else was there. I saw blood trails on the wall and floor that led to where I was sitting. I looked down at my chest; it was covered in blood, three shots to the lower chest area. The gasping sound was coming from me. My spine was severed, and my lungs were filling up with blood. I had maybe a minute before I was dead. I heard screams from the hallway, followed by gunshots. I saw flashes of kids running past the door as they tried to escape the gunman. It was torture to sit and watch; I was useless. I wished with my last breath that I could have done something to stop this. My head relaxed. I had nothing left, and the room faded away as my brain shut down. Everything went dark.

      I woke up and felt completely helpless. I laid on the couch and stared into the blackness. I thought about the dream and remembered the classroom from when I was in high school. The dream was so real, I had a hard time determining if it was a memory or a premonition. I shook off the feeling of helplessness and stretched out on the floor. I was so tired last night that I forgot to grab new clothes for today, so I stayed in the clothes I had slept in. I walked up the stairs and was greeted by an empty coffeepot. This wasn’t how to start the day off on a positive note. I ground the beans and brewed a pot of coffee. The gurgling sounds the pot made reminded of the dream I just had. I shook off the memory, filled my thermos cup, and went for my morning walk.

      I tried my best to be in a meditative state, to only think of my surroundings and what was happening that moment. Every thought I had led to Azriel as I tried to figure out what his plans were. I hoped for some sort of wisdom or divine conversation that would enlighten me, but nothing happened. I got angry. Why do I have to figure this out? If Yahweh sees everything, why can’t he just tell me what is going on? I remembered a passage in the Bible concerning Adam and Eve hiding from Yahweh in the garden. How could they hide from the creator that sees everything, unless there are ways to hide from him? I decided maybe the reason I wasn’t getting more help was because Azriel was hiding things from Yahweh. Maybe there was no help to give.

      I decided to end my walk with the thought that I knew what I needed to do and there was a possibility I was being given all the information available. I walked back up to the house, feeling like maybe I had made some sort of headway. My next move was to read everything Clyde had on Azriel.

      Breakfast smelled amazing, and the aroma grew stronger with every step toward the house. I walked into the kitchen to see Uriel and Tanya making the meal; Wyatt and Pete were sitting at the table playing some hand-slapping game. I received a text from Clyde to meet him at the shop in thirty minutes.

      “Good morning. I need to take off for a meeting in about ten minutes. I am good with just a refill on coffee.”

      “Really? So you basically kidnap me last night, make me sleep on the hardest bed ever, then skip out on the breakfast I slaved over to make you?” Tanya replied in her snarky little voice as she bumped into my hip with hers.

      I looked at Tanya smiling at me. “Eh, I have a fast car, maybe fifteen or twenty minutes wouldn’t kill me. It smells delicious.”

      Tanya grabbed my hand, led me to the table, and sat me down between the kids. She loaded up the plates with mounds of food and passed them out. When everyone was seated, we prayed and began to eat. I looked around the table; everyone was enjoying their food. Tanya was telling Uriel how she makes her eggs fluffy. Peter and Wyatt were acting like normal kids, making weird sounds while they ate as they laughed. It was a gentle reminder of what we were fighting for.

      “Jacob, who are you meeting with this morning?” Tanya asked.

      “Clyde is delivering all the information to the shop he has on Remy and Azriel.”

      Uriel stopped eating. “Are you coming back to help train Wyatt?”

      I chewed and swallowed the food in my mouth. “Do you mind going solo today? I want to get a jump on researching this prick.”

      Peter laughed as Tanya gave me a dirty look. “Language, please.”

      “Sorry. Pete, don’t ever talk like me.” I finished my plate of food. “Everything was great, thanks for making it. I gotta get goin’. Wyatt, train hard, and I will see you tonight.”

      “You won’t be here for lunch?” Tanya asked.

      “Don’t count on me for lunch. I should be here for supper, though.”

      I felt like an asshole for leaving, but I had to focus on Azriel; I had to stop him. I filled up my coffee cup and ran out of the house. It did not take me long to get to the shop. I drove my car into the shop and closed the overhead door behind me. I walked over to the pile of broken knives. I wished I had time to fire up the forge and attempt to create another knife. Just as I was contemplating my next mix of metals, Clyde knocked on the door and entered the shop.

      “Hey, Clyde, how is your morning?”

      “Sir, I spent all night going through this material to make sure I gave you everything I have. Honestly, I am tired and cranky.”

      “Yeah, me too, buddy. What info do you have for me?”

      “I got six banker boxes and two external hard drives full of data out in my car. Can you help me bring it in?”

      I nodded. “Yup. Let’s take it all directly to the vault.”

      I opened the vault and left the door open while we hauled the boxes down. Once the information had been unloaded, I closed the door and secured the vault.

      “Clyde, do you have time to run me through all this information?”

      “Yes, sir, I had intended to spend all morning with you if needed.”

      We set up areas for each box to be unloaded. The boxes were labeled by years, so we grouped the boxes by decades. I opened a box labeled 1988-1993. The folder on the top was titled BACCUS. It was filled with pictures and a dossier of my parents. I carefully thumbed through pictures of my family and information under each picture. There were pictures of my parents participating in ceremonies that looked somewhat demonic in nature. I found a complete write-up on my parents’ history. There was a family tree, and each member had a symbol next to their name, an oddly shaped cross with a rose on it.

      “Hey, Clyde, what does this symbol mean?”

      Clyde walked over to see what I was looking at. “That’s your family tree, Jacob, and the symbol signifies that the person is a member of the Rosicrucians.”

      “Okay, who are the Rosicrucians, and why does it look like my entire family, for generations, were members of it?”

      “The Rosicrucians are a cult that combined Christian Gnosticism, Jewish Mysticism, and different types of Pagan magic to create their own religion. The cult was formed in the sixteenth century and has been influencing governments and societies ever since. They claim to be a combination of only the best parts of all religions to create one super religion. The reason it looks like your whole family was a member of the Rosicrucians is because they were. I assumed you knew this.”

      “I didn’t. So my parents were involved in this?”

      “I am guessing you haven’t read that far into the file yet. Your parents were betrothed to each other and put through an experiment where they channeled spirits of the past for guidance. They allowed themselves to be controlled by these spirits in hopes of expanding the order’s influence and power. There’s documentation in there from one of these experiments that Azriel had control of both your parents. They basically opened a door and let Azriel walk right into their minds. The Rosicrucians also believed Azriel took control of your dad and had him drive off the bridge due to their disobedience.”

      “What do you think, Clyde?”

      “I originally thought it was all a bunch of messed-up religious zealots making up conspiracy theories until I spoke with Steve. He believed it all to be true based on his experiences.”

      “So, you believe this stuff?”

      “I have seen a lot of strange things, and the only conclusion I could come up with is it’s all true, every bit of it. Steve was the deciding factor for me. He was hardly ever wrong, and if he believed it, I figured there must be something substantial to it.”

      “If this is all true, my parents were being controlled by Azriel even before I was born, and ultimately he killed them?”

      “I believe that to be correct, sir.”

      “I’m going to talk to Uriel. Can you finish unpacking these boxes, then get me all the information you can gather on the Rosicrucians, please?”

      “I brought that on the second data drive. Will you be back soon?”

      “I assume so, why?”

      “I would like to stay in the vault and wait for your return. I think there is more we should talk about when you get back. Besides, it is best to keep the vault locked when you are not here.”

      “Thank you, Clyde. I will be back as soon as I can. If you get hungry, there are some delicious MREs over there.”

      “Sir, I hope I don’t get that hungry.”

      I left the vault, closing the door and locking Clyde inside. I left the shop and sped back to the farm. I felt a wave of anger rush over my entire body. I was angry at Uriel for letting me believe my parents hated me enough to torture me when I was young. He surely knew about the extenuating circumstances and that Azriel was to blame for everything, including their deaths. I roared into the driveway, slammed on the brakes, shut the motor off, and jumped out of the car.
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      THE ANGER PULSED THROUGH every inch of my body. I like to think I wanted revenge, but I was hurt and looked to lash out at whomever I could find to blame. Azriel had taken so much from me, it was time to get the rest of the answers I thought I deserved.

      “Uriel, get out here,” I yelled.

      Uriel did not come out of the house, so I thought he may be in the barn. I started walking toward the barn yelling his name. “URIEL! URIEL! URIEL!”

      Uriel finally responded; his voice came from behind me. “Yes, Jacob, I am here. I can feel your anger. Please calm down.”

      “Did you know about Azriel and his control over my parents?”

      “Yes, they invited him in and allowed him to control their minds before you were even born.”

      “It was Azriel that tortured me as a child. It was Azriel who killed my parents. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Jacob, your anger is misplaced. The original choice of your parents to take part in that experiment was the cause of everything. They did not know about Azriel but should have realized the consequences of asking to be possessed by an ancient spirit.”

      “How can you say that? He performed all the rituals and gave me to those priests. It wasn’t them.”

      “I think you have found the root of your anger, which is good, but now you need to find a way to control it before it consumes you.”

      Uriel walked toward me as if to give me a hug. I gave him a good hard shove, which threw him back about twenty feet.

      “Jacob, you don’t want to do this. Just calm down. This is the perspective we have to look at these things with. People make choices, sometimes they are bad choices, and choices have unintended consequences.”

      “Perspective, Uriel. You mean opinion; that’s your opinion.”

      “Jacob, you will find many of the beliefs that you have and will be taught will be from a certain perspective, and that perspective will guide you in times of darkness.”

      “That isn’t exactly helpful.”

      Uriel began to approach me again, trying to hug me.

      “Stay the hell back.”

      “Jacob, I am not your enemy. You need help, and you’re hurting too much right now.”

      Uriel edged closer and closer, until he was able to lay hands on me. I went to grab him, but I had lost all my strength, I could not budge his hands. He came in closer and began to hug me like a father would hug his son. I could do nothing but cry. Everything I believed about my childhood was a lie. Tanya was watching everything that had happened. I could see her open the back door and slowly walk out to where Uriel was basically holding me like a child.

      “Are you two all right?”

      “We will be just fine, Tanya,” Uriel replied. “What’s up?”

      “I think you should come into the house and take a look at what is on the news.”

      I felt somewhat better. I composed myself, stood up, and backed away from Uriel. I looked at Tanya and saw the sadness in her eyes.

      “What is going on? What do we need to see?” I asked.

      “Jacob, it’s horrible. I can’t explain it. Just come in and look.”
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      TANYA FRANTICALLY LED US into the living room, where the television showed a chaotic situation. The cameras were focused on a couple dozen police cars barricading the entrance to a building. The caption on the bottom of the read “Local School Shooting.” We all sat down in disbelief as the local news anchors tried to explain what happened just a few miles away from where we were. The reporters repeated the same story line—thirty people killed, fifty or more injured, and maybe three shooters that were either killed by the police or committed suicide. The camera showed kids and adults being evacuated from the school. In the crowd of people I recognized one face, and it was Remy’s.

      “Tanya, does Remy work at that school?”

      “No, Remy works for his uncle in the family business.”

      “Take a look at the crowd of people leaving the school when they repeat the footage. Tell me if that is or is not Remy.”

      It only took a few minutes before the footage was replayed.

      “That is Remy, but I have no idea why he was there, Jacob.”

      The reporter came on with more details of what happened at the school. Three sixteen-year-old boys came back from lunch with guns in their backpacks, and when the bell rang to switch classes, they opened fire in a crowded hallway. There was no apparent reason for the kids to shoot their classmates and teachers, but authorities were still investigating. There had been a few incidents like this around the country. While they all seemed to be senseless violence, this one was different.

      The shooting reminded me of my dream, and the feeling of helplessness returned. I had to go do something other than sit and watch the carnage. “I need to go back to the shop. I will be back as soon as I can.”

      “What are you planning to do?” Uriel asked.

      “If Remy is involved with this, so is Azriel. I need to get back to Clyde and the research.”

      “Jacob, if you need me, text me.”

      I nodded as I got up to leave. As I reached the door, I felt a tug on my shirt. I turned around, and it was Tanya, trying to give me a hug. I turned around and wrapped my arms around her.

      “If you need to talk, I am always here for you, Jacob.”

      “Thanks, I may take you up on that.”

      I released her from my arms, turned, and walked out the door. My car door was still open. I jumped in and started my journey to the shop. Why in the hell would Azriel want to attack a school?
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      THE SCHOOL SHOOTING CONTINUED to bother me, but what was really bugging me was I couldn’t figure out what Remy was doing there. I arrived at the shop and opened up all the doors, drove in, and locked back up. I went to the vault and punched in the code for the door, and behind it was Clyde, sitting down and reading a file.

      “Did you hear about the shooting at South high school?”

      “No, Jacob, I have been studying these files. I ran across a few interesting facts that I’d missed before.”

      “Before we get into that—do you know what Remy does for a living? Where does he work?”

      “He is the head of security for his uncle’s companies.”

      “Does he have any other children that may be in high school?”

      “Nope, Pete is his only child. What’s this all about?”

      “It is probably nothing. What did you find?”

      “The company Azriel owns is a conglomerate that owns several other subsidiary companies. I did a quick update on the list. They have purchased several shipping and truck rental businesses. All of the companies that rented trucks to Father Rod were owned by Azriel’s company. I think Azriel may have been helping Rod distribute the powder he was creating.”

      “Remy was caught on camera exiting the school where the shooting had occurred. Do you think it’s a coincidence he was there?”

      “No, Jacob. That combined with the assumption that they have some or all of the mind-control powder that was created in Chicago—it may be a leap—but I think they are connected.”

      “I need to get Uriel up to speed. I’m guessing Azriel also has the amulet and stone boxes.”

      “Amulet and stone boxes. What’s that all about, Jacob?”

      “Azriel would have the ability to make as much powder as he wants.”

      I sent a text to Uriel asking him to come to the shop. Within a few seconds of sending the message, someone was knocking on the vault door. I looked at the security camera, and it was Uriel. I punched in the code and let him in.

      “Why didn’t you materialize in the vault?”

      “Well, Clyde is educated on how to construct things. While I can talk to you in here, I cannot enter through anything but the open door. Isn’t that right, Clyde?”

      Clyde smiled and nodded at Uriel.

      “So, what can I do for you?” Uriel asked.

      “We think Azriel has control of some or all of the powder that Rod was making in Chicago. His companies own all of the companies that were used to transport the materials in, and the finished product out. That combined with Remy being at the high school leads us to think Azriel is involved in the shootings somehow. The problem is the damn powder; I need some more dried blood to be able to counter its effects before we begin to tackle this potential problem.”

      “Making the dried blood is easy enough. I can make as much as you want, Jacob.”

      “There is a good chance that Azriel has the amulet.”

      “Father Rod disappeared and could not be questioned. He never made it back to Rome, either.”

      “My failure in Chicago is now complete. I will bet Azriel has him also.”

      “Well, Jacob, what is your next move?”

      “We go after Azriel.”

      “I told you earlier, he cannot be killed. What do you plan to do?”

      Clyde interjected, “We trap him.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Jacob, I can create a vessel in which to trap his soul, then we put him on a shelf someplace secure. He can’t be killed, but he can be trapped.”

      “Uriel, why did you not mention this? You must have known about it.”

      “I have heard of it being done , but hearing about something does not make it true. Clyde, I think it is time that you told Jacob the truth.”

      I turned to Clyde. He had a strange look on his face, like he had some dark secret that was about to be exposed.

      “Jacob, I have never lied to you. The only reason I have not told you this before was because it had not been necessary for you to know. I am not completely human. I am half necromancer, or in layman’s terms, a wizard, of sorts. I don’t have all the powers of a true necromancer, but I can construct things, cast a few spells, and use my powers to get things done quickly. I constructed a lamp quite a few years back, just in case Steve wanted to trap Azriel, but he never used it. He was convinced you would need it someday, though.”

      I sat down in disbelief. I rationalized that I shouldn’t be shocked, because every day since I met Steve there has been some revelation that has rocked my belief in what this world is truly made up of.

      “Okay, can one of you tell me if Tanya is human, please? It seems like I am the only human in our little group here.”

      “Nope, she is a mermaid,” Uriel replied.

      I looked at Uriel as he winked at me.

      “Are you shitting me, Uriel?”

      “Relax, I’m kidding. She is human…ish.”

      “Uriel, can you please go and create some more of the dried blood from a sacrificial goat or lamb or whatever it was so Clyde and I can formulate a plan?”

      “No problem, can you let me out of the vault please?”

      I opened the door, and Uriel walked out. He turned around just as I was closing the door, smiled, and disappeared.

      “Clyde, I want you to form a large group of people for surveillance of Azriel and all of his companies. Don’t tell them what they will be doing, just that we all have to meet to go over the details of the mission. We will have to administer the dried blood mixed with water to everyone involved to make sure Azriel does not have any moles in the organization. Then we will begin to piece this puzzle together bit by bit.”

      “Makes sense. What is our goal? What do we want to learn that isn’t here in these boxes?”

      “I want to know everything. I want to know where Azriel eats and sleeps. I want to know his patterns and habits. I want a list of people he interacts with during the day. I want to know where they are storing their weapons and the mind-control powder. I want to know how many times he uses the bathroom, what he eats, and what he drinks. We also need to figure out where he is storing his bodies.”

      “What do you mean his bodies, sir?”

      “The body he inhabited last night was different from the body he was using in Antarctica. I am assuming he has a stash of bodies that he can wear, kind of like your tie closet.”

      “I will get right on it. Is there anything else?”

      “Yes, Clyde, I think it is time I get reacquainted with my family.”

      “What are you talking about, sir?”

      “Find out who oversees the Rosicrucians and set up a meeting for me. I want to see if they are friends with Azriel, or if they are enemies. You know, ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’ type of thing.”

      “I will make the meeting happen on one condition, sir. I will go with you.”

      “Why do you want to get directly involved with this, Clyde?”

      “These are slippery people. I think you will need me. They will be less willing to use magic if I am there.”

      “So, does everybody know you are Mr. Wizard except me?”

      “Sorry, sir, not everybody, but many do know who I am.”

      “Fine. You set up the meeting.”

      Clyde nodded his head and left the shop. I decided I needed a little time to myself. I fired up the forge and began sorting through the metals I had sitting around. Time to attempt another knife.
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      I ROLLED OFF THE COUCH and on to the floor. I looked over at the clock, it was six thirty; I’d overslept. I was so tired when I got home, I crashed on the couch and slept in my clothes. They were sweaty and dirty from work I did with my forge. Everyone appeared to be sleeping. I quietly grabbed some clean clothes and took a hot shower. I stepped out of the shower, dried off, and dressed myself for the day. It was time to go on my daily walk. I opened the bathroom door, and there was Tanya, holding two coffee cups.

      “Morning, Jacob, mind if I walk with you?”

      The walks were supposed to be just for me alone. I knew if she came with me, I would not have a chance of speaking with Yahweh. There was something about the way she asked me, though; I could not say no.

      “Good morning to you. Sure, as long as you can keep up.”

      Tanya just smiled and handed me a cup of hot coffee. If she had an agenda for the walk, I didn’t care. I was happy to spend some time with her. We quietly walked upstairs and out the back door of the house. We walked the normal trail, and Tanya was quiet for the first few minutes, then she cleared her throat.

      “So, you were out kind of late last night. Are you tired?”

      “Nah, I am good to go. I picked up a hobby of making knives. I stayed at the shop to take another stab at making one that doesn’t break.”

      “How did you do?”

      “Tanya, I am the worst knife maker in the world. Last night proved it.”

      “Do you enjoy it?”

      “I actually do. I enjoy the process and the failure, and each time I try I think I am getting better, but who knows.”

      “It is good to have a hobby; it takes your mind off of things.”

      “Okay, what are you fishing for?”

      “Jacob, I am not good at being subtle so, um, I want to talk to you about Wyatt.”

      “What about him?”

      “Well, first of all, he thinks you hate him. My first question is, do you?”

      “No, why would he think that?”

      “You barely acknowledge him when you walk in the room, and when you do, it is usually telling him to move out of the way.”

      “Would he feel better if I came up to him, gave him a big hug and a sloppy kiss?”

      “Don’t be glib. Just treat him like a human being. He’s just a kid. No family, only you and Uriel. You guys took him in, but he is looking for your approval.”

      I knew she was right. I was treating him like shit for no reason. I needed to lighten up on him and make him feel a little more welcome.

      “With everything going on, I will try to be nicer when this next mission is over, good enough?”

      “No, not good enough. You should see him playing with Pete, he’s a wonderful boy. He is always such a gentleman around me. I am hoping if you hang out with him a little bit, maybe some of that will rub off on you.”

      “Oh, I’m not a gentleman?”

      “Jacob, take a breath. I am messing with you. Do you remember when you had a sense of humor? It seems like a long time ago.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, I remember. Sorry, I have a lot on my mind.”

      “Is it your parents?”

      “That’s part of it. I also have history with Remy’s uncle. His real name is Azriel. He is as close to pure evil as I have seen. Did you know him when you were dating Remy?”

      “Um, who said I dated Remy?”

      “Well, I assumed you must have dated him since you had Peter with him.”

      “To be honest, I am not sure how we got together. I just know he had a lot of control over me, and I would follow him around like a puppy there for a while.”

      “What happened?”

      “My dad came in to meet him. After that visit, he lost his hold over me. The more he tried to control me, the more I rebelled. He went with Dad one day, and I did not see him again until the other night. Dad told me he was training him, and he would keep him busy for some time. I never thought about him again.”

      This was sounding more and more like Remy figured out how to use this mind-control powder some time ago. Steve must have known about it and cured Tanya the day Remy met Daddy.

      “Where did you meet Remy?”

      “I don’t know. I was at a party, and the next morning I woke up next to Remy. I guess I was just so taken with him that I let him in quick.”

      I wasn’t going to push the subject any further. I had no proof, but was pretty sure Remy slipped her a little something at the party and took control of her. We walked toward a large rock on the side of the field and sat down. I looked out over the grassland and felt completely at peace for a moment. Tanya must have felt the same way. She grabbed my hand and began rubbing it.

      “Jacob, will you do me a favor? Just give Wyatt a chance. Train with him, get to know him. You may just like him.”

      I looked at her, and with all the sincerity I could muster I said, “I will try, but no guarantees.”

      We sat there for another fifteen minutes, just looking out at the prairie grass, waving in the breeze. I had convinced myself that if Tanya came on the walk I would not hear from Yahweh. I was now convinced Yahweh found the one person on the planet that could communicate with me right now. I looked up at the farm and noticed Uriel and Wyatt walking to the barn.

      “Tanya, why don’t we make our way back to the house? I want to join Wyatt’s training today.”

      She smiled. “Whatever you want, tiger.”

      Tanya let go of my hand and began to walk toward the house. I was looking at the pockets of her jeans, or maybe it was her butt. Tanya turned around, smiled, and waved me to catch up with her. I walked beside her the rest of the way to the house. I actually felt happiness, and it was weird. She walked into the house, and I walked into the barn. I heard the thump of a body hitting the floor, Uriel and Wyatt were training hard. I walked up the stairs and looked at the bed where I slept when Steve trained me, and I wished Steve was still here. I could use him right now. I looked over at Wyatt and Uriel. They both stopped, shocked I was there.

      “Uriel, what are you guys working on?”

      “I am teaching him hand-to-hand combat, kind of an Angel’s version of Krav Maga.”

      “How is he doing?”

      “He is picking it up fast. I am happy with his progress.”

      I began to stretch out. “Don’t let me stop you two.”

      They continued to work on blocks and punches. Each one is trying to grab the other to throw on the mat. Uriel was doing a good job of slowing down and letting Wyatt work on the techniques. I continued with my stretches, then grabbed a jump rope to get a small sweat going and get warm. When I stopped, I watched Wyatt get thrown on the ground into a bad position. I laughed a little bit. It reminded me of training with Steve. Wyatt looked over and saw me laugh. I could see the combination of anger and embarrassment in his eyes.

      “Don’t laugh at me, Jacob.”

      I walked onto the mat and over to where they were standing. “Wyatt, I am not laughing at you as much as the situation. It wasn’t that long ago the same thing was happening to me when I was training with Steve. I wasn’t eighteen years old, either. I had been in the Army and trained by some of the best they had. You are doing well. You need to keep doing it and listening to Uriel, and you will be fine.”

      It was the first time I had seen Wyatt smile. It seemed he had been waiting for some acknowledgment from me, just like Tanya tried to explain to me.

      “Can you show me what I should be doing differently?”

      “Sure, first of all, if you get pulled in and your opponent is on top of you, don’t be scared. The only thing to worry about is your hip position. Bring him closer and roll either into or under him. You will end up countering his throw with your own. Let me show you.”

      I had Uriel put me in the same position he was before he hit the ground, then countered his throw with my own. The thud Uriel made on the mat was satisfying.

      “Whoa, that was cool, Jacob.”

      “Well, that is a last-minute effort to save one from ending up in a bad position. You need to think about the mistake that led you to that point and fix it before you can learn the throw.”

      I explained to him how fighting was like a chess match, and it is the poor moves you make before you lose that cause the problem in the first place. Uriel and I continued to work with him right up until lunchtime. Uriel was correct, the boy learned fast; he was a natural. We toweled off the sweat and left the hayloft.

      “Wyatt, why don’t you run up to the house and start lunch? I want to talk to Uriel for a minute.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” he said.

      Wyatt ran off toward the house. I turned and looked at Uriel, he was smiling. “One morning of working with the boy, and now you are the boss. You don’t know the effect you can have on people until you engage with them. So, are you going to train with us this afternoon?”

      “Not today. Do you have the dried blood I asked you for?”

      “Yes, it is up at the house. I filled a five-gallon bucket with it. It should be more than enough.”

      “Great. Clyde should have the team assembled for the meeting this afternoon. Once I make sure there are no spies in the bunch, we should start getting intel on Azriel.”

      “Jacob, you know this is going to be a mess. Azriel will be prepared for you, he will use the humans as decoys and shields, and he will not fight with honor. I worry about the number of innocent people that will die.”

      “I thought about it all night. Do you have another way, a better plan from above maybe?”

      “I wish I did, Jacob. Hopefully we will find a better way during the process, if not, it is what it is.”

      We walked out of the barn and up to the house with the understanding Azriel had to be stopped, but the burden of how things would probably turn weighed heavily on both of us.
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      THE HOUSE SMELLED WONDERFUL. The aroma of the food Tanya made for lunch filled every corner of the kitchen. My phone rang; it was Clyde. I had almost forgotten about what I had asked him to do.

      I answered the phone, and before I could speak a word, Clyde started talking. “I have the meeting set up with the team at Two o’clock and a meeting with the leaders of the Rosicrucians at four. Do you have everything ready on your end?”

      Clyde seemed uncommonly nervous. “Yes, I’ve got the dried blood. Text me the address and I will be there at One o’clock so we can prepare for the meeting.”

      “Very well, sir. See you then.”

      I walked over to the lunch table and sat down for a moment.

      “Hey, guys, lunch looks great. I need to leave for a couple of meetings. I will be back sometime after supper.”

      “Are you going into town?” Tanya asked.

      “Yeah, why?” I replied.

      “There is a list of things on the fridge we need from the grocery store. Take that with you and don’t come home without them.”

      I kind of laughed to myself, thinking, Oh, so I need to go save the world from the reign of Azriel, stop massive amounts of people from dying, and pick up some groceries, or else. It was as close to being married as I ever intended to get.

      “Yes ma’am,” I replied in a sarcastic voice as I picked up the pail of dried blood and left.

      It took me thirty minutes to get from the farm to the warehouse where Clyde had set up the meeting. I walked in with my bucket of dried blood to find Clyde setting up a table and a water station. The chairs were already set up, along with a projector and a whiteboard. I looked over at a table across the front; there were five stacks of folders.

      “Hey, Clyde, what’s your plan here?’

      “Sir, as the teams show up, they will have to take a pill and drink some water before they will be allowed to attend. If they refuse, they will be detained and put under review.”

      “What are you giving them?”

      “It’s a concoction I made up to increase focus and reduce the need for sleep. Comes in handy for jobs like this. Would you be so kind—treat the water with a couple pinches of blood, please?”

      Clyde pointed toward two five-gallon water dispensers sitting on the floor next to the tables he was setting up. I opened the containers and put two large pinches of the blood into each container, gave them a stir, then placed them on the table next to the cups. I looked over at the door as four large gentlemen walked toward the table. Clyde greeted them as they made their way across the warehouse.

      “Gentlemen, we are just about done with setup. You will meet everyone at the door and hold them there till we are ready. You will let each person in one at a time and hold the rest until we signal for the next. Before we start, I need you to go over and take one of those pills and drink an entire glass of water with it. It is the normal focus pill I give you for other missions.”

      I poured four small glasses of water. Each person took a pill and drank the glass of water, no issues. The men then took their stations at the door. I continued to fill cups and set them in rows on the table. I could see the men starting to line up outside.

      “I think we are ready, Clyde.”

      Clyde signaled to the security guys to let the first man in. He walked across the warehouse as Clyde gave him the instructions. He came up to the table, took the pill, and drank the water. He looked flustered and a little dizzy. Shaking his head, he looked at me with a confused expression.

      “Hey, go over and pick up a folder and take a seat please.”

      The man did not want to let on he had no idea what he was doing there, so he followed my commands. It wasn’t a good thing the first guy in line was infected with the powder, but he wasn’t the last. One by one, the men came in, took the pill, and drank the water. When we finally dosed the last guy, there were only six out of one hundred who had not been infected. The problem with treating them was that their memory of how they were infected was erased, so questioning them was of no use.

      Clyde gave a good briefing. He split the group up into ten teams of ten, gave them a location and time slot assignments, and gave each team different methods to submit their reports. I was amazed at not only the efficiency Clyde had built into his plan but also the precision of the delivery. The men were all adjourned to a later meeting and sent out to take their posts immediately.

      “That went well, Clyde, but I would assume you see the same issue that I do.”

      “Yes, sir, I am going to need some more of that dried blood. I need everyone involved in this mission to drink the concoction before they are allowed to handle data.”

      I grabbed a plastic bag, opened the bucket, and scooped a cup full of the dried blood into the bag. Clyde had his security guy come over, where he explained that everyone in his office and in the data center had to drink water treated with the substance in the bag. If they refused, they were to be removed immediately and placed in a holding cell.

      “Jacob, I’ll have everyone in the organization treated by the end of business today. It will take me a little longer to get all the contractors done. We need to find out how this many people could have gotten infected this quickly. It’s an epidemic.”

      I had a feeling Azriel was aware of Clyde and his organization. I was also sure his group had been targeted, meaning everything we had done to this point in research was compromised and Azriel knew I was looking into him.

      “Clyde, do me a favor. Have a drink.”

      I handed Clyde a glass of water, he took it from my hand, and drank it right down with no hesitation.

      “That was just to humor you, Jacob. You forget, I’m not a human and my mind cannot be corrupted by that stuff. We need to get moving if we are going to be on time to meet the Rosicrucians.”

      Clyde was right on both counts—that did humor me and we did need to get moving to our next appointment. I grabbed the bucket of dried blood, placed it in the trunk of my car, and we drove to our next meeting. I was a little nervous about this meeting, based on what I had learned about them. These people were my family. I wasn’t sure how they would react to me.
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      THERE WAS A NERVOUS TENSION inside of me as we pulled up to the old Masonic temple. I parked the car and hesitated to get out. What if this is a terrible mistake? What if I can’t control my temper? These were both valid questions, but it was time to reunite myself with the family.

      We walked up the large stone stairs and were met by two men who led us into the building. We were led down the grand hall lined with all the pictures of past leaders and into a large ballroom with a sign that read ‘Inner Chambers.’ The room was grand. At the end of the room sat seven large wooden chairs that looked like thrones. A door slowly opened from the side, and people began to file into the room. There were at least two dozen people in the room, not including the seven elders who sat in the chairs.

      Clyde opened the conversation. “Thank you for meeting with us today. It was generous of you to take time out of your busy day for this.”

      Clyde was more polished than I was. He knew these meetings were best started with friendly sentiments versus threats. The man in the middle chair addressed Clyde.

      “You are welcome. I assume your companion is Jacob Baccus?”

      “Yes, this is Jacob Baccus, sir.”

      I looked at him, smiled, and waved. The big chief wasn’t amused.

      “I see you still have an attitude, Jacob. Some things never change.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by that, but I think it is unfair that you know my name, but I have no idea who you are.”

      I looked him straight in the eye as I spoke to him, and as I did, a memory was triggered. I saw him standing over me while I was in extreme pain. He looked worried and concerned at the same time. My dad had called him Terrance.

      “Wait, is your name Terrance?” I asked.

      “Yes, I was friends with your father.”

      “You’re not a relative?”

      “Your dad and I were distant cousins.”

      “I don’t remember much about my childhood, but I’ve recently been able to recall certain things.”

      “Like what, Jacob?”

      “Being tortured by both you and some priests while my parents watched. “

      “Is that why you wanted to meet with us today? You want answers?”

      “Not really. I came here to see what your position is on Azriel.”

      Terrance sat back in his chair with a devilish smile. “We don’t have a position on Azriel. We have a truce with him.”

      “Azriel killed my parents, and you are good with that?”

      “No, Jacob. You killed your parents by disobeying them. Their death was a consequence of your actions.”

      “You really believe that shit, don’t you?”

      “Azriel was straightforward with his deal; your parents knew the consequences. If you would have joined the order and became a Jesuit priest, they would still be alive.”

      I could see Terrance blamed me for what had happened to them. I was their enemy, not Azriel. I could feel two men walking up behind me. I did not like the fact they were there.

      “Tell these guys to go stand with the others in front of me.”

      “Jacob, you are not in a position to demand anything here.”

      I looked at Clyde, and he shook his head back and forth subtly to signal me not to do anything, but I could not help myself. I turned to the one on my right, and he moved toward me. I threw a hard elbow into the center of his chest. His body flew about fifteen feet and slid the rest of the way into the wall. The other man lay his hands on my shoulder. I grabbed his wrists and flung him into the crowd of people to the left of Terrance.

      I focused on Terrance. “I would make a much better ally versus enemy.”

      “You just killed another member of this order, Jacob. You should leave now.”

      “That’s it, then? No further conversation?”

      “Jacob, you have impressive powers, but they are nothing compared to your enemies’. You should not be as arrogant as you are.” Terrance stood up and turned toward the door, as did every other Rosicrucian in the room. When Terrance reached the door, he turned around, winked at me, and smiled. “We will be seeing you soon, Jacob Baccus.”

      The door slammed shut. Now there was just Clyde and me standing there. I looked at Clyde; he wasn’t happy. We turned around and walked out of the inner chamber. Not one word was spoken until we were in the car.

      “Jacob, was that necessary?”

      “Honestly, Clyde, I could’ve handled it better. The guys behind us were not a real threat, but they should have moved, like I asked. They made their bad choice, so I made mine. There wasn’t going to be any alliance, so my decision was to make sure we didn’t have to question their intentions.”

      “Well, sir, there are certainly no questions about their intentions at this point. You accomplished your goal, then. Do you think it’s wise to add more enemies to the list of people who want to kill you at this time?”

      “Not sure; time will tell. Speaking of, we should check on the data center folks. We need to have everyone detoxed and ready for the operations tomorrow.”

      Clyde agreed, and we drove to his office building. It took another three hours before all the tests were done. It was amazing that most of Clyde’s employees were under Azriel’s influence. We decided to search the entire building to see if we were missing anything. We found several small packets containing the powder in desks of employees. It made sense—Azriel only had to turn a few employees and have them continue the process during the daily operations. We destroyed the powder and instituted security checkpoints throughout the building to ensure nothing else was getting in without our knowledge.

      The day was long. It was time for me to go back to the farm, get a drink, and lie down on a nice soft couch cushion.
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      MY EYES OPENED SLOWLY as my alarm sounded. It was time to start another day. I did my usual routine of stretching, grabbed a cup of coffee, and began my morning walk. It was one of those mornings where the weather was perfect. The animals in the forest seemed to agree.

      I walked along, not paying attention to anything in particular, and my necklace began to pulse slowly. I looked down and stared at the necklace as I kept walking. I had a vision of sorts; it was more intense than a normal daydream. I saw my old unit gearing up for an attack. They were different than I remembered them, their faces distorted. The vision switched to the outside of a building where Uriel and an older version of Wyatt broke open a door and began to attack. Uriel and Wyatt were killing the men in my unit.

      The dream then cut over to a large mall, where bloody bodies lay on the floor, stacked up like bodies you would see in old pictures of past genocides. The scene was horrific, the carnage was indiscriminate, and the victims were many. The dream went all white. It was bright and uncomfortable to keep my eyes open, but I could not shut them. An old voice came from the white void and spoke.

      “Follow your own instincts and your own path; you know what to do and how to do it. Ignore all the distractions and beings that may question you. I will let you know if you are going down the wrong path, and until that time, continue as you see fit.”

      The waking dream ended with those statements. I was close to the farm when I snapped back to reality. I must’ve been walking the whole time. I lifted my coffee cup; it was still full, so I decided to take another walk around the pasture. I needed time to think about what I just saw.

      The problem with the vision was I could not tell if it was just a message or somehow a glimpse of the future. Michael never said anything about being able to see the future, only the guidance of wisdom. I rested on that point and decided there was some sort of hidden message in dream. But what was the message? I had finished my coffee and was back to the farm once again. It was time to stop pondering and get to work. As I walked toward the farmhouse, I could see Tanya outside waiting for me. I could tell by the way she was standing I was in trouble.

      “Good morning, Tanya.”

      “Well, it would’ve been a good morning if someone would’ve stopped at the store like I asked.”

      I winced. “Um, oops and sorry. It was a busy day yesterday. I’ll do it today.”

      “Well, Jacob, if you are so busy, I could always run into town and go shopping.”

      Tanya was a combination of stubbornness and persistence. I needed to reason with her. “We talked about that. It’s best if you stay out here until Remy is dealt with.”

      “So, it’s best if I stay out here and eat crackers and dry cereal, which I am fine with, but Pete and Wyatt need a little more than that, buddy. If you are going to have guests, you need to be a good host. I expect you will have the grocery shopping done before lunch?”

      “I’m not sure that will be possible. If food is a big deal, there are some MREs in the basement.”

      “Oh, sounds wonderful, Jacob. Army food, yup, that’ll hit the spot.”

      “Tanya, your safety’s my biggest concern. I’ll get some food for you, but you’ll have to have a little patience with me.” I could tell by the look on her face that she had no more patience with me. If I was going to be successful in keeping her on the farm, I needed to comply with her requests. “Listen, I’ll run into town right now and pick up some groceries if you agree not to leave the farm. Do we have a deal?”

      “Yes, if you show up with groceries, then I would have no reason to leave the farm. I can be reasonable, Jacob, just don’t break our deal, and we’ll have no issues.”

      I nodded at her, turned, and walked toward my car, grumbling the whole way. I couldn’t believe how I folded; I had a hard time telling her no. My desire was to grant her every wish, but that wouldn’t keep her safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      MY THOUGHTS WERE CONSUMED with my last conversation with Tanya as I pulled into the parking lot of a grocery store. I was so consumed, I had not noticed that I was followed. A younger man parked somewhat close to me and trailed behind me into the grocery store. I normally wouldn’t have noticed him, but it was so obvious. He either was horrible at tailing people, or he wanted me to know he was there. I turned down an empty aisle, stopped abruptly, then turned around and addressed him.

      “Can I help you, boy?”

      “Jacob, you may not remember me, but I’m your cousin Jesse.”

      “Sorry, I don’t remember you. What do you want?”

      “Well, I remember you. Do you remember swimming in a lake up north and saving a young boy who jumped off the dock?”

      I shrugged. “Nope, sorry. Again, what do you want?”

      “I’m in the family business, Jacob. I was there yesterday when you met with Terrance. He knew if you were pushed just a little, you would resort to violence. Yesterday was all a setup.”

      I could tell the kid was nervous, but why? Why would the Rosicrucians care about me? “Okay, Jesse, I will bite, setup for what?”

      “Terrance needed a way to convince the council to team up with the Jesuits and make you their number one target. You made it easier for him. This has been his plan ever since you returned to town. The problem wasn’t everyone agreed with Terrance, so he needed something that would make the vote unanimous. He got what he wanted last night.”

      “So, you are here to warn me. Why?”

      “Jacob, I owe you my life, so it’s the least I can do for you. Don’t underestimate the significance of this alliance against you. The Jesuits are quite formidable as an enemy.”

      “Jesse, I assume you will fight against me also?”

      “Yes, I will be forced to, but it won’t give me any pleasure.”

      “You know you will be on the losing side of things. Why don’t you leave the Rosicrucians and live your life?”

      “There’s only one way to leave for me, Jacob, and it will happen in time. Don’t underestimate us. It is way more than a little local cult; we are into just about everything. The Jesuits will jump at the chance to team up with us. The problem is, at some point in time, one group will want control of the other, then another war, and it never ends.”

      “I am sorry, Jesse, but it doesn’t sound like there is anything I can do for you.”

      “My fate is sealed, Cousin. It will take a few weeks for both groups to come to an agreement and formulate a plan of attack, so that is your time frame to prepare.”

      “Well, I would wish you luck, but that seems to be self-damning at this point. Do give my warmest regards to Terrance. I do look forward to meeting up with him soon.”

      “Remember, Jacob, Terrance is only the tip of the iceberg. Once this agreement is put into effect, there will be a large network of people out to kill you.”

      “Well, I will certainly be careful, but for right now I need to get some groceries, and I assume you need to go scoot and play with your friends. I’ll see you around, Jesse.”

      Jesse nodded and walked out of the aisle. I wasn’t sure if any of what he told me was the truth, but the thought of the Jesuits and Rosicrucians joining forces just for little ol’ me made me feel special. I continued rolling down the aisles of the grocery store, grabbing everything that was on the list. I was finished with the shopping and loading the groceries into my car when Clyde called.

      “Good morning, Clyde. Have any good news for me?”

      “No, sir, I don’t. I have received some intelligence from the teams. I would like to meet with you and go over it.”

      “Sure. I finished up picking up some groceries. Let me take these to the farm, and we can meet at the shop.”

      “I think you should come to my office right now. Trust me, the groceries can wait.”

      I could not ignore the urgency in Clyde’s voice.

      “All right, Clyde, I should be there in about fifteen minutes.”

      “Excellent, sir. Thank you.”

      I finished loading the groceries into the car and left the parking lot. I drove to Clyde’s office instead of the farm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I SLID THE CAR INTO A PARKING spot; I was having too much fun. The bags of groceries tipped over and reminded me to send a text to Tanya about my extra stop. Just as I reached for the ignition to turn the car off, the radio cut from music to an emergency newscast. There was a mass shooting at a large mall in Milwaukee. The reporter guessed, based on early police reports, there were three to five shooters. The number of injured and dead were unknown, but the estimates were in the thirties.

      I listened for twenty more minutes to get more information. It was the same story over and over. I shut the car off and went into the office building. I could not help but wonder if I was supposed to stop the shooting based on the vision this morning. That may have been a forewarning of what was to come, and I did nothing but pick up a few groceries. I reached Clyde’s floor, the elevator doors opened, and he was waiting for me.

      “Clyde, did you hear that there was another shooting, this time in a mall?”

      “Yes, sir. There’s not much information coming from the news, but we may have a little more insight to what is going on.”

      “What do you have?”

      “Sir, it would not be polite to talk about such things in a public setting. Let’s go to my office. I moved up one floor.”

      We went back onto the elevator. I felt since we were alone in the elevator that should have been private enough, but what did I know? We exited the elevator and walked into Clyde’s office, where he closed the door and lowered the shades.

      “So, let’s have it, Clyde.”

      “We are certain Remy and one of his employees drove the killers to the vicinity of the mall and dropped them off about six blocks away, where they jumped into an old minivan and drove the rest of the way to the mall. The five guys suspected of killing all those people entered one of Azriel’s buildings early this morning around four.”

      “Have you figured out why they are doing this?”

      “Oh, that’s easy—fear.”

      “Fear?”

      “They want everyone to be afraid of living their normal life. They are no different than a common terrorist in that respect. What I don’t know is why they need this much fear and why escalate this so soon after the last shooting.”

      “This is what they are using the mind-control powder for, terrorism?”

      “Well, sir, this is the really bad part. We have confirmed they are shipping the powder out using a normal shipping company. We were able to obtain their shipping records; the powder has been shipped to every major city in the United States and a few in Canada. The news gets a little worse; they have also shipped the powder to just about every US military base on domestic soil.”

      “Holy shit, they are going for total control of North America. Is that all?”

      “Nope, the largest shipment was sent to Langley, Virginia, more specifically, to the CIA headquarters.”

      “Actually, Clyde, that is the least surprising part of your brief, I mean, come on, it is the CIA. What else have we learned?”

      “We have not had enough time to establish patterns yet, but we have mapped out Azriel’s movement for the last twenty hours. We have a good idea what he considers his residence and where he may be hiding his hosts.”

      “I need to see all the information, Clyde. I also want everyone pulled off this detail at the twenty-four-hour mark.”

      “Sir, may I ask why?”

      “Sure, most of the people working on this were compromised with the mind-control powder crap. I am sure that if they don’t report to someone within twenty-four hours, Azriel will suspect something is going wrong. He will more than likely send people to hunt down all the non-reporting personnel. I also want them and their families hidden for the time being. I don’t want to lose one more human to this mess.”

      “So, Azriel probably already knows what is going on, right?”

      “I am sure that he suspects. I am counting on him being a little arrogant and splitting his forces, thus making an attack much easier. Grab all the intel you have, and let’s set up at the shop. There we can plan our next move. Also, locate Remy; I want to interrogate him as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, sir, I will see you out at the shop.”

      I left Clyde’s office and the building. I began driving out to the farm to deliver the groceries, then planned to head to the shop to figure out the best way to dismantle Azriel piece by piece. The one good thing about always being in a hurry is having a car that is up to the challenge. Even when things are frantically looking hopeless, this car was the one bright spot in an otherwise dark day. I pulled into the farm and began unloading the groceries. I noticed the old pickup was gone. Uriel came out of the house to help me.

      “What’s going on, Uriel? Where is the old pickup truck?”

      “Well, Tanya and Wyatt decided to go into town and grab groceries. They left me to babysit Pete.”

      “Damn impatient woman. I was on my way. Now we are going to have twice as much as we need.”

      “Don’t worry about it. She’s in good company with Wyatt; everything will be fine. Did you see the news about the mall shooting?”

      “Yup, Azriel and Remy are involved. I am pretty sure they are using that damn powder to control people and turn them into mass murderers. I am going to the shop after I am finished here to figure out the details and make a plan.”

      “So, you plan on stopping Azriel and finally getting your revenge on him, once and for all. That is a dangerous game you intend on playing, my friend. Are you planning on doing this alone?”

      “Nope, I would like yours and Wyatt’s help, if you think he is up to it.”

      “No problem. He is up to it, and I would love to be involved. When they get back, I will grab Wyatt and meet you at your shop.”

      “Great, keep your cell phone close. I will text you if the plan changes.”

      We finished carrying the groceries into the house, and Uriel agreed to put them away while I left for the shop. While I drove to the shop, I had a bad feeling that something was going terribly wrong, but I could not put my finger on what it was.
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      CLYDE STOOD IN FRONT of the shop as he waited for me. I drove in the driveway, opened the garage door, and moved the car inside. Clyde followed with his car, and I shut and locked the doors. We emptied Clyde’s car of all the information and began to spread it out over the tables in the regular shop. I didn’t see the need to place all this information in the vault at this time because the operation was going to take place shortly. It took us about two hours of sifting through the information to finally have a good picture of what was happening and where.

      “Clyde, this is a good amount of information for only twenty-four hours of intel.”

      “They did good work.”

      “I think the first thing we do is hit the building that Azriel calls home. I want to set charges in the basement and on the first floor.”

      “What are you planning?” Clyde asked.

      “Drop the building on Azriel after I kill all his hosts.”

      “Well, that is simple enough, as long as you can get into the building while he is out and about. Let’s say you pull it off, what is next?”

      “The next building we attack is the one holding all the powder. We neutralize the powder and anything else he has there.”

      “His security will be ready for us at that point.”

      “Maybe, probably, so we will have to hit the building hard.”

      Clyde had a concerned look on his face. “Then what?”

      “We finish the fight. We burn the whole damn organization down.”

      “Do you think your plan may be a little too simple? Maybe we should consider something a little more tactical versus a full head-on assault of each building.”

      I was interested, but upset. I liked my simple plan. “What do you propose?”

      Just as Clyde began to answer, Uriel called, which was odd. He usually appeared when he needed to talk to me.

      “Uriel, what is going on?”

      “I had a few Angels come to the house to babysit Pete, and I went out looking for Tanya and Wyatt. They should have been home over an hour ago.”

      “Maybe they went out for pizza. An hour is not a big deal.”

      “They were not in the store, but the old truck was still parked in the lot. I cannot see what happened nor can I locate them. I fear they’ve been kidnapped.”

      It made sense. If Azriel thought his minions had been compromised or healed, he would be looking for some sort of leverage.

      “Keep looking for them. I will text you a few addresses to check out where they may be holding them. Let me know if you find them.”

      Uriel hung up the phone; he was angry. I knew he had guilt for letting them go in the first place. I turned and looked at Clyde, who was also visibly angry at this point.

      “So, what’s your plan, Clyde?”

      “Full assault, we both go and save Tanya. I am done trying to outthink these people. Let’s put the fear of God into them.”

      I had to admit I liked mad Clyde a little more than the normal cerebral Clyde.

      “So be it. The first thing we need to do is make a bunch of bombs. Grab the detonators from the back room. I will go into the vault and grab the explosives. Also, do you have the trap you were going to build to trap Azriel done yet?”

      “Yes, sir. It is in my car.”

      Clyde and I spent the next hour assembling bombs with remote detonators, placing them into boxes, and loading up my car. We also loaded as many guns and ammunition as the trunk could hold. It was time to leave. We only had a small window of opportunity to strike the residence of Azriel while he was eating his evening meal at a local barbecue shop, and no doubt he was eating his roasted boar that he loved so much down in Antarctica. I grabbed one extra bag of frag grenades and gave them to Clyde to hold on his lap while we drove into the outskirts of town.

      “Sir, do you think we will be successful?”

      “Clyde, to think otherwise would be accepting the possibility of loss—in other words, accepting defeat before you even start the operation. We will win, and we will win any way we can, period.”

      I had given that speech so many times while I was in the Army that it just automatically came out whenever someone was questioning the mission. I am not sure I ever believed it myself, but the one thing I did believe is no matter what happened, I would meet the enemy with a level of violence they had never seen before.

      This was a different situation than what I was used to dealing with. I was going up against an ancient being that had seen it all. He was violent, and the only edge I had was surprise. If I could only catch him with his guard down, then I knew I could defeat him. If not, it would cost the lives of Tanya and Wyatt at the least, if not everyone involved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      WE PARKED IN THE back of the building adjacent to Azriel’s building. There were no security cameras, just an old delivery entrance. I grabbed my pack, bag of grenades, and the box of explosives. The locks were easy to pick; we were inside the building within minutes. Our first stop was the basement.

      Clyde began to set the charges in the basement while I ran up the stairs to the third floor, where we suspected Azriel was keeping his host bodies. When I reached the third floor and opened the door, I entered a large room with five large stone boxes with a body in each. I secured explosives to each box and armed them. I happened to look over at a corner, and there was a box that looked like a walk-in freezer. I opened it, only to be greeted by the body Azriel used in Antarctica.

      I walked around the body. With every step, a memory of what he did to me rushed forward in my mind. I taped a bomb to the head, one to the chest, and one in the crotch. I spit on the body, then turned and left the room. It took me a minute to collect myself. It was hard not to lose control, but I had to execute the plan.

      I ran down to the first floor, where I found the six support columns in the walls and secured explosives to them in order to knock out the supports and topple the building. I went into the basement and looked at my watch.

      “Four minutes, Clyde. Let’s move.”

      Clyde was finished with the basement and had magically cleared the building, ensuring the only casualty would be Azriel. We walked out of the basement and to the car. We moved the car to a safe distance but were still able to clearly see the entrance.

      Azriel exited the car and walked right into the building. Clyde pulled out the vessel he built to capture Azriel’s soul; it looked like a lamp you would have read about in Aladdin. I looked at it and shook my head. We had to move the car closer before we blew up the building to have a chance of trapping the soul.

      I slowly drove the car down the street until we were less than two hundred yards away from the building. Clyde positioned himself with the lamp to capture Azriel’s soul. Once he was set, he nodded his head and I pushed the button on the detonator. I watched the building’s base blow out at the same time, and the windows on the third floor all shattered due to the concussion of the bombs blowing up all of the posts. The entire building collapsed in a matter of seconds, not a precision drop, but it was enough. I waited for some sort of confirmation that Clyde had his soul. Clyde was looking down at the lamp, and he looked at me and shook his head no. I could see the disappointment on Clyde’s face as he walked back to the car. I looked up the address of the next building we were to destroy, when my phone rang. It was Tanya.

      “Hey, there, did you finally find your way home?”

      A man’s voice answered. “Well, if what you mean by home is with me, then yeah, she is home, asshole.”

      “Remy, is that your slimy little coward voice on the other end of this phone? I am surprised a spineless little imp like you would have the courage to call me. So, you have Tanya and Wyatt, I assume?”

      “Yes, Jacob, it is Remy, and yes, I have your little girlfriend and Wyatt. Here are the terms: you turn yourself over to me so my uncle can rip you to shreds, and Tanya and the boy go free. If not, I will take my time torturing and killing them. What is your answer?”

      “I’ll be seeing you and your uncle soon. Where?”

      “I’ll text you the address. You will have twenty minutes to get here in that fancy car of yours.”

      Remy hung up the phone, and I immediately called Uriel.

      “Uriel, I have the address where Tanya and Wyatt are being held. We will meet you there.”

      “Jacob, I am already here. I’ll make sure they don’t do anything stupid while you catch up.”

      “Well, if you are already there, why don’t you just go in and rescue them?”

      “I am only allowed to protect your lives and heal. I am not allowed to be a part of the actual aggression this time. I wish it was different, but those are my orders.”

      “Great, you sit there and protect. I will be there to kick ass in about ten minutes.”

      I hung up the phone, started the car, and squealed the tires all the way down the block.
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      I TORE DOWN THE STREET, running stop lights, cutting off cars. I drove as recklessly as I could without killing anyone. I looked over at Clyde, and he looked as intense as I felt. I could tell he wanted to say something. “What’s on your mind?”

      Clyde looked out the window. “There will be people there that are under the control of the powder.”

      I nodded my head. “Yeah, that’s obvious. What’s your point?”

      Clyde paused before he answered. “This is going to get bloody.”

      I was frustrated. “Clyde, find a point and get to it.”

      “Some of these people will be innocent, so how do you feel about that?”

      I took a deep breath. “The mission is to save Tanya and Wyatt by any means possible, period. It’s that simple.”

      Clyde looked shocked. “You’re willing to do that?”

      “Whatever it takes to save Tanya. There are no rules. They wanted violence, here I am.”

      “I have known Tanya since she was a baby. Nothing else matters. What is your plan?”

      “No plan, just chaos. We attack from opposite sides and meet in the middle. Uriel will protect Wyatt and hopefully Tanya. We take out the trash between us and Tanya.”

      I listened to myself. I was emotionally compromised, but I was good with what I had to do. We drove into an alley two blocks from the address Remy gave me. It was another abandoned building in the middle of a group of buildings marked for demolition. There was some obvious fortification and guards posted at every entrance into the building, and they were most certainly waiting for us. There was no way to sneak up on them, but there were plenty of elevated positions that two snipers could take to relieve the guards of their lives.

      I turned to Clyde. “Can you shoot a rifle?”

      “I am an excellent marksman, sir.”

      “I have two .308 rifles in the trunk, scoped and suppressed. I want you to take five magazines and a tripod with you, set up on the third floor of that building. When you see the first guard drop, start on the outside, and we will race to the middle and see who wins.”

      “I wish you good luck, sir. I hope you can keep up.”

      Clyde took his rifle and extra magazines. He looked down and grabbed two more handguns before he made his way to the building I had pointed out. I grabbed my pack, rifle, and grenade pouch, and strapped on my holsters and entered the building next door. I carefully set up my position, laid the clips out on the table, set up the tripod, and proceeded to take aim at the first guard. I watched to learn the pattern of their movements.

      I knew I could get off three shots before they knew what was happening. I picked the guard standing on the corner of the building, making sure he was in clear view of where Clyde should be. I aimed at the center of his chest and squeezed off the first shot. It was a direct hit; he dropped like a bag of potatoes. I picked the next guard at the side of the building and made him my next target. This time I took a headshot; it was perfect. I then took out the next three guards without much problem. By the time I got to the front of the building, there was nothing but bodies lying on the ground. Clyde wasn’t only a better shot than I was, but he was much faster. I watched as he took out two men rushing out of the front door. They were lined up perfectly, and Clyde was able to kill both of them with one shot. I saw one more guy come out of the side door, and I blew a hole in his chest the size of Michigan. I put another magazine in my gun and began to scan the area for more targets.

      “Clyde seems to have beaten you fair and square, Jacob.”

      I turned around to see Uriel. “Don’t you have something better to do, like watch and protect?”

      “I have been watching, from the inside of the building. Tanya and Wyatt are fine; Remy is scared. He called his uncle, but there is no answer. You have about thirty more guys inside who are preparing for your entry from the street.”

      “Yeah, I figured. It’s not going to be easy.”

      Uriel smiled. “I was thinking about checking out the roof. Want to come with?”

      I thought about it for about two seconds. They would not be expecting us to be coming from the top of the building. “Yup, I would love to accompany you.”

      Uriel grabbed me under the arms. His wings magically materialized and began to flap. We were in a room on the second floor of the building. I had expected Uriel to crash through the wall, but then my body began to feel strange. I was almost like a shadow, and I could see through my legs. Uriel flapped harder as we began to rise to the ceiling and through the floor of the third floor. We flew through the building until we passed through the roof. He began to head toward the roof of the building we were attacking. My body had returned to its normal state just before we landed on the roof.

      “Neat trick. Do you mind going to get Clyde?”

      Just as I had said that, a green fiery circle appeared on the roof, and Clyde walked through it.

      “I actually told Clyde to meet us up here, Jacob.”

      Uriel smiled at Clyde and gave him a nod. Clyde walked over to us with his rifle in hand.

      “Clyde, you can teleport? That would’ve been good to know earlier.”

      “Uriel just taught me how to do this. It is pretty incredible. I need to practice this a bit; it took me three tries to get here.”

      I looked at Uriel. “I thought Angels weren’t allowed to teach that type of stuff. Aren’t you breaking rules, buddy?”

      Uriel smiled. “I think I have earned a couple of mistakes today. What is the plan, Jacob?”

      “Honestly, I am counting on you protecting Tanya and Wyatt until I get to them. Clyde and I will go down to the first floor and take out the main security force and make our way to you. What floor are they on?”

      “They are on the third floor. I will go to their side and protect them; I will see you two soon.”

      Uriel spread his wings and sunk through the roof.

      “I wish he would have taught me that also,” Clyde stated.

      “What other powers do you have, Clyde?”

      “I can move objects and throw concussive blows. Other than that, just normal magic spells.”

      We walked over to the roof access door, but it was locked.

      “Just normal magic stuff, huh, Clyde? I did not know magic was normal. Show me—blow the door open.”

      Clyde put his palms together near the left side of his stomach, opened his fingers, and threw a small ball of energy from his hands. It exploded through the door, turning it into splinters and twisted fragments of steel. I went first and carefully navigated the stairs, clearing one flight at a time. I heard voices coming from the next floor down. I grabbed two grenades, pulled the pins, counted to three, then threw them down the stairwell toward the voices. The explosion of the grenades was timed perfectly; the men were killed instantly.

      The noise from the explosion alerted the others that we were already in the building and coming in from the top. In hindsight, maybe grenades weren’t the best choice. We heard the men come up the stairs. It was hard to tell, but it sounded like two groups of four in a two-by-two configuration. They were doing a good job of covering and moving; these guys were military trained. They would be able to recognize threats coming their way and be able to react. It was time to think of something that would be a surprise to them.

      “Clyde, can you open a portal for me to go to the top of the stairs on the third floor?”

      “I don’t know, sir. I just did my first one a few minutes ago. I may screw up and put you someplace else, like the next building over.”

      “I need you to try.”

      Clyde began to circle his arms and said a couple of words while looking intensely at a spot on the wall. The green ring appeared, and the portal was opened. I stuck my head in the portal to see where he ended up. Clyde overshot the stairwell by about fifteen miles, and it opened at a small lake outside of town.

      “Close it down, Clyde.”

      “Sorry, sir, I don’t know what happened.”

      The men were getting closer and closer to our staircase; I needed to slow them down. I began throwing grenades at them to see how they would react. They stopped and scattered, and the grenades exploded, but I was pretty sure I did not get any of them. We needed to get to Tanya, and these guys were definitely standing in my way. I began to get a little angry and decided that crazy was the correct play here. While I like to think that I thought this through, the truth was it just happened. I pulled out my knife, and it changed into a double-edged short sword. I gave Clyde my assault rifle and pulled out my pistol with the other hand. I began to run down the stairs and used my speed to gain ground on the first group. They were shocked to see me, and I used their hesitation to start my sword attack. I cleaved the first guy down the torso; I shot his partner in the head. The third and fourth guys stood side by side while they engaged their weapons, and I cut both in half.

      One of the torsos rolled down the stairs to the second group. They yelled something as I threw my last two grenades toward them. I threw one grenade so hard it was embedded into one guy’s head. His buddy tried to drag him back for cover when it went off, I got two of them. The other two came around the corner, firing frantically. I waited until they were changing their magazines out, then jumped down the entire flight of stairs and severed both of their heads. I turned around, and Clyde was walking down the stairs.

      “Well done, sir. Stupid, but well done. What next?”

      “Well, Clyde, stupidity has gotten me this far, might as well go all the way with it. We only have one more floor till we get to Tanya.”

      My xiphos turned back into a pocket knife, and I slid it in my pocket. Clyde handed me my rifle, and we carefully worked our way down the stairs. We did not see one person on the stairs, and we were finally at the third-floor entrance door. I reached to grab the handle to open up the door, but Clyde grabbed my hand and shook his head to indicate no.

      “If I was on their side, sir, I would have rigged the door with explosives to take you out.”

      “What do you suggest, Clyde?”

      “All of their focus should be on that door. Let’s go up to the fourth floor into the corner of the floor. There, I will open up a portal, and we will drop into the third floor and take them from behind.”

      “Are you sure you can do it? My hope is you don’t send me to the next state.”

      “Funny, sir. I am sure I can do this.”
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      WE QUIETLY ASCENDED the stairs to the fourth floor. The floor was at the end of demolition and completely open. There wasn’thing to do on this floor, on to the third. Clyde and I walked over to where he thought the safest entry point would be. Clyde began to focus and do his fancy circular wave toward the floor, he spoke his incantation, and the green ring appeared. The floor opened up, and we were directly above four security guards.

      I looked at Clyde, he shook his head no. I jumped down, in spite of his good judgment. I landed on one of the guys, breaking his back. I punched the next squarely in the jaw with a little too much force. He was knocked into the next guy and flew fifteen feet. I pulled out my karambit and sliced the fourth guy across the belly, essentially gutting him on the spot. Four killed within seconds; unfortunately, that was the end of the surprise portion of our surprise attack.

      There were twenty other mercenaries on the floor and aware of my presence. They converged on my position quickly. I shot at them as they were shooting at me. The only advantage I had was my strength and speed.

      “Hey, Clyde, now would be a good time to jump in.”

      I looked up; the portal had closed; I didn’t see Clyde anywhere around me. I could only move against the men in front of me. I moved behind a few crates and shot two men in the head. I knew my only chance facing so many at once was to keep moving and see how many I could kill with each move. As I was moving to my next position, I saw three grenades coming toward me, and I moved to what I thought was my next safe spot and listened to the explosions. I looked across the room, and I did not see Tanya or Wyatt. I only saw the people maneuvered to gain an advantage as they tried to kill me.

      There was a group of six pushing items together to create some cover by the access door to the stairwell. I took aim at the door to see if those explosives Clyde thought may be by the door, were there. Just as I spotted the charges, a huge explosion took out all six mercenaries. I saw Clyde walking through the giant hole in the wall. He began to throw his concussion blasts at the various barricades built to corral me into a kill box. The rest of the men were exposed and frantically trying to dodge both Clyde’s attacks and my bullets.

      It took five minutes of fighting until the last two men surrendered to us. Clyde walked over and disarmed them and began to ask questions. As he did that, I checked the bodies to make sure they were dead. I saw Clyde out of the corner of my eye splat one of the men against the wall, which convinced the second man to speak to him. I did not listen to his interrogation; I looked for signs of where Tanya would have been taken. Clyde tied up the remaining bad guy and then knocked him out with the butt of his pistol.

      “What did you find out, Clyde?”

      “Tanya and the boy were moved to the basement. Remy thought he would have the advantage there, due to the space having only one way in or out.”

      “Why the hell didn’t Uriel tell us she had been moved?” I barked.

      “I don’t know. I do know we are wasting time worrying about what he is doing.”

      “Let’s get down to the first floor, and you can do another one of your fancy portal tricks.”

      We entered the second floor and swept for more guards. The floor was set up different than the others. It was a large lab with hospital rooms. Around the corner was a door that was half open. I opened the door slowly and saw the room was set up for torture. There were several machines that looked like they belonged to the dark ages. In the corner was an electroshock treatment table from the mid-twentieth century. There was dried blood and saliva on just about every piece of equipment, and the room smelled of urine. Clyde walked over to a door that I assumed was a supply closet, but when he opened the door, it looked more like a morgue. The room he had opened was refrigerated with at least twenty body bags stacked up against the walls.

      “Jacob, what the hell were they doing here?”

      I loved dumb questions. “It was either a tea party that went wrong, or maybe they were torturing people. It’s a toss-up.”

      “Sir, what I mean is why do you think they are doing this? They have the mind-control powder, why go through the time to torture people?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they like it? We need to keep moving and get this floor cleared.”

      We exited the torture chamber and went down the hall to the next room. It was an infirmary. There were two rows of ten beds each. Each bed had a body in it that appeared to be mummified. Each body had some sort of pump attached to it that was circulating a liquid through it.

      Clyde’s face was white as a sheet. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

      “Kind of. I want you to unplug each one of those devices and cut the hoses.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      Without hesitation, I answered coldly, “Burn the bodies.”

      I walked over to a supply cabinet and grabbed everything that had alcohol in it. I pushed the beds together and began dousing them with anything and everything I could find that had a chance of burning. I made a torch out of bedsheets and an aluminum pipe I found, took the small bottle of lighter fluid out of my backpack, doused the linen, then lit it with my lighter. I used the torch to light every bed on fire, and then threw it in the middle of the beds.

      The bodies sizzled in the fire; it sounded like they were screaming. I was preparing for all hell to break loose as soon as the fire alarms went off and the sprinkler system was activated. We were lucky; the alarms and sprinklers were disconnected and never went off.

      The smoke billowed down the hallway, and the stench of burning bodies filled the air, but there was no response from any security guards. We went into the next large room, where there were five restraint chairs pointed at a screen. The chairs were empty, but the screen was reeling with images of horrible atrocities. I wasn’t sure what the purpose was, but I had read a little on mind programming during the Cold War, and this room reminded me of those stories.

      There was a narrow and long office on the right side of the room. There were papers on every flat surface available and several empty foam coffee cups. I rummaged through the papers and found a folder labeled Targets. I opened the folder and looked through the papers. Each sheet had a name, location, a list of dates, and a picture of a person. I didn’t have enough time to analyze the data, so I stuffed the folder into my backpack.

      There was one more room to check, down the hallway and around the corner from our current room. I peeked around the corner and saw two guards standing outside the door. I positioned my rifle around the corner and shot both in the head. They had to have orders not to move from the door; I also assumed they were under the control of the powder. It was the only explanation why they stood there while the fire burned in the other room.

      I walked up to the steel door slowly. I grabbed the handle and turned it. As soon as I cracked the door, the guys inside the room shot at the door. The door stopped all the bullets. I cracked the door one more time, and the guys shot again. I could hear their guns clicking, and I hoped they were out of bullets. I opened the door wide and saw three men.

      They were in some sort of a trance and had no idea of what to do next except point their guns at the door and pull the trigger. I ran into the room and began to punch the guards. They had no reaction except to drop to the floor after I punched them. I took out my zip ties and secured each of them. They looked catatonic, almost zombie-like, still moving their fingers as if they were pulling the triggers on their guns, even though they were not conscious. I looked over to the left side of the room and saw three reclining chairs with restraint straps. This was where Remy infected his victims with the powder. Clyde was looking at some of the papers on a clipboard.

      “Sir, you need to see this.”

      I walked over and looked at the clipboard, on it was a shipping manifest. At a glance, it looked like there were over two hundred barrels shipped all over the United States to different locations.

      “Clyde, keep that clipboard. We are going to have to track the rest of this crap down when we are done here and destroy it.”

      “Yes, sir. I think we are done here. On to the first floor?”

      “Yup, on to the first floor, Clyde.”
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      THE FIRST FLOOR WAS EMPTY. Not one security guard or any other person on the floor. The front doors were chained shut. I stood in the middle of the lobby and turned slowly. “This is odd.”

      “Yes, sir. My guess is Remy is scared and took the rest of the men down to the basement with him.”

      I took a deep breath. “Yeah. Open a portal right here to the basement.”

      Clyde gave me a devilish smile. “Yes, sir.”

      Clyde began his motions toward the floor, but the look on his face was different this time, and he was frustrated. Clyde moved his hands faster and faster while he recited the incantation, but still no portal.

      “Clyde, what’s the holdup?”

      “I’ll try again, sir. I must’ve done something wrong.”

      Clyde attempted again; this time with more focus and determination, but still no portal. He sat down in a chair in the lobby, exhausted.

      I knelt beside him. “What’s happening, Clyde?”

      “I can’t get close to opening up a portal in the direction of the basement. I felt it start opening, then something powerful closed it. They have done something to block portals; they are fortified against the supernatural.”

      “Okay, so let’s say that is true. Where the hell is Uriel?”

      “I don’t know. I need to rest. I lost a lot of energy trying to open the portal.”

      “You come downstairs when you feel better, cupcake. Maybe take a little nap or something, you know, until you feel up to saving Tanya. Meanwhile, I am going with plan B.”

      “What is plan B?”

      “It is me going downstairs and finishing this.”

      “Sir, give me a few minutes.”

      I didn’t acknowledge Clyde’s request. I turned toward the stairwell and walked. I checked my ammo levels and health of my weapons. I opened the door and turned to take the stairs down to the basement. It was time to tap into my necklace. I focused on what was in front of me, and the necklace pulsed.

      The more I focused, the faster the necklace pulsed on my neck. Then, it stopped pulsing and was a steady light. I felt connected to everything around me. I knew what was waiting for me down the stairs, and my anger seemed to be under control. I knew it was time to finish this.

      I walked down the stairs carefully so as not to make any unnecessary noise. I arrived at the bottom of the stairs and felt the men on the other side of the door, with their weapons cocked and ready. They waited for me to walk through.

      The wall at the bottom of the stairs about ten feet down from the door was weakened by water damage. I somehow knew that if I took a run at the wall, I could break through in one try. I lined up to the weak spot and positioned my foot to push off the opposite wall.

      I used the wall as my starting block, crouched into a sprinter’s position, and pushed off the wall. My body slammed into the wall and broke through the cinder block, creating a large hole. I made it ten feet inside the room and turned toward the men guarding the door. Their were in shock as they froze where they were standing. I took the opportunity to shoot each of them.

      I turned around to see between twenty and thirty more men with their weapons turned on me. Tanya and Wyatt were tied up, with their arms above their heads in the middle of the room. A small golden box sat on the floor between them. Remy walked out from the shadows and spoke.

      “Well, Jacob, it looks like we have ourselves a standoff. Hand over your weapons, and I will spare their lives; otherwise, they die.”

      I looked around; Remy was correct. I looked at Wyatt. His head was down, but I saw his hands were moving slowly. No one had noticed this teenage boy was busy freeing himself from his bonds. He needed a little more time, which I was sure I could buy him by stroking Remy’s ego.

      “Remy, before I give up, would you answer a few questions for me?”

      He smirked. “A final request? I like it. What is your question?”

      “What the hell are you doing on the second floor?”

      “Before Rod started making the powder, we had to gather information and convince people to do things the old-fashioned way. Now, we kidnap them, give them a little sniff, and they seem happy to comply nicely.”

      “What about the mummified bodies in the next room, what were they for?”

      “That is Uncle’s project. I don’t know what he’s doing with them. The bodies came from Egypt. They were packed in large stone boxes. We took the bodies and gave the boxes to Father Rod.”

      Remy was a bigger moron than I first thought; he began to sound like he was trying to impress me.

      “So, where is that uncle of yours? I thought for sure I would see him here.”

      “He is busy working on other projects, but don’t worry, he’ll be here soon enough.”

      Wyatt was close to being free. I had to stall for another minute or two. I could feel Clyde coming from behind. Things were falling into place as good as they could at this point. It was time to shake Remy up a bit.

      “You know, I saw your uncle earlier today, just before I dropped a building on his ass.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, I blew up all his bodies and the building that stored them while your uncle was in the building. I even danced a little jig on the rubble before I came here to finish you.”

      “You are lying. Uncle is immortal, and he cannot die, so you are lying.”

      “Nope, I am not lying; we also trapped his soul in a container. When I am done with you, I am going to tie your body and his trapped soul to a rock and drop you two in Lake Michigan. You two morons will be together forever.”

      The look on Remy’s face was precious. So scared, so nervous, so alone. He was convinced I was telling the truth but couldn’t accept it. He hung his head low as he processed the words I had spoken, just as Wyatt finished his escape.
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      WYATT CHARGED LIKE A lion. He moved quickly and attacked without mercy. He kicked the box over to my feet as he attacked the men. “Crush the box, stomp it! Now!”

      I stomped the box as hard as I could. I continued to stomp the box until it cracked open. A gush of wind came through the basement as Uriel arose from the box. He immediately went over to protect Wyatt. He used his wings to slap the men as he worked to free Tanya from her ropes.

      Clyde attacked various positions with his concussion balls, and the guards scattered and took cover. I looked at Remy as the chaos consumed him. He stood there, frozen, and I could tell by the look in his eyes that he wasn’t a threat. I ran to the outside wall and circled around the security guards to attack from behind. I heard a bloodcurdling scream. The primordial scream of anger and passion came from Wyatt. He began attacking the security guards as they ran by him. He killed anyone who would engage with him.

      I watched Wyatt get shot in the arm, but his necklace kicked in, and he healed immediately. I could tell he was in pain, but he fought through it. The look of fear did not leave the guard’s face as Wyatt snapped his neck like a twig. I came across two men hiding behind a large tank—I had no idea what the tank contained so I drew my knife and began to attack.

      A quick slice to the throat of the first guy finished him, but his body was spurting blood all over the place. The blood made my knife slippery. The second guy hit my arm with the butt of his gun, and the knife fell out of my hand. With a quick reflex, I hit his gun out of his hands. I secured a position behind him and used the gun sling wrapped around his neck and shoulder as a garrote to strangle him. I stood up and looked over to where Tanya was. There was a guard pointing a gun at my head, so I ducked behind the large tank. He fired four shots hitting the tank and rupturing it.

      The tank was part of a boiler system and steam blew out; the temperature in the room rose quickly. It was extremely hot, but the steam provided enough cover for me to move to a good position and shoot the guard in the head two times. His body dropped straight down, and behind him was Tanya watching the attack. I ran across the room to grab her; she needed to be someplace a little safer than in the middle of a firefight. I ducked under her arms and put her waist on my shoulder, picked her up, and took her to the nearest spot I could find with cover.

      “Hey, honey. How was shopping?”

      “Shut up, Jacob. How can you joke around at a time like this?”

      I positioned myself to be able to see a group of guards and began firing at them. I was able to take out one before they hid behind another large tank. Remy was cowering behind a chair, probably the dumbest place to hide. I could have killed him right there, but I wanted him to be last.

      “Hey, look, it is your old boyfriend; he looks a little upset. Want to go say hi?”

      “Stick it, buddy, just get me out of here.”

      “Well, you should stay here. Do you know how to use a gun?”

      “Yes, but I won’t shoot a person.”

      I racked the slide of my backup handgun and handed it to her. “You can’t look at them as people. They are animals that are attacking you, and you need to defend yourself.”

      Tanya reluctantly took the gun and nodded her head to say yes. I refocused on the guards hiding behind the tank, which was on a stand, and their legs were exposed. I shot eight rounds into their legs until they all had fallen to the floor. I was able to finish two of them off but could see more movement behind the tank.

      “I need to go finish this up with my friends over there. Are you going to be all right here?”

      “I will be fine. Just go and end this so we can go home.”

      I ran over to the other side of the tank and executed the two men who had crawled back to the wall. I looked around to assess the situation. I watched Wyatt kill the last guard with the knife I had dropped. He turned and looked at me. I recognized the look—he had a lust for blood and revenge, and he wanted more. He made his way toward Remy. I jumped over the rubble and stopped him before he had a chance to kill him.

      “Wyatt, look at me. You need to calm down and let me handle Remy.”

      Wyatt continued to push into me, trying to move me out of his way. He became frustrated and took a swipe at me with his knife. I knocked the knife out of his hand and slapped him across his face. Uriel stopped in his tracks and stared at me. I had to be careful not to hurt Wyatt, otherwise Uriel would believe he had to protect Wyatt from me.

      “Wyatt, you need to calm down. I will handle this.”

      “No, Jacob, I must finish this,” he said. “Get out of my way.”

      “Hey, Uriel, how about a little help here before your pet project gets hurt?”

      Uriel came over and restrained Wyatt from behind and began chanting something in his ear. I could not make out what he said, but that wasn’t my concern right now.

      I turned to Remy. “Remy, why don’t you come on over here and say hi?”

      Remy looked at me and stood up. He had pissed his pants while hiding behind the chair. I looked at him and smiled. He slowly came over to where I was standing.

      “Remy, Remy, Remy, I don’t want to kill you, so let’s start with a few questions you are going to answer honestly. Agreed?”

      He nodded. “Agreed.”

      “What were you doing at the school the other day when the shooting happened?”

      “I gave the shooters a dose of powder, then instructed them where the weapons were and how to use them,” Remy replied, almost like he was proud of what he did. I had to calm myself down; he killed a bunch of kids and deserved a slow death, but I remained restrained.

      “Why on God’s green Earth would you do that?”

      “Our plan is to create fear and hysteria all over the world. Wars are just not good enough anymore; it must be terror. We need people to be too terrified of leaving their houses during the day to make the transition of power easier in the future.”

      I watched him closely. “Transition of power to who, Remy?”

      “King Nimrod. When he returns, we will have this nation prepared to welcome him with open arms. He will bring order to chaos. He will restore the world to its natural order.”

      “So, is that the crap your uncle was feeding you?”

      “It is true. I saw the body; he is close to being resurrected, and when he does, he will rise and you will burn.”

      “Okay, skippy, I cannot wait to meet him. For now, I am trying to decide what to do with you. I need to ask you a couple of more questions before I can truly decide your fate. Why did you ship powder all over the United States? Are there that many people working with you?”

      “There is an entire network. We all work in cells, and I am the only one that knows the details of who has the powder, where they are storing it, and what they intend on doing with it. I created the schedule for the events to follow, and it will be wondrous.”

      “You are such an idiot, Remy. You are talking about killing innocent men, women, and children, just to scare the population into embracing some dead ancient king named Nimrod, for God’s sake. I want all the information you know. If you do this, I will let you live long enough to watch me kick Nimrod’s ass. Deal?”

      Remy was about to answer me when I noticed Wyatt was right behind him, and before he could answer, Wyatt snapped his neck. Wyatt stared at me while Remy’s body fell to the floor.

      “I finished it, Jacob.”

      “Wyatt, what the hell are you doing? Why would you kill him before he gave up his information?”

      “You don’t understand, Jacob. I had to finish it; he had to die.”

      I looked over at Uriel; he had zero input or emotion and was simply observing the situation. There was something wrong with this whole situation.

      “Wyatt, there’s something wrong with you. There is a way of doing things, and this is not it. You have killed the one person who could tell us how to stop their plan, all just so you could finish. You are responsible for everyone who dies because of this. What has Uriel been teaching you?”

      I looked over at Uriel, still the same look on his face; he wasn’t upset, nor was he happy with what had happened. I noticed Tanya started to walk over to where we were standing; I waved her to stay back because I wasn’t sure how this was going to end. Wyatt began to walk up to me, putting his face as close to mine as possible.

      “Jacob, are you with us, or are you with them?”

      “Who is ‘us’?”, I asked.

      “We are the good guys, the ones that stop evil. Are you with us or against us?”

      I grabbed Wyatt’s arms and looked directly into his eyes; there was no one home. It appeared as though someone had control of his mind. The question was, who was controlling him? Uriel, or was Wyatt infected with the powder?

      “Wyatt, I want you to sit down on your hands and have a drink. We will talk after you rehydrate and figure this out, okay?”

      Uriel finally spoke up. “He is not infected with the powder, Jacob, and he is with me.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Uriel? What do you mean he’s with you?”

      Before Uriel could answer, Tanya began screaming in pain. I looked over just as I heard the words. “Hello, Jacob.”

      It was Azriel in his battle body. He used his claws to stab Tanya in the stomach.

      “I want her to suffer while she watches you die, Jacob.”

      Azriel removed his claws from her stomach and propped her up against a barrel so she could see in my direction. Azriel began to walk toward the group, sizing up everyone. I saw Clyde scoot around a water heater and make his way out of the room and up the stairs. I was hoping he was running to the car to grab his container for Azriel’s soul.

      “So, which one of you killed Remy? I would like to taste your blood first.”
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      WYATT MOVED TOWARD AZRIEL, but before he could speak, Uriel grabbed him and covered his mouth.

      “This is not our fight, Wyatt. We must go.”

      Uriel spread his wings and dematerialized with Wyatt in his arms. I stood in disbelief. Did Uriel just take Wyatt and run? He just left us here. Fuck. I looked at Azriel as he smiled, and he seemed satisfied with what had happened. I looked over at Tanya as she was watched and breathed heavily; she did not have much time.

      The anger boiled up inside of me; it was hard to contain. Azriel stood there and smiled at me. I needed time to simmer my temper and focus on Azriel and my necklace. I needed to delay the fight. I began circling Azriel as I slowly removed my weapons.

      I looked at him as prey. “Azriel, before you kill me, can you tell me how a half-breed son of a bitch like you would have a nephew? It’s my understanding your kind can’t breed.”

      “You are stalling, Jacob, but that is of no matter to me. I simply adopted him and told him I was his uncle.”

      “How charitable of you.”

      “It was somewhat true; he was a descendant of mine. He had my Nephilim DNA in him. Actually, he had more than the normal human, well, excluding you, of course. Your blood is pure, and I am so looking forward to spilling it.”

      I was surprised. “How do you explain that Nephilim were destroyed well before the flood? How did your DNA survive?”

      “It’s a long story, Jacob. We knew the judgment that was placed on our parents, so we began to make sure our species would survive by breeding with humans. Our original bodies were able to reproduce; those of us that could, infected most of the population back then.”

      Azriel liked to talk. I had calmed down out of necessity. I needed him to prattle on for a few more moments.

      “Yahweh was brilliant in how he handled it, but he had to keep the human race going, so he allowed the sons of Noah to be wed with women who had less than pure DNA, then dealt with the consequences, once they repopulated the Earth. We were all removed from our true bodies and left as souls trapped in this dimension. So while we could not breed, we could inhabit bodies that had a certain percentage of our DNA.”

      I continued to circle Azriel. “That’s why you want Pete, so you can infest him with your soul?”

      “Nope, his body would not do me any good. I want to keep Pete away from Uriel and what I think he is planning. I know Pete is a big part of his plans. I don’t want him to be successful. That is why I built the box you smashed, to contain Uriel and stop him.”

      “Stop him from doing what?”

      “He has a backup plan for when you fail. He is right in thinking that you will be dead soon. Wyatt will be put into your place, and the war will continue. You see, Wyatt is the upgrade from you, not so damaged and angry, but controllable.”

      I noticed Azriel was trying to bait me, make me angry. Obviously, he believed the more anger I have, the better it is for him. The thought of denying him this made me happy inside, and that happiness reconnected me to the necklace, and it began to pulse again. I looked over at Tanya, and I felt love, and the necklace glowed on my chest. Azriel saw this. I saw a sign of desperation on his ugly face. I had shed all of my weapons with the exception of my pocket knife. I pulled it out of my pocket, slowly opened it, and looked at Azriel and said, “Broadsword.” The knife turned into a flaming broadsword.

      “Jacob, even with that fancy sword, you don’t stand a chance. I know you don’t know much about me, but I love a good fight, and even if you win today, I will be back over and over again, until you die.”

      Clyde stood in the doorway with his vessel ready to collect Azriel’s soul. Now it was up to me to deliver it. I took one more look at Tanya; she was still with us. Then I turned all my focus on Azriel. I began to circle in closer to him, with my sword raised and ready to strike. Azriel began to move erratically, almost like an ape at the start of a fight. He attempted to leap at me, and I swung the sword as hard as I could and hit him right in the head. He flew about ten feet and stood right back up with no damage.

      “You have gotten stronger, Jacob. I underestimated you; that will not happen again.”

      “I’m just getting warmed up. You can give up any time.”

      There was a little bit of damage from the blow of sword. This was going to be harder than I had thought. Azriel rubbed his head and approached again. This time his attack looked more like he was fencing with his claws. His movements were familiar, and I was able to anticipate his moves at the start. The movements became more erratic and harder to defend.

      Azriel tried to grab my sword with one hand but missed. I saw his other hand out of the corner of my eye. He was trying to stab me with his claws on my blind side. I swung my sword as I sidestepped his attack. I sliced at his hand and took off two fingers.

      Azriel immediately backed up and held his hand. His retreat was somewhat clumsy, and he cocked his head in disbelief for a moment. I sensed there was a little bit of fear in his reaction. How do you eat an elephant? One piece at a time. That is how I could beat Azriel, one small piece at a time.

      I circled back in to engage Azriel. When he caught me with a backhand to the head, I flew backward for fifteen feet but landed on my feet. The pain lasted for just a second, then I was better and ready to re-engage.

      “I see you have also gained some healing powers along with your strength. You will have to show me how they work before you die.”

      “Blah, blah, blah, big guy. You seem to like to talk more than fight.”

      Azriel became angry at my comments and charged me. I went low and cut off the front of his foot as he lifted it up to step, then I raised my sword and took another few inches off his right hand. I passed him with that stroke and pivoted back to take the rest of his foot.

      Azriel fell to the ground, and a brown, thick substance ran from his foot. His left arm was holding him up as he tried to recuperate from the last blow. I took a swing at his arm, right below the shoulder, with all my might. The sword passed right through his arm, and more thick brown blood spewed from the new wound.

      Azriel hobbled to his foot and hopped on one leg as he turned to face me. He went down on what was left of his hand, jacked his body up, and kicked me square in the chest with his good leg. I rolled across the room, and my sword fell out of my hands. I stood up immediately, and the pain lingered a little longer this time. I ran over to my sword and picked it up. Azriel had his back turned to me and was trying to reattach his severed arm to his body. I saw an opportunity to take his other arm at the elbow, so I swung the sword, but it suddenly stopped. His left arm was somewhat reattached and was at least strong enough to catch and hold my blade. Azriel began to attempt to hit me with his other hand, so I caught his arm and held it, then dropped to my back, while kicking him over my body. His back hit the floor with a thud.

      I stood up with the sword in my hand. I took his left arm off again, grabbed it, and threw it across the room. I looked over and saw Raphael tending to Tanya; it looked like he was trying to heal her. I felt hope springing up inside, and with hope came a plan. Azriel stood back up and began to hobble toward me. I began moving the sword in circular slashing motions, gaining momentum and speed with every swing, then I stepped toward Azriel and began chopping bits and pieces off his body with every swing. His body seemed to be weakened by every slice; there was brown goo all over the place. Finally, Azriel’s body was nothing more than a pile of pieces, and his head was rolling around on the floor.

      “Fuck you, Jacob. This is not over.”

      Clyde positioned himself to capture his soul. All expressions and movement left Azriel’s face; he was gone. I looked over at Clyde, but he just shook his head no. We had failed to capture Azriel once again.

      The sword morphed back into my pocket knife. I closed the blade and shoved it in my pocket while I walked over to Raphael.
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      MY NECKLACE WAS PULSING as I walked over to Tanya. I felt it attempting to warn me of something. I felt a chill go down my spine as I heard the basement wall start to move. The sound was coming from an outside wall behind the broken steam tanks. Cinder blocks fell, and the dust made it hard to see what had happened. A large body cut through the dust cloud—Azriel.

      “We aren’t done. In fact, I’m just warming up, Jacob.”

      I pulled my knife out and willed it into hook swords. I had to end him quickly. Through the dust I saw two other bodies emerge. They were smaller but still each was the size of a normal man. Azriel was controlling three bodies at this point. I looked over at Clyde; he dropped his vessel so he could join the fight. I looked back at the corner, and now there were five; two more even smaller bodies had joined Azriel’s formation.

      Azriel lowered his forehead and smiled. “Two against five, I like my odds.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Let’s get on with it.”

      “What? No sarcastic comments? No jokes? Only at the end do you take me seriously. Shame.”

      Clyde threw the first blow, a concussion ball to one of the smaller creatures. It skated backward for five feet and smiled. I charged in with my swords, both were flaming with a bright-blue fire that illuminated the basement. I attacked the biggest one, while the other four circled around me. I was surrounded. I had to focus on not getting killed at this point, but that was the trick. I swung around and caught the neck of one of the smallest bodies. The sword should have taken his head clean off, but it only left scratches.

      I felt a blow from the back; it was the largest Azriel kicking me. I fell to my knees as I slid across the floor. I was able to take a swing at a midsize Azriel and removed his leg from the knee down. Clyde kept throwing concussion balls at the group, but they were only slowed down. They did not even attack Clyde; he was just a nuisance, not a threat.

      I made it back to my feet and turned to meet my attackers, only to be stabbed in the stomach by claws. The pain was intense, but I healed quickly. I need to ignore the pain and just keep moving. I was surrounded, and I received blow after blow after blow. My body wasn’t healing as fast as it once was; I was losing.

      I kept getting up and taking off small pieces of whichever version of Azriel was in front of me, only to be struck from behind. Clyde was frantically throwing his concussion balls until he finally hit me and knocked me into the largest Azriel. Azriel grabbed me by the throat and flung me across the room. My body slammed into the brick wall.

      I lay there for a moment, my confidence shaken; I was sure I was a dead man walking. I stood up against the wall; my body was no longer healing itself. I leaned my back against the wall and raised my swords. I was ready for the final blows to be delivered. A flash of bright light blinded me for a second. I heard screeches of electricity, and the smell of burning filled the air. I had slid down the wall, and I looked up to see Michael ripping all of the Azriels apart. He pointed his sword at the largest one, and lightning erupted out the end and struck the body with such force it was blown apart.

      The battle was over. Azriel was defeated by Michael, and I was lucky to be alive. Michael came over and extended his hand to me. When I grabbed it, I was jolted with electricity, and my body convulsed and shook. Michael said something, but I could not make it out. This lasted for almost a minute. He released my hand, and I fell to the ground. My body was so hot, but I was healed.

      I looked up at Michael as I stood. “Thank you.”

      “I should have let you die. You lost faith, and with that, your power.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Jacob, you lost your faith. You have more power than I, but you have little faith. If you just believe in yourself, in Yahweh, you will have more power than even I.”

      I was healed, but felt the anger rising in me once again. “But I—”

      Michael responded sharply. “You gave up, stopped believing; you were ready to die. You were tested and failed. I am disappointed, to say the least.”

      “Disappointed in what, my lack of education on how this stuff works? You only told me to focus. Both you and Uriel leave out the important parts of how this stuff works.”

      “Some things need to be taught; some things need to be learned. Consider this your lesson.”

      “My lesson—”

      “Yes, your lesson. You had all the time you needed to learn about your powers, but instead you ran off for revenge. That is why Uriel left.”

      “Because I went to fight evil?”

      “No, because you are untrainable. I gave him permission to take Wyatt and train him away from you. You will train yourself.”

      I realized Michael was right, I was an ass. I looked at him to tell him he was right, when I heard the same sound as before, the sound of something breaking through the wall. Azriel was still here, and this time his battle body was a little larger, but with four arms instead of just two.

      Michael stood by as if to say, “This one is all yours.” I looked over at Tanya; she was still struggling to live. I closed my eyes, lowered my head. I believe in myself. I believe in you; together we will win.

      Azriel towered over me. “Raise your head and face me.”

      I opened my eyes and raised my head. My hook swords had become just one simple sword. I screamed, “No!” As I pointed the sword at Azriel’s chest, lightning erupted from my sword and struck him in the chest. A steady stream of lighting pulsed between my sword and Azriel as I continued to scream. His body exploded.
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      MICHAEL CLAPPED HIS HANDS as he walked over to me.

      “That is what I am talking about, blind faith in both yourself and Yahweh. You are on your way.”

      I was breathing heavy; I could not believe what I just did. It was just that simple.

      Michael responded to my thought. “I was controlling that body. You needed to be shown what you can do.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “That wasn’t Azriel?”

      “No. Azriel left the city after you blew up the first building. He has been remotely controlling these bots while he made his escape.”

      “Do you know where he is?”

      Michael shook his head. “No, he cloaks himself from my vision. I just know he is not here.”

      I looked over at Clyde as he picked up his vessel and rubbed the dust off of it. He seemed dazed and confused. I looked over at Raphael as he continued to work on healing Tanya. My arrogance had a great price attached to it. Michael knew what I felt; he placed his hand on my shoulder to comfort me.

      “You have learned what you need. Keep control, never doubt yourself.”

      I tried to listen intently to what Michael was saying, but my mind kept wandering over to Tanya. Raphael did not look like he was having much success in healing her.

      Michael pulled my shoulder till I faced him. “Pay attention to me. You can go to her in a minute. You need to learn how this world works if you are going to fight in it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All their weapons, all their magic is based on what we built. Learn it, and you will learn how to fight them. Take some time for yourself and study. It will only help you going forward.”

      Before I could ask another question, Michael turned his head as if he heard something.

      “I am being called, Jacob. I will talk to you soon. Go to her.”

      Michael turned and walked into the shadows, where he disappeared.
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      RAPHAEL WAS SHAKING HIS HEAD while reciting a prayer in Hebrew.

      “Raphael, how is she doing?”

      “Not good, Jacob. I am trying to heal her, but something is blocking me. I am afraid I may have to escort her soul to Heaven.”

      I dropped to my knees. There was a hole in my chest created by his words; the pain was horrible. I had failed her, and I could not protect her. Tanya was going to pay the price for my life, my job, my mission. She deserved better, and she deserved to live. Just as I started to cry, I heard an old, familiar voice.

      “You are damn right this is your fault, peckerwood. Now get off your ass and fix it.”

      It was Steve’s voice. I looked up, but he wasn’t in the room.

      “How do I fix this, Steve? Raphael can’t heal her. What am I supposed to do?”

      “You have all the knowledge you need hanging around your neck, but you refuse to use it until you have no choice. You will have books written about you, and they will all have the word doorknob in the title. Think real hard, dipshit. What should you do?”

      I had no idea what Steve was talking about. I looked over at Raphael as he kept attempting to heal Tanya.

      “Steve, can you just fucking tell me what to do? I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      “Take your bands off and put them on her. They will heal her, and you’re still an idiot.”

      Raphael stopped what he was doing and looked over at me seriously.

      “If you do this, while it is completely your choice, you will be changing her fate. I will no longer be able to help you, as will no one else in Heaven. You need to choose—will you sacrifice her or your relationship with Heaven?”

      At this point, I could not lose Tanya. It seemed the sacrifice was worth more time with her. I took off my ankle bands. With this motion, Raphael shook his head and walked backward into a corner and disappeared. I put the ankle bracelets on Tanya and then did the same with my wristbands, belt, and finally my necklace. I had made a conscious choice of picking Tanya’s life over Heaven. I did not care about the consequences at that point, I just needed her to be all right. I could see the bands engaging with her body; there was a small bit of light encasing her body. Tanya began to breathe a little better. Her wounds stopped bleeding, even though they were still open.

      “Is she going to live, sir?”

      “I think so, Clyde. I want to get her out of here. Can you grab my gear off the floor, and we will go to the car?”

      I picked her up and held her in my arms while I navigated the wreckage of the fight and made my way to the stairs. Clyde grabbed my gear and ran ahead to open the doors. I did not know if moving Tanya was the best idea, but I had faith the bands would heal her. I didn’t want her to have to wake up in that basement. I walked out as Clyde ran to the car. He jumped in and drove it to the front of the building for me. He opened the door, and I lay Tanya down in the back seat.

      “Clyde, I am going to take her back to her house so she can rest. Can you get your crew over here to clean up and go through the building to gather information?”

      “Yes, sir. But what about the powder, what do you want done with that?”

      I walked around to the trunk of the car and grabbed the bucket of dried blood and handed it to Clyde.

      “Use this to destroy it. Open up the barrels and sprinkle a little blood on it, then just add water. Make sure that no one that hasn’t been treated comes in contact with it until it has been neutralized.”

      “What would you like done with Azriel’s bodies?”

      “Do you have access to an incinerator?”

      “Yes, sir, of course. And the ashes?”

      “Throw them in the lake along with a sprinkling of the dried blood.”

      “Sir, why sprinkle blood in the lake?”

      I looked at him and shrugged. “Just in case any of the infected zombie folks try to retrieve his parts for any reason.”

      “Okay, will do. Anything else, sir?”

      “Yes, how many water treatment plants are in the city and surrounding towns?”

      “I believe there are six, why?”

      “I want you to take the rest of the blood and take out a small portion to return to me. I want you to split what remains into six equal portions and treat the potable water at each station. How quickly do you think you can have that done?”

      “I think by morning, sir.”

      “Excellent. Thanks for everything, Clyde.”

      “Not a problem, sir. Just take care of Tanya. I will follow up with you tomorrow.”

      “Goodbye, Clyde.”

      I hopped into the driver’s seat of my car and drove to Tanya’s house. My head cleared, and I started to worry about Pete and whether he was still being watched or if Uriel had collected him along with Wyatt and left.

      “Don’t worry, Pete is perfectly fine and having a blast.”

      I turned and looked. It was the Archangel Michael, riding shotgun in my car.

      “By the way, Jacob, you have excellent taste in cars. This is an outstanding ride.”

      “Thank you, Michael. Will Uriel return to me?”

      “Uriel is going a bit rogue at this point, which is not uncommon for him. He believes you can’t be controlled, and he needs to create a backup plan for you and your role. Uriel has taken Wyatt to Tartarus to train and become what he thinks is needed for the war.”

      “Is Yahweh going to let this happen?”

      Michael smiled as he rolled his head. “Uriel has gone off on his own before, and more times than not his actions proved useful for the greater good. I think Yahweh will cut him some slack, just as he has given some to you so many times.”

      “Are you talking about the choice I made with Tanya?”

      “Yes. While Raphael was correct in his warning, he was overruled because you made your choice based on love, not consequences. That holds a lot of water with the boss.”

      “Is Raphael pissed at me?”

      “Nope, he does not get mad, and he has been instructed to bear no ill will towards you, so that is an all done deal.”

      “You mean a done deal, right, Michael?”

      “Sorry, yes, it is a done deal. I am still getting used to this new language that is developing down here.”

      “Michael, are you going to guide me?”

      “No, you will need to continue your training on your own for the time being.”

      “How does that work?”

      “You will continue to have dreams. You need to read the ancient texts. That is all you need.”

      “I will continue the walks and practicing, but it feels like I am being cut loose.”

      “Jacob, pay attention, you are going to miss your turn.”

      Michael was right. I slowed and made the turn just in time. I turned to continue my conversation with Michael, but he was gone. Evidently, he did not want to answer that question directly, which was fine. I knew there would be some consequences to my actions, but I still did not care.

      I turned onto Tanya’s street, pulled into her driveway, and shut the car off. I looked back. It looked like she was getting more color in her face, her breathing was normal, and the wounds were almost closed. I went up to the front door and grabbed her hidden extra key to the house and opened the door. I walked back to the car, pulled her forward, and carefully lifted her out of the back seat. I carried her straight to the bedroom and lay her in the bed, then covered her up. I went back out to the car, closed the doors, and locked it up. Now it was just a waiting game to see how long it took for Tanya to heal. I walked back into the house and straight to the kitchen. It was time for coffee.
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      I WAITED FOR TWO hours for Tanya to wake up. With every passing minute, I became a little more anxious for the moment when she would open her eyes. I could see her body from where I was sitting. She was tossing and turning, and then I heard her.

      “What the hell, Jacob? Are you here?”

      I got up from the table and walked into the bedroom. I had expected to see a “happy to be alive” type person sitting up in the bed, but what I had on my hands was exactly the opposite.

      “Jacob, did you put me in my bed?” Tanya snarled.

      I nodded. “Yup.”

      “And did you cover me up with this blanket?”

      I smiled. “Yup again.”

      “So, jackass, I am covered in blood and you thought the best thing to do was to lay me in my bed and cover me up. This bedding is completely ruined.”

      I felt the type of confusion that only an angry woman could stir inside of a man. “Um, you’re alive. Does that count for anything?”

      “Yeah, I’m alive, and the first thing I see is a bunch of laundry that needs to be done. I hope I can get this blood out, otherwise you are buying me all new sheets and a blanket. You hear me, Jacob?”

      This wasn’t the hero’s welcome that I had expected, but things could only go up from here, right?

      “Why don’t you hop out of the bed and go take a shower and change your clothes.”

      “Jacob, what am I wearing?”

      “Clothes?” I was genuinely confused now.

      “No. This necklace, belt, and leather bracelets, aren’t these yours?”

      “Yes, I put them on you because they help with the healing process.”

      “They look horrid on me.”

      “Just leave them on until you are fully healed. Go take a damn shower, will you?”

      Tanya fired right back. “Why didn’t you change my clothes before you laid me in the bed?”

      “I did not think about it. I was more worried about you getting better. Can we just drop it? I will buy you new bedding. It’s not a big deal.”

      Tanya walked over to me, grabbed the collar of my shirt, and lifted me up about six inches off the ground. I had forgotten about the bracelets intensifying effect on feelings.

      “You don’t think it is a big deal, Jacob. It would have been easy to just take my clothes off, wash me off, and then lay me in bed. This is how you do it.”

      Tanya ripped my shirt off, then broke my belt, and tore my pants off. She used her feet to take my shoes off. I was being held by my neck at this point, with only my socks on. She then threw me on the bed and straddled my chest with her legs and held my arms down.

      “Why couldn’t you have done this, you pussy? What were you, scared? Are you a coward?”

      Tanya started chewing on my ear and licking my neck. She was losing control. I wanted to sleep with her, but not like this.

      “Tanya, listen to me carefully. Your feelings are being amplified by the bracelets. I need you to concentrate and understand you don’t want to do this.”

      She let go of my arms, just long enough to rip off her bloody shirt and bra, then pinned me to the bed with her arms again. She leaned over and began chewing on my ear again. She was rough, and she did not realize the strength she had.

      “Come on, big boy. You know you want me, just give in.”

      I agreed with her for a second, but this wasn’t the right way. I needed to figure out how to calm her down so I could reason with her.

      “You know, Tanya, you were right. Those bracelets are hideous; I can’t stop staring at them. If you could take those off, it would be a lot easier to concentrate on you, babe.”

      She smiled. “Now you are talking, big guy. Let’s do this.”

      Tanya took the leg bands off first, then the belt, and finally the armbands. The only thing left was the necklace. She began to slow her breathing and looked at me and smiled, then the smile turned into a confused look. She was regaining control. She noticed she was topless. She covered her breasts and dismounted me.

      She lowered her head. “What the hell did you do to me, Jacob?”

      “Where would you like me to start?”

      Tanya took off the necklace and threw it on the floor, next to the rest of the blessed items. I grabbed a pillow and covered myself up.

      “Tell you what, Tanya, why don’t you go take a shower and get some clothes on. I will go find some clothes, and we will meet at the kitchen table to discuss everything. Sound good?”

      Tanya shook her head and walked into the bathroom. I put the bracelets, belt, and necklace back on. My clothes were shredded, so I grabbed a bathrobe, put it on, and went outside to see what I had in my car for clothes. I was lucky. I had an old pair of fatigues in the trunk. I went back into the house and dressed. I cleaned out my pockets and threw the ripped clothes away. I sat down at the kitchen table and waited for her.
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      TANYA TOOK A LONG SHOWER and forever to get ready, even though she claimed to be fast. Finally, after an hour, Tanya found herself presentable enough to come out and join me. She sat across the table from me in a poised and serious manner. I could tell she was embarrassed and wanted to forget certain parts of the day.

      “What is the last thing you remember, Tanya?”

      “I remember getting stabbed by that creature, being laid up against something, and watching you fight until I passed out. I remember seeing lights and someone telling me, ‘Not yet, don’t go.’ I think it was my dad who was talking to me.”

      “When the fight was over, I took all the bands off and put them on you. I did this so you would live. The Angel Raphael was trying to heal you but was being blocked by some magic Azriel had used. While the bands will heal whoever wears them, they also give you added strength and intensify your feelings, desires, and emotions. Everything you did after you woke up was because of the bands. Don’t worry about anything. We are good, right?”

      Tanya smiled at me. “We are not good. There is the small matter of my bedding.”

      “You tell me what you want, and I will go pick it up and deliver it later on this afternoon. Sound good?”

      “I will text you exactly what to buy. Can we go pick up Pete now?”

      “Sure, let’s go and see what kind of trouble he has got himself into.”

      We walked out to the car and left her house. On the journey to the farm, Tanya was looking up bedding sets at the local stores to pick out what I expected to be the most expensive thing she could find. I was all right with that; after all, all I wanted was her to still be here with me. I was happy to listen to her talk about thread counts and weaves; whatever she wanted to talk about was fine with me. We finally reached the farm, and Pete ran out of the house to meet us in the driveway. When we parked, Pete was jumping up to see over the door and talking to his mom at the same time.

      “Mom, the Angels told me you were coming back. They are so cool. We played almost all night; it was great. Mom, hurry up, I want you to meet them. Come on, let’s go.”

      Tanya opened up the car door and was immediately yanked in the direction of the front door. I followed closely behind; I also wanted to see the Angels who were taking care of Pete. Pete and Tanya entered the house before I could get to the front door. When I walked in, they both were standing there, but it was just them, no one else.

      “I swear, Mom, they were just here. They must be playing hide-and-seek. I’ll find them.”

      Pete ran off, looking for his friends.

      “Angels will do that to you, buddy,” I called after him. “They have many other things to do and will leave very fast when they are done.”

      Pete ignored me and continued to run around the house.

      “Jacob, will you help me pack up a few things? I would like to get back to my house.”

      “Um, sure. I thought you would stay out here for a while. Are you okay?”

      “Oh sure, I am a little homesick and want to spend some one-on-one time with Pete. Do you mind driving us back to my house?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all.”

      We went downstairs and packed a couple of bags, loaded them into the car, grabbed Pete, and drove back to Tanya’s house. Pete filled the conversation the entire time, telling us stories of what the Angels did and how they played with him. He definitely had a great time. Tanya seemed distracted and quiet. She smiled and nodded when the appropriate time came in Pete’s story. We arrived at Tanya’s house, and I helped her into the house with her bags. She seemed cold to me, like she was still upset with me.

      “Is everything okay, Tanya?”

      “Yeah, I am just tired. It has been a long day—I guess, almost two days now. I want to be alone.”

      “Do you want me to take Pete to the park or something?”

      “No, I meant I wanted to be alone with Pete, meaning I would like you to leave now.”

      “No problem. I will drop the bedding off in a little while, okay?”

      “Yeah, thanks, Jacob. I truly appreciate everything you have done to help us.”

      Tanya turned and went into her house. It was odd for her, but I wrote it off as her being tired. I drove to the department store and purchased the bedding set Tanya had picked out. I also stopped at a florist and picked up a couple of different assortments of flowers.

      I drove back to Tanya’s house, grabbed everything, and walked up to the door. When I knocked on the door, it swung open. The doorjamb was broken; the door had been kicked in. I dropped the bedding and flowers, grabbed my knife, and walked in.

      I took my time, walking quietly and listening for any clue that would tell me where they were. I cleared the kitchen and living room, then walked into her bedroom. Tanya was laying on her bed, with arms straight out and her feet crossed. A knife handle protruded from her chest.

      I ran over and checked for breathing and a heartbeat. There was nothing; she was gone. Where the hell is Pete? I scoured the house looking for him; Pete had been taken. I walked back into Tanya’s bedroom, knelt before the bed, and began to cry. Everything I had done to keep her safe was for nothing. She died because I couldn’t stay away from her.

      I stayed in her bedroom for a couple hours before I got up. I went outside and picked up the flowers. I placed them around Tanya’s lifeless corpse. I said my final goodbye, then called Clyde. He showed up within minutes. His men looked for clues that would point to who did this, and he took care of the body.

      Clyde wanted me to leave. He had one of his men drive me to the farm. We stopped at a liquor store, where I picked up two bottles of tequila. I walked into the house, grabbed a glass, and sat out on the deck. I poured my first glass and began to sip. I looked out at the pasture and saw the rock Tanya and I had sat on when we talked. The pain in my chest was great, but the tequila was doing its job. It was time for another glass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I SAT ON THE DECK and drank tequila through the night. I heard a car door close in the front of the house. I hoped this was just a dream and Tanya would walk around the corner, but it was Clyde.

      Clyde walked slowly to the deck, his steps heavy. “Mind if I join you?”

      I was too drunk to stand up. “There are clean glasses in the kitchen.”

      Clyde walked into the house and came out with a small glass, sat down, and poured a good three or four shots of tequila. He took a couple of sips.

      “We finished going through the house,” he said. “We believe it was Azriel.”

      I took a sip. “Based on what?”

      “Fingerprints we found. They belong to someone we know worked for Remy.”

      I propped my arm on the chair and held my head. “Any idea where he is?”

      “None, sir, but we will find him.”

      “Azriel said he wanted to keep Pete away from Uriel. Any idea why?”

      “No. We salvaged all the information we could from the office building. The analysts are going over it now. Hopefully they find a clue about where we should start.”

      Clyde took another few sips of his drink while he looked in the same direction as I was.

      “Sir, did you listen to the news at all this morning?”

      I shook my head, distracted. “Nope, why?”

      “There was a sniper shooting students at a college in Georgia. Fifteen dead, countless more wounded. I have a feeling this is just the beginning.”

      I realized stopping Azriel’s plan and finding Pete were the same mission. I focused as much as I could on what Clyde had said. “Clyde, even if Wyatt had not killed Remy, we wouldn’t have had enough time to stop it. We need to find a way to get ahead of this.”

      “Yes, sir, you are right. Are there any Angels hanging around here? Do you have a replacement for Uriel?”

      “No, I am on my own, which is good.”

      “Good, sir?”

      “They won’t approve of what has to happen next.”

      “So, what happens next?”

      “I want you to find some land in a secluded area where we can build a compound. I want to start recruiting people and getting them trained for war.”

      I emptied my glass and poured again. “The compound should be able to house about two hundred men. Build a training facility with a large weight room, lots of mats, and martial arts equipment. I will start training people out here first, and then they can train in the compound when it is ready. Do you have any idea where I can find some recruits?”

      “I have a couple of resources. You know if we build an army, we will be noticed, right?”

      “Take your time and find the right spot, then we will discuss the building of the compound. There is no rush. We have time.”

      “Sir, I wanted to ask you a question. How did you like working with the Boon Company?”

      “I liked those kids, why?”

      “Well, I would like to buy and fund their operation. They do good work and could become good allies to have.”

      “Clyde, I told you I am staying out of the business and letting you run it. If you think they are worth the money and that is what you want to do, go for it.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Clyde finished his drink and rose from his chair.

      “I need to get back to the office, sir. Thank you for the tequila.”

      “No problem. When is Tanya’s funeral?”

      “She didn’t want a funeral. I will take good care of her body.”

      Clyde had a strange look on his face, or maybe that was the tequila. In my drunken state, I could have sworn he winked at me. Clyde walked off the deck and around the corner to his car. I suddenly felt alone. My arrogance started me on a path, and here was the resting point.

      I poured another drink and looked out at the pasture once again, wishing things were different but knowing it was just me in this house now. I guzzled my drink and poured another. It was going to take me a while to feel nothing, might as well get to it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Interview with Tanya

          

        

      

    

    
      JB: Tanya, thank you for taking the time to speak with me today.

      Tanya: You killed me off. I might as well talk to you?

      JB: Yeah, sorry, you had to die. Anyway, thoughts on the book?

      Tanya: I thought you had more sense than to kill off your main character.

      JB: Jacob is still alive.

      Tanya: Yup, and now he’s got no one to keep him in line. Nice job.

      JB: He’ll be fine. This feels like the interview with your dad.

      Tanya: Speaking of, you ever going to bring him back?

      JB: Is he ever going to sign the contract I sent him?

      Tanya: He was going to, until you killed me off.

      JB: That’s OK. His brother Bob agreed to take a role in the next book.

      Tanya: Who the hell is Bob?

      JB: Bob’s your uncle.

      Tanya: Clever dick head.

      JB: Oh, you’re just mad. I could bring you back in the next book and title it ‘The Drama Queen Returns’.

      Tanya: What is that supposed to mean?

      Adira yells from the back stage: It means you’re a bitch, good riddance.

      Tanya: Shut up whore.

      JB: Both of you knock it off. This isn’t a daytime talk show.

      Adira yells again: Hey Jeff, see you tomorrow for breakfast. Bring my new contract please lover.

      Tanya: You’re contracting her for book three.

      JB: Yes, it doesn’t change a thing for you.

      Tanya: So, I’m still dead?

      JB: We are done here. There is nothing I can do for you if you don’t read the outlines I leave for you.

      Tanya: Alright, I want a new contract. Co-Author.

      JB: Nope.

      Tanya: Contributor, so I can stop you from making mistakes.

      JB: Oh yeah, nope.

      Tanya stands up and stomps off the set and out the door without a word.

      JB: Well, next time I will interview someone who is not a relative of Steve. Sorry folks. Don’t forget to leave a review of the book and visit my web site www.jbchivvy.com or my Facebook Page https://www.facebook.com/jbaconauthor. If you really want to get to know me, find the Darkside of Bacon on Facebook and request to join. This is where all the cool kids hang out for free books, funny memes, horror shorts, and contests.

      Tanya runs back into the room and jumps on JB’s lap and kisses his cheek.

      Tanya: Oh..My..God. I read your outline for book 3 ‘Resurrections’ I LOVE IT.

      JB: Great, now shut up, we want them to buy it. No spoilers.

      JB puts his hand over Tanya’s mouth.

      JB: Thanks for Reading this book. We have to go. Have some fun.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      THE SCOPE CROSSHAIRS ON MY RIFLE were fixed on a guard standing outside of the warehouse. The signal came from the team; they were in position and ready to strike. The team waited for my shot, it had to be perfect. I flipped the safety off, placed my finger on the trigger, let my breath out, and squeezed the trigger at the bottom. The bullet flew, and the guard's body dropped straight down. The second guard turned and glanced at his partner, in that moment my second bullet found its home.

      I covered the six man team as they entered the building. I listened for gunshots, but instead nothing but silence. The team talked over coms as they cleared each area. The all-clear was given, and I descended from my position and entered the building. The building was empty except for two ice cream buckets sitting on a table in the middle of the warehouse. I walked over and took the lids off the buckets. They were filled with blue colored sugar that would be sprinkled on a cookie.

      I flipped the table over and kicked it. "What the hell is this? Search the building again for any signs of the powder."

      The team scattered to search the building. I spotted three propane tanks each in a different corner. I walked over to one of them and heard a beeping. The steel door slammed shut, and the tanks started to spray a gas into the air. I started coughing immediately.

      I choked out the words as I coughed. "Everyone hold your breath and follow me. Be ready to fight."

      I ran toward the steel door, lowered my shoulder and smashed into the center. The door did not budge, but the bricks around the door broke loose and the entire door assembly crashed onto the ground. I fell on top of the door, and the team ran outside and began to fire. Three guards were outside the door, rolling on the ground as they held their knees.

      I stood up and brushed myself off. The team was exceptional. All three of the guards were still alive; we needed to interrogate them. They were seated and secured, then their wounds were triaged. They were sitting in a row while the rest of us stood and spoke about what our next steps were. I happened to peer over at the three guards as each fell over. A single shot from the right angle took out all three.

      I yelled, "Take cover--Sniper."

      We all took cover behind whatever we found and waited for a second shot. We waited for fifteen minutes before I broke cover and walked out into the open. Nothing, no shots fired, no movement. You're an idiot. You have the necklace. Use it and stop making stupid and reckless decisions. I shook my head; I needed to be smarter. I focused and used my necklace; it confirmed what I had thought. The sniper had left.

      A black SUV pulled up, the door opened, and Clyde stepped out of the vehicle.

      "Sir, I am sorry. The intel we had--"

      "Was wrong, Clyde. It was a setup. Ten pounds of blue sugar and a trap is all we got."

      "Out of the hundreds of reports, this one was the most viable."

      "Your sources are compromised," I said. "We are being played from every direction. Fix this now."

      Clyde tilted his head down , took a deep breath. "You know, Jacob, my people are working themselves to the bone to obtain the information. A little appreciation every now and then would be nice."

      I calmed down. "I'm frustrated. This op was a bust. The only thing gained is five dead bodies." I stared at the team and saw the fatigue in their eyes. "Let's shut this down and everyone go home."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I STARED AT THE CEILING while I lay in my bed, running through yesterday's mission. I came to the realization that by not using the powers Yahweh gave me, it was my fault. I needed to stop being a child and start fighting with the advantages I was given.

      Four months had passed since Tanya's murder. I thought about her all the time. I had broken my promise to her dad, my mentor, to keep her safe. It was time for me to find some closure and move on with my mission. The situation was ironic. I defied heaven to save Tanya's life, and she was killed shortly after. The sound of my alarm clock refocused my attention to the present.

      I shut off my alarm and arose out of bed, got dressed, grabbed my coffee, and went for my daily walk. If there was ever a day where I needed to clear my head and start over, this was it. I had hoped that today would be like every other day with no contact. I needed a quiet walk to reboot myself.

      I walked out of my house, across the driveway, and began to walk down my normal path. As I turned the corner to head south along the pasture, I heard the gruff voice of my mentor, Steve. "Down. In the dirt, boy."

      This was what we used to say when I was in the Army. By pure instinct, I ducked and dived onto the ground. As I hit the ground, I heard the shot from across the pasture; a damn sniper. If Steve wasn't watching out for me, they would have been successful. I crawled slowly towards the forest for cover. The sniper couldn't find me. Every time he spotted a little bit of movement in the grass or the brush, he would fire a couple of shots into the ground. I was lucky that a gust of wind came across the pasture, making his job much harder. I made it into the forest. I stood and heard the crack of a bullet whiz past my head. I dove back down to the ground and crawled farther into the forest. I knew approximately where I was and had a good idea where the sniper was.

      I stashed weapons in the trees for an occasion like this. I was less than a hundred yards from one of my stashes; I hoped that whoever was after me hadn't found my weapons. I carefully maneuvered the forest until I had the marker of my first stash in plain view. I scanned the area to ensure no one else was around. The area was undisturbed, and I used a stick to unearth the plastic box I had buried. I opened the box to find a scoped rifle, a few grenades, six magazines of ammunition, and a pair of binoculars.

      I loaded everything into a small satchel I had left in the box and moved to a location that had plenty of cover but a clear view of where I thought the sniper was located. I had to remind myself of what my sniper trainer used to say, "If you can see me, I can see you." This meant I had to be quick to determine his location, I also had to keep moving and never look from the same place twice. One mistake with a sniper ends with a shot between the eyes. I took out my field glasses and scanned the opposing tree line. I spotted the sniper as he climbed into a tree to an elevated position; I needed to work my way back into the woods for cover and navigate to attack him from behind. The sniper climbed to a position he was happy with. The way he set himself up in the tree told me that he was a professional with military experience.

      I worked my way back into the woods and maneuvered my way around the pasture. I pushed out to the edge of the woods to check on my target every ten minutes; he was intent on staying put in the tree. The fourth time I checked on him, I wondered what he was waiting for. I was convinced at this point that he was not alone and was playing the part of bait. I searched for a spot to set up my rifle. If he was bait, then he expected me to do exactly what I was doing. Circle around, attack from behind, and they would be waiting as I stepped into their kill box.

      I needed to take the fight to a different location, where I would have the advantage. I decided to shoot the sniper and set up for a rushed attack at the end of the pasture. I was about four hundred yards from the sniper and confident that I could make that shot. I found a solid log to stabilize my gun, rolled into position, leveled out my rifle, and carefully placed the cross hairs of my scope on his central mass. I breathed out, then squeezed the trigger and watched the impact of my bullet into the man's stomach. He dropped his gun and began to struggle with his straps and hanger. Something moved around the tree quickly, but I couldn't make out what it was. The sniper hung from the tree, still alive as he pointed in my direction. Whatever was waiting for me behind the sniper was on its way.
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      THE BRUSH RUSTLED WILDLY and even the trees moved. Whatever was waiting for me had decided it was time to fight. I looked in the direction of the sniper, something broke through the tree line and ran straight at me. It was a satyr with a bow in one hand and an arrow in its other. It moved fast, zigzagging across the pasture.

      I fired a few shots but could not seem to get a beat on its sporadic movements. My necklace began to pulse as a reminder to use it. I began to focus on the problem at hand, and I could hear two more running through the forest. They were attempting to attack me from three sides. I laid down my rifle and pulled out my knife. It turned into a golden lance with a larger than normal blade that was engulfed in blue flames.

      I jumped out of hiding and began to run at the satyr in the pasture. I could hear arrows being shot from my left; the other two had begun to attack me at the same time. I was running at full speed, matching the same sporadic movements as the one running toward me. He began to draw his bow back and take aim at me, I leaped to the side and took an odd angle at the satyr. He adjusted his aim and let his arrow fly. It was coming straight at me, but I could see it in slow motion, thanks to my necklace. I was able to bat the arrow away with my lance. I was almost on top of the satyr when I swung my lance at him, only slicing his bow.

      The other two satyrs were on their way across the pasture to catch up with the fight. I swung my lance one more time, slicing across the belly of my enemy. The cut was large and deep, his internal organs fell to the ground followed by his shocked face as he fell straight forward. I felt a small nick on my right shoulder; I had been grazed by an arrow from one of the other two. I turned my attention to them and began to run in their direction. One of them made the mistake of stopping to take careful aim. I launched my lance, and it traveled straight, true, and fast, landing right in the middle of his chest. He fell forward, driving the lance the rest of the way through his body.

      I ran straight at the remaining satyr, and he dropped his bow and put his head down as if he was going to ram me. I put my head down to signal that I had accepted his challenge. As we were mere inches from each other, I dodged out of his way and let him stumble across the pasture until he tripped and fell. I pivoted and jumped on top to attempt to wrestle him into submission. He had jumped up and dodged my poor attempt to tackle him while he was on the ground. I heard my old football coach yelling at me, What kind of a piss-poor effort was that?

      I rolled back to my feet and took a split second to find my prey once again. I felt him butt his head into my back. I hit the ground face first; my shoulder ran into a rock and began to ache for a couple of seconds. I decided to not give him another chance to ram me again. I located him before I was back on my feet. As he came in for another ram, I grabbed his horns and flung him to the ground. I flipped the satyr onto his stomach and began to use his horns to twist his head. I braced his body with my knee and stabilized my body with my other foot. I felt him fighting the pressure, but it was to no avail. I twisted his head around until the only thing that was holding it to his body was the skin. I stood and took a deep breath. I needed to pay attention to see if there were any more threats in the forest while I walked over to the sniper.

      I went over to grab the lance out of the second satyr I slew, then back to the forest's edge to grab my rifle. Once I had all my equipment, I made my way through the forest to the location of the sniper. As I approached, I heard him as he moaned and gasped for air; he didn't have much time. He saw me walk up from behind, and I saw motion on his other side. He had drawn his pistol. I raised my rifle as he put the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. He blew the back of his skull off to avoid being questioned. I walked over to inspect his remains, and the first thing that popped out to me was the tattoo on his forearm--the rose cross with an intricate design in the middle of the cross. He was a Rosicrucian; I did not know that they had enough connections to bring satyrs into the fight also. These guys were becoming a problem. They had attacked me several times in the last few weeks, and now they are attacking me at my home. I had to figure out a way to get ahead of them and maybe even stop the attacks, but I wasn't going to do that here; I needed to be at my shop.

      I worked my way back up to the farm carefully; that took me ninety minutes. I had to make sure that the woods and farmstead were cleared of any further threats. I decided that I should abandon the house for a while and stay at the shop until the Rosicrucians were dealt with. I packed a couple of bags of clothes, then went to the kitchen to grab what I had for food--one cup of expired yogurt, some moldy cheese, and one frozen steak. I checked the most important staple--coffee--I had enough for tomorrow.

      I needed to make a grocery run before I went to the shop unless I wanted to dine on MREs the whole time I was there. I loaded my bags into the backseat of the car and began to drive into town for groceries. My phone started ringing, an unidentified number; I sent it straight to voice mail. The phone rang again with no number; again, I sent it to voice mail. My phone rang a third time, I finally answered it, expecting some telemarketer.

      "Hello, Jack's Porn Emporium, how can we screw you?"

      "Captain Baccus, is that you?"

      This wasn't a telemarketer, it was Lieutenant Colonel Hatcher, my old commander from the Army. I immediately felt a bit uncomfortable and embarrassed.
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      BACKPEDALING WAS NOT ONE of my talents. Even though I was no longer in the Army, I was obligated to show Hatcher respect.

      "Lieutenant Colonel Hatcher, sorry. I--"

      "It's Colonel Hatcher now."

      "Sorry Colonel Hatcher, I thought you were a telemarketer. What can I do for you, sir?"

      "That was funny. Don't sweat it. May I call you Jacob?"

      "Sir, you can call me whatever you wish. What can I do for you?"

      "You can drop the sir, Jacob. You are no longer under my command. You can call me Tom."

      "Doesn't feel right to call you anything other than sir or colonel. You still have not answered me. What can I do for you?"

      "Always direct and right to the point, aren't you, Jacob. Well, I've been briefed on what we know about what you have been doing since you retired. I was wondering if you may have recruited some of your old teammates to help you out with your activities?"

      I wasn't sure where he was heading with this conversation, but it wasn't to catch up nor to see what I was up to. "Well, sir, I'm not sure what you have heard, but I'm kind of a one-man band. Besides, I haven't spoken to any of them since I left Antarctica. Why?"

      After a moment of silence, Hatcher responded. "Your entire team disappeared four weeks ago; they up and left the base for no apparent reason. I have been covering for them by giving them leave. Do you have any idea where they are or what they are doing?"

      "No, I have no idea where they are or what they're doing. I'm not sure how I can help you, except to say you should report them AWOL. You have plenty of resources that can find them."

      "Get real, Jacob. I've been covering for them. I can't turn around and call them AWOL without some questions being asked. I created this mess, and I'm the one who needs to fix it. You know your men, any ideas where I should start looking?"

      I did not have the guts to tell him the entire unit was compromised, and he was looking for demons, so they could be almost anywhere in the world. I began to rationalize with the colonel.

      "Sir, I doubt that they went back to their homes. If they all left together, they are on some sort of a mission. I would look into the personal lives of each member, see if there is some hardship or trouble that would have caused them to leave their post. You know, band-of-brothers type of a situation. More than likely that is where you'll find them."

      "I'll start there, Jacob. What do you think about me flying to Madison and we could have a couple of beers and catch up? I would like to hear about what you are doing now."

      "I am curious, Colonel, what is it that you have heard about me?"

      "That you had a hand in taking out a human trafficking ring that was operating out of a Catholic church."

      "Colonel, there isn't much to the story. I was just a boring sideliner in the whole thing. As long as you are buying the beers, I would love to sit down with you when you are in town."

      I knew two facts from that conversation. The first was that the colonel was not about to make a special trip to Wisconsin to visit with me, and second, he was lying about what he did and did not know about my hobbies after retirement. I was not sure what was going on, but I was certain that things were going to get very interesting soon.

      "Jacob, I will give you a call when I get into town. Until then, if you happen to hear from any of your old teammates, you will call me, right?"

      "Sir, I look forward to seeing you, and of course I'll call you if I see or hear from them. Good-bye, sir."

      The colonel hung up the phone. I decided that I had enough time to call Clyde before I reached the grocery store. I called and left the normal message for him. It took a couple of minutes before he called me back.

      "I have a problem, which means we have a problem."

      Clyde calmly responded. "What can I do for you, sir?"

      "The farm has been compromised. There was a sniper in the woods and three satyrs waiting for me this morning."

      "I assume you're not hurt."

      "I'm fine. The sniper had the symbol for the Rosicrucians tattooed on his arm. All four of them are dead; I need a cleanup crew sent out there to take care of the bodies. I would also like some security sensors set up in the woods so I know when someone is tromping around out there waiting to kill me."

      "Sir, I will have that taken care of immediately. I would think the satyrs were from the tribe that was helping collect the giant bones from the digs around Delavan. I would guess they are angry with you for shutting down their business."

      "That makes sense; I had forgotten about them. I am guessing I have the Jesuits to thank for that. I am going to move into the shop in the meantime. There should be less surprises there. What do you think about placing a team in the forest around the clock, just in case more 'friends' show up to visit?"

      "Sir, I will make that happen," Clyde said. "Did you happen to read through the new information we have on both the Rosicrucians and Jesuits? They have a few new operations that I thought would be of interest to you."

      "Nope, I promise I will read through them after I settle into the shop. How are things in Chicago?"

      "I could not be happier with the outcome down here. The Boon Company was an excellent acquisition."

      "Well, I am glad they found themselves such a capable babysitter. Have fun with the Booners, and I will talk to you soon."

      "Good-bye, sir. Have a nice day."

      I hung up the phone. My timing was perfect. I was pulling into the parking lot of the grocery store. It was time to gather both food and drink and regroup at the shop. I was looking forward to some sort of normalcy to be restored in the day. It was time to relax and regain my edge.
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      I OPENED THE CAR DOOR SLOWLY. I slowly exited the car and enjoyed every second. I took a deep breath, as if I was about to begin a well-deserved vacation. Usually going to the grocery store was a chore, but today it felt like an escape. I took two steps toward the store and was pulled back by my shirt and slammed against my car. I wasn't paying attention to my surroundings and had been jumped. So much for the vacation. I focused on the men as they closed in on me--Brady, Thompson, and Jerke from my old unit.

      Their eyes were blood red. Jerke was stronger than before. At one time, I called them my brothers; I wasn't sure what to call them now. I decided not to fight back and see what they wanted. It would be hard to fight them, even if they are possessed by demons. I needed to play it friendly for starters.

      "Holy shit, what are you guys doing here?" I asked with a slight smile on my face.

      Brady was the first one to respond; there was no smile on his face. "Cut the shit, Captain. You know why we're here."

      "Nope, I sure don't, Brady. If I did, I wouldn't have asked."

      Brady looked a little confused by my reply. The poor old demon that had taken over my friend's body was not sure how to respond. Thompson, on the other hand, had no issues taking over the conversation.

      "Damn it, Captain, we're here to give you one warning: leave the powder alone. It is our responsibility, and we don't need you fucking up our op. Do you understand?"

      I decided to play dumb with Thompson and see what would happen. "Guys, I am not doing cocaine, never have, never will, so you don't have anything to worry about. You guys want to go get a beer? My treat."

      Jerke was holding my back and leaned over and spoke in my ear. "The fucking mind control powder; it is ours. We will be protecting it from you. The next time you come after it, you will be facing us and you will be killed."

      I was getting bored with this conversation. I wanted to pound the demons out of them but looking at the number of people in the parking lot and the weapons these guys were carrying, I could not risk it. I decided to verbally comply with their request.

      "Sure thing, guys, you can have all the powder. Please take good care of it, you know it is a little dangerous to be around."

      Jerke let me go and pushed me forward toward Brady. Brady grabbed my shirt and pulled me in. "I will personally kill you if I ever see you again. Understand?"

      These nobs were pushing my patience at this point. I shook my head in fear that if I opened my mouth I would escalate the situation. I was let go and pushed toward the grocery store. I turned around and smiled at the boys, even gave them a little salute. Oh yeah, we will be seeing each other soon.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw something move very fast, it was Wyatt. He was no longer the mindless fragile boy that we rescued. He looked like a hardened killer. He drew a katana from the scabbard on his back and charged the demons. They drew their weapons and began to fire at Wyatt, who dodged some of the bullets while deflecting the others with his sword.

      I yelled, "Wyatt, stop! There are innocents walking around out here."

      It made no difference to Wyatt; he continued to engage them. He was reckless and had no regard for the onlookers in the parking lot. I moved in quickly and punched Brady. I knocked him over the hood of my car and into the side of the van parked next to it. Thompson and Wyatt were fighting; Wyatt had slashed his arm and was standing over him to deliver the final blow.

      I grabbed his sword out of his hands from behind and threw Wyatt on the ground. I turned and launched the sword at Jerke. The sword missed Jerke and was embedded in the trunk of another car. Jerke pointed his gun at me as I pulled my knife out. It immediately turned into a flaming broadsword. The three of them looked at me, then ran to their Humvee on the other side of the parking lot.

      My sword returned to its jackknife form; I closed it and put it in my pocket. I walked over to Wyatt's sword and pulled it out of the car. Wyatt was sitting on the ground. I extended my hand to help him up then handed him his sword.

      There was a crowd of people who stood frozen and starred at the fight. They were not smart enough to realize the danger and seek cover. I took a good look at Wyatt; he had an entirely different look in his eye. He was now a predator. He also looked like he was about twenty-two now. His arms had several tattoos that were surprisingly similar to those that Father Rod had on his arms when I fought him in Chicago. The tattoos were illuminated and pulsating; he was a magically enhanced. The look on his face was anger, and he stared at me like I had just kicked his puppy.

      "Damn you, Jacob. I had it under control until you stepped in. They got away because of you."

      "I'm fine, Wyatt. How are you?"

      "Pissed," he said. "Why couldn't you just let me do my job?"

      Wyatt looked at me with intensity. He had grown up and been hardened over the last four months. I wanted to calm the tension between us and find out what he and the backstabbing Arch Angel Uriel had been up to.

      "Wyatt, we can't start a war in a parking lot full of innocents."

      "Sometimes sacrifices have to be made for the greater good."

      "You are right, but not when it is unnecessary. They are guarding the mind control powder. We should be more concerned about tracking them versus killing them."

      "You told them that you were going to back down. Why?"

      I smiled at Wyatt. "Simple. To buy some time, diffuse the situation, and figure out a way to track them. There aren't too many military Humvees driving around this part of town. They must be close."

      Wyatt turned his back to me and began to walk away. "Fine, Jacob. You have your way, and I have mine. I will try to leave one of them alive for you when I catch up with them. I need to go hunt now."

      "Hold on, Wyatt. There is a steak joint right across the street. What do you say we go over and eat lunch, my treat. We can catch up and maybe coordinate efforts."

      Wyatt stopped, took a deep breath, then turned back around. "I really don't have time for this, but I am hungry, and a steak with all the trimmings sounds good. Okay, it had better be a good steak."
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      WYATT PUT HIS SWORD in the scabbard on his back. The sword became hazed to the point where I could barely see it. Wyatt noticed me staring at his back.

      "You can still see it because of your necklace. It hides itself when on my back. Can't be walking into a restaurant with sword, you know."

      We walked across the parking lot and crossed the street. I attempted to create some sort of small talk with Wyatt, but he was not in the mood to have a conversation. This kid is not that much different than I was a few years ago. I felt guilt as I realized how I dismissed him so easily not that long ago. We entered the restaurant and were seated immediately. We both ordered a beer and began to study the menu.

      "Anything catching your eye, Wyatt?"

      "Okay, let's cut the pleasantries, Jacob. A few months ago you could barely spare the time to say hello to me, much less acknowledge my existence. You had zero patience for me, nor did you give a shit that my entire family was murdered in front of me. Now I am supposed to show you some respect and have a wonderful conversation with you. Have you even given me a second thought since I left with Uriel?"

      "To be honest, not really. I figured you'd be back at some point in time. I've been a little busy trying to shut down whatever Azriel had planned. I am not saying I was not wrong to treat you that way, but at the time I had to focus on Father Rod, Azriel, Remy, and that blue powder."

      "Oh, don't forget yourself, Jacob, and your shitty past. Uriel told me all about what happened to you. You chose to worry about things that happened decades ago versus even giving me just a little bit of your attention. You were almost a hero to me. I had read someplace to never meet your hero. You are perfect example of the amount of disappointment that can happen when you do."

      "Wyatt, do want to actually work some of this shit out, or is the chip on your shoulder so big that we should go back to the parking lot and beat the shit out of each other?"

      "Why would I be worried about what you think or want, Jacob? What difference does it make to me if you and I have things 'worked out' or not?"

      Wyatt obviously still had strong, negative feelings about me, and I needed to approach him a little differently if I was going to make any progress with him. "That is a fair question. Quite honestly, I have no idea what difference that would make to you. I have the feeling that if we can find a way to work together, maybe we could put an end to whatever is going on a little quicker. Maybe we could even save a few lives while we are at it."

      "Jacob, I believe there are no innocent people. Humans are part of the problem. If they would have chosen correctly, we wouldn't have to fight this war. My parents and sister would still be alive, and I would have had a normal life."

      There it was, my way in. "The guy responsible for the murder of your parents and sister was a fallen angel. You know that, right?"

      "Yes, what's your point, Jacob?"

      "What human choice led to Mark doing what he did? He used his power and knowledge to corrupt and murder."

      "Father Bill. He set the whole thing up."

      "Wyatt, Father Bill was not a human. He was a hybrid created by the Jesuits centuries back."

      I could tell by the look on his face he had no idea about Bill; Uriel neglected to tell him. "What does that matter, Jacob?"

      "Wyatt, you need to understand that there are more sides to the war than good versus evil. Since the beginning of time, some supernatural force has been fucking with the human race in one form or another. Everybody in this war has an agenda of their own. What is yours?"

      "My agenda is to crush the wicked so that the good may flourish. It's that simple."

      "Okay, who do you fight for, then, Wyatt?"

      "The good, I fight for good."

      "Define good, who's in that class?"

      Wyatt was stumped and unsure of how to answer. Unfortunately, the waiter showed up and asked for our order. We both ordered steaks with same sides. Once the waiter left, Wyatt began to answer the question.

      "Honestly, I fight who Uriel tells me to fight. I have not thought about who I am fighting for. Uriel tells me."

      I nodded my head in acknowledgement. "Which is fine for now. I trust Uriel is working on the side of good. I want you to think a little bit about what you're doing and why you're doing it. Yahweh gave us free will for a reason. Don't waste that gift by blindly following someone else. Make sure you believe in your cause; it'll make you a better warrior in the end."

      Wyatt calmed down and acted like he was interested in what I had to say. I was interested in what he went through to get to this stage.

      "Wyatt, can you tell me what you have been up to the last months? You look like you are four or five years older."

      "I have been training in Tartarus; it's basically a different dimension. Time is different there, slower than here. According to Uriel, I have been there the equivalent of five years. That is why he took me there, to have the time to train me properly. This world thinks I am eighteen, but I am actually twenty-three."

      "What about those tattoos? When did you get those and what do they do?"

      Wyatt scoffed. "Uriel gave them to me about four years ago. They increase my strength and speed; they also help me heal."

      "I see you still have that necklace. Do they work together?"

      "No. The healing powers of the tattoos are slower than the necklace, but they also can regenerate, where the necklace only heals wounds. You should see the whole thing. They run from the top of my skull to the bottom of my feet. They encircle my whole body; it is really cool. But it hurt to get them done, especially on the inside of my thighs. But they look badass."

      "Do you control them, or do they kick in when needed?"

      "I control them, Jacob."

      Wyatt looked uncomfortable with all my questions. The food came to our table just in time; I needed to change the subject. I continued the conversation as we both ate our steaks. I remembered how Tanya had told me that I would like this kid if I got to know him. She was right.
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      THE CONVERSATION CONTINUED to be civil. I tried to get more information out of Wyatt. I wanted to know what he had been through and how that quiet, troubled kid with no self-confidence could have turned into the man before me. We both continued to slaughter our steak dinners as we carried on our conversation.

      "I have to say, Wyatt, you were pretty good with your sword. I was impressed."

      "It took me about a year to get used to them--"

      "Them? I only saw one."

      "No, there's two back there."

      "Why did it take you so long to get used to them?"

      "Uriel had them made special for me in Heaven. They can guide themselves. That takes some getting used to. They are lethal to demons, Nephilim, and fallen angels. They don't do anything to Heaven's angels, though."

      "Wait, what do you mean by lethal?"

      "Well, even a simple scratch will infect them and ultimately kill them. The death is excruciating. It is way better if I finish them off before it gets that far."

      "Wyatt, you cut Thompson. Are you telling me he will die now?"

      "I am guessing that both him and the guy you nicked with the sword when you threw it will be dead in a matter of hours."

      "Is there any way to cure them?"

      "Not that I know of. Why?"

      "Eh, just curious."

      If Wyatt is telling me the truth, Brady will be the only one to survive. I was getting the feeling that Wyatt was becoming more comfortable talking to me. We both finished our meals and sat back to finish our conversation.

      "I was thinking, Wyatt, is Uriel around?"

      "Uriel had something to take care of. He brought me here to watch those guys and engage at the right time. He said I would know when that was. I think he knew you were going to be here and need my help. He speaks very highly of you; he just does not think you will be in this fight for the long haul."

      I laughed. "Uriel does not know me as well as he thinks he does. I don't back down, I don't run from a fight, and I certainly don't quit."

      "But would you consider retiring, Jacob?"

      I could not believe this young pup was suggesting that I should retire. Who the hell did he think he was?

      "Nope, this isn't the kind of job that you retire from. This is the type of job that you'll die alone but not retire."

      "Listen to me, Jacob. I can win this war. You're getting tired, overly emotional. You have fought long and hard for both your country and the Lord. You deserve to have a break; you could live a normal life. All you have to do is give me your bracelets and that necklace, and you can have your life back."

      This kid was good; he was manipulating me the whole time. His goal is to get my power and replace me. I began to wonder if anything he had said was true. This became a whole new game.

      "You know, Wyatt, that all sounds really good, but the problem is I’m not normal, and that good life is not obtainable for me. I am a warrior. My gifts were given to me directly from Yahweh, not some rogue Archangel who thinks he has a better plan than Yahweh has. I have a better idea. Why don't you and Uriel move back to the farm and we can all work together? If you and I join, we could bring this war to a very quick end."

      "Jacob, I am truly happy that you would take me back, and I have to admit that working with you was a dream of mine. You're too late. I have my own path now, and I need you to stay out of my way. I don't need your powers to win this war, nor do I need you. We do things way too different to join at this point, but I can tell you that the hate that I have felt for you all these years inspired me to get through Uriel's hellish training, so I at least owe that to you."

      "After everything that we talked about today, do you still hate me?"

      "Jacob, I think that you have served your purpose. You are getting too soft to do this job. I don't hate you as much as I did before lunch today, but it is time for you to stand down and let me do my thing."

      I threw some money on the table, which was more than enough to cover the bill and leave a generous tip. We both got up and walked out the door. I was trying to control my anger, but at the same time contain my sadness. I needed to let Wyatt go on his own path, but there was no way in hell I was quitting. These were Uriel's words; he was trying to manipulate the circumstances so that he could be right in assuming that I was a quitter. Fuck him.

      "Wyatt, I would love to talk to you again sometime. I am not quitting or retiring. I am glad that you are starting to find yourself. If you are ever ready to come back, you are always welcome back at the farm."

      Wyatt glared at me. "You are so soft, if I come back to the farm, it will be to kill you because you switched sides. Please understand, if you interfere with my mission again, I will not hesitate to kill you and take your bands and necklace from your dead body. Have a nice day, Jacob."

      Wyatt turned and ran down the sidewalk. A portal opened as he ran into it, then closed once he was through. Wyatt was going to be a problem; he was going to be my problem. I walked across the street toward the grocery store. It was time to complete my mission, acquire good food and plenty of tequila.
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      IT WAS TIME TO give the Colonel a call back and let him know I saw Brady, Jerke, and Thompson. It wasn't a coincidence that he called me right before I saw them. He knew something. I pressed redial on my phone. It rang only once, and the colonel answered his phone. "Hatcher."

      "Sir, this is Jacob. I saw Brady, Thompson, and Jerke today. They approached me in the parking lot of a grocery store and talked to me about some strange mission they were on."

      "Jesus, they are in Wisconsin? Okay, we may have those drinks yet. Did they tell you where they are holding up?"

      "No, sir. Did you already know they were here when you called earlier?"

      "Jacob, thanks for the update. I'll take it from here."

      The colonel hung up the phone as quickly as he had answered it. It was time to reassess the situation and formulate a plan to handle everyone who was trying to kill me. It was also time to give Clyde a call. I called the usual number and left a message. When I arrived at the shop, I was careful to make sure before I got out of my car that nothing looked out of the ordinary. The problem was if they had another sniper, I was screwed until I was inside the shop. I exited the car quickly, unlocked the doors, and pulled my car in. Safe, so far. I armed the exterior security, turned around to empty my car, and a circle of green fire appeared. Clyde walked through the portal.

      I grinned. "Nice, Clyde. You're getting the hang of the portal thingy."

      Clyde clinched his jaw. "Adira opened the portal."

      I chuckled a little. "Really? Adira opened that?"

      As usual, Clyde regained his composure. Not much could rattle my business partner. "Sir, Adira is a natural. I have most of the knowledge she is missing, but she has the execution. You seemed distressed on the phone. What can I do for you?"

      "I ran into Wyatt today. We actually had lunch after we were finished fighting three guys from my old unit."

      Clyde shook his head. "Wait, you ran into someone from your old unit? What happened?"

      "Not much, just a fight. The whole unit went AWOL, and it looks like they're guarding the powder now. They came to threaten me, told me to stop searching for it, you know, 'It will be the end of you, we will kill you,' blah, blah, blah."

      A bright light flashed in the shop and blinded me for a second. As my sight returned, I saw a large man walking out of the light, holding a spiked battle mace in his hand. When I looked closer, I saw gray wings on his back and he was wearing the same kind of armor that Uriel had. My necklace began to pulsate. I knew his name; this was Gabriel.

      Gabriel spoke. "Greetings from Heaven, Jacob."

      "Gabriel, what are you doing here?" I walked over to where he was peacocked. "I've been left out in the cold for the last few months, now you're here. Does this mean I'm out of the doghouse?"

      Gabriel smiled as he replied. "You have been doing fine on your own, until now."

      I took a deep breath. Oh good, here it comes. "Until now? What--"

      Gabriel pointed at me. "You need to leave Wyatt alone."

      I sneered. "Oh really? Why is that?"

      Gabriel tightened the grip on his mace. "Uriel and Wyatt are working together on something else. Accept it; you are out."

      I clenched my hands as I mocked him. "According to whom?"

      He threw his head back. "According to me." He picked up his mace and gripped the handle lower. "And stay away from your old unit. They will be dealt with."

      I reached into my pocket and gripped my knife. "How do you plan to deal with them?" I slowly circled around Gabriel to gain an angle.

      Gabriel pulled his mace back and regripped it closer to the head. "We don't need to be aggressive. You need to understand the plan."

      I kept my hand on my knife. "So, there's a plan. Why don't you enlighten me?" I looked over at Clyde; he appeared frozen, stuck where he was when Gabriel showed up. "What did you do to him?"

      "He's paralyzed. He can listen, that's it."

      I was on my own. "What's the plan?"

      Gabriel backed up. "I can tell by the tone in your voice you won't comply. Your plan should be to stay out of our way."

      There was something wrong with this conversation. "I'd like to hear that from your boss."

      There was a brief pause; Gabriel's shoulders tightened. "We can't guarantee the safety of your friends if you continue."

      I looked over at Clyde as I pulled my knife out of my pocket. "Is that a threat?"

      Gabriel grunted. "Yes, it is." The bright flash of light returned, and Gabriel was gone.

      Clyde was released and fell to the ground. I walked over to help him up as he tried to catch his breath. He made it to his feet. "What the hell was that?"

      I looked over at the spot where Gabriel had been standing. "I'm not sure, but I think we have a new enemy."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      THE SILENCE WAS BROKEN when Clyde's phone rang. He answered it and found a place to sit down and collect himself. I was still processing what had happened. There are no coincidences. I heard Clyde hang up his phone as he took a deep breath and exhaled.

      "Things just get better every minute," Clyde mumbled. I looked over at him. "There's a three-million-dollar contract for your head in a box, literally."

      "It's hard being popular."

      "There doesn't seem to be too many people that don't want you dead," Clyde replied. "I suppose slowing down isn't in the cards."

      "Rosicrucians?" I asked.

      "Rosicrucians and the Jesuits."

      I sat down beside Clyde and slapped his back. "They're lowballing. That's play money for them."

      Clyde stood up and turned toward me. "That is still a lot of money. Everyone will be looking to cash in."

      I stood up. "Exactly. This is more about slowing me down and distracting me than actually killing me."

      Clyde smirked and shook his head. "No, I'm pretty sure it's about killing you, sir."

      Clyde grabbed his phone and started sending text messages. I took a stroll around the shop. What would be the purpose of an open contract? The Rosies and Jesuits both have top-level assassins at their beck and call. They know where I am. Why-- "Clyde, I have an idea."

      Clyde looked up from his phone. "Sir?"

      "Hey, remember my horny little cousin Jesse?"

      Clyde closed his eyes for a second, then squinted at me. "Your horny cousin Jesse?"

      "Yeah, when we were at the store, he couldn't stop himself from checking out any woman that walked down the aisle."

      Clyde was rubbing his head like he had a headache. "What does Jesse have to do with any of this?"

      I started to pace. "Hear me out. We know where Jesse hangs out at night. We have a sexy witch with certain powers. All--"

      Clyde cocked his shoulders back. "No."

      "All we have to do is get Adira to bump into him at--"

      Clyde raised his voice. "Jacob. No."

      "At the bar, hold his hand, and voila, we will have all the information we need."

      Clyde shook his head from side to side. "No. We're not getting her involved with this."

      "It's not a problem. After she touches him, she dumps him off to a hooker that we hire. Everyone wins."

      Clyde was now glaring at me. "No, Jacob."

      I stopped pacing and grinned at him. "It's a great plan."

      "Again, Jacob, find a different way. She is not ready for this type of work."

      It was time to reason with Clyde. "Let's leave it up to her. If she says she is not comfortable with this, then we will find another way. It would be the proper way of handling this, yes?"

      He looked frustrated. He knew that she would do it; he was being overprotective and . "You know she is going to say yes," he said. "She doesn't understand the situation or what she is getting into."

      I smiled at Clyde. "Yes, Adira is very independent. She would be offended if you told her she couldn't handle this. You need to let her grow. You're not her father, and like it or not, we are all in this together, right?"

      Clyde gritted his teeth. "Fine, but if she isn't supremely confident in her answer, we will find a different way, agreed?"

      "Agreed, as long as I ask her."

      "Sir, you don't trust me?"

      "I trust you, Clyde. I just want to make sure she understands the dangers and the value of the mission. I would feel better if I delivered that message personally. Can you bring her here through your little portal thingy?"

      Clyde was frustrated, but he nodded his head in agreement, opened a portal, and stepped through it. I hauled the groceries and other supplies from my car to the vault and began to set up for an extended stay. As I finished, I heard voices upstairs. It sounded like Clyde and Adira had arrived. I heard Clyde arguing with Adira as I walked up the stairs. I was glad to hear that she was just as damn ornery with him as she had been with me.
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      I REACHED THE TOP OF THE STAIRS. Adira was in tight leather pants, but with blond hair now. I had to stop myself from checking her out, and remember why she was here. "Hey, guys, what's up?"

      Adira looked at me. "Can you believe that Clyde doesn't think I am old enough to make my own decisions?"

      Clyde responded. "That is not what I am saying. I simply stating that you are making a decision without all the information, and you can't just say yes because Jacob is asking you to do this."

      Adira smiled. "Okay, Dad, I get it. Get all the details from Grandpa over there, then make a decision."

      "All I said was hey. How did I get dragged into the age slander? Oh, and by the way, you are both older than I am, kiddo." I could tell my reply did not change Clyde's tone at all. He was still concerned about Adira getting involved.

      Adira replied with a smile. "Oh, so you are dad and he is grandpa. Sorry, all you old people look alike to me."

      "Careful there, kiddo, I will put you over my knee," I replied. Clyde put his head down and shook it in disgust. I had not realized what I had started.

      "Oh, Daddy, please, can we? I like the rough stuff," Adira replied in a flirty tone.

      Clyde interjected. "I think we've all had about enough of this conversation. Sir, would you mind pitching your mission to Adira so we can all get on with our day?"

      I welcomed Clyde's invitation to get back to business. I needed to get myself out of this conversation with Adira quickly.

      "Adira, I need to gather some information about a group called the Rosicrucians. They are planning something big with the Jesuits, but I have no real quick way of finding out what they are up to. There is a guy named Jesse, he's my cousin--"

      Adira smiled. "Oh, is he cute like you?"

      I took a deep breath and continued. "He is heavily involved in the group, and I'm sure he has information that I can use to stop them. I would like you to consider getting close to him, maybe in a bar, and seeing if you can read him like you did when you touched my hand. I am not going to lie to you, there are some dangers. They are well versed in magic. You may be discovered before you get a chance to touch him."

      "Clyde told me all this, and I'm in as long as I can hear the part about me being a gorgeous witch again," Adira said.

      "Excuse me?" I replied as I blushed.

      "I need to hear you say I am a gorgeous witch before I do anything."

      I exhaled a deep breath, put my head down, grabbed the bridge of my nose, and began to laugh. She was too much. "I told Clyde that you were a gorgeous witch and perfect for this job. Good enough?"

      "Eh, that is good for now, but we will have to explore the gorgeous part some more in the future, babe."

      She enjoyed our little game a little too much, and she was good at it. I had to crush the yearning to continue the conversation and get back to business. "Clyde will give you all the information you need on Jesse. I know he goes out at least once a week; all kids his age do. Clyde will find out where he goes and what night. Then you go do your thing."

      "Do my thing?" Adira said. "You mean absorb all his memories and sort them out for you, right, babe?"

      "Yes, and can we knock off the babe stuff? If I had another way, I'd do it, but you're not only our best chance of figuring out what they are up to, you are my only chance."

      Adira smiled. "Oh, sweetie, you had me at gorgeous. I need you to do a favor for me. I need you to follow up on something I have been working on in Chicago. Based on what Clyde has told me, it is right up your alley."

      I smiled back at her. "Is this my favor for helping me with Father Rod?"

      "Oh no, this is a simple exchange. I will read Jesse, and you find a couple of kids for me. Two boys were kidnapped out of a park in Arlington Heights. I have a lead that the people that took them come from Minnesota. There is a ranch that is listed as their primary address, but the owners of the property are curious. It is owned by a group of Jesuits out of Minneapolis."

      Adira was right; this was right up my alley--saving kids and shutting down one more degenerate Jesuit operation. It was an easy decision, an easy trade for the information that I had hoped to gain.

      "Adira, it would be my pleasure. Just give me the address."

      "I have the address back in my office. Wanna come and get it?" Adira said with a wink.

      “Give it to Clyde when he takes you back, cupcake."

      Adira smiled and winked at me. "Anytime you want to visit, you know where I'll be. Don't worry, your cousin won't have a chance against me."

      "Oh, I know. Just don't break him, dear. We may need him again."

      "Honey, he won't even know what hit him."

      I laughed. "Clyde, get her back home and bring back that address, please."

      "Yes, sir," Clyde said. "Shall I bring you back a cold drink and maybe a warm towel also?"

      Clyde had never smarted off to me before, but I certainly deserved it. He was right; it was not my place to order him around like that.

      "You are right, Clyde. I am sorry. Would you please take her back and grab that address?"

      "Of course, sir."

      Clyde smiled as he opened the portal, and Adira blew me a kiss before stepping back into Chicago. Clyde followed her closely. I could just imagine the conversation he was going to have with her. What we had developed was a very weak plan, but at least it was a plan. I attack the Jesuits in a different state, and Adira does some heavy lifting to figure out what the Rosicrucians were up to and maybe even how we slow them down.
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      ALWAYS PACK HEAVY when you don't know the situation. That was my motto in the Army, and it has served me well in this life. I checked my gear and prepared for the trip to Minnesota. I took careful inventory as I loaded the car, when my phone rang. It was Colonel Hatcher.

      I made sure to answer respectfully. "This is Jacob."

      "Jacob, I am sitting here with General Mitchell. We have a small favor to ask of you. We would like you to help us hunt down your old unit."

      I thought about their request for a minute. It didn't seem to correspond with any of my immediate goals. "Sorry, Colonel, I am a little busy right now. Can't you guys handle this?"

      "Jacob, this is General Mitchell. You may have not realized, but we're not asking, we are telling you. Do you remember your retirement agreement that you signed? It states that you may be called back into active duty at any time due to your security clearance. I have just signed the paperwork. You work for us again, son."

      Fuck me. You're kidding, right? "I am sorry, sir. You did what?"

      "I reinstated you back into the Army under my command. You will lead a unit that I have chosen to apprehend your old unit and stop them from whatever they are planning. You will have the full power of the United States Army behind you, son. I am assured of your success, given your excellent service in the past."

      Dumb question time. "General, what happens when I catch my old unit and turn them in?"

      "You'll simply go back to retirement and whatever hobbies you have picked up."

      My first response was to call this bullshit, but I decided to play along, for now. "General, I need some time to make arrangements."

      "Jacob, I expect you to report to Fort McCoy in three days. That should be more than enough time for you to make your arrangements. I will have you transported to your new team."

      Reactivated and under the control of the Army again. I gave them the only answer I could. "Yes, sir."

      "Outstanding, Jacob. I will see you in three days' time, then."

      The general hung up. What the hell, I'm back in the Army, hunting my old unit. This wasn't good. I sat on the floor and stared at the shop wall, a green ring of fire appeared, and the portal opened. Clyde was back from Chicago.

      "Sir, I have the address and some other information that Adira gathered about your target. What are you doing? Are you all right?"

      I stood up. "Clyde, I've been reinstated in the Army. I have to report to Fort McCoy in three days."

      "Wait, what? How can they do that?"

      "It was a part of my retirement agreement due to my security clearance. The reinstatement policy is there so if I were to compromised national security, they could simply exercise it to put me in the hands of the military court system."

      "So, what are you going to do, sir?"

      "Clyde, I am going to fulfill my promise to Adira. I'll get those kids back and make sure this ranch is out of business. I need you to promise me that you will make sure nothing happens to Adira. If anything looks off, call the job off, and we will find another way to gather intel on the Rosicrucians and Jesuits."

      "I will, sir. What does the Army want you to do?"

      "They want me to hunt my old unit down."

      "How long do you think that will take, sir?"

      "I really don't know, Clyde. I could take several months, even a year or two. I hope I can do it much quicker than that, but for right now, I think we need to slow our operations down until I have a better grasp on the timelines. I will keep in contact with you."

      "Sorry, Jacob. We will figure this out. Here is the address and the other information I was given. I think it is best if I go set up the surveillance on Jesse. I will call you when I have more information and formulate a plan for Adira."

      "That sounds good, Clyde. Be safe."

      Clyde opened a portal to his office and vanished in the ring of green fire. I took the information Clyde had given me and began to research the building and surrounding landscape of the ranch. It looked like a fairly simple operation. It was a small ranch, with six outbuildings in a valley surrounded by hills. There was one road leading in and out of the facility. Once I had all the printouts I needed, it was time to finish packing and hit the road. The ranch was five hours away, and I had only three days to finish this and report to Fort McCoy.
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      I CHECKED IN TO A MOTEL around eleven that night. I needed a hot shower and a bed at this point. I used my time in the shower to think about the terrain around the ranch. The necklace kicked in, and I saw the ranch from a bird's view. I saw everything--I knew where to park the car, where to perch for surveillance, and how to attack from a blind spot. It was incredible; I felt like I was there. I didn't want to lose the feeling, but I snapped out of the trance. I was disappointed as I finished my shower.

      I stepped out of the shower and dried off. I had left my clothes on the bed. I opened the door and walked out into the main room; Adira was sitting on the bed. I was naked, standing there, shocked to see her in the room. I looked over at the door; it was still locked. I looked over at Adira, and she was smiling. She literally had caught me with my pants down. I tried to keep myself poised as I walked over to the bed and grabbed my clothes. My new plan was to get dressed quickly. Adira was looking very good; I had to keep my mind on the mission. I had no time for games at this point.

      "Are you surprised to see me?" Adira asked.

      I put my jeans on. "Do you think I would walk out of the bathroom naked if I thought you were out here? How did you know where I was, and how did you get into my room?"

      "I convinced Clyde to show me how to operate the portals; I picked it up very quickly. I figured out I can concentrate on someone and open a portal to where they are. I think Clyde is a little jealous I am better at this stuff than he is."

      Adira was very proud of herself, which was fine, but I needed to get some sleep. "Adira, what are you doing here?"

      "I was bored and thought that you would be good company. Was I wrong?" Adira delivered her message with a sultry little smile and a wink.

      "I was hoping to get some sleep tonight. I need to be fresh in the morning when I go out to the ranch. Shouldn't you be back in Chicago working with Clyde on the whole Jesse thing?"

      "Clyde left for the day, stating he would contact me when he had enough information to ensure both a successful and safe mission. He is starting to bore me a bit, but you, on the other hand, seem to understand me a little better."

      I looked Adira in the eyes. I realized that her whole world had changed since meeting me, and while she had a tough exterior, she needed some reassurances of what we were doing here. Her flirting was simply to cover up her nervousness. She needed to understand the mission, but most of all, she wanted to understand me. I needed to take a breath, not worry about myself for a minute, and take care of her. My necklace was glowing; it was giving me insight to why Adira was here. I wonder how this thing would work in a bar setting? Then I chuckled to myself.

      "Adira, are you hungry?"

      "Are you ordering room service, babe?"

      "No, I don't think this fine establishment has room service, but I could order a pizza."

      "Nah, let's just talk. Do you have anything to drink?"

      I assumed that she was not looking for a bottled water. I walked over to my pack and pulled out a small bottle of tequila and grabbed two glasses off the bathroom counter. I poured a small amount into both glasses and handed one to Adira. She tipped up the glass and drank hers in one shot.

      "How about another, bartender? This time, don't be so stingy."

      As I filled her glass this time, I asked, "You like tequila, huh?"

      "It's one of my favorites. There's no such thing as bad tequila."

      "Yeah, while I agree, make this one last a little longer. This is all I have."

      I pulled up a chair and put my feet up on the bed next to Adira. She was sipping on her drink as she reached over and touched my leg.

      "Adira, you don't need to play that way with me. I will tell you whatever you want to know."

      She put her hand on the bottom of my leg and began to rub my shin. "I am not playing any games. Yes, I came here to talk, but I also kind of like you, so let's just see where this conversation leads."

      "Well, why don't we start with your questions. Ask me anything."

      Adira thought for a moment. "Clyde has mentioned your mission about a thousand times, but he never tells me what your mission is. Since we're now in your employ, how about sharing some details with your favorite witch?"

      "Fair enough. I work directly for Yahweh. He sends his angels to guide me. My job is to fight all evil by any means necessary, while building a human army to stand next to Heaven's army and fight the final war together. He has given me gifts to use while I'm here on Earth. These gifts give me enough strength, speed, and knowledge to defeat my enemies."

      "Is one of those gifts that necklace?" Adira asked.

      "Yes, it helps me focus and feeds me knowledge, especially when I have to fight things that I thought only existed in mythology. It also gives me an understanding of humans and other beings when I interact with them."

      "Why were you chosen for this?"

      "I don't really know; some say it is prophecy, that I am some chosen one. Others think it was just circumstances. I have not really found out exactly why, but I do know it has something to do with my lineage."

      "What lineage is that?"

      "I am a pure descendant from Shem, one of the sons of Noah."

      Adira bowed her head. "I know who Shem was. I am guessing that you have pure DNA. Your line has not been mixed with Nephilim or demon DNA. This all makes sense."

      Adira removed her hand from my leg and moved to sit cross-legged across from me. She was still nursing her drink while she asked more questions.

      "There was a streak of anger and passion in your voice when you accepted my task of going to the ranch. Why do you hate the Jesuits so much?"

      "Adira, do you remember what you saw when you touched my hand? All the tortures that I have endured were performed by the Jesuits and Rosicrucians. They were trying to shatter my soul and take pieces of it for themselves. Even though they tried to erase my memory, the anger spawned by their actions remains inside of me. The Jesuits have turned the Catholic church into one of the most dangerous places for children. There are millions of good people that belong to that religion. They deserve a house cleaning; the children deserve someone to stand up for them."

      "But, Jacob, doesn't the Bible state in one of its commandments 'Thou shall not kill'? How do you get around that rule if you work for Yahweh?"

      "The commandment states, 'Thou shall not commit murder.' It does not say that you should not defend yourself or the ones you love. It does not say you should not fight a war and win. There is a big difference between the definitions of murder and kill. I was told to do whatever I needed to while I fought this war. I assume that if I am screwing up, Yahweh will tell me."

      "Is that what the Boon company is to you, part of your army? Is that what I am to you?"

      "Adira, both Clyde and I saw something special in your group. I did not agree to employ you to be in my army, I just want to make sure you and your team are taken care of and have the resources you need to continue the good you guys do. Also know that if you ever need me, I will be there."

      Adira smiled. I could see her comment coming from a mile away. "Oh, so when we need to save someone from demons, you will be our damsel in distress?"

      I broke out in laughter. "You really enjoy busting my balls, don't you, dear?"

      "Let's just say it is a job perk that keeps me around. You're a good man, Jacob. I feel a little more comfortable working for you. Thank you. The others think of you almost as a god, but I know better; you are like us."

      "I appreciate that. I just hope I don't let you guys down. Do you have any other questions for me?"

      "Yup, can I go to the ranch with you tomorrow? I really want to see this one through, and it will not interfere with the job with Jesse."

      "Adira, I really work best alone. I think you should go back home now."

      Adira grabbed my ankles and pulled me closer on the bed, then sat on my lap, facing me.

      "I would rather stay here tonight, and before you say no, remember, my soul is way older than yours and you should respect your elders.”
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      ADRIA LEANED OVER AND kissed my forehead a couple of times. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her closer. She moved down and began kissing my lips. I needed it to stop, now. I gently pushed her back. She was looking me straight in the eyes; this was really hard, but the mission had to take precedence.

      "Adira, I need to get a few hours of sleep before I go to the ranch. You can go with me, but only if you let me sleep."

      Adira smiled. "Sure, but there is only one bed. Can we share?"

      "As long as you let me sleep, I don't care."

      "This is a new one for me." Adira winked. "We have a deal."

      She stood up, and I walked around and slipped into bed. Adira began to take off her clothes, and before I knew it, she was completely naked and crawling into the other side of the bed. I took a quick second to study her body; it was perfect.

      "I thought we had an understanding. I need to sleep."

      "Oh, sweetie, you can sleep all you want. I can only sleep naked. Good night, sugar."

      She shut off the lamp next to the bed. I was certain that she was laughing at me, but I was too tired to care. It seemed like I had just shut my eyes, when my alarm began going off. It was four a.m. already. I was sleeping on my side and had my arm over Adira. I sat up and shut the alarm off. She sat up and jumped out of bed.

      "I will be ready in five minutes."

      I watched her as she put her clothes on. I could not help but to think I was really old. I wasn't sure how I slept next to her all night and still had my clothes on. Oh well. I stood up, walked into the bathroom, used the facilities, and splashed some cold water on my face. It was time to explore all the ranch had to offer. I walked out of the bathroom; Adira stood there waiting for me.

      "Are you about ready? We have some bad guys to go get. Let's go, buddy."

      I grabbed my pack, and we walked out to the car. The ranch was thirty minutes out of town. We had to take a back way that was the same amount of time, but then had a fifteen-minute hike to get to the point where we could see the entire property. I was a little worried about Adira being able to keep up with me on the hike--leather pants and sandals were not exactly the correct attire for this type of work.

      We chatted on the journey while fighting over who had control of the music. I don't think we listened to an entire song the whole way. Once we parked, I grabbed all my gear and began to suit up for the reconnaissance mission. I didn't pay that much attention to Adira, but when I closed my trunk, she was wearing hiking boots, tight jeans, and a camouflage sweatshirt.

      "Where did you get your clothes?"

      "Um, remember, I am the master of the portals. I borrowed them from a sporting store in Minneapolis."

      Adira was a handful. Her new skills could be helpful once we reached the ranch. We hiked up the hill to the lookout position that I saw in my vision. Not a word was spoken. Adira seemed to understand how all of this worked and that a silent approach was the best approach. We reached our spot in ten minutes. Adira deserved more credit than I gave her.

      I set up the tripod and sniper rifle behind some brush to cover the position. I scanned the ranch to make sure I could spot all targets and watch the morning routine. I gave Adira a pair of nonreflective binoculars so she could watch as well. It was still dark out; only the silhouettes of the buildings pierced the darkness.

      The light in the center of the ranch cast only shadows, so we needed to wait until the sun rose at this point. It took an hour, but the sun slowly peaked over the horizon, and the hills ensured the ranch was still covered in shadows. It took another twenty minutes for the sun to peak over the hills. We had our first clear view of the ranch. It was abnormally dead; nobody seemed to be getting up and doing chores. The sheep and goats looked like they were waiting for food, but no one showed up to feed them. The center of the ranch had an altar with what looked like a huge fire pit in front of it. Above the altar rested a large goat's head, sitting in the middle of a wooden pentagram. The more the sun revealed, the creepier the ranch became.

      I scoped out the buildings and saw a pair of boots laying toes up with what I expected to be the rest of the body around the corner. It was a chilly, moist morning. I wasn't sure who could have slept outside during the night without a sleeping bag, or at least a ground cloth to lie on. There was something very wrong with this scene, but I decided to continue to watch to see what would happen. I couldn't give away my position for what could have been some drunk passed out by a building.

      "Jacob, look at the barn to the right. Is that a body nailed to the door?"

      I moved my rifle to that direction to take a look. There was a body attached to the barn door, nailed spread-eagle with his throat sliced wide open. There was still a pool of blood on the ground below him. As the ranch became illuminated with the sun's rays, I could see more and more bodies of adult men and women slain. I took a closer look at the pens, where the sheep and goats were kept; there were several animals that were freshly slaughtered. It was time for us to move in and see if we could figure out what was going on.

      "Adira, we're going to slowly make our way down there. I need you to follow my lead, follow my footsteps exactly. We need to be quiet. Be on the watch for anyone, stay close enough to me so if you see anything you can tap my back, do not speak. Understand?"

      "Do you think the kids are still there? Do you think anyone is alive?"

      "I don't know. We just need to take our time; we'll have answers soon. Let's go."

      We made our way, zigging and zagging down the hill, stopping every fifty yards to make sure nothing had changed with the situation. It took us a while to get down the hill. We made it to the back of a small tool shed and began to make our way to the house. We started by peering into the windows of the house; there was nothing but blood and bodies.

      Every building we checked was the same--severed bodies, lots of blood, but no children. I decided it was time to enter the buildings and sweep them. We started with the barn. I slid the door open and peeked around the corner. There were more lifeless bodies of both men and animals. I turned and looked at Adira; she was horrified at the sight. She pointed at a door that had a padlock on it. I had a small glimmer of hope that the room would contain the children and they would be alive. I had to finish sweeping the barn before we could turn our attention to the door.

      I walked up to the hayloft, which was crafted as some sort of pagan church, all sorts of symbols and statues surrounding another altar. There was no one in sight. I made my way down the stairs with Adira directly behind me, and there was a man standing in the doorway of the barn. I stopped halfway down the stairs and fixed my sights on his chest.

      "Are you going to shoot me, Jacob? There is no danger here. It's all been taken care of."

      I knew that voice. I watched as he slowly walked forward; it was Uriel. I lowered my weapon and walked down the stairs.
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      ALL BEEN TAKEN CARE OF, according to Uriel, but I found it hard to trust him. I thought I was over it, but I was still angry with him for abandoning me during the fight with Azriel. It was petty, but it was how I felt.

      "What the hell are you doing here, Uriel?"

      "You know this guy?" Adira asked.

      "Adira, meet the Archangel Uriel."

      Uriel walked toward us, extending his hand out to Adira. "It is my pleasure to meet you. Adira, is it?"

      Adira reached out and shook his hand; the glimmer immediately went out of her eyes. Uriel had frozen her, put her in a trance of sorts.

      "Uriel, stop it. Unfreeze her now."

      "I don't take orders from you, Jacob."

      "You are right, you don't take your orders from me, but you were instructed not to lay a hand on me or to impede my missions. She is a part of my team. Let her go."

      My necklace was glowing right through my shirt, feeding me information, but also interacting with Uriel somehow. The disgruntled look on his face told me he knew he had just overstepped. He grabbed Adira's arm and looked into her eyes. She immediately came back to the conversation. He released her arm.

      "She is a very powerful, yet untrained witch. She is not one of us. You should remember that."

      "Well, she has never left me in the middle of a fight. You should remember that."

      "That's a little harsh. We are still on the same team--"

      "Team? You and Wyatt made your own team."

      "You were going to be fine, no matter what happened. That's not why we are here, though. You are wondering what was going on, yes?"

      "Uriel, my first question is what is behind that locked door over there."

      "There are just under fifty healthy children ready to be saved and returned to their families. We could not let them out; it was too dangerous. They need to stay there until the police show up."

      Really, keep them locked up? I thought all was taken care of. "Why?"

      "Let's talk about how they got there before we talk about the best way to release them. Aren't you curious of what was happening here?"

      "I will bite. Tell me the story, Uriel."

      "Wyatt and I caught up with a demon who was trying to steal some interesting artifacts from a museum in India. He was stealing them for the Jesuits for a ceremony they were planning on performing here. We decided to deliver the artifact ourselves. They were swapping the souls of the children with those in the sheep and goats."

      "Seriously, they can do that? Why would--"

      "Yes. It causes a great deal of torture and misery for both the children and the animals. They were going to sacrifice the children's bodies to sacrifice the animals' souls, followed by sacrificing the tortured souls of the children in the animals. The souls would have been captured in the artifact that we brought, then they'd be emptied into a vessel that would have been used for the destruction of their enemies."

      "What about those animals over there?"

      Uriel scoffed. "Oh, some demons thought they would get cute with me. They ended up in those animals."

      Holy shit, there is so much to understand here. "What do you mean by vessel?"

      "Come, and I will show you."

      We all walked across the farmstead to another building, and Uriel opened the door and ushered us in. There was a large body on the table that looked like it had been sewn together. It reminded me of the Frankenstein movies, except this body had a battle-ax attached to his left arm where is hand should have been and steel plates replaced his skin. The odor was horrible. Adira ran out of the building and threw up. I tried to figure out how they could possibly come up with something like this.

      "This is a special kind of a hybrid, powered by pure evil and shattered spirits. Almost unstoppable by any human means," Uriel said.

      "This shit's crazy. This is what they are trying to do, Uriel? Create super soldiers?"

      "Yeah, they have tried this several times. They are hard to kill and sometimes a little uncontrollable. Steve almost died fighting one--ended up setting the beast on fire, which softened him up enough to chop him into very small chunks. There are three ancient tools that they need to finish their creation. I now have them all stored in the Cave of Treasures. This is the last time they will try this particular spell."

      "I assume most of the killing was the handiwork of Wyatt?"

      "Yup, Wyatt's skills are very impressive. I helped a bit, but that was only when they began to throw magic at him."

      "Speaking of magic, you put the same tattoos on him as Father Rod had. Isn't it a little taboo for an Archangel to be messing around with dark magic like that?"

      Just then, Adira walked back into the shed and turned right around holding her mouth. I guess she had not totally emptied her stomach.

      "Jacob, those tattoos are not dark or black magic. There is no such thing. The only thing that makes magic dark is when evil uses it. All things were made by Yahweh, even magic. It is no more evil than the dirt outside. It is what man does with that dirt that makes the difference. Magic is simply knowledge Yahweh intended on keeping from man, but the Watchers taught these secrets to man."

      "What about Wyatt lying to me and trying to get me to retire, was that your plan?"

      Uriel shook his head side to side. "Wyatt was not ready to speak with you, although it was very nice of you to finally to spend some time with him. He still looks up to you. He would not stop talking about how you finally respect him. I don't care if talk to him. Just remember, you still have influence over him, for now."

      "What do you mean 'for now'?"

      "Wyatt does not operate the same way you do. He has more of an angel's perspective on things. I would suggest you just stay out of each other's way. I would hate to see you two at odds with one another."

      "I get it, you want us to be at odds with each other, whatever. I really don't care what you guys are doing. Let's talk about the kids. Are they good? Can we get them some help now?"

      "Yes, Jacob, I will take care of it. Why don't you and your little witch leave?"

      I just shook my head. It was time to leave. I walked out of the shed, and Adira was leaning up against the building. She did not look very well.

      "Come on, Adira, let's get out of here. Uriel has this handled."

      We walked straight up the hill. Once we had reached the top of the hill, I turned around, every building except for the barn was on fire. I guessed Uriel had to clean up the mess that Wyatt had left. We kept moving until we reached the car, Adira turned around and gave me a hug.

      "I am sorry, Jacob. I did not mean to puke my brains out. The smell was just so horrible."

      "That's fine. That's what death smells like. Hopefully you never have to get used to it. You should go home and get some rest. I have to go back to the Army for a while. When I am done, we will get together again to talk, I promise."

      Adira went up on her toes and kissed my cheek. "I'm going to hold you to that."

      Adira walked to the front of the car, opened a portal, and went back to Chicago. I opened the car door and looked at the top of the hill. The smoke billowed into the air. I could smell the destruction on the other side of the hill.

      There were two figures standing on the hill. I squinted and saw it was Uriel and Wyatt. Uriel had a shit-eating grin on his face. Wyatt waved good-bye in a very eerie manner. I had a feeling they were up to more than what Uriel had told me. It was time to hit the road. I would have to deal with the dynamic duo some other time.
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      THE SCENES AT THE RANCH haunted me so much I daydreamed about it while I drove down a country road toward the interstate. I couldn't believe that the soul of a human could be pulled out and put into an animal. The horrible things these people do for a little power. I wish I knew why they always picked the souls of children.

      "Because the soul of a child is pure, more powerful, and easier to manipulate that an adult's soul."

      I turned around. The Archangel Michael was sitting in my backseat.

      "What the hell, Michael? How long have you been there?"

      "Not long. Be alert, they're coming for you."

      "Who?"

      Michael had disappeared.

      What I saw through my back window was a whole caravan of vehicles gaining ground on me very fast. Most of the vehicles were jacked up with lift kits and had mountings for machine guns. There were multiple people in each vehicle. I saw the same thing in Iraq; they would modify any vehicle that was found in to some sort of war machine. Some were better than others.

      I pushed down on the accelerator and pulled away from the pack. I was fourteen minutes away from the interstate, and I needed to figure out how to keep them isolated while not allowing them to kill me. They had something special in their engines, because no matter how fast I went, they were able to keep up. I needed to outthink them. I had no idea how many vehicles were chasing me, but I could tell that they had plenty of guns.

      A large four-wheel-drive truck pulled out from behind the group and sped up to the front of the caravan. I looked in my rearview mirror and saw a man peering over the cab of the truck. The truck attempted to get closer, so I laid down the accelerator and pulled away. The guy in the back of the truck lifted up a rocket launcher and pointed it at my car. I was coming up on the on-ramp to the interstate. The traffic looked light, but not light enough to allow a missile launcher on it.

      I sped under the interstate to the next crossroad that ran parallel to the interstate. Just as I turned the corner, I saw the missile launched from the truck. I floored the accelerator and barely evaded it. The missile hit a tree at the base and it fell across the road. The truck swerved into the ditch to get around it. I needed to put some distance between them and me so I could stop and grab my guns out of the trunk. I looked over at the interstate and saw a sign for the next exit in two miles. I reached the crossroad in record time, turned onto it, went over the interstate, then turned onto the on-ramp. The light traffic and smooth surface of the interstate would allow me to open up the speed and put a few minutes between me and them.

      I was traveling 185 miles per hour and whizzed past the next off-ramp; the next opportunity to exit was a rest stop in four miles. The trucks had a very hard time keeping up with my Barracuda. I exited the interstate into the rest stop and parked behind a semi truck. I slammed the car into park and sprung out of the car, opened the trunk, and grabbed all my gear. There was no time to prep; I needed to get back on the road. I threw the bags in the front seat, threw the car into gear, and squealed back onto the interstate. I began rummaging through the bags to grab my long gun, magazines, and the frag grenades. Once I settled down, I was able to think and focus. The necklace kicked in, and I saw a way to end this chase and get back home. I was still one mile ahead of the trucks. I took the next exit and parked on the far side of the bridge over the interstate. I jumped out of the car with my rifle, used the bridge rail to steady it, and took aim at the first truck's driver. As he approached, I took my first shot and hit him in the forehead. The truck veered off to the right, hit the ditch hard, and rolled end over end. I took aim at the next vehicle's driver. Another direct hit. That truck took the same route and ended up upside down in a cornfield.

      I drove back onto the interstate, heading the opposite direction. I counted thirteen more vehicles turning around to follow me. Some of them took the exit, some ran across the ditch separating the interstate. I sped back up to make it to the next exit. I could see the lights of a police car barreling down the interstate. I passed him, going just under 170 miles per hour. The cop turned around and began pursuing me. The caravan had caught up to the patrol car and opened fire. I did not see exactly what had happened, but the cop car was no longer on the road. The only good man on this road could have possibly been killed for doing his job.

      I yelled, "Yahweh, he didn't deserve that. Please send an angel to him."

      I didn't know if it would work, but it was worth a shot. The thought of the way they attacked a cop was unforgivable. My anger rose and was blocking the insight from my necklace. I decided to let the trucks catch me. I grabbed my bag of grenades and set it in my lap. I pulled the first one out, pulled the pin, and waited. The first truck pulled up alongside my car, with their guns trained on me. They didn't shoot when they had the chance, which gave me the opportunity to throw the grenade in the cab of the truck. I sped up and pulled away from the pack. The grenade exploded, and the truck skidded out of control and rolled on the interstate. The next two vehicles ran into the truck. I am not sure what they had inside their trucks, but the explosions were magnificent. There were ten vehicles left. The destruction of the last three vehicles made me somewhat happy, which calmed me down enough to access the knowledge of the necklace once again. I was about three miles ahead of the caravan at this point. The necklace guided me off the interstate to another bridge, where I did the same thing as before: stopped, took aim, and waited for them to catch up.
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      I aimed and squeezed off five shots. I killed two more drivers and their crews. The next part of the plan was to lead them off the interstate and into an ambush. The necklace was guiding me toward a gravel pit. I parked my car behind a front-end loader.

      I grabbed my ammo bag, the grenades, and ran to the top of a pile of gravel. The elevated position gave me an advantage. The trucks came into the bottleneck and screeched to a stop. I threw my grenades at the vehicles and didn't hold back. I used all my strength and lodged the grenades in the bodies of the trucks. The explosions were epic; only a few men escaped, and they ran for cover behind the burning shells of the trucks.

      I yelled, "If you throw your weapons down, get on your knees, I will spare you. If you want to fight, prepare for your death."

      The answer was returned loud and clear with gunfire. They were terrible shots. I slid down the gravel hill and yelled, "All right, just remember, there is no shame in shitting your pants. Just don't cry when you die, 'cause that's just embarrassing."

      I thought I was being funny, but they had a different interpretation. They began to run around to flank me, but I was prepared for that. They funneled themselves into another kill box. I unleashed my long gun and cut most of them down. There were only two guys left standing there, frozen. They dropped their weapons and dropped to their knees. I walked over, kicked their guns away, and questioned them.

      "Who sent you?" I asked.

      Neither one of them answered, so I moved my gun in their direction.

      "I am going to change the rules. The first one to talk gets to live; the other is going to meet my boss."

      There was one blonde and one brown-haired man kneeling before me. I could tell Blondie Boy was going to be the first one to break. I could always tell by the way they held themselves and by their eyes. He had a soft look in his eyes, which meant he would do anything to survive. I pointed the gun at the other guy's head and pulled the trigger.

      "Well, Blondie, you are my guy. Start talking. Who sent you?"

      He seemed like he was in shock, but began to speak. "Thomas paid us to kill you by any means possible."

      "Who is Thomas, Blondie?"

      "He is a guy that gives us jobs. He got a contract from someone in Wisconsin, that is all I know."

      "How did you know where I would be?"

      "Some big guy materialized in our house, told us you were at the ranch. He had wings like an angel."

      "Did he have brown hair and a beard?"

      "Yeah, that's the guy."

      Damn it, Uriel set me up and led these guys right to me. I was set up to kill all these people. What was his game plan? What was he up to? I had all these questions, but no answers. This little cupcake in front of me was nothing but a coward. I could not afford to leave him in a state where he could shoot me in the back, but I gave him my word that if he talked I would let him live. I gave him the butt of my gun twice; he went out like a light. I needed to know why Uriel betrayed me a second time.

      "What if it wasn't Uriel, my friend?"

      I turned around. There was a man with long black hair in braids, leaning against the front-end loader. He was definitely not a human, but I also was not sure who or what he was. I dropped my rifle and reached in my pocket for my knife.

      "There is no need for that, friend. I am just here to give you a little guidance."

      When I looked closer at him, he looked like a Native American, but he was dressed like a cowboy. There was something about him that made me believe that he should be met with a good amount of skepticism.

      "Who would you be, 'friend'?"

      "I have been called many things over the centuries. I came with who you call the Indians, or Native Americans, and became a part of this land. I have been known as a trickster of sorts, but I offer you no tricks, only a bit of truth."

      "What are some of the names you have been called over the years?"

      "My favorite name has always been Coyote. You may call me that."

      I had heard stories of the Coyote trickster from an Army buddy in basic training. He would tell stories of how the trickster would catch people at their lowest point and manipulate them. Each story ended the same way: the trickster caused problems for all that tangled with him. I had to be careful and analyze everything that he said.

      "I don't have time for games. Is there something in particular you want from me?"

      Coyote sat on the ground, crossed his legs, and smiled. "Ah, you have heard of me. Relax, I would've thought a guy like you would understand this universe. I am not here to trick you or put you through a trial. I am here to give you perspective and provide you with understanding. Come, sit. Let us speak. You have time."

      I walked over to him and sat on the ground in front of him. I began to focus on him and my necklace. I began to receive insight into who and what I was speaking with. He was not a demon; he was a Watcher-class angel, assigned to watch and guide one of the lost tribes of Israel. He was not part of the group that landed on Mount Hermon, he was loyal to Yahweh. I looked at him as he smiled. He could tell I was beginning to understand the role he was assigned. He was supposed to guide the tribe, while honoring their ability to use their free will. He was one of twenty angels assigned to the tribe.

      "I don't understand. You were sent to protect and guide the tribe, how did you turn into the fabled Coyote trickster?"

      "I'm not going to say I have always done the best job, but I did create 'teachable moments' for my wards. Even some of the more bizarre stories were simply started with a choice. What I want to teach you is that everyone has their role, their job, and assignments. Sometimes things go very well; other times things go quite sideways."

      I replied, "Your dialect is different than I would have thought."

      "I can speak in any language and any dialect. I chose the one that I thought would work best for you. Would you prefer something a little different? Maybe more guttural, like how you normally speak?"

      There was something off with this guy. My instincts were telling me to just ignore him and get on the road. I had decided to listen for just a few minutes longer to see if I could figure out what he wanted from me.

      "It's fine," I replied. "You were wrong about the amount of time that I have. Let's hurry this along."

      "Jacob, have you ever considered the path of the butterfly as it flies through the air? To understand its purpose, you must first understand why it exists. It begins life as a caterpillar, then goes on its way through the world, consuming and gaining size, until it is finally time for it to change into something beautiful. How--"

      I interrupted. "Uh, what does that have to--"

      "How about the plight of the wolf? It wants to belong to a pack but is also fine with being alone. Do you understand?"

      I got up to leave. This wasn't a conversation I needed to participate in. Once I stood up, I was thrown down on my ass. I looked up, and the Coyote was standing above me. He quickly went back to his spot and sat back down.

      "I'm not done teaching you yet, Jacob. Please do not be rude."
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      THE TRICKSTER AND I were about to dance. I focused and felt his hands on my shoulders. I grabbed his arm and flipped him over on the ground. I reached into my pocket and flipped open my knife, which immediately turned into the flaming broadsword. I placed the tip into the Coyote's chest; the sword was holding him still.

      "What are you doing here?" I asked.

      The trickster struggled, but I could feel the sword was compelling him to speak the truth. Note to self--I can compel the truth from angels. I will have to use this on Uriel.

      "Uriel, he sent me to delay your departure."

      Son of a bitch, Uriel again. "Why?"

      I pushed the sword into his chest just a little farther. Coyote writhed in pain and anguish.

      "I don't know exactly. It has something to do with a witch."

      Shit, Uriel and Wyatt were going to go after Adira. I needed to get to her as soon as possible.

      "You are done here, trickster. If I ever see you again, I will figure out how to make you disappear for good, understand?"

      "I was just doing him a favor. I'll see you again, but not until the end of times."

      The Coyote disappeared. I ran over to my car; I needed to call Adira now. I rummaged through the front seat until I found my phone. I opened my contacts and found Adira's number and called her cell. She answered on the second ring.

      "Hey, sweetie, am I on your mind?"

      "Adira, this is serious. I need you to open a portal where I am at right now so I can come to you."

      "Sure, hon, just--"

      The phone went dead. I tried to call Adira back, but it went right to voice mail.

      I screamed, "Damn it." Then, just as the portal opened, I ran through it and was instantly transported to the machine shop in Chicago. There were loud crashing noises coming from the other side of the office, then I saw Wyatt. He was attacking the Boonies. I still had the broadsword in my hand. I looked down, and it began to flame. I focused on Wyatt as I quickly walked in his direction. Our eyes joined from across the room; he was ready to fight. He wanted to fight, and so did I.

      "You should have stayed in Minnesota, Jacob," he said. "Stand down, and I won't kill you."

      Adira levitated a heavy gray steel desk and hurled it at Wyatt. He spun around and split it in half with his swords. Wyatt began to make his way toward Adira. She was throwing anything she could at him. Wyatt jumped up and kicked a file cabinet so hard that it reversed its direction and knocked Adira down. Wyatt was now standing over the dazed Adira. I was able to move fast enough to intercept him just as he swung his swords. I struck both of his swords with mine and was able to bat him away. Wyatt backed up and assumed a fighting position with his swords. His stance looked deceptively weak, but he was ready for anything he could conceive that I could throw at him. I powered up and summoned the blue lightning. My sword collected it and was ready to attack. As I approached him, something jerked him back into the corner of the room, then a black portal opened and he was pulled through just as it closed.

      I looked over to check on Adira. She looked stunned, but her injuries were only superficial. I bet Wyatt is steaming mad that he wasn't allowed to fight me. Have fun, Uriel. I strutted over to Adira. "Who saves who now?"

      She smiled. "I have to let my man save me every now and then, sugar."

      Of course, you let me save you. "Are you all right?"

      She reached out her hand, and I grabbed it and helped her up. "Yeah, it is not the first time I have been knocked around. Who exactly was that?"

      "That was Wyatt; he works with Uriel. You saw some of his handiwork at the ranch."

      "Why is he after me?"

      "I really don't know. I would guess he does not like the fact that I am hanging out with a witch. He said something like that at the ranch."

      "What do I do now? I have a trained psycho and an Archangel after me. They can use portals to get me wherever I am. I am so screwed."

      I held Adira's hands, looked her in the eyes. "Adira, calm down. We will figure this out. You just need to stay with me for now. Can you get us back to my car in Minnesota?"

      She took her hands back. "Yeah, just give me a couple of minutes."

      "Where is the rest of your crew?"

      "They went out to get some food. They should be back in about an hour."

      "Why didn't you go with them?"

      "I wasn't hungry. I told them to go ahead without me. Are they safe?"

      "I think they are. Uriel sent Wyatt after you to get to me. He has instructions not to physically touch me, so his next move is to break me. Adira, we need to get moving."

      Adira motioned her hands and opened the portal, grabbed my hand, and we walked through. My car was still there and in one piece.

      "Jump in, Adira. We will make some calls on the way to the shop."

      "Is it weird that I am hungry now?"

      "Nope, it just means you are calming down. I will stop at the first place that looks good to you. Deal?"

      Adira nodded her head yes. I started the car, pulled out of the gravel pit, and headed down the highway.
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      THE DRIVE HOME WAS ANYTHING but quiet. I learned that Adira could talk for eight hours straight. I also got to stop at every rest stop between Albert Lea and Madison. I told Adira the reason she was so good at opening portals was due to her extremely small bladder.

      Adira mentioned that every time a portal is opened, it sent a ripple throughout this dimension that could be tracked. She concluded that was how Uriel figured out where to find her. The safest place for her was in the vault at my shop, even Uriel can't penetrate the protections around it.

      When we made it to the shop, Adira was tired. I set up a cot in the vault and gave her some blankets. She stripped down to nothing and lay down. She fell asleep within a minute. I shut the door to the vault and went upstairs to bed down on the couch.

      I sat on the couch with a glass of tequila, unable to sleep, thinking about everything that had happened since I left the Army, only to be shuttled back into the Army. For a moment, I hoped that life could go back to normal and I could pick up my career where I left off and just forget everything. The reality of that dream was what I had at this point was a real life, and my past was all just a dream.

      I don't know if it was the tequila or the fact that I was finally decompressing, but it seemed like things had become clearer. I could feel knowledge flowing from my necklace, so I analyzed Uriel's actions one more time.

      Adira was born a witch, one of Yahweh's creations, and she has done only good with her life--well, as far as I know. I know enough to say she is a good witch. Was she really a target because of me? No, she was a target because of her. She was a target because of what she could do. She was a target because of what I asked her to do to Jesse.

      I opened my phone and sent a text to Uriel. Within seconds, a portal appeared, and Uriel stepped out. I looked at him and winked, grabbed another glass, and poured him a drink. I handed the glass to him. He accepted and gave me a nod.

      "Thank you. What would you like to talk about?"

      "Uriel, it seems like you're quite busy these days. I'm glad that you took the time to speak with me."

      "Well, I am still somewhat responsible for you. It is my duty to come when you ask. I notice you are keeping the witch in the vault. That's very smart."

      "Yeah, I thought so, until I figured out that you really don't have a problem with me hanging out with a witch, as long as she does not screw up your deal with the Rosicrucians. Tell me I'm wrong."

      "You don't understand what has to be done, Jacob. Sometimes you have to deal with the lesser of two evils to achieve the most good. It's a balancing act."

      "What is it that you're balancing, Uriel?"

      "I wish I could lie like you humans do. It really is the easiest path."

      Oh, please lie to me so I can use my new trick. "I think you're getting good at it. I almost feel the betrayal."

      "Whatever. I was given permission to freelance for a while, so I made a deal with them, the Rosicrucians. You were made an enemy to give them something in common with the Jesuits."

      "That was all you?"

      "Yes. They made an alliance with the Jesuits and have been informing me of their plans. We have shut down so many of their operations that were hidden from us. The operation has been too successful to be jeopardized by you."

      "Uriel, you wanted to kill Adira because she was going to get information from Jesse, correct?"

      "Jacob, you put her into danger when you decided that knowing the truth was more important than her life. Your arrogance and hubris caused her to become a target."

      "I don't get it. All you had to do is tell me what was going on. Instead you went down the path of making Adira collateral damage. You're not telling me everything. What does Jesse have to do with this, Uriel?"

      "Jesse works for me. He knows everything the Rosicrucians are doing, but he's also a major part in our plans. I can't have you messing around and screwing them up."

      "Uriel, why is it you don't think we can work together?"

      "You have been chosen by all sides. It is just a matter of time before we all find out which side you pick. You have been given so much power, power that cannot be taken away or controlled by anyone but you."

      "And that's bad why?"

      "It is too much power. When everyone sees what you are, they will be on my side."

      "Are you saying you never believed in me, Uriel?"

      "I did, I bought into you choosing the right side. The more I got to really know you, the more I decided that you were way closer to the edge separating good and evil. It is too close to call."

      Anger was overtaking me. "Really? Too close to call?"

      "Yes. I decided to take Wyatt away from you. He can make a difference, the right difference. You are too close to call at this point."

      "Oh, go fuck yourself, Mr. High-and-Mighty. You go around killing whomever you please and call it collateral damage. You need to take a hard self-evaluation there, buddy. I'm not so sure you are gonna end up where you think you will."

      "Oh look, the sarcastic sack of meat has finally come back. You are seriously damaged; you don't have the ability to stay on the side of good. If I had not done what I did, the other side would have already won."

      "All right, Uriel, I really don't care what you and the boy wonder are up to. Keep your little boy band to yourself, just leave my people alone. Otherwise, I may decide to piss on your parade. Do we have a deal?"

      "We have a deal--you stay away from our mission, and we will stay away from the witch and her team."

      "And Clyde, and anyone else I have a relationship with, Uriel."

      "And you, Jacob, will stay away from the Rosicrucians and Jesse, but it is open season on the Jesuits, Watchers, demons, and those who possess the powder."

      "What about the Rosicrucians trying to kill me every five minutes? How about calling them off for a while?"

      "Nothing I can do about that, Jacob. Deal with it. It is important that they keep up appearances. They don't seem to be good at it, anyway. As you would say, suck up, buttercake."

      "Uriel, it's 'suck it up, buttercup.' It's done, then. We have a deal. Take the oath, Uriel."

      "You have my word, Jacob. There is no reason to take the oath."

      "No offense intended there, big guy, but you have not been exactly what I would consider honest with me. Take the oath."

      "There is no reason to go that far, Jacob. Just take my word on it. I am not taking the oath."

      "You are still intending to screw me over, aren't you?"

      "The witch is safe as long as she stays away from Jesse. We will see about the rest; it depends on what you do. You want everyone safe, stay away from us."

      Uriel disappeared very quickly. I believed him that Adira was safe, for now.
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      I COULDN'T SLEEP A WINK. Uriel had upset me; he was in my head. I sat on the couch and held my head in my hands. I felt warm hands resting on my shoulders. I looked up to see Lucifer standing over me. Oh great, now I have to deal with this asshole. Lucifer stepped back as I stood up and looked him in the eye.

      I stood there for a moment. "What the hell do you want?" Lucifer just stood there and crooked his head. "Well, out with it. What do you want?"

      Lucifer straightened his head. "Uriel has gone too far. Heaven is spoon-feeding you help, bit by bit. I can speed things up for you."

      "At what cost?"

      "This is a freebie. You aren't prepared for comes next. I can help."

      "Trust the devil. It's a freebie, yeah. No, thanks."

      "Yes, I rebelled, I have caused trouble. Most of the things I have been blamed for in history has been caused by demons."

      "Don't the demons kind of work for you?" I asked.

      "Shit, you really don't have a clue. Lilith runs most of the demons. Satan has his little army. I am more of a lone angel."

      Everything I knew about Lucifer described him as a liar and a cheat. He was slick talker and always had ulterior motives. Trusting him didn't seem like an option.

      Lucifer took a deep breath and sat down on the floor. "Sit down. Let me prove that I can be trusted."

      "I don't have time for this."

      "I know, the Army is waiting. You can't afford not to sit down."

      I sat down in front of him and waited for either the punch line or the deal. He surprised me.

      "Jacob, I love my father. I don't agree with him, but I do still love him."

      "What does that have to do with anything?"

      "Just listen to me. He kicked me out of Heaven but did not strip me of my powers. He did that to protect me from my brothers and sisters. They can be very jealous and not very helpful."

      "Are you saying don't trust them?"

      "No, they won't cross Dad. They will leave things out. They won't tell you everything you need to know in a timely manner."

      "So, don't you operate the same way?"

      "Father has put a lot of faith in you, Jacob. He has given you more powers than you know."

      "And you are going to tell me how they all work?"

      "Sorry, it does not work like that. It is a cascade of powers. You reach levels with knowledge and practice. Each power that you learn unlocks the ability to gain more abilities."

      "Where do we start?"

      "Tell me what you can do. What have you mastered?"

      "I can heal myself. I can summon lightning and heavenly flames with my knife. I can compel Angels to tell me the absolute truth."

      "I know you can access the wisdom through the necklace. Can you command it yet?"

      "I really have to focus, then it will guide me."

      "You are still a beginner. You can do so much more. You will have to learn how to heal yourself much faster. When you start accessing the upper-level powers, they can have quite a price."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Accessing power isn't hard. Having a body that can handle that power, well, that's the problem. If you don't know how to heal properly, your body will burn up, turn to ashes."

      "Why hasn't anyone told me this before?" I asked.

      "Uriel wants you to fail. Michael is trying to protect you. The rest have their own reasons."

      "What would you like to teach me?"

      "There are clues to some of the powers in biblical texts. The first skill you need is to talk to and control animals. You can actually see what they see and control them. Like Daniel in the lion's den," Lucifer said. "It's easy. Same as usual--focus, use your necklace, and be open to communicating with them."

      "I have done that with other beings, including a fallen angel. It was by accident."

      "Well, it's the same thing. Just do it on purpose."

      "That isn't helpful. How do I do it?"

      "In that necklace is the ability to access wisdom and knowledge. Anytime you want to know how to do something, use the necklace. Ask it how to do it and what the cost is. It will show you."

      Duh, I am such an idiot. I had all the knowledge I needed hanging around my neck. The only thing I had to do was let loose and use the powers given to me. Lucifer was right, and that sucked.

      "That was actually helpful, Lucifer, thank you."

      "There is more you need to know. You have been given a prophet to guide you. Tanya's son Peter is a prophet."

      "Holy shit. What happens if he gets killed? Azriel has him."

      "Don't assume anything. No one on any side would attempt to kill a prophet. Whomever has him will be will want to use him. He is safe."

      "Do you know where he is?"

      "No, you will find him when it is time. There is one more thing you need. A pet."

      "Um, no, I don't."

      "There is a special type of dog that has been around since creation. Some call them hellhounds. They are loyal and will protect you at all times."

      "So, a hellhound at my farm. That shouldn't draw any attention. Good idea."

      "The dog will look normal, until it attacks. Then it looks a little more provocative."

      "Where is this dog?"

      "I need to go find you one. Give me some time. Until then, enjoy Army life."

      Lucifer stood up and disappeared in a bright light. I had spent hours with him. It was time for me to pack my bags and get ready for the trip. Back to the Army, damn it.

      I packed my car for the trip. I went down and opened the vault. Adria was still sleeping. I grabbed a notepad and wrote a note explaining to her what happened. I gave her a kiss on the forehead and left the vault. It was time for me to go back and face my past.
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      THE ANTICIPATION OF GOING back to the Army made me anxious. I was deep in thought, when a portal opened right next to the passenger seat and Adira slid into the car. I swerved the car and pulled over onto the shoulder and stopped.

      "You didn't think a note was good enough, did you?" she said.

      "Holy shit, kid, you scared the hell out of me."

      Adira smiled and rubbed my arm. "Calm down, we don't want you to have a heart attack."

      "What do you want?"

      "A proper kiss good-bye. A cheeseburger and a soda. To go with you."

      "You can't go with me."

      "A meal and a proper kiss it is, then."

      "That's it? You're not going to argue with me?"

      "Nope, I can hop over to see you whenever I want," Adira said. "You need to understand negotiation, dear."

      "Seriously, I'm not falling for that."

      "No. I think you already have. I will just ride along until we get close to the base, then I will leave. Promise."

      I smiled. "Do you really want a cheeseburger for breakfast?"

      "Um, yeah, best breakfast ever."

      I nodded my head as I hit the on-ramp to the interstate. There was a greasy spoon in twenty miles, and I had enough time to stop. I turned on the radio and put it on talk radio. It was not that I liked listening to insane commentary, it was that Adira hated it. She immediately changed it to hard rock, and the fight had started. I enjoyed it a little too much.

      I pulled off the interstate and into the parking lot of the restaurant. We were seated right away, and Adira ordered her cheeseburger and fries. She suddenly became very quiet; there was something on her mind.

      "What is it?"

      "What is what?" Adira replied.

      "There is something on your mind. Spill it."

      She took a sip from her soda. "What do you think of Clyde?"

      The question puzzled me. Luckily our food was delivered, and I had time to formulate an answer.

      "Clyde is my right hand. Why?"

      "Does he tell you everything? Does he keep secrets from you?"

      "I don't know if I would call them secrets. He runs everything, and I know what I need to. Again, why?"

      Adira stalled by eating her food slowly. I patiently waited for her to finish her bite.

      "I think he is up to something. He asked me to help him translate some spells."

      "That seems to be normal for you guys," I said.

      "These are ancient spells, resurrection spells, enhancement spells, really dark shit."

      That was strange, but not enough to question his loyalty. Adira seemed genuinely concerned, and I had to admit that this was out of character for Clyde.

      "Look, Clyde has a ton of knowledge, but he does not know everything. Maybe he is just expanding his knowledge."

      "Oh sure, a necromancer expanding his knowledge with ancient resurrection spells. Maybe he has a test."

      "Don't be that way. Do you want me to ask him about it?"

      "Maybe. Just watch him," Adira said. "I'm telling you something is up."

      I sat back. "Do you trust Clyde?"

      She looked up at the ceiling in thought. "Eighty percent, that is how much I trust him."

      I laughed. She had to think about it and put a percentage on the trust factor. I respected her thoughts and stance on the subject.

      "Fair enough. You will grow to trust him."

      "Do you trust me?" she asked.

      I didn't have to think about it. "Yes, you haven't given me a reason not to."

      Adira smiled and blushed at the same time. "Here, I have something for you."

      Adira pulled out a lucky rabbit's foot out of her pocket and handed it to me. I was surprised that she had pockets in her clothes; I certainly could not see them.

      "Uh, thanks. I'm not really a big believer in luck, though."

      "Funny," she said. "Carry it with you. If you need help, rub the foot, and it will call to me and I will come to you."

      "Ah, just in case I'm in trouble. That's sweet."

      "Or lonely. You may need to talk or whatever," Adira said with a smile and a wink.

      "Finish up, we have a ways to go yet."

      She finished her food, and we were back on the road. The rest of the trip was filled with flirting, teasing, and other banter. I had to admit, she took my mind off where I was going and what had to be done. I pulled over on the shoulder of the road one mile from the entrance of the base. Adira leaned in for her good-bye kiss, but I went high and kissed her forehead. She grabbed my face and made it a real kiss. I was a little breathless when she released me and opened the car door. She quickly opened a portal and simply waved, not a word was spoken. She was gone in a second. I composed myself and drove to the gates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      MY CAR WAS SURROUNDED BY GUARDS once I pulled up and parked at the gatehouse. They verified who I was while they checked the undercarriage of my car. It took them five minutes to relax and stand down. I wasn't sure what they were told, but obviously it was to take no chances with me. A large man with a very serious look on his face pulled up in a Humvee. He leaped out of the vehicle and walked up to the driver's side of my car. He was a sergeant, and his name patch read Roggs.

      "Captain Baccus, Sergeant Roggs. Please follow me."

      Roggs turned and went back to his vehicle, then turned it around to lead me into the base. We drove for about two miles before he pulled over and waved me into a parking space. I parked and could see Roggs standing behind my car. I opened the door and stood up.

      "Grab your gear, Captain. I will drive you the rest of the way."

      I followed instructions, and within a minute we were back on the road. It appeared we were heading to the graveled airstrip. There was no conversation; I didn't get the sense that Roggs was the chatty type. I just looked around as we drove, acting like I was taking in the sites while I looked for anything suspicious.

      We pulled up to a C-17 that was preparing for takeoff. There was a four-man security detail standing there waiting for me.

      "Where am I going, Sergeant?"

      "In that plane, Captain. That is all I know."

      That was a fair answer. I grabbed my bag and proceeded to the plane. The security detail followed me on the plane. The hatch closed as we took our seats. The plane started to move; we reached the farthest point at the end of the runway, stopped for a few seconds, then shot forward. We were in the air, heading south, from what I could tell.

      I asked a few questions and tried to make small talk with anyone on the plane. They were well disciplined and did not answer any questions or take part in any conversation. I took the opportunity to catch up on some sleep. I did not wake up until I heard the wheels touch down on hot asphalt.

      The plane came to a stop. I stood up, stretched, and grabbed my bag. I looked over at the security detail; they were waiting for me. The back door opened and warmer air rushed in. We walked down the ramp to be met by a general's aide.

      "Welcome to Langley, Captain Baccus."

      "Why am I at an Air Force base?"

      "General Mitchell wanted to see you. This is where he is today."

      I nodded and threw my bag into his vehicle. This is odd. There is something else going on here. I remembered what Lucifer had said, so I focused on using the necklace to guide me through what came next. We drove for ten minutes until we reached a large building.

      "You can just leave your bag in the truck."

      I looked at the aide and grabbed my bag anyway. I had trust issues, but they were merited in my mind. We walked up the stairs and through the doors. The entryway was grand. We walked through the security checkpoint and into a long hallway. At the end of the hallway was a small conference room, where I was then seated.

      I sat with my back to the wall, facing the door. The aide came in, followed by General Mitchell. My necklace was feeding me information at record speed. I looked at General Mitchell and cocked my head. He was a Nephilim named Michel and was possessing a human body. I stood up at attention and saluted the general. He returned my salute. "At ease, soldier. Have a seat."

      The aide closed the door and guarded it. He was human, from Iowa, and had three older brothers who worked on the family farm. He was not a threat, but I wanted some alone time with the general so we could discuss what was really going on.

      "General, may I ask that your aide step outside? I would like to speak to you alone."

      General Mitchell looked at his aide and nodded. The aide walked out of the room and closed the door. General Mitchell lowered his head. "It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Jacob."

      "I know your name is Michel. I actually know quite a bit about you."

      The general was not shocked. "Yes, I figured as much. That necklace of yours is quite handy in situations like this. I am glad we can cut the shit and get down to business."

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out my knife. I was ready for what came next, or so I thought. Michel noticed what I was doing. "You can hold your sword or whatever you need to be comfortable. I mean you no harm."

      "What do you want?"

      "I like that, right to the point. We have a mutual problem--Azriel."

      I fired back. "Oh, and how is he a mutual problem? He's on your side."

      "Azriel is on his own side. We are not sure what happened to him in Antarctica, but he no longer answers to the Watchers."

      "You are telling me he went rogue?"

      Michel sat back in his chair. "After you took out Father Rod, Azriel called me. He thanked me for centuries of friendship, then he warned me not to come after him."

      "Are you scared of him?"

      "Well, Azriel doesn't make threats, he makes promises. Shortly after that, your unit disappeared."

      "Do you know what he is up to?" I asked.

      "No, but he has large amounts of Blue Haze--that's what I call it--in his possession. Your old unit is providing cover and moving it around."

      "We were always good at creating chaos and misdirection. Surely you can see through all that," I said. "Why do you need me?"

      "I will provide you with a team, and you will find them. In exchange, I will provide you and all your associates with protection and cover from both the Jesuits and Rosicrucians."

      "In exchange for killing my brothers?"

      "No. Your 'brothers' can be saved. They are simply possessed, but their souls remain in their bodies. I will give you a talisman that will absorb the demons and save your unit. Once all is good, you give me the talisman back filled with the demons, and you will have your buddies back. You can save your unit."

      I had to step back and think for a moment. The emotions were running rampant through my mind. I had a chance to save the rest of my unit, undo part of what happened in Antarctica. It was too good to be true. "What about Azriel?"

      "The Watchers are chasing him," Michel said. "That will distract him enough to take his unit and the powder from him."

      "What about the Blue Haze? I'm not giving it to you."

      "Destroy it, destroy all of it. We didn't want it in the first place."

      "I need to let you know that two of the men are probably dead."

      "How? Did you kill them?"

      "No, someone else did. They used a special sword that infects demons and kills them."

      "Oh, supplied by an angel, no doubt." Michel smiled. "We have been curing those wounds for a couple of centuries now. I'm sure they're still alive."

      Michel was very smooth. He was trying to earn my trust. He was using my emotions to tempt me to let my guard down. We are all friends here, right? Wrong. I wanted to hear his sales pitch, and it was good. Now it was time to ensure we had a mutual agreement.
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      MY NEW BEST FRIEND Michel sat across the table from me. He offered me everything he could. Now it was time to get some real answers. I opened my jackknife, and it immediately turned into the flaming broadsword. I placed the sword against Michel's neck. He did nothing, just sat in his chair and stared at me. I focused on compelling the truth from him. There was a bright flash in the room, and the Archangel Gideon was standing behind Michel.

      Gideon laid his hands on Michel's shoulders. "Put your sword away, Jacob."

      Michel was no longer smiling. He bowed his head as he took deep breaths. "Gideon, what can I do for you?"

      Gideon cracked his neck. "Jacob and I want to know why."

      "Why what, Gideon? We need to stop Azriel and save those boys."

      Gideon's hands tighten around Michel's shoulders, and his eyes turned bright yellow. Michel was writhing from the pain. Gideon stopped, and Michel's eyes went back to bright blue.

      "Michel, why?"

      Michel swallowed hard. "Azriel took over several operations. He has most of the Watchers trapped in spirit boxes. The others are hiding. Azriel has taken Nimrod's body. He has his own plan for humanity."

      I asked, "Why send me after him?"

      "You're the only one that scares him," Michel replied. "I thought if I set you two on a collision course, I could get rid of either one or both of you."

      Gideon squeezed his shoulders again. "Tell him the rest."

      Michel complied. "Nimrod is revived, but very weak. Azriel needs the demonic souls from your unit to restore his strength and power."

      I cocked my head and raised my sword. "That is why you wanted them trapped in the talisman?"

      Michel nodded his head yes. "I figured if I had the souls, Azriel would have to include me in his plans."

      "Can I still save my men?" I asked.

      "That wasn't a lie. As long as you don't damage their bodies, the talisman will work," Michel replied.

      Gideon's eyes blazed. "Tell him the rest." His hands moved from Michel's shoulders to his neck. "Tell him how he has to do it to save them."

      Michel shook and was drooling. "You have to have them all in the same room. The demons have to extracted at the same time."

      Ah shit, there is always something. "I can't do them one at a time?"

      Michel replied, "All at once, or they die."

      Gideon's eyes continued to glow, and Michel was getting weak. "Gideon, let him go," I said.

      Gideon's voice echoed. "He needs to be punished. Strike him down with your sword. I will trap him."

      I placed my sword on Gideon's neck. "Gideon, let him go." I focused and gained control of Gideon for a moment. It was long enough for Michel to free himself and come around the table by me.

      "Gideon, why are you here?" I asked.

      Gideon struggled. "To help--" He took a deep breath. "To help Uriel send you on a wild-goose chase."

      Fucking Uriel again, what the hell. "Why? What does Uriel want?"

      Gideon continued to struggle, but he could not resist my sword. "He wants the powder. He wants Wyatt to win and you to lose."

      "I need Michel for this mission." I removed my sword from Gideon's neck.

      "More than you need Heaven?" Gideon asked.

      I looked over at Michel and motioned for him to sit down. "Don't speak to me of Heaven. You only throw that around as an idle threat. You are working for your own ambitions."

      "I am following orders," Gideon said. "You trust this half breed over me?"

      "Who is giving those orders, Gideon? Yahweh?"

      Gideon looked down. "No, I have not spoken to Yahweh. He only speaks to you."

      I raised my sword up again to press it against Gideon's throat, but he vanished before I could. I swung the sword over to Michel's neck and looked him straight in the eye. "No more lies, no more deceit. We work together from now on."

      "I have been around for almost eighty generations. I have never seen a human control an Archangel." Michel stood from his chair and dropped to his knees. "You are the one, Jacob. I will follow you."

      I shook my head. "What in the hell are you talking about, 'follow me'? Just tell me the truth and help me with my men."

      Michel looked up at me. "Yes, Jacob, whatever you want."

      "Damn it, General, just stand up."

      Michel stood up and grabbed my hand. My necklace immediately put me in his mind. Michel was genuine; he had just vowed to follow me. In his mind, I was his to command.

      Great, add on really old Nephilim to my list of assets. I had no idea at the time what an asset that truly was.
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      NO MATTER WHAT I DID, I always seemed to piss off an angel or two. Lucifer was right, I could not trust the Archangels. They had their own agendas, and that was not necessarily good for me. Heaven seemed to be fractured, just as fractured as this world.

      Michel, also known as General Mitchell, made arrangements for both of us to be transported to a secret base in the mountains. He had a special team that would help me hunt down my unit. I had worked with special forces in the past; it was never uneventful. There was always a lot of ego and competition, but a lot of fun.

      We boarded a helicopter loaded with supplies and munitions. There were a couple of seats folded down in the front. I sat next to Michel. The chinook took off just as we strapped ourselves in. Michel dug in his pocket and pulled out a round object with writing on the edges.

      "Take this. It's the talisman that I spoke of. When you have your team trapped and together, use your necklace to read the inscription."

      "Any precautions I need to take with this relic?" I asked.

      "Nope, just shove it in your pocket until you need it."

      I took the disk and looked at it. "You think it will be that easy? Even with special forces, we will be lucky to trap them."

      Michel smiled. "Wait till you meet your team, then you may have a better perspective."

      Michel looked very proud, like he had the advantage or some trick up his sleeve. We were in the air for sixty-five minutes. He talked about Azriel's mutiny and how he needed to be stopped. I was bored with the conversation and started to daydream.

      I was concentrating on the treetops and the beauty of the terrain. I heard a voice. "Trust your feelings, follow your instincts. You are on the right path."

      The voice was inside my head. I concentrated a little harder and asked, "Why are the Archangels against me?"

      The voice responded. "You are here. Wake up." The helicopter landed, the rotors slowed down, and the back hatch opened. A crew was ready and started to remove the supplies from the back. Michel slapped my knee twice as he unbuckled himself and rose from his chair.

      "Is Hatcher here?" I asked.

      "No. I gave him a small unit and have him chasing some false leads. It's safer for him this way."

      Michel acted like he cared for Hatcher, so I was surprised by his actions. The compound had a few buildings, a barracks, obstacle course, and a small area for combat training. It was a simple camp, certainly not the normal Army base. Michel blew a whistle, and there was a rustling in the woods, like animals running through the brush. The first soldier appeared from the woods--a large man's body with the head of a lion. He stopped and stood at attention as others appeared and stood in the same line.

      I looked at Michel. "Lion men, really Michel?"

      "They are fierce fighters, very cunning and very hard to kill."

      I looked down the line. "Not very covert. They kind of stick out in a crowd."

      "You still have a lot to learn," Michel fired back. He turned to the men. "Show him how you blend in."

      The lion men began to moan and growl as their faces slowly changed into a human form. It was painful for them to change, but when they were finished, they looked like normal soldiers.

      Michel looked at me and smiled as he crooked his head. "You look concerned. I thought you would be excited."

      "How do you control them?"

      "I don't control them, like you think. Lion men have been soldiers throughout history. They volunteered for these types of missions."

      "They are loyal to you."

      "They are loyal to the Army. They have completed over a hundred missions successfully."

      "They will follow my lead without question?"

      "They will follow you, just like any other soldier. What's your issue?"

      I didn't answer Michel. I looked at the men lined up as they stood at attention. My necklace connected to me as I searched for a reason not to trust them. These monsters were not that different than I was at one time--follow orders, take out targets, and come home.

      I turned to Michel. "I don't have an issue as long as I can bring a member or two of my team to join us."

      Michel just nodded yes and smiled. He dismissed the men. We had an agreement.
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      I PACED THE COMPOUND to make sure I knew every corner. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the silly rabbit's foot that Adira gave me. I began to rub it as I walked. A portal opened right in front of me, and Adira walked through it. She took a quick look around, then put her back to me as if to guard me from some danger.

      The lion men quickly ran out of the buildings and surrounded us. I put my back to Adira's as I pulled out my knife and willed it into the broadsword. I knew I couldn't trust these beasts. It was a setup. I was ready for anything at this point. They circled us like prey, then Michel ran out of his office.

      "Stop! What are you doing?"

      One of the lion men answered. "She's a witch."

      Michel blew his whistle, and the lion men immediately stood up and fell in line, standing at attention. He stood in front of the group. "I told you. This battle will be fought with outsiders. Your previous enemies may become allies. Jacob's witch is part of our team. Understand?"

      The lion men answered in unison. "Yes, sir."

      Adira leaned over to me and whispered, "Oh, I am Jacob's witch, huh? That's funny."

      I smirked and leaned over to her. "Shush, little witch. Behave."

      She nudged me in the ribs. "Not my style, babe." Adira walked over to Michel. "I am Adira." She rolled up her sleeves and put her arms together that revealed a tattoo. The lion men immediately bowed to Adira and fell to their knees. "I'm here to help you, like my family has for thousands of years. Rise, and let's celebrate."

      The lion men immediately rose to their feet and surrounded Adira like she was a rock star. They introduced themselves, shook her hand, then went to the mess hall to prepare a feast.

      I stood by Michel. I was confused. "What the hell was that?"

      Michel shook his head from side to side. "I have no idea. I've never seen that before."

      Adira finished her session with her fans and sauntered toward us. "No big deal, boys. Let's eat."

      "Jacob, I don't know who she is, but she's a keeper," Michel said.

      He walked behind her to the mess hall. I smiled as I watched her butt as she walked through the doors of the building. Yep, she's a keeper.

      I was the last one to walk into the hall. There was a special head table set up, and Adira was sitting in the middle. She waved me toward her and pointed to the empty chair next to her. I walked up and sat next to her.

      I leaned over to whisper in her ear. "Not bad. Anything you want to tell me?"

      She smiled. "We will talk later. For now, just enjoy."

      The lion men brought out big pans of meats that were barely cooked and set them on the tables. Our table was stacked with burgers, fries, milkshakes, and cheese curds. The menu was definitely set up by Adira. I laughed to myself as we ate. She was certainly full of surprises.

      The leader of the lion men was Gunnarr. He stood up in the middle of the meal and roared; everyone stopped eating. He raised his glass of ale, and everyone in the room followed his lead.

      "This is truly a blessed day," Gunnarr said. "We are fortunate that a descendant of our savior is here in our presence. This is surely a sign, a sign that we are on the right path. Here's to Adira and her entire family."

      Everyone cheered and drank in her honor. She blushed a little and waved at them all. The dinner was finished. I grabbed Adira's hand, and we walked out of the mess hall.

      "Let's have that talk now."

      We walked to the outer limits of the compound and sat on a couple of crates by the motor pool. Adira continued to hold my hand the entire way.

      "Okay, savior, spill it. What were they talking about?" I asked.

      Adira was looking especially beautiful in the moonlit compound. She smiled at me, and it almost made me feel ten years younger.

      "It’s really nothing. My family saved the lion men from extinction and brought them over here. They cast spells to hide them from the natives and gave them the ability to shape-shift. I was always told if I ran into them to put my arms together to reveal the covenant between us and them."

      "That would have been good information to have."

      "You didn't want me here," she said. "I am guessing now you do?"

      "I had made that choice before I found out you were the queen of the lion men."

      She smiled and moved over to sit next to me. She put her head on my shoulder.

      "Adira, why didn't you bring the rest of your team?"

      "Clyde has them on a separate mission. He won't let me near them."

      "Does that worry you?" I asked.

      "Hell yes. We're a team, why is he cutting me out?"

      I could not answer her question. I trusted Clyde, but I wanted to also get some answers for Adira. She didn't deserve to get cut out like this.

      "I'm sure he has his reasons. Why don't we get him here tomorrow and I will ask him."

      "Thanks, I appreciate that."

      I put my cheek on the top of her head. "Why don't we turn in for the night and get a fresh start in the morning?"

      "Give me five more minutes," Adira said. "Am I staying here or going back home?"

      "Stay here for tonight. We will figure things out tomorrow."

      Adira smiled and squeezed my hand. She actually seemed happy. The sarcasm had left; she was just enjoying the moment. We sat there for another thirty minutes or so, then slowly walked over to the officers' quarters. She wanted to sleep in my room. I lay down in bed and covered up. There was another bed in the room, but she decided she would rather sleep in my bed. She snuggled in and fell asleep while I held her.
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      I HEARD THE SOUNDS of morning calisthenics. I looked down at Adira as she slept. I wiggled my way out of bed. I took the covers with me as I went to the end of the bed; when I turned around, Adira was naked. She must have woken up and stripped down while I slept last night. I smiled as I took the covers and tucked her in. What good is a necklace with all the wisdom of the world if it doesn't wake me up when a naked woman crawls into my bed? I felt a small jolt in my chest; it seemed the necklace took offense to that thought.

      I dressed for the morning workout and walked outside. The lion men were just finishing their run and were about to start a grappling session. I stood back and watched as they paired up and rolled around on the ground. They definitely fought like cats, not humans. I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned around. It was Gunnarr.

      "Want to roll?" Gunnarr asked.

      I didn't feel like it was time to take things easy. I had to prove myself to the men. "Sure. Just be gentle, I'm old."

      Gunnarr just smiled as we walked onto the battlefield. The other men stopped and made a circle so they could all watch. This was more of a planned challenge than a friendly match. Gunnarr turned around. "Are you ready, old man?"

      I nodded as I watched him take his stance. He ran at me like a wild animal. I am sure that worked on most, but I had a few tricks up my sleeve. I waited until the very last moment, dropped to my back as I grabbed his ears, and kicked him over with my foot. I allowed my body to follow his so I ended up mounting his torso. I put my right arm around the back of his neck, while securing his arm, and clamped down. I started to choke him as he squirmed. Just before he passed out, I let him go and stood up.

      Gunnarr slowly stood up, rubbing his neck. "You are stronger than I thought. Ready for round two?"

      I nodded my head again. Gunnarr had learned a lesson and circled me this time. I bent my knees a bit and focused on my surroundings. I heard a noise from behind--one of his men decided to jump me from behind. As I felt his paw touching my shoulder, I grabbed it while I backed into him, and threw his body into Gunnarr. They both were on the ground. Gunnarr kicked him off.

      "That was not honorable. Everyone, do push-ups while you watch."

      The lion men assumed the push-up position and began to count them off. Gunnarr lined up again and circled me. He had a plan. I needed to be careful. He was cunning, talented, and dangerous. He went down on all fours and circled me faster. He was going to attack me as a lion man would. I prepared for his attack by resetting my stance. He leaped at me, and I was able to hook his neck with my hand and drive his face into the dirt. I secured my arms around his neck and choked him again. This time I waited until he had passed out before I let him go.

      The other lion men were shocked and put their heads down as they continued to do push-ups. I stood up and rolled Gunnarr over. I walked around and held out my hand to help him up. He batted my hand away and used his feet to entangle my legs and trip me to the ground. I was fast enough to evade his attempt to mount my torso by shrimping between his legs. I then had his back and was in perfect position for a rear naked choke. I put the choke in hard.

      I applied the choke and asked, "Do you yield, Gunnarr?"

      At first, he struggled and tried to pry my arms from his neck. Every movement tightened the choke, until he finally tapped my arm three times. The fight was over; I hoped he was a good sport. I heard clapping from behind the building; it was Adira as she walked toward the group.

      Gunnarr stood up and reached out to shake my hand. "Adira has a strong warrior at her side. I am honored to have you at mine also."

      I shook his hand and bowed my head to him. It was the honorable thing to do. He was a true warrior. He had a code; I respected that.

      Michel came out of his office. "Finish up out here. Gunnarr and Jacob, in my office ASAP. I have information."

      I walked over to Adira. "It is time to get Clyde. Can you bring him here?"

      She winked at me, gave me a kiss on my cheek, and walked off as a portal opened. It stayed open just long enough for her to walk through. I hoped she would be back with Clyde quickly. Gunnarr finished with the men and sent them to their daily posts. We cleaned up and walked together to Michel's office.

      A portal opened right behind us. Clyde and Adira both walked through and followed us the rest of the way into the building. The first room we entered had maps taped to the walls and thick file folders on a table. I looked at the maps while the others sat in the chairs around the table. Michel walked into the room and shut the door.

      Michel spoke. "This is all the information that I have on Azriel's operation. He appears to be moving his product daily--my guess is to consolidate into one location."

      I continued to study the maps. "Why would he consolidate?"

      "I don't know for sure," Michel replied.

      Gunnarr had opened some of the files and was browsing through them. "He appears to be using Jesuit properties to house the powder. I think we should start with those."

      I shook my head as I continued to study the maps. There were some movements that had been documented. It seemed familiar to me, but I couldn't figure it out. It was a familiar puzzle. Clyde was also looking through the files.

      "Why has Azriel purchased all these small pharmaceutical companies in the last few months?" Clyde asked.

      I turned around. "I thought you were tracking all of his purchases and business dealings. Why are you surprised?"

      "I don't have any record of them," Clyde responded. "The Army does."

      "They are owned by the Watchers," Michel said. "Azriel has control of them."

      Adira sat in the chair with her legs crossed, hands on her knees, and eyes closed. I was frustrated that she was not participating in the conversation. "Let's get a list of every building and business not owned by Azriel that he has control of," I said. "That has to be where--"

      Adira stood up and picked up a marker. Her eyes were still closed as she walked over to the maps and began circling locations.

      "Adira, what are you doing?" I asked.

      She did not answer and continued to circle locations. She turned her head and squinted her eyes tightly shut, then circled the last location, and dropped the marker. Her eyes opened just as she lost her balance. I caught her in my arms and helped her to a chair.

      She looked up at me and smiled. She was exhausted. "Those are the locations you need to go to," she said. "There is something at each one that will tell you where he is."

      Clyde walked over and kneeled next to the chair. "Adira, what did you do?"

      She took a deep breath. "I astro-projected myself to the locations on the map to find out where they are."

      Clyde shook his head. "You exposed yourself. They can track you back here."

      Adira shook her head side to side. "No, I found Peter. He told me how to do it and still hide."

      "Where is Peter?" I asked.

      Adira had fallen asleep. She needed to rest and regain her energy. I picked her up and carried her toward the door.

      "Where are you going?" Michel asked.

      "I'm going to take her back to my room. I'll be right back."

      Clyde stood up and moved in front of me. "If you take her out of this room, you stay with her. She could be in danger and needs protection while she sleeps."

      "You taught her how to do this?" I sternly asked Clyde.

      Clyde became defensive. "Hell no. I don't really know how to do it yet. She is like a magical sponge. If she reads about it, she can do it."

      I walked by Clyde, pushing him out of the way. "You guys gather all the intel you can on those locations and figure out a plan. I'll be back when she wakes up."

      They were not happy with my decision to leave. Adira figured out in ten minutes what would have taken us all day, if we would have figured it out at all. She deserved to be comfortable, and I needed to find out where Peter was as soon as she woke up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      THE DOOR SLAMMED OPEN as Clyde and Gunnarr walked in, arguing. Adira had slept for a solid four hours, and I wasn't about to let these two interrupt her. I stood up and pushed them out into the hallway and shut the door.

      "What the hell is going on?" I asked.

      "I'm not taking orders from this kitten," Clyde said, nodding at Gunnarr.

      "Clyde, get a grip on yourself. What are you talking about?"

      Clyde took a deep breath. "Gunnarr wants to use Adira and myself to pop open portals for advance teams for each location."

      "That seems reasonable to me. What's the issue?" I asked.

      Gunnarr responded. "He is scared."

      Clyde nodded his head. "You're damn right I am scared. Once we start this, who knows what will happen. Adira has to open the portals here. I can only open portals back."

      I shook my head. "I see, this is an ego thing for you."

      "No, it is not ego. I am worried that it is too much for Adira."

      Clyde seemed overly protective of Adira. I wondered if there was more to the story. The door to my room opened, and Adira walked into the hallway.

      "I'm not your concern, Clyde. Besides, I figured out how to disguise my portals so they are untraceable."

      Clyde scoffed. "That's impossible. I have never read such a thing."

      "Oh no, Clyde, it's true."

      "Really, how did you figure that out?"

      Adira became flushed, and she looked embarrassed. "I just know things."

      I was curious how she had figured it out, but before I could ask the question, my necklace jumped in and started feeding me information. The necklace explained to me that it had bonded with Adira and shared a few things.

      "Clyde, just drop it for now. I believe her; she just knows things."

      Adira gave me a little smile--she understood I knew the truth. "Yeah, like I know this job would be a lot easier if my crew was here with me."

      Clyde straightened his stance and crossed his arms. "Impossible, they're on a separate mission." His posture was strange; I'd never seen him so defiant.

      "What mission is that?" I asked.

      Clyde's posture slumped, and he turned to Gunnarr. "Could you give us some privacy, please?"

      Gunnarr turned and walked down the hallway and out the door. Clyde backed up to the wall, as if he was bracing for impact.

      "Well, we're alone. Just the three of us. Let's have it. What mission?" I asked.

      "I think it would be easier if I showed you. Just promise me you won't get mad until I explain."

      I nodded in agreement. Clyde opened a portal and motioned for us to walk through. Clyde, Adira, and I walked into what looked like a solitary confinement block in a maximum-security prison. I heard banging at the end of the hall where the Boonies were sitting. They immediately ran down the hallway toward us when they saw us.

      Franky gave me a hug. "What are you guys doing here?"

      "We came to see what you were up to. Who or what is in that cell?" I asked.

      Franky bit his lip. "Jacob, what is in that cell is crazy strong, crazy mean, and just plain crazy."

      All three of them looked scared of what was in the cell. Whatever it was, it took a small giant, a vampire, and a fallen angel to keep it contained. Clyde was standing behind us very quiet. He put his hands on my shoulder and nudged me forward.

      "Jacob, I need you to see this before I explain."

      Adira stayed back and continued to talk to her team. I could not hear what they were saying as we walked up to the door. I peered into the room, and the face of a woman popped up in front of the window. She looked at me as if she recognized me. The ends of her hair were on fire, and she cocked her head, then punched the door. I realized I was looking at Tanya, but it wasn't her--she was something else.

      "What the fuck did you do?" I asked. Clyde did not answer. I turned toward him, grabbed his shoulders, and slammed him against the wall. I held him off the floor. "What the fuck did you do, Clyde?"

      "I used an ancient spell and merged a fragment of a phoenix soul with Tanya's and resurrected her."

      Adira heard this and ran down the hall. "Who did you sacrifice for the ritual?"

      "What do you mean by sacrifice?" I asked.

      "Dark magic like this has a cost," Adira replied. "It is usually a life for a life. But when you fuse two souls like this, it costs more."

      Clyde lowered his head. "I took three of the guards we captured that worked for Azriel."

      "Clyde, what in the fuck were you thinking?" I broke my promise; I was angry. "Seriously, you killed three people to bring her back as this thing?"

      Tanya heard what I had said through the door and screamed as she relentlessly punched the door. I let Clyde down and looked at him for an explanation. Adira put her hand on my necklace and began mumbling.

      "What is she doing?" Clyde asked.

      "My necklace shares information with Adira. She found out when she and I slept in the same bed. If she touches the necklace, it feeds her information."

      Adira let go of the necklace. "It works best if I'm naked."

      Clyde bit his lip and grunted. "You guys are sleeping together?"

      "Calm down, nothing happened," I replied. "Seriously, Clyde, nothing happened."

      Adira walked up and poked Clyde's shoulder. "Problem at hand, you fucked up the spell."

      Clyde became defensive. "No shit, your highness. Is there a way to fix it?"

      Adira snapped back. "Yeah, you need three more sacrifices and a few ingredients to mix with their blood."

      Clyde slid down the wall and sat on his rear end while placing his head in his hands. "I have to kill three more people in the ceremony. I can't."

      Adira sat down next to him. "You have five days before this becomes permanent. Then the phoenix takes over her body, and she is gone forever. You have no choice."

      I walked back over to the door and looked in at Tanya. She would never be the same, but maybe we could get a part of her back. It was harder for me to see her this way than believing she was dead. I turned around and walked toward Clyde and Adira.

      "We will pick up three more guards while we are on the mission. Then we will all do it together."

      Clyde looked up at me and extended his hand. I grabbed it and helped him stand up. Clyde gave me a nod as he turned and walked down the hall. I turned to Adira. "Let's talk."

      Adira grabbed my wrists and held my arms out at an angle and looked me in the eyes. "Jacob, it was not my intention to use you. I really want to sleep with you, when you're ready. I am in love with you."

      I blushed. She was so damn straightforward. "So, interfacing with the necklace was just a fringe benefit?"

      She lowered her head and pulled me in closer. "I wasn't using you. That first night you wrapped your arms around me, the necklace spoke to me. It told me I needed to know things to survive being around you."

      "You didn't think about telling me this?"

      "Yeah, I did, but I was afraid it would change things between us. I really like where we are at right now. Both you and the necklace makes me stronger."

      I didn't notice, but Franky and Garcia were listening to the conversation and making stupid gestures. When I looked over at them, they stopped. I took a moment to reflect on my feelings. If the necklace made her strong enough to survive being with me, that is all that mattered. "I'm fine with you using the necklace, as long as you are safe."

      Adira pulled me toward her and hugged me. "Thank you."

      I kissed the top of her head. "Just be honest with me from now on."
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      WE RETURNED TO THE BASE and walked quietly across the compound to the conference room. Michel and Gunnarr were preparing the briefing documents for the attacks. We all knew, no matter how distasteful, what had to be done. We walked into the room with a second agenda; no matter how I felt, it couldn't be prioritized over the powder.

      The plan was simple. There were six targets. We would split into teams and attack two locations at a time. In order to preserve the element of surprise, we didn't have time to gather intelligence. That was the one hole they didn't have filled.

      Clyde offered the solution. "I can have secondary teams stationed thirty minutes outside of each location. Each team will have forensic techs. They swoop in once the area is secured."

      Michel scoffed. "You have that many people that can be ready at dawn?"

      Clyde smiled as he reached for his cell phone. He walked out into the hallway and made a few phone calls. We moved on to putting the teams together and working out the logistics. I had overlooked the fact that we were not dealing with normal soldiers. The lion men could pack more ammo and heavier weapons than a normal human and could operate at faster speeds.

      Clyde walked back into the conference room. "We are all set. The teams will set up in the middle of the night and relay intel and observations."

      We continued to plan, and by the end of the day we had formed an operation that had an excellent chance of succeeding. This was a far cry from the last-ditch effort we started with. I felt we had a good chance at success.

      Gunnarr presented the briefing after dinner. I knew the plan inside and out; I paid little attention to what he was saying, my thoughts were on saving as many of my old unit as possible. I reminisced about the better times in the Army, but always landed on how I failed them in Antarctica. Then I thought about Tanya. This mission was not about stopping the distribution of the powder to me, it was about redeeming myself. It was a chance to correct my mistakes.

      We adjourned and cleared the room. I walked outside and looked up at the sky, a clear night and thousands of stars were out. I felt arms come around my waist and clasp at my belly button. I was jerked back hard and pulled through a portal.

      I dropped my hips and spun around. In the process, I grabbed the head of my assailant and twisted my arm, so my wrist bone was in his throat. I grabbed my hand and pulled up, while sprawling my legs out. I looked up, and there was Wyatt looking at me. I focused on who I was choking--it was Uriel.

      I let him go and stepped back. "What the hell do you want?"

      Uriel stood up straight as he rubbed his neck. "I think you have gotten stronger, Jacob."

      I lowered my head and tensed up my body. "What do you want?"

      "I just want to talk for a couple of minutes. That's all."

      Wyatt was slowly circling me as he attempted to get behind me.

      "Wyatt, stay in front of me."

      Wyatt stopped and knelt. His hands were on his knees, and he was quietly watching, ready to move. I remembered what Lucifer had said; I quickly accessed my necklace. It seemed to be waiting for me to ask. It flooded me with information and made me a little dizzy for a second.

      I fixed my eyes on Uriel. "Why don't you just take me back to the base?"

      "I will. I just need to understand your intentions tomorrow."

      "Why? What does it matter to you?"

      "You may not be able to save your old unit. Are you prepared for that?"

      "I am."

      Uriel shook his head from side to side. "No. No, I don't believe you are." Uriel began to circle me as he reached for his sword.

      "Just talk, huh? You're so full of shit. What's your game?" My necklace fed me instructions on how to harden my body. I followed them, and it felt like I was wearing light armor.

      "I see someone has been teaching you. Who? Michael?"

      The fact that he thought it was Michael made me wonder how long it had been since he had talked to anyone in Heaven. "Nope, figured it out on my own."

      Uriel scoffed. "No, I don't think so. Do you really want to fight me?"

      "No. I want to go back to the base. I have to complete the mission tomorrow so I can save Tanya."

      Uriel looked over at Wyatt, who was staring at me. "No, Tanya is dead. There is no saving her."

      I cocked my head and squinted my right eye. "Well, she's kind of back."

      Uriel stopped in his tracks. "Which one, Clyde or Adira? Did you talk to her?"

      "Why does it matter?" I said. "And no."

      Uriel paced back and forth. "There's a balance that must be kept. If she was resurrected, the balance has been thrown off. Who did it?"

      It was time to get the truth out of Uriel. I slowly reached in my pocket for my knife. It was gone. I panicked as I dug my hand deeper into my pocket. Uriel pulled my knife out of his pocket and held it up in the air like a trophy.

      "I picked it out of your pocket just before we entered the portal. I couldn't allow you to hold me hostage like you did Gabriel."

      I had to figure out a way to get my knife back. Uriel's guard was up while he stressed out about the balance of the universe. He continued to pace and mutter to himself as he held my knife. A female voice spoke to me in my head. "That's your knife. Reach for it. It will come."

      Who the hell is this in my head now?

      The voice answered back. "We are one. I am what you call the necklace. Just do as I say."

      I reached up and opened my hand. It took a couple of seconds, but the knife wiggled in Uriel's hand. He stopped and looked at his hand as the knife transformed into the flaming broadsword. Uriel screamed in pain as he opened his hand. The sword flew out of his hand and into mine.

      Uriel held his hand as he gazed at me. He realized he had lost the sword and ran over to Wyatt and grabbed him by the neck. Uriel quickly opened a portal and ran into it. They were gone, and I was stuck wherever he had dragged me to. Why in the hell did he want me here?

      The female voice spoke again. "Call to Adira."

      I pulled out the rabbit's foot she had given me. Why haven't you talked to me before? What should I call you? How are you talking to me?

      "You weren't strong enough to hear my voice. Call me Lara. We are connected, and this is one of two ways I can communicate with you. Call on Adira." Lara had a sort of British accent that made her sound authoritative and kind of sexy. I rubbed the rabbit's foot, and a portal opened almost immediately.

      Adira walked out of the portal. "Hey, sugar, been looking for ya."

      Lara responded. "I love her."

      I looked at Adira. "Did you hear that?"

      Lara laughed. "I only talk to you. Only you can hear me."

      I exhaled out of my nose quickly. "Oh, that's good."

      Adira cocked her head. "Good that I came, or good that I was looking for you?"

      I realized that I was having two conversations. I needed to focus on Adira. Lara continued to laugh in my head.

      "Good that you're here," I said to Adira. "Let's get back to the base."

      Adira opened another portal. "So what happened? Why are you here?" She grabbed my hand as we stepped into the portal and soon were back at the base.

      "Uriel grabbed me for some reason. It was really strange. I think he is losing his mind."

      "I don't think Arches lose their minds, dear."

      "It doesn't matter. Why don't you go on to bed? I need to sort a few things out in my head."

      Adira pulled my head down and kissed my cheek, then walked toward the barracks. I walked over to a bench and sat down. Lara, are you there?

      "Seriously, if you see me hanging around your neck, I'm here."

      Okay, dumb question. What did Uriel want?

      "I don't know. I couldn't tell. He seemed unstable."

      How can that be?

      "Angels get that way when they haven't talked to Yahweh in a while. He is definitely out of contact."

      Should I be worried?

      "You should get some rest and worry about your mission tomorrow. I will help you through it, but you need sleep."

      I agreed with Lara's assessment. I needed to sleep, but I also needed to know more about Lara. She could sense that I had questions before I asked. "I'll enter your dreams tonight," Lara replied. "We can sit down and chat then. You must first sleep."
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      LARA WAS NOT WITHOUT a sense of humor. She spent the night educating me on my powers and what was currently available and what my potential was. I woke up naked, and Adira was the same, lying next to me. Lara laughed inside my head.

      "You two are such a cute couple. Now get dressed."

      This was all I needed, a snarky, smart-assed relic taking control of and making fun of me. Yahweh was certainly not without a sense of humor. Adira woke up just as I crawled out of bed.

      "Whoa, babe, did I miss something?"

      I turned around by accident before covering up.

      Adira smiled. "Nope, got it all. Come back over here."

      "We don't have time," I said. "Get dressed. It's mission time."

      Adira grinned as she raised her eyebrows. "All work and no play, sugar."

      I grabbed my clothes and got dressed as fast as I could, while Lara continued to laugh.

      "What's the matter?" Adira asked.

      "Don't know how to explain it any differently. My necklace talks to me."

      Adira lay back in the bed. "Oh, you mean Lara. Lara is talking to you?"

      I thought Lara only talked to me. "Oh, she talks to you too?"

      "Nope, it just shared its name with me. This is not uncommon. You'll get used to it."

      "Oh yeah. In the meantime, get dressed."

      I turned around, and Adira was standing up fully dressed. She walked by and pinched my butt. "Don't be late, darling. I'd hate to do this without you."

      Adira left the room as I finished getting dressed. Lara continued to make fun of me and laugh. I opened the door and walked down the hall. Lara continued to laugh.

      I yelled, "SHUT UP!"

      There were others in the hallway, and they all looked at me as if I was crazy. Lara was quiet for a moment, then responded, "Here ends the lesson."

      What lesson is that?

      "I am here for information. You're in charge. If we are to work together, we need to establish rules."

      Lara's tone of voice was different. Did I offend you?

      "No. I enjoy talking. I don't get to do that often. I will feed you information when you ask for it. I will also converse with you when needed."

      Can we work together? What if I don't know that I need help?

      "I will interject as needed. Now get out there. We have a mission to complete."

      I felt good about the conversation with Lara. This could be a very good relationship.

      "I agree," Lara replied.

      I walked into the middle of the compound, where everyone else gathered for the final thoughts. This is where we would launch our missions, and hopefully this is where everyone would be at the end of the day.

      Clyde verified his teams were in position. The first two sites on our list had no activity since the arrival of the teams. There were no guards, no vehicles; they were dead sites. We discussed whether to attack the sites or not. I decided it was best to go and make sure the sites were secured for the forensics teams to go through and maybe find some intel.

      The teams lined up and were ready. Clyde was with Alpha Team. Adira and I were on Bravo Team. Adira opened the portal for Alpha Team; they ran through, and the portal was closed within seconds. Adira then opened the portal for Bravo. The lion men walked through first, then Adira and I followed. I opted not to lead the team through so I could hang back and protect Adira.

      We were three hundred yards from the perimeter of the warehouse. Adira had placed us perfectly so we had plenty of cover to do our own assessment of the facility and not give up the element of surprise. The warehouse looked abandoned, but we decided to enter cautiously, just in case it was a trap.

      The lion men split their force and planned to enter the compound from two different directions. They were fast and very quiet in their execution. I could see why Michel used them for ops like this. It took them minutes to get into position, and the execution was even faster. Their strength and speed was a sight to see.

      We were inside the complex and working our way through the buildings. The offices had paperwork and maps, but there was no cargo to be found. We had one more building to search. As we lined up at the doors, Lara chimed in.

      "Wait. Take a deep breath through your nose. I think I recognize something."

      I did as Lara asked. I signaled the leader to hold while I took a deep sniff.

      Lara analyzed what I smelled. "Yup, that's what I thought. It's a trap."

      What is in there?

      "A fire-spitter. It's a demon that spits lava."

      What's it protecting? It must be important.

      "You don't use a fire-spitter to protect, only to destroy."

      I made my way up to the sergeant who was leading our team.

      "Sarge, I think we need to leave this building alone for right now."

      "Why?" he answered abruptly.

      I responded as if I knew what I was talking about. "Take a whiff. What do you smell?"

      The sergeant inhaled a deep breath through his nose. As he realized what we were dealing with, he turned his head back to me.

      "Thanks, but we got this. Not our first time fighting one of these." He motioned to the other group and used some sort of sign language to communicate with them. They nodded and gave a thumbs-up, then disappeared around the corner.

      I went back to Adira. "There is a monster in there that spits lava. They are going to breach anyway."

      "Well, what should we do?"

      Lara interrupted. "You keep her close. If this is a trap, there is a reason for it. They don't kill just to kill. Pull your sword out and be ready."

      I grabbed my knife with my right hand and moved my rifle to my left. "We're going to stay right here for now. Stay close to me," I said to Adira. "No matter what happens, don't leave my side."

      She nodded in agreement. The lion men breached the building. I could hear the spewing of lava as the attack began. I heard the gunshots and grenades going off. I had to trust they knew what they were doing. I began to scan the area for anyone else coming in. I could see six men coming in from the same direction we came. I assumed there were six more coming from the other side also.

      "Lightning, hit them with your lightning," Lara suggested.

      I grabbed the sword with both hands, and it ignited in blue flames. I focused and became surrounded by electricity. I pointed the sword toward the men and shot bolts of lightning from the end of my sword. It disintegrated everything in its path, including the six men.

      We moved to a different position so we could see the other entry point we used. The other men were coming in a standard two-by-two formation. I wanted to try to keep one or more alive. I grabbed a grenade, pulled the pin, counted to three, then threw it in their direction. It exploded midair, and all six fell to the ground.

      I ran over to check on them. There was one left alive but badly injured. I took his weapons from him, then made sure the rest were dead by shooting each one in the head. I dragged him over to lean him up against a building wall. He was not going anywhere. I hoped he would survive long enough to be interrogated. I continued to watch for more men coming.

      I saw a large amount of steam coming from the building where the lion men were fighting the fire-spitter. I walked toward the opened door to see the monster on its knees, slowly melting into a pool of its own spit.

      "Is it dead?" I asked.

      The sergeant answered. "Negative. They don't die. If you damage them enough, they have to melt to rebuild their body."

      "How long does that take?"

      The sergeant smiled. "She'll be back in twelve to fourteen hours."

      "Holy shit! Secure the area and get the forensic team down here. The clock is ticking."

      I walked back outside to find the man I left alive. He lay there in a pool of blood. His wounds were worse than I had thought. So much for an interrogation. I checked his pockets. The only thing I found was a card to a gentleman's club that was located on a ranch in the middle of Arizona. Adira saw me put the card in my pocket and smiled at me. There was no time for games; we had to move quickly.

      The secondary force came within minutes. We stood guard on the outer perimeter of the warehouse until they were finished. They gave me a bag, along with a file folder containing the results of the search, and left the scene. Adira opened a new portal, and we walked through. We were back on the base.
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      I WAS IMMEDIATELY MET BY three soldiers who grabbed the bags and the file folder and escorted me to a tent that Michel had set up. We walked inside, and I was met by Clyde.

      "What took you so long? Problems?"

      "Yeah, ran into a fire-spitter and twelve guys."

      Clyde shrugged his shoulders. "We only had twenty guys. The lion men took them out in under three minutes. It was incredible."

      "Did you find any powder?"

      Clyde shook his head. "Nope, not one bit. You?"

      "Nope, just a few piles of information and a business card from a strip club in Arizona."

      Clyde chuckled a bit. "The only thing I have are six volunteers for Tanya's recovery."

      "Six, I thought you only needed three?"

      We walked up to the front of the room where the information was laid out. "I'm not going to do this and be told I need three more. Surplus is good for this project."

      I agreed. If they were going to die anyway, it might as well be to save Tanya. We reached the front where the tables were and sat down in folding chairs until the information was ready to be shared.

      All of the data was analyzed. There was an extra site added to our assaults, a farm in Pennsylvania. Michel's team had gathered all the intel they could on the location. It was owned by a local Catholic church and run by a couple of monks and a retired Jesuit priest. This was right up my alley.

      "Gunnarr, you take your team to the next warehouse. We will take the farm. First one back takes the next warehouse. Deal?"

      "Take your time," Gunnarr said. "We got this."

      Clyde stepped up and cleared his throat. "I can get us back, but there is no way I can take us to the next warehouse without Adira."

      Adira came up from behind Clyde and grabbed his hand. "Come with me."

      He followed her to the back of the tent. She turned to him. "Kneel in front of me."

      Clyde actually followed her instructions and knelt down. Adira put her thumb on his forehead, closed her eyes, and leaned her head back. Her thumb was glowing. Clyde began to smile as he looked up at her. Her thumb went back to normal, and Clyde stood up.

      "What the hell was that?" I asked.

      Adira gave her cute little smile. "I just dropped some knowledge on our friend."

      Clyde was still smiling. "I can get us where we need to go. Thank you, dear." He leaned over and kissed her forehead.

      Adira walked over to me as I continued to stare at her. She looked up at me. "What? I just thought I would teach him how to target portals by using a combination of spells. No big deal."

      "You can transfer information by touching someone?"

      "Yeah, I learned that last night."

      I shook my head as we walked back to the table with all the information laid out. I pointed out to Adira where we wanted to open the portal and went over a plan of attack with the sergeant. The next two warehouses actually had some activity logged. Gunnarr and his team prepared their attack plan. Clyde was supremely confident that he could open the portals exactly where Gunnarr wanted.

      Gunnarr was so confident that he was going to win the race. He took the time to plan the second attack as well. We all stayed to listen to his plan. This area was large, fortified, and contained a small pharmaceutical company within its walls.

      "Gunnarr, you guys are amazing, but that is too much area to cover with a small force. We should do this one together."

      Gunnarr laughed. "Are you conceding already?"

      "Sure, if it gets you to wait for us to get back."

      He looked at the maps and satellite pictures of the compound. I could tell by his face he knew I was right. Now it was just a matter of coaxing his ego into accepting it.

      "Look, your team can go there first, scope out the situation," I said. "We can meet you there then engage together."

      Gunnarr agreed to my terms. It was time to get ready. We reloaded our weapons and stocked our supplies. It was time for the next round of attacks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      THE TWO TEAMS WERE LINED up in two-by-two formation and ready for the portals to open. I stood in the back by Adira as she opened Alpha team's portal. Gunnarr peered back and smiled at me as he disappeared into the blackness of the hole in space. I turned around and looked at Adira, gave her a smile and a nod. It was time for us to go. The portal opened in front of our team; Adira and I followed.

      We stepped onto a tree-covered hill that was half a mile from the farm. I had picked this spot because it was the best vantage point to observe the area before we attacked. I took out my binoculars to take a closer look at the farmstead. The sergeant did the same. He tapped my elbow and pointed toward the barn. There was a large side door on hinges barely moving with the wind.

      The wind picked up, and the door opened a little more to reveal a human hand flopping against the door. The door opened a bit more to reveal a naked man nailed to the door upside down.

      I needed to know what happened. "Sergeant, let's get down there now."

      He motioned to the other men, and we started a fast and coordinated descent to the farm. We started at the barn. There were no animals, just two naked men hanging upside down with a couple hundred nails that had been driven into their bodies.

      The other men checked the other buildings; they were empty. The only building left to check was the house. We approached the house in two-by-two formation and gathered by the front door. I knocked on the screen door, but there was no answer. The door was unlocked; I opened it slowly. The smell of shit and decay was horrible.

      We entered the house. There were chickens clucking in the next room. I opened the door, and the chickens ran all over the house and out the front. The room was filled with chicken shit, feathers, dead carcasses, and a dead naked male body. Adira turned and ran outside; she did not do well with the smell of death.

      The man was screwed to the floor, and there were leather straps across his body also screwed into the floor. There were several cuts all over his body that were pecked open by the chickens. The horrific look on his face, the amount of blood, and the marks on his wrist and ankles made me believe he was alive and left for the chickens.

      The sergeant stood back and studied the scene. "Baccus, what's that around his neck?"

      "That is a priest's collar."

      "Did your men do this?"

      "No, this is something else. They would've just killed him."

      There was a chair in the corner of the room that had clothes that had been matted and crapped on. I went over to take a look; it took just a few seconds to recognize the clothes were that of a priest. I looked back over at the corpse. Someone went to a lot of trouble to make sure this priest would suffer. This was personal, this was revenge.

      I turned to the sergeant. "Let's get out of here. We need to get back."

      "Sir, what about the body?"

      "This is a local matter. We can't be here when they show up. I will make sure they know about it, but only after we move to the next location."

      Adira was standing outside leaning up against a garage. I looked at her and started laughing.

      "Fuck you, Jake. I don't do the stinky shit well, okay?"

      The problem was I couldn't stop laughing, which just made her angrier.

      "Sorry, it's just the expression on your face. I'm a dick."

      Adira turned and walked away. It was her way of agreeing with me, I guessed. I walked the other direction, just to give her some space. I turned to just give her a look, when I stepped into a hole and tripped. I looked at the hole and saw there was a square area where a box was once buried.

      "Adira, get over here." I slowly slid back from the hole in an attempt to preserve any evidence. "Adira, ge--"

      "I heard ya. You apologizing?"

      "Look at this hole. What do you make of it?"

      Adira leaned down and took a look. "Well, it's a hole that had a box in it."

      "Okay, smartass. Any way to tell what was in the box?"

      Adira looked at me then crossed her eyes. "Are you kidding me? I'm a witch, not a time traveler."

      I put my head down. "I just figured there was some spell or something you could do."

      Lara decided to chime in. "You're an idiot."

      I'm not an idiot, I just thought I would ask.

      Lara responded. "You have the wisdom of the universe hanging around your neck, use it."

      She was right, she was always right. How could I use you to figure this out? The necklace began to pulsate as my senses became very acute. I was able to see the footprints. There were two people with sandals and three with military boots. I went down on my hands and knees and put my face in the hole. I sniffed the ground. I smelled a faint smell of moldy rot; it was distinct. The scent matched the aroma that came from Nimrod's body.

      "Shit." I stood up and walked over to Adira. "We need to get moving now."

      Adira grabbed my elbows and squared off with me. "What did you figure out?"

      I grabbed her arms and looked directly into her eyes. "I think they dug up a body part, the last part needed."

      Adira pulled me in closer. "The last part for what?"

      "The complete resurrection of Nimrod."
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      WE EXITED THE PORTAL and were back at the base. Adira continued to ask questions about Nimrod and the chicken farm. I ignored her questions as I walked abruptly to find Clyde. Gunnarr tried to approach me so he could gloat at how much he beat me by. I bypassed him completely as I searched for Clyde.

      Clyde was in the tent with Michel, planning the next attack. I walked in the tent; Adira and Gunnarr followed me. Clyde turned and smiled at me. "I caught nine men and transported them to the facility. We are ready--"

      "Clyde, never mind that for now. We have bigger problems."

      Gunnarr injected himself into the conversation. "What problems?"

      Adira turned to Gunnarr. "Nimrod."

      Gunnarr glared at Adira. "What did you call me?"

      I turned to Gunnarr. "No, Nimrod is the problem."

      Gunnarr replied in a louder voice. "I'm not a nimrod, nor am I a problem."

      Clyde didn't take his eyes off me. "Oh, Nimrod."

      Gunnarr roared. "The next person to call me a nimrod is getting their spine ripped out."

      I grabbed Gunnarr's arm. "King Nimrod. He is being resurrected. Now shut up."

      Gunnarr took a step back. "Oh shit, you mean the Nimrod that was killed by Esau?"

      I nodded my head yes as Gunnarr took a seat to collect his thoughts. He knew the history of his people. Nimrod almost wiped out his race in some of the most brutal battles recorded in history.

      Clyde was pragmatic in his response. "What do you need from me?"

      "First, there is something odd about the farm that we just left," I said. "Send a team out there to investigate. I think someone else is out there hunting priests. I want to find them."

      Adira chimed in. "I would like to know more about Nimrod."

      I put my arm around her waist and pulled her in close. I grabbed her hand and put it on my necklace. "I don't have time right now. Lara will show you."

      Clyde cleared his throat. "Who is Lara?"

      "That is the name of my necklace. Long story. Tell you later."

      "Fair enough. What's next?" Clyde asked.

      Adira was busy being filled in by Lara. She was in my arms and holding on tight; it made it hard to walk toward the table where the plans were. It was like running a three-legged race with someone taking a nap.

      "The next target, what have you figured out?" I asked.

      Michel had been extremely quiet up to this point. He stood at the table as he looked down at the plans. He looked up at me but kept his chin dipped down. "Nimrod is not a concern right now. Trust me, only the powder matters."

      Adira had let go of Lara and seemed a little wobbly. I helped her to a chair so she could regain her stability. She rubbed her head as I lowered her slowly onto the chair. I turned toward Michel as I cracked my knuckles and cocked my head. "Tell me, why is Nimrod not a concern?"

      Michel sat back in his chair and took a deep breath. He fumbled around with a pen he had in his hand, searching for the right words. "Do you still have the talisman that I gave you, Jacob?"

      I crossed my arms and tapped my foot. "Yes, it's in my pocket. Why?"

      Michel dropped his pen and rubbed the back of his neck. "The full resurrection of Nimrod needs two more items to be completed. His penis, which I am guessing was at the farm in the box, is one. The second is that talisman filled with the demon souls."

      I reached in my pocket and pulled out my knife, which immediately turned into the flaming broadsword. I pushed my way to Michel and placed it at the side of his neck. "You kept this from me, why?"

      Michel was shaking at this point. The power of the sword was flowing through his body, lying was not an option for him.

      Michel struggled to speak. "I-I, I di-didn't think it-it mattered."

      I moved the sword away from Michel's neck. "Why?"

      "Because you have the talisman, I thought you could save your men, then we'd destroy it."

      I put the sword closer to Michel. "Did you want to use it to bring Nimrod back?"

      Michel struggled to answer, but he finally bellowed, "No."

      I moved the sword away from Michel's neck and willed it back into my knife. I closed it and put it in my pocket. I shoved the table away from Michel and stood in front of him. "Michel, is there anything else you are keeping from me?"

      He shook his head from side to side. "No. Using your men and the talisman was Azriel's plan. He gave me the talisman, after they came back from Antarctica."

      "Give me a break. He was not going to save them."

      "You're right. He was going to kill them one by one in front of you."

      I stepped back and thought about it for a moment. Michel has risked a lot to help me. What would he gain from double-crossing me?

      Of course, Lara chimed in. "Nothing. His life with the Watchers is over. At best, he ends up in a box at the bottom of the ocean."

      I moved out of Michel's way and looked at the table. There was a full plan of attack drawn up for the pharmaceutical company. It looked chaotic. There were patrols all over the place; Gunnarr had decided to break everyone up into small groups of three for the attack. It made no sense to me. Gunnarr noticed my confusion and was smiling as I looked over to him to ask some questions.

      "Don't try to understand it." Gunnarr walked over to the table. "We’re gonna run this attack like lion men, not soldiers. It will work."

      Gunnarr had earned my trust; he was a great warrior. Adira had recovered from her interface with Lara. I motioned for her to come over to the table, and Clyde joined her. They studied the maps, and within fifteen minutes had memorized every spot where a portal needed to be opened and when. It was time to get this show on the road.
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      ADIRA AND CLYDE stood in front of all the men. They were separated into groups of three. The timing of opening the portals had to be perfect in order for the lion men to accomplish their tasks for the next team to enter. I was certain that my men from my old unit would be there, waiting for us to attack. I hoped the randomness of the plan would take them off their game.

      Michel blew a whistle that signaled Adira and Clyde to open their first portals. They did so with ease, and the first two teams were on their way. The next portal opening was in three minutes. The reports from the surveillance teams started to roll in. We stood there in anticipation, waiting for the next signal to open the portals.

      Michel began to count down, five, four, three, two, one, and he blew the whistle. The next portals were opened, and the second set of teams was sent. The next group would go in two minutes and thirty seconds. I walked over to the tent to see if I could catch any of the conversations from radios. The lion men were radio silent. The advance team continued to report success.

      Michel blew his whistle. The next set of teams was on their way. It was four minutes before the rest of us joined the action. I checked my rifle and sidearm. I had my grenades and extra magazines. My knife was in my right pocket, and the talisman was in my left. I was ready, or as ready as I would ever be.

      The final whistle blew, and I looked over at Adira and winked as she opened her final portal. The lion men went first. Clyde closed his portal and came over to Adira's. We all walked through and were instantly in the middle of a warehouse. I could hear the war outside--random gunfire, explosions, and the screams. The guards had little preparation on how to fight against lion men.

      The warehouse was secured, and we made our way through the aisles of pallets to where the offices were. The lion men did not worry about clean kills. There was a pile of men, their parts laying up against the cargo at the end of a row. The office was a mess. We began to pick up the papers and look for any clues as to where the powder was.

      Clyde flipped a file folder onto the desk. "Here it is. We are too late."

      I flipped through the file. The powder had been shipped from all over the country to here. Shipments had started arriving a month ago. It went to the pharmaceutical lab to be processed, and in three days it was shipped out. The last shipment was sent out four days ago. The destination was not noted, just that it had left the warehouse.

      I threw the file down. "There has to be more records in the lab. Let's get over there."

      Getting to the lab was easier said than done. We had to cross the compound and enter a secured area. This was the last area the lion men were going to secure.

      Adira walked over to me. "I could just open up a portal to the lab."

      "We don't know what we would be walking into. Let's do this the old-fashioned way."

      Adira scoffed as she walked toward the door. I saw something move outside of the office in the warehouse. I dived at Adira as I yelled, "Get down."

      The guns fired, and the bullets ripped through the glass structure, leaving sharp shards lying all over. I lay on top of Adira to guard her from the falling glass, but she had put up some sort of protective bubble around us so the glass never hit us. I looked up as the broken glass hit the field around us and fell off.

      I looked down at Adira as she smiled. "That's cute, sweetie, trying to protect me and all."

      Clyde was throwing concussion balls at the assailants. "That is so sweet," he said. "A little help here?"

      I started to stand up, then hit my head on Adira's force field and landed back on top of her. She laughed hysterically as I rubbed my head.

      Adira took down her protective bubble. "Here, let me help you, cupcake."

      I stood up and took a quick look at the warehouse before ducking for cover. There were a couple of shots fired, but they were suppressive, not intended to kill. Okay, we need to get out of this box.

      Lara was right on cue. "Time to teach you how to properly harden your body."

      What the hell are you talking about?

      "It's kind of like becoming bulletproof. Focus on me, become like stone. Imagine your body as a stone."

      I did what Lara said, and I could feel my body tingle and it twitched a bit. How do I know if it is working?

      "If you walk out there and the bullets don't hurt you, it's working."

      Great, thanks.

      Lara responded. "I would not let you go out there if it wasn't. Go get 'em, tiger."

      I walked out of the office like I was some sort of superhero. I expected that nothing could hurt me. The first shot hit me in the shoulder. I could feel the impact as the bullet bounced off. It was not what I imagined; it hurt. What the hell is this? It hurts, Lara.

      "Well, I didn't say it would not hurt, I just said you wouldn't die." Lara giggled, and it pissed me off.

      I ran over to an aisle to take cover. I was shot four more times. It was like wearing heavy body armor and being pounded with large caliber rounds. The pain went away within seconds, and I was able to locate the six guards' positions.

      I ran down the aisle to a metal stairway. My plan was to take an elevated position and target the guards from behind. I slowly climbed the metal stairs as quietly as I could. It was a good plan, until I lost control of my rifle and it clanked against the handrail.

      The guards turned around and opened fire. They were not good shots, but every now and then they would hit me. I would wince in pain as I moved forward to get my position. This gave Clyde and Adira the diversion they needed to get out of the office and attack.

      Clyde threw his concussion balls, as Adira levitated crates and threw them at the guards. The guards were finished in less than a minute. The shooting stopped, and I was able to move back down the stairs. Clyde and Adira were waiting for me.

      "Nice job, sugar." Adira laughed as she spoke. "Way to take a beating for the team."

      I turned to Clyde so he could get his jab in. "Sir, excellent example of self-sacrifice. Well done."

      Even Lara was laughing at me. "Yeah, yeah, yeah, you're all still alive. You're welcome, by the way."

      I walked over to the corpses of the guards. I cleared some of the wreckage so I could see their faces. I was relieved they weren't from my team. We needed to find Gunnarr and find out where they were with the attack.
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      THE CHAOS WAS RAMPANT outside the warehouse. The lion men were running around in circles, randomly attacking the guards. They were ripping them to shreds. The lion men would herd their prey in one direction and pick off those behind the pack. Then, when the guards got to a certain spot, the next crew would take out the fastest in the group.

      The blood-stained asphalt was slippery, but that was not a problem for the lion men. The focus was on the slaughter, not on us. We made our way across the lot to the pharmaceutical building. One of the lion men ran toward us. I thought for a moment he mistook us for the enemy. He stood up and walked the last few feet till he reached us.

      "Gunnarr says hold here for a couple of minutes. We are done playing and will finish them quick now." The lion man ran off to join his team.

      "They're done playing now," I said. "Geez."

      Clyde and Adira did not mutter a word. They just watched the carnage. There was one last full-on attack. All I could see were arterial spray and body parts flying in the air. No one was safe; they all had to die violently. That was Gunnarr's way.

      The lion men quickly ran around the pharmaceutical building and surrounded it. I was not sure how they got their guns so fast, but they had all their gear, and their blood-soaked bodies were all in a perfect position to launch the next phase of the attack.

      Gunnarr came over to where we were waiting with three of his men. He moved past us and examined the door. One of his other men came up and placed explosives all around the doorjamb. He motioned for us to step back as they armed the explosives. They took cover when Gunnarr motioned with his fingers. The explosions sent the door hurling through the air. The breach was successful.

      Gunnarr looked over at us. "Stay in the middle of us. We will guide you to the lab."

      Six more lion men had come over to our position. There were four sitting back, watching the door from a semi covered position. We slowly walked into the building, maneuvering the wreckage left by the explosives.

      I held my hand up and clenched my fist. Gunnarr saw this and held up the hold sign. Everyone crouched down as I made my way up to his position. "Gunnarr, the goal is to take my old unit alive. It would be best to secure them in a room."

      Gunnarr snorted. "You're screwing with me, right?"

      I shook my head no. I stared at Gunnarr straight in the eyes. He saw that I was not going to back down.

      Gunnarr finally replied. "Well, this will make things interesting." He turned to his men, then turned back to me. "How the fuck do we know who your men are?"

      "They should be the only other ones dressed in Army fatigues."

      Gunnarr turned to his men and whispered the orders. The lion men quickly passed the message down the line as I went back to my position. Gunnarr resumed moving forward into the building. We arrived at a shipping and receiving area that had only a few crates sitting by the loading dock. The lion men quietly split up and secured the perimeter.

      I went over to the crates with a crowbar and opened one. Inside was a box of medical supplies; I opened that box to find vials marked as flu vaccines. It made sense that they would be there. I walked back over to where Clyde and Adira were waiting behind some cover.

      "Nothing but flu vaccines, no powder," I whispered.

      Clyde responded. "They wouldn't just leave the powder on a loading dock."

      I accepted his assessment, just to keep the hope that we were not too late again. I walked over to Gunnarr. "No guards or security--don't you think that is strange?"

      "I sent four men ahead to scout, and they ran into four guards. Your men have not shown up."

      "Let's secure the rest of the building, then, and see what we find."

      Gunnarr nodded as he signaled to his men. We were on the move, this time to the lab. We entered the section where the lab was. There was a large processing area set up with a large shipyard container in the middle of the room. A table was set up close to the door with video equipment and a monitor on it.

      While the lion men were securing the area, I walked over to the table to see what was on the screen. There was a camera inside the container. Everyone from my old unit knelt on the floor inside the container. They formed lines, and all had their eyes closed, except for Jerke, who looked at the camera as if he had seen me.

      Clyde and Adira stood behind me, and I turned around. "If I open those doors, can you two keep them in the container?"

      Adira scratched her head while she looked over the crate. "I think I can throw a field around it. It will stop them, but not bullets."

      Gunnarr came over to the container, looked at the monitor, then joined our discussion. "Who are the pansies in the box?"

      "That's my old team," I replied.

      Gunnarr pulled his head back. "Are they worth saving? I mean, they are hiding in a box."

      Clyde tried to stop Gunnarr from speaking. "They are possessed by demons and waiting to be sacrificed."

      Gunnarr replied, "Well, let's sacrifice them."

      "Gunnarr, Adira is going to put some sort of containment field around the container when I open the doors. Can you and your men back me up just in case they escape?"

      Gunnarr looked at me with a smile. "What if they escape?"

      I lowered my head. "Then kill them all."

      Gunnarr and the lion men took their positions behind cover and readied their weapons. Adira was standing on the side of the container, out of the line of sight and fire. Clyde was standing behind me. Just in case they came running out, he would push them back in with his concussion blasts.

      I took one more look at the screen to make sure they were still kneeling. I pulled the lever up and opened one side of the doors. The men continued to kneel as they looked up at me. I pulled out the talisman and read the inscription out loud. "Ego praecipio tibi--"

      Jerke looked up at me and shook his head no. "That is a fake. We will not do as you ask."

      He stood up, and I slammed the door shut and secured it with the handle. I looked at the talisman. It looked real enough to me, except for the fact that there was paint flaking off the back of it. It was a fake. Michel had some more questions to answer.
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      ADIRA WAS TOO GOOD at reading me at this point. She grabbed my arm and held me back from leaving the lab. She didn't say a word; she didn't have to. I knew I needed to calm down. The lion men were loyal to Michel, any more aggression toward him may cause problems.

      I walked over to where Gunnarr was positioned. "I need you to secure this area and get the forensics team down here. I want everything analyzed."

      I looked over at Clyde. "You stay here with them, just in case they need to get out of here quickly."

      Clyde saluted. "Yes, sir. Anything else, sir?" He answered with more sarcasm than usual.

      "What's wrong, Clyde?"

      "You order me around like I'm the butler. We used to be partners."

      He was right; I wasn't treating him correctly, and it was getting worse. "Yeah, I'm pissed at you. The whole Tanya thing behind my back put a little stress on our partnership."

      Clyde turned to walk away, and I grabbed his arm. "Listen, I will get over it. I need you to stay here and figure this shit out."

      He took his arm away. "I did it for her. She didn't deserve to die."

      I stepped up and put my face within an inch of Clyde's. "I get it. Why didn't you tell me?"

      Adira grabbed my arm again. I turned my head, all the lion men were watching us. Gunnarr walked over to where we were. "Why don't you three go outside and finish your discussion?"

      Gunnarr was right. I looked at the other two and nodded. We walked quietly out of the lab area to the nearest exit. The sun was bright; it was a beautiful day with a slight breeze. The lion men had the perimeter outside. There was nothing getting in or out without them knowing.

      We walked to a secluded spot that was just right to continue our discussion. Adira decided it was time to intervene. "Both of you have been assholes, you know that, right?"

      My jaw slightly dropped as I looked over at Adira. "Don't give me that look. Yeah, Clyde fucked up. Deal with it."

      Clyde aimed his stare at Adira. "Young lady, I don't--"

      "Listen, you don't get to 'young lady' me. I'm older than you, and while you have taught me a lot, you will show me some damn respect."

      I had never seen Adira this way. It was scary but at the same time, sexy. I didn't notice that Adira was holding on to my hand until she looked at me and put her lips together like she was going to kiss me. I shook her hand off me. "Damn it."

      Adira was holding on to Clyde also. He realized that she was reading us while she tried to straighten us out a bit. I could hear Lara laughing. "Yeah, buddy, that was my idea."

      This was absolutely not fair. Adira and Lara had teamed up against us. They also had a point--Clyde and I were better together than against each other.

      "Sorry, Clyde, I tried to let it go. Why the hell didn't you tell me?"

      Clyde put his head down. "If this fails and Tanya can't be brought back, she will have to be killed. I didn't want you to have to be a part of that."

      He was trying to right a wrong and protect me at the same time. I was feeling a little guilty and selfish. I understood where he was coming from but also wished he would have just told me. "Look, from now on, nothing but honesty. Deal?"

      I held out my hand, and Clyde extended his hand very slowly. Then it stopped an inch in front of my hand. I couldn't move my hand any closer, either. I tried to turn my head toward Adira; my head moved, but very slowly. What the hell is going on?

      Lara replied. "Someone is messing with time."

      Clyde's hand met mine, and he shook it as he said, "Yes."

      My head turned toward Adira with my eyes wide open and my eyebrows raised. She asked, "What?"

      Lara responded, "There's a problem in the lab."

      The lion men outside were running toward the building with the lab in it. They were yelling something about being under attack.

      I grabbed both Clyde and Adira and pulled them toward the lab. "Let's go."

      Adira pulled back. "Where?"

      "The lab. Something's happened."

      We ran over to the lab. The lion men had already breached and were inside. We walked in to find the lion men tending to wounded. Gunnarr had a big slash on his arm and was bleeding from his chest. I walked over to him and noticed the doors to the shipping container were open.

      I walked over to the doors to see blood all over the container, bodies lying everywhere. Everyone in the container was sliced up and killed. I stood there with my mouth hanging open as I took in the scene. I slowly realized that everyone from my old unit was dead.

      I heard Gunnarr in a weak voice say. "Jacob, Jacob come here."

      I walked over to him and knelt down. He grabbed my hand and tried to sit up. "We tried to save them. We tried."

      "What happened? Who was it?"

      "Three, three of them." Gunnarr fell back and took a deep breath. He was too weak to continue. The medic pushed me back and continued to work on him.

      Another lion man was standing behind where Gunnarr lay. "Three men--two older and a boy with two swords."

      I walked over to him. He had a few scrapes on his face and a stab wound in his bicep. "What happened?"

      "They just appeared. The first one attacked so fast, we could barely see him, while the boy opened the doors. The second had your talisman and said something."

      It had to be Uriel; he had the real talisman. "What happened next?"

      "The container glowed as the boy went in and sliced every one of them as they stood up. Next thing I knew, they were gone."

      Adira was listening in behind me. "Sounds like Uriel to me."

      "It was Uriel, Wyatt, and someone else."

      Adira was about to ask who, when another voice came from the background. "Gideon, he is the only one that can mess with time like that."

      I turned around. It was Lucifer, holding a leash with a small terrier attached to it.
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      LUCIFER WALKED TOWARD ME. All of the lion men knew who he was and backed up to give him space to walk. I could not tell if they were more afraid of Lucifer or the terrier. He walked up to us and grabbed Adira's hand as he bent over and kissed the top of it.

      "My dear, you are lovely. I am Lucifer. Jacob is certainly lucky to have you at his side."

      Adira seemed completely taken by Lucifer. I stepped forward to block Lucifer from kissing anything else. He gave me a smile. "Don't worry, I'm only introducing myself."

      I asked sharply, "You said something about Gideon."

      "Uriel is working with Gideon, or should I say Uriel is probably working for Gideon."

      "Why would you say that?"

      Lucifer smirked. "Gideon is a bit of a control freak. He wouldn't work with someone he didn't own."

      Who worked for whom was not my concern. I got to this point by sheer will and luck; I needed to know how they denied me my redemption. "Any ideas on how they got their hands on the talisman?"

      "You either never had it, or they took it from you when you weren't looking."

      My mouth was opened as I nodded up and down. "No shit. Well, gee whiz, thanks for the insight."

      As the words came out of my mouth, Lara was in the background saying, "Shut up. Don't do it, Jacob."

      Lucifer tightened his eyebrows as his face turned red. "Check yourself, Jacob. You have not earned the right to disrespect me."

      "Lucifer, I don't disrespect you. You seem to be the only angel that helps me. I just expected more out of you right now."

      Lucifer's face changed from anger to a very small smile. I think he was touched that someone actually appreciated him. "Well, Jacob, that's the best I have for you. Let's all go talk to Michel and see what he has to say."

      "You know Michel?"

      "We cross paths every decade or so. I always try to give him a hand." Lucifer still had that smile on his face.

      "What's the deal with the terrier?" I asked.

      "It's a rat terrier, and his name is Sparky. He is yours."

      "That thing is the hellhound you were talking about?"

      "He's your hellhound."

      I leaned down to pet it. "You could not find one that was bigger? Maybe a pit bull or German shepherd?" Sparky seemed to understand what I had said and snapped at me. I backed up. "Vicious little shit."

      "You have no idea. We should go. He's hungry, and your lion men are probably looking good right about now."

      I looked around, and Lucifer's comment seemed to catch everyone's attention. I looked over at Clyde, who was helping with Gunnarr.

      "Clyde, do you mind staying back and making sure your forensics team gets set up and help get the wounded back to camp?"

      Clyde nodded his head in agreement as he went on with his work. I took one more look at the container of bodies. They didn't die with honor or fighting for their lives. I had hoped to save them; hope didn't matter. They died because of what they carried inside of them.

      I felt hopeless in the moment. I was always one step behind, a little too late, and it always cost everyone around me. I stood there, feeling sorry for myself, when I heard a commotion in the lab. I saw that Clyde was over there talking to a few of his men. He waved his arm at me, asking me to come over.

      I walked into the lab where the Clyde was, standing holding a vial of flu vaccine.

      "We figured out where the powder went."

      I held my hands out to the side of my body. "Where?"

      Clyde shook the vial in front of me. "They converted the powder into a soluble liquid and put it in these vials."

      I pressed my lips together as I looked at the equipment and boxes of vaccines. "How many?"

      Clyde sat the vial down and looked at a file that sat on a table open. "I'm not sure. If the numbering system is correct, I would guess millions."

      "How, how did they do that many so fast?"

      "They've been doing this for some time and stockpiling at other warehouses. I will know more in an hour."

      It was time to go. I walked out of the lab and back over to Adira and Lucifer. I gave Adira a nod, and she opened a portal back to camp. Lucifer, Adira, myself, and Sparky were on our way to have a chat with Michel.
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      ADIRA AND I WALKED through the portal first, followed by Lucifer and Sparky. Michel came out of the command center to greet us. He stopped in his tracks, his face turned white as a sheet, and his hands trembled. Lucifer walked toward him. As he passed by, he handed me the leash for Sparky. Lucifer walked right up to Michel, put his hands on his shoulders, and smiled.

      Lucifer rubbed his shoulders. "Michel, it has been a while. How have you been? Last time I saw you, you were up in arms."

      "You burned off my arms and put my hands in my pockets," Michel replied meekly.

      "I told you not to touch me. At least you didn't walk away empty-handed."

      I watched as Lucifer turned Michel into a quivering pile of shit.

      "What do you want, Lucifer?"

      Lucifer took his hands of Michel. "I simply want to know."

      "What do you want to know?"

      Lucifer was strolling in a circle around Michel. He leaned in from behind and put his mouth close to Michel's ear. "Tell me about the talisman you gave Jacob."

      I moved closer so I could hear the conversation. I stopped, and Adira ran into me. I turned my head and saw a blushing witch. She awkwardly moved to my side. What has her so distracted?

      Lara, of course, could not help herself but to respond. "She was looking at your ass."

      Michel spoke. "The talisman was created by King Solomon as a way to safely extract and hold the souls of midlevel demons--"

      "Yes, yes, yes, can we speed forward in time to where you got it," Lucifer said.

      "Azriel gave it to me to extract the demons out of the soldiers. I gave it to Jacob so he could save his men."

      I took the fake talisman out of my pocket and threw it to Michel. "This is a fake."

      Michel looked at the piece of crap and dropped it on the ground. He stomped it with his foot and it broke in two pieces. He picked up the two pieces and studied them for a second.

      "The real one is unbreakable. It is rumored that it is hollow on the inside. This is just pewter. A cheaply made fake."

      Lucifer was not impressed. "You gave Jacob a fake?"

      Michel protested. "No, I gave him the real one."

      Adira asked, "What was Azriel going to use the demons for again?"

      "They are needed for the resurrection of Nimrod," Michel said.

      Adira had another question. "Why did they have to be stored in the soldiers?"

      "No particular reason," Michel said. "It was their blood Azriel needed. He just used them as vessels to store and transport the demons."

      Adira wasn't satisfied. "Why not just trap them in the talisman?"

      Lucifer continued to circle Michel, like a predator playing with his prey. "Answer the pretty lady. They deserve to know."

      Michel lowered his head. "They were extracted from the talisman and put in the soldiers."

      Lucifer leaned in. "The next question is why. Better answer it."

      Michel looked over at me. "Jacob, forgive me. The demons tortured the souls of the soldiers. The talisman is much stronger with both the demon and tortured souls."

      I handed the leash to Adira and walked over to Michel. "Why did you tell me I could save them?"

      Michel responded, "I wrote the correct inscription on the talisman to separate the souls and save your men."

      Lucifer stopped circling and stood directly behind Michel. "How did Uriel and Gideon fit into your plan?"

      Michel stood perfectly still. He knew Lucifer was hoping for a reason to attack him. "Uriel and Gideon are not part of the plan. Why would you ask that?"

      I answered, "Because they have the real talisman. They used it to kill everyone. My men are gone."

      "How did they die?" Michel asked.

      "They were hacked to pieces by swords. Why?"

      Michel closed his eyes. "They were sacrificed, then their souls were trapped in the talisman. Shit."

      "Why does that make a difference?" I asked.

      Lucifer responded. "The more pain, the more power."

      Michel raised his head. "What happened to Gunnarr and his men?"

      I turned around and walked toward Adira. I looked at Sparky; he sat there and wagged his tail. "They all survived--some wounded, but alive," I said. I knelt down and held my hand out. Sparky moved toward me and bowed his head. I slowly put my hand on his head and scratched behind his ears. He reacted like a normal dog; I was surprised.

      Lucifer smiled. "Sparky is endearing himself to you. Soon he will imprint and will be yours. This is good."

      I continued to pet Sparky and look into his eyes. They turned bright red as he enjoyed the scratching. Sparky looked over at Michel and began to growl. He could feel my anger toward Michel. I removed my hand and stood up.

      "Michel, every time I talk to you, the story changes, or I find out you have withheld information," I said.

      Michel nodded. "Yes, but I have always told you what you needed to know. I have not lied."

      I used Lara to analyze what Michel was saying. It felt like the truth. "Fair enough. From now on, feel free to share the complete story."

      Lucifer objected. "Are you kidding me? Let's pull him apart like a baby bird."

      Adira sneered. "What the fuck is wrong with you? Like a baby bird. Who does that?"

      Lucifer laughed. "It is just a saying, my dear."

      Adira was not falling for Lucifer's charms anymore. "Stop saying it. It's gross."

      I had to refocus the group. "Michel is part of our group. We need to figure out where Nimrod is being stored."

      A portal opened just as I finished speaking. Clyde had brought the wounded and a few members of his team to the camp. I saw Gunnarr on a makeshift stretcher. He was alive and seemed to be healing fast. The procession took the wounded into the medic's tent.

      Clyde came over to where Lucifer was standing, holding a box full of papers. "We know where Nimrod's body is."
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      THE BOX OF PAPERS was emptied onto a table. Clyde shuffled them around to organize everything before he presented what he found. Adira was standing close to me. I felt something pushing at my leg; it was Sparky, trying to sit in between our legs. Adira reached down and gave the dog a pat on the head. Lucifer bent around me to address Adira.

      "That is amazing. He is imprinting on both of you. That's unheard of."

      Adira blushed a little as she lowered her head with a sexy little smile. "Yeah, I have that effect on men."

      Lucifer bent his head down farther and smiled back. "I bet you do."

      "Both of you, knock it off. There's no time for that," I said.

      Lucifer leaned back and whispered in my ear. "Jealousy doesn't become you, but that is kind of her point, isn't it."

      "What the hell are you talking about?"

      "Adira--she is doing that to make you jealous so you pay more attention to her."

      Before I could ask Lucifer another question, Adira leaned over. "Shush, he doesn't need to know all my tricks."

      She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. Knowing what she was doing did not make it any better. I was jealous, and I needed to control that. I picked up Sparky and held him in my arms while I scratched behind his ears.

      Clyde and Michel were looking over the papers and other materials on the table. There were three reports that seemed to catch Michel's eye. He sat there and studied them for a couple of minutes. He laid the papers down onto the table and stepped back.

      "We are too late," Michel exclaimed.

      "What are we too late for?" I asked as I walked over to see what he had studied for so long.

      I picked up the papers and saw one was an order signed my General Mitchell to start vaccinations immediately. The others were a list of completed shipments spanning the last two months.

      "We have been administering these vaccines for some time now. That means most of the military is already infected." Michel sat down and held his head in his hands.

      I went over and slapped the back of his head. "It's only a problem if we fail. Deal with one thing at a time. Stop Azriel, then we can cure the rest. Got it?"

      Michel stood up and walked back to the table. Clyde had finished organizing everything and was ready to present. The door opened, and Gunnarr entered the room. He looked good and strong, just a few bandages on him. He walked up to the table and was ready to be briefed. I was impressed by the amount of strength he showed.

      Clyde began. "All of the blue crush powder that Azriel had made was eventually shipped to the facility we just attacked. It was converted into two different forms. One was a vaccine, which has been shipped all over the country to government facilities and military bases."

      I asked, "We have to assume that Azriel has some control over most of the military, right?"

      "And most law enforcement agencies," Clyde said. "The FBI, ATF, CIA, and US marshals received some of the first shipments."

      This was getting better and better by the moment. "What was the other form?"

      "This is what I don't understand. They turned it into an aerosol and put it into large tanks. It looks like they intend to spray people with it."

      "Where was that shipped to?" I asked.

      Clyde searched through the papers. "We haven't found out where yet. We know what shipping companies picked them up and are trying to track them."

      Lucifer was getting impatient. "It does not matter. Where is Nimrod's body?"

      Clyde rolled out a map over the papers on the table, a map of the state of Arizona. Clyde took a red marker and drew a circle around a small area by a river. I leaned over and looked at the locations.

      I looked up at Clyde. "Let me guess, it's a ranch with prostitutes."

      Clyde cocked his head. "Yes, how did you know that?"

      "Just did. What do we know about the ranch?"

      "Nothing really," Clyde said. "I dispatched three forward teams to gather some intelligence."

      Adira asked, "Do we really have time for that? Shouldn't we attack now?"

      Clyde picked up the map and pulled out another piece of paper. "According to this, we have three days. The final ritual for reanimation has to happen during a full moon. The next full moon is three days from now."

      "Full moon. So it has to happen at night?" I asked.

      "That is what this paper says," Clyde responded. "It is based on some old Catholic texts."

      Lucifer seemed satisfied, and he turned around and started walking toward the door.

      "Where are you going?" I asked.

      Lucifer turned around and grinned. "I have some errands to run. Don't worry, I will be here for the big fight. Wouldn't miss it for the world."

      Lucifer turned back and waved as he slowly disappeared into the darkness.

      "Adira, how does he do that? Just disappear like that?"

      "He uses a portal, just like everyone else," she said. "He just does it with a little more pizzazz than I do."

      "Good work, Clyde. Keep us posted." I turned toward Adira again. "So what should we do to kill some time?"

      Gunnarr answered. "You will both come to my home for supper."

      Adira answered almost immediately. "That sounds wonderful."

      That wasn't what I had planned, but evidently Adira was hungry, or she was just avoiding me. Whatever it was, we were now going to Gunnarr's for a meal. I decided to just go with the flow and see what happened. I had a picture of his home in my head--a cave with lots of cleaned bones thrown around.

      Clyde and Sparky seemed to create an immediate bond, he volunteered to take care of Sparky for the night. We followed Gunnarr out of camp and into the forest. We took a well-traveled path through the forest and saw some very beautiful areas of the forest. The trail ended at the mouth of a very large cave that was guarded by two huge lion men.

      Gunnarr waved at them as we approached. We walked past the guard and into the dark cave. There were lit torches on both sides of the cave that gave us just enough light to see our surroundings. We walked for about half a mile till the cave opened up to a huge cavern that was just as bright as it was outside.

      I looked around. There were holes in the top of the cavern where light showed through and hit mirrors positioned all over the cavern. There were very simple houses, a few workshops, and some another area that looked like an old-time shopping district.

      We made our way through the town. There were children playing in the street, and the lion people in the town were very friendly. We walked past a bakery, and the owner stopped us and gave us a sampling of his bread. It was delicious. There was an entire town of lion people just under the ground.

      Adira grabbed my hand and leaned over as we walked. "My grandfather told me about this place. I couldn't pass up an opportunity to see it."

      "It's amazing. How does all this work?"

      Adira smiled. "Old-school magic, my dear."

      Gunnarr took us to another cave that opened up to another huge cavern. "There are many caverns down here. This one is our garden."

      I looked out and saw terraform growing stations that had an abundance of fruits and vegetables still on the vines and in the ground. They had a self-sustaining ecosystem built down here. It was simple, yet very complex.

      "What are the other caverns used for?" I asked.

      "Oh, there's one for livestock, one for manufacturing, one for waste recycling, that type of stuff," Gunnarr replied.

      He turned around, and we followed him back to the town. We walked way to the other side to a house, where there was a female and three kids waiting for us. The kids ran up to Gunnarr and jumped on him, like they were attacking, and screamed, "Daddy."

      It was a scene out of a book--a picture-perfect family scene, but with lion people. This hard-assed soldier was just like every guy I knew in the Army. While I was standing there in my moment of revelation, Gunnarr's wife walked up to us.

      "Hello, I'm Marthia." She held her hand out, and I shook it.

      "You have a lovely home," I said. "This is Adira, and I am Jacob."

      "Come in and take a seat. The meal is just about ready," Marthia said. "Adira, would you mind helping me?"

      Adira followed Marthia into the house. I trailed behind as I watched Gunnarr play with his kids. It was just like a documentary on lions that I saw on television. They were rolling around, biting each other while laughing and having a great time.

      I walked into the entrance of the log cabin home and was instantly standing in a large foyer. I looked into the house that I thought was small, but it was huge. I stepped back outside and looked at the house, then stepped back inside. It was at least ten times bigger than it looked.

      Adira popped her head around the corner. "The dining room is this way."

      I almost tripped over my own feet as I looked at the woodwork, the open staircase. There was even a study with a couple thousand books in it. I made my way around the corner, to be met with a long table with sixteen chairs around it.

      Adira was laying out the china and silverware. It was absolutely amazing. She pointed to a chair, where I sat down. Gunnarr and the kids came strolling in and sat down also. Marthia came out with the main course, a roasted lamb.

      Marthia looked at Gunnarr and the kids. "Did you wash up?"

      They all put their heads down at the same time, then they stood up and proceeded to the bathroom. Adira came over and sat next to me.

      I asked, "How is this possible?"

      Adira leaned over and kissed my cheek. "That's cute. It's called magic, sugar."

      I continued to look around the room. "Yeah, I get that, but how?"

      "Space can be stretched under certain conditions. You can do a lot with a little space."

      Gunnarr and the kids returned. Marthia served us our first helping. There was a sense of family and togetherness that came with the meal. Gunnarr was telling stories, and the kids were laughing the most. I had almost forgot about the problems of the day, or what waited for us.
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      I WOKE UP IN MY BED, naked and alone. I was confused and wondered where Adira had run off to. I got dressed, just as Adira walked through the door with two cups of coffee.

      She handed me a coffee and kissed me on the cheek. "Morning, lover."

      I slapped her ass and grabbed the coffee. "Morning. How'd you sleep?"

      "Well, if you don't remember how I slept, then I didn't do it right."

      I hugged her as I laughed. "Oh, I remember. Want some breakfast?"

      "Nope. We should talk. I had a conversation with Lara last night after you went to sleep."

      "Oh, what about?"

      "You and Nimrod. She says if he is resurrected, you will have to become the monster to beat the monster."

      I stepped back and took a sip of my coffee. "What the hell does that even mean?"

      "She said you and Nimrod will be almost the same. The only thing separating you from him will be your soul."

      I took another sip of my coffee then sighed. "What are you worried about?"

      Adira stepped in closer. "Did you know Semiramis, Nimrod's wife, was a witch?"

      "So, what does that mean?"

      "I don't know. There is a reason Lara pointed this out to me."

      "Look, I'm not fourteen feet tall, and I am sure as hell not turning evil." I embraced Adira. "And that son of a bitch is not coming back."

      I held Adira for a couple of minutes. Whatever Lara said to her freaked her out. What the hell did you tell her?

      Lara replied, "Simply the truth. She needs to know what she may be in for."

      What does that mean? What's she in for?

      Lara was silent. My necklace was supposed to be there to give me wisdom and training. Lara had her own personality, and she was sharing information with Adira. She obviously was fond of Adira, but it certainly didn't give her the right to withhold information from me.

      I kissed Adira's forehead and let her go. "Let's get some pancakes."

      She smiled and nodded her head. We walked out of my room and out of the building. While we were crossing the compound to the mess hall, Clyde ran over to catch up with us.

      He was almost out of breath. "You guys need to come see this."

      Clyde's face turned red when he noticed that I had my arm around Adira and that things were different between the two of us. The frown on his face showed his disapproval. Clyde knew his place; he was not going to make any friends by having a discussion about it at this point.

      We walked over to the tent that had all the intelligence laid out on the table. There were several reports from Clyde's team sent to surveil the ranch in Arizona. The first report said there were over one hundred guards, along with sightings of Azriel walking in the open from building to building.

      The next report listed an incredible arsenal, along with several perimeters set up around the ranch. This wasn't going to be an easy mission. The buildings were fortified with several crow’s nests setup with heavy machine guns. The picture grew more dim with every report.

      The reports were being sent every fifteen minutes. Then there was a break of ninety minutes when nothing came in. The last report stated the ranch was evacuated in the early morning hours. This struck me as odd. You don't have that much invested in a location and then just abandon it at the last minute.

      Clyde handed me the last changes to the map of the area. He had written on it and drawn the perimeters as described by his men.

      "What do you make of this?" Clyde asked.

      "It sounds like bullshit to me," I replied.

      Clyde reached in his pocket and took out his phone. "I'm going to call another team to go in and verify."

      I put my hand on Clyde's phone. "Hold on, I have a better idea." I walked over to a bench and lay down. "I learned how to do this in Minnesota."

      I laid down on a table, put my hands on my chest, and closed my eyes. I tried to concentrate on the ranch, but the harder I tried, the less connected I felt to the world. Lara, what am I doing wrong?

      Lara replied, "You only had to ask. Focus on me, my voice. Project yourself into the sky and find a friend."

      I focused on Lara as she said the same thing over and over. I was leaving my body and flying through the air. I could feel the mist of the clouds on my face and the air as it rushed past my head. I was circling a wooded area. I could feel the wings flapping, then gliding. A rush of air moved me higher as I increased the circle around the area.

      I saw the ranch. There was a large cage in the middle of all the buildings. It contained most of Clyde's men; they had been captured. I saw something large come out of the woods carrying three more men. It was a Minotaur. It walked up to the cage and threw the three men in, one at a time. I could hear the grunts of the men as they landed on the men in the cage.

      I spotted a large figure carrying a limp body to the cage. It was Azriel carrying one of the prisoners. He walked up to the cage, and instead of opening the door, he pushed the body through the cage bars. The man screamed in pain, then I heard the gurgling of his lungs filling up with blood. He died before Azriel pushed the man's head through and crushed his skull.

      The guards and Azriel stood around the cage and watched the men shake and shudder. The floor dropped out from under the men, and they fell into a pit that was at least twenty feet deep. They landed in some sort of liquid that was knee-deep for most.

      Azriel raised his hand, closed his fist, and swung it down. Everyone took a few steps back from the cage, except for Azriel. He had something in his other hand that he threw into the hole. He turned and walked away as a very small explosion occurred and the pit was engulfed in flames.

      The fire was so intense that I could feel the heat rise into the sky. The guards were all chanting something as Clyde's teams were engulfed in flames. I turned to circle again, when I felt something sharp pierce my chest. I could not breathe as I swooped toward the earth. My wings could not flap; I had been shot with some sort of an arrow. I felt the pain as it ran through my body, and my mind began to float the closer I got to the ground.

      I felt myself being pulled out of the body and rocketing across space till I landed in my body. I sat up and took a deep breath. I could still feel the sensations of being shot and dying. Wow, what the hell?

      Lara replied, "You were bonded with a turkey vulture. When you swooped down closer to see what Azriel was doing, you were spotted and shot with a crossbow."

      I looked over, and Adira was holding my hand. She looked scared. I rubbed my head with my other hand as I took a few more deep breaths. I swung my legs to the edge of the table so I could sit up.

      Adira kissed my hand. "I saw the whole terrible thing."

      Clyde then asked me, "What did you see?"

      I looked over at him and responded. "Your teams are dead--tortured and burned alive." I ended the sentence with a sigh.

      "All three teams?" Clyde asked.

      Adira responded. "They are all dead."

      Clyde picked up a chair and threw it across the room. While it was still in the air, he hit it with one of his concussion balls, and it exploded. I had never seen him so angry. I had never seen him lose his cool like that.

      "Those fucking dirtballs. Everyone goes in, we hit them hard, and every last one of them dies," Clyde shouted as he walked around the table. He was too upset to be rational. I jumped off the table and walked over to where he had the maps laid out.

      "Your men will die." I pointed to the forest. "This is full of creatures. I saw a Minotaur hauling three men to the cage." I put my hand on Clyde's shoulder. "We will get them, but we need to be smart about it."

      Clyde looked at me with tears in his eyes. He tried to speak but couldn't at that moment. He just turned and walked outside. He needed to be alone. Adira walked over and stood by my side.

      "What do we do?" she asked.

      "We know the perimeter is guarded by beasts. We can also expect Uriel and Gideon to be there."

      I studied the map a little more and combined that with what I saw. As I concentrated on the map, images came to me, images of what the bird had seen as it flew around the woods looking for food. We needed to wipe out the perimeter defenses one by one. We needed help, we needed a plan, we needed a miracle.
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      ONE HOUR INTO PLANNING the attacks, Clyde and Adira left and went outside. Michel and Gunnarr continued to develop tactics based on guesses of what we would run into. I heard Clyde raise his voice, but I could not make out what was said.

      I walked outside to find Clyde and Adira standing toe to toe. I walked closer to find out what the argument was about. Clyde raised his hand as if to slap Adira. I moved faster and caught his hand before it landed.

      "Clyde, what the fuck?"

      Clyde tried to free his arm, so I squeezed harder. Clyde writhed in pain. I had his attention. I pulled him away from Adira and grabbed his shirt to make sure I had his complete attention.

      I stared into his eyes. "Partners or not, you hit her, I will rip your arms off. Do you understand?"

      "Jacob, you don't--"

      I stopped Clyde from saying anything stupid. "Yes or no?"

      He responded with a simple "Yes."

      I let go of his arm and shirt, and let him go. Clyde stepped back and rubbed his arm.

      "You're going to side with the whore, aren't you?" Clyde asked.

      "Call her a whore one more time, and I fuck you up," I said. "What's this about?"

      Adira stepped over by me. "I want my team to come on this mission."

      "They are guarding Tanya," Clyde said. "They must stay."

      Clyde took Tanya's death personally; he had made the same commitment to her father as I did, to protect her. While Clyde made some really bad choices, they came from a good place. He viewed pulling Adira's team away as another chance for Azriel to kill Tanya.

      "Clyde, calm down," I said. "We are going to stop Azriel this time. It would help to have the Boonies here."

      Clyde sat down on the ground and lowered his head. He knew I was siding with Adira, but she was right. I walked over and put my hand on his shoulder. "If we fail, she will probably be dead, anyway. Let's up our odds."

      Clyde looked up at me with tears in his eyes. "Can you wait until I get a replacement team there to take care of her?"

      "How long will that take?"

      Clyde cleared his throat. "An hour at the most."

      I looked over at Adira, and she nodded in agreement. Clyde was lost; he was way out of character. I noticed my necklace was pulsing. What the hell?

      Lara answered. "That isn't Clyde, it's a golem."

      What the hell is a golem?

      "Doesn't matter, kill him now," Lara responded.

      I looked at Clyde, and he looked at me, then his eyes changed to pure pitch-black. He got up and started to run away. I leaped on top of him and threw him to the ground. He was face down in the dirt. His hands turned to long claws and his elbow joints reversed. I grabbed his wrists and held his arms down. His head spun all the way around till he was facing me.

      I moved my leg to his arm and pinned it down with my foot. I grabbed his throat and squeezed. It was like grabbing a handful of mud and squeezing it between my fingers. His head separated from his body, then his body went limp.

      "Keep the head away from the body," Lara said.

      Adira stood in the distance as she watched the whole thing. I got off of the golem's torso and picked up the head. There was an empty bucket next to a tent door, just a few feet away from where Adira was standing. I dropped the head in the bucket, with the face up.

      The face began to droop and smudge. "You will fail. Gideon will win."

      I picked up the bucket and walked over to the water spicket. "Maybe, maybe not. Where's Clyde?"

      The golem just stared at me, nothing to say. I turned on the water and lowered the bucket so the golem could see. I put the bucket under the running water. He didn't say a thing while I filled it up. The water became muddy as his head was washed away.

      Adira leaned over the bucket and peered in. "What now?"

      "I don't know. Do you think Clyde is dead?"

      Before Adira could answer, a portal opened and Clyde walked through. My mouth swayed open as I cocked my head. "Where in the hell have you been?"

      Clyde straighten his suit jacket. "I needed a good shower and change of clothes."

      "Exactly how long have you been gone?" Adira asked.

      Clyde put up his finger as he checked his phone. He put his phone back in his pocket and moved his hands in a circle and opened a portal. Garcia, Franky, and Marshall walked through. Adira ran over and gave them hugs as Clyde closed the portal.

      Clyde turned his head toward me. "I figured she would want them here for this."

      "Glad to have you back, bud," I said. "You know about your men?"

      Clyde lowered his head. "They are all dead. The last transmission contained the code word for if they were captured." He turned and started walking toward the tent. "Come on, I have a plan."

      I grabbed Clyde's arm. "Wait. Adira, can you put a spell on the tent to deny golems?"

      She walked over and put her hand on my necklace. I heard Lara tell her something, but I couldn't make it out.

      Adira looked up at me. "Get everyone out of the tent."

      I ordered everyone to exit the tent. Adira walked over and administered the spell on the tent. She walked inside, and there was a purple light that flashed. She walked out and over to me.

      "It's ready, sugar."

      "Everyone back in the tent," I said.

      They all filed in through the door. Michel was the last one to enter, and he hesitated as he looked over the tent. He touched the tent with his fingertips and smiled.

      "Is there a problem, Michel?" I asked.

      "Golems?" Michel asked. "Do we have an infestation?"

      I pulled my knife out of my pocket. "We did. Just one more to check. Get in there."

      Michel laughed. "Got it." He walked through the door, then leaned back out. "You should've come to me first."

      I grabbed Adira's hand, then turned to Clyde. "After you, sir."

      We followed Clyde into the planning room. He walked over to the table, where Michel and Gunnarr were standing. He moved the papers so everyone could concentrate on the map. Clyde took a marker out and drew on the map. "We cannot use portals to get to the ranch. We will be detected right away."

      "What do we do, then?" Adira asked.

      "We use the portals to go here, three hundred miles from the ranch," Clyde said. "There, I have arranged transportation to get us within ten miles."

      Clyde stopped, looked around the room, and waited for questions. "All right. There, we slowly hike through the woods, killing everything we run into, until we make it to the ranch."

      "What's your plan for the ranch, then?" I asked.

      Clyde circled a spot on the northwest side of the ranch. "We enter here and kill everything at the ranch."

      Gunnarr was the first one to respond. "I like it. It's simple."

      I was a little more skeptical. If we made it that far, we could just raid the ranch and kill everything. What do you think, Lara?

      "Most times the wisest choice is the simplest," Lara replied.
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      THE PLAN WAS SET, the gear was loaded, we were ready to go. Michel moved his soul into his battle suit and came around the corner. He was huge, with four arms, each had a small sword on the forearm. The skeletal design was much different than Azriel's. I was glad he was on our side.

      We all lined up and were ready for the portal to be opened. The lion men were first, then the Boonies, Michel and Clyde, and Adira and I were last. Adira moved her hand in a circular motion and chanted as the portal opened. The lion men all ran through, then the others. It was just Adira and me.

      Adira kissed me on the cheek. "For good luck."

      I grabbed her and kissed her lips. "For better luck."

      While I was kissing her, the portal accidentally closed. We released each other from our embrace, and she opened the portal back up. We walked through, only to be met by everyone looking at us. Adira began to blush while we walked forward. The Boonies were standing in front with shit-eating grins on their faces.

      Marshall was the first to smart off. "You sure are fast, Jacob."

      "That's pretty clever for a vampire. You think of that all by yourself Marshall?", I replied.

      Franky followed. "A little premature entry into the portal there, pal?"

      "Franky, you're an angel for God's sake. Behave yourself."

      Garcia the giant still couldn't talk, but he stood there with a stupid look on his face and winked at me.

      I stopped and turned toward the crowd. "I kissed her. Now shut the fuck up and get moving."

      The seven black minibuses pulled up, along with a black SUV pulling a trailer. The lion men threw their equipment in the trailer and loaded up into the buses. The Boonies and Michel had their own bus. Adira and I climbed into the backseat of the SUV; Clyde sat in the front.

      My necklace started pulsing. It was almost jumping out of my shirt. Lara, what's up?

      Lara responded. "I need you and Adira to take a nap, make sure she is touching me."

      Why?

      "I need to teach you both a few things before we get to the ranch."

      I reached over and grabbed Adira's opposite hand and pulled it over to my chest to place it on Lara.

      "What are you doing?" Adira asked.

      "Lara needs to talk to both of us, something about training."

      Adira fell asleep immediately. I felt very tired. My head laid back, and I fought my eyes closing for a moment, but it was no use. I fell into a deep sleep and was in a dream.

      I was in a room with three chairs. The door opened, and Adira and another woman, dressed in a white suit, walked in and sat down. I assumed she was Lara. The room changed, and the walls were replaced with long bookshelves. It became brighter as the ceiling opened up to a blue sky.

      "Hello, Jacob. I thought this was the best form to use. You like?" Lara asked.

      "It's fine. What do we need to know?" I asked.

      A table with a pile of books on it slid over from the side of library. It stopped in front of my chair. Another table slid over from the other side and stopped in front of Adira. Lara pulled her chair over to the front of the tables.

      Lara sat down in the chair and crossed her legs. "Both of you pick up the first book and open it up."

      I looked at the pile of books. "Which one is the first book?"

      "That would be the first one you pick up," Lara replied with a smirk.

      Adira was the first one to pick up a book and open it. The pages lit up, and the words began to swirl around and floated off the pages. The words swirled around her head and began to enter her body. Her skin was glowing as the information entered her body.

      Adira smiled and looked at me. "Do it, Jacob. It's amazing." She picked up another book. "Seriously, do it."

      I picked up a book and looked at it from all angles. I looked over at Adira; she had opened the next book, and the words began to swirl off the page. I looked at the book title; it was in some other language. I opened it and stared at the pages.

      The words started to glow and swept off the page. The words were circling my head like a swarm of bees. The words began penetrating my skin and entering my mind. I absorbed the knowledge from the book; it was like a storm in my mind. I learned there were more powers available to me from my bands. I learned more about my sword and its abilities.

      The process completed, I took a deep breath as I laid the book down. I picked up another book and opened it up. Lara looked at both of us as we absorbed more and more information. I knew she was breaking some sort of rule by doing this. She was transferring all this wisdom and knowledge to us for a reason. She cared about us. It was for our own survival.

      I finished the books on my table. I looked over, Adira was gone. The lights went dim. It was only Lara and me sitting in chairs across from each other. Lara had a serious look on her face. She stood up and took two steps toward me.

      "Jacob, you have some knowledge now, but if Nimrod is resurrected, it will not be enough. Do not face him. You are not ready yet."

      I looked up at Lara. "He will have to be stopped."

      Lara grabbed my shoulders and shook me. "Wake up, you're not ready. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up."

      I opened my eyes to see Clyde and Adira hovering over me.

      "Rise and shine, sweetheart. We're here," Adira said with a big smile.

      We had arrived to the drop-off point. I had slept for a solid six hours. I looked down at my necklace, and Lara was glimmering with a small amount of light. I shook my head as Adira and Clyde exited the vehicle. I slowly climbed out of the backseat and stretched. Everyone was gearing up. It was showtime.
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      WHAT MAKES THE GREEN GRASS GROW? BLOOD, BLOOD, BLOOD. I remembered this mantra every time we were ready to embark on a mission. It was repeated over and over again when we were trained to use bayonets in the Army. It was a primal thought that got me in the right mood for what was about to happen.

      I stood in front of the group and asked them to stop and take a knee. I laughed when I looked back to see Garcia still standing. The lion men all looked at me; they were in their natural form. Their manes were tied back, and their faces were painted with streaks of green and black. They were disciplined and ready to die if needed.

      "I don't know what we are going to run into. Be silent, be fast, be brutal, no rules, no prisoners." I looked over the crowd; they were ready. "Quietly get up, and let's get moving."

      They all formed into their groups and slowly made their way into the forest. The Boonies, Adira, and Clyde were put in the middle. It was the most protected place for them. I positioned myself in the back. Lara, keep your ears open and eyes peeled.

      Lara replied, "I have neither, but I will guide you."

      I saw Franky look up. He opened up his wings and shot straight up into the sky.

      One of the lion men tapped me on the shoulder. "Your fallen angel is a coward."

      I watched the sky as Franky swirled around, then he was out of sight. It was not like him to fly away like that. He shot past our position again very fast; I could barely see him. He was chasing something. A few minutes went by and Franky landed right where he was supposed to be. He had eight carcasses in his hands that looked like prehistoric birds.

      "These are Seemes. Angels used them to scout outward territories during wars," Franky explained.

      The trees began to make noise. Something was falling out of them--more of the Seemes hit the ground. There had to be at least thirty more. Lucifer floated down from the treetops and landed right next to Franky.

      "You missed a few." Lucifer grinned as he strolled by and made his way to me.

      He was dressed in what looked like a battle suit of armor. It was very lightweight and flexible. He had a normal sword in a scabbard on his back, but he also had some other long weapons that I didn't recognize.

      Franky followed Lucifer to where I was standing and pushed him aside to get to me first. "He is not coming with us," Franky exclaimed.

      Lucifer saluted me. "Reporting for duty, Captain."

      I turned to Franky. "He is coming with us. We need him."

      Franky crossed his arms. "Why?"

      I bit my lip as I decided what I should tell Franky. "Because Uriel and Gideon have crossed over to the other side."

      Franky's face turned white as he dropped his arms. "No shit?"

      "No shit," Lucifer shot back. "Sorry, it's you and me again, old buddy."

      Franky scoffed as he walked back to his position. Lucifer looked around with a confused look on his face.

      "Jacob, where is Sparky?" Lucifer asked.

      "I left him at camp, why?"

      "This is perfect for Sparky. He needs his exercise. He needs to be here." Lucifer began to walk away.

      "Where the hell are you going?" I asked.

      "To get your sweet little puppy, Jacob." Lucifer disappeared into the forest.

      Gunnarr signaled me. I didn't catch all of it, but it was pretty clear that he was upset. He signaled to move forward. Michel was in front of Gunnarr, leading the way. I was amazed at how graceful and stealthy his was in that huge body.

      We had hiked for about an hour, when Michel gave the signal to stop. There was something going on in the front that had him spooked. Gunnarr turned around and had us fan out to form a defensive line. The trees were moving; something big was coming our way and fast.

      "Put your gun down and get your sword out," Lara whispered.

      Why are you whispering? I'm the only one that can hear you.

      "Because whispering makes it more fun," Lara replied. "Now shush and get ready."

      I lowered my weapon and pulled out my knife, which immediately turned into long sword. It stayed in a quiet state while we waited. The sound of a herd running toward us boomed through the forest. I knew what this was--the Minotaurs. The way we were lined up, we were going to get killed. I waved everyone to scatter while the Minotaurs got closer.

      I ran up to the front where Michel was standing. "These are Minotaurs coming at us. We need to scatter and drive them into a kill box."

      Before Michel could respond, they broke the tree line and came rushing at us. There were at least twenty to thirty of these monsters. I ran forward to meet them. The electricity swarmed around me as my sword lit up with a blue energy. I ran up on the first one and swung my sword at its midsection. The beast had no understanding of what happened until his top half slid off his waist. He bellowed as the breath was taken from him.

      The others were not as fortunate. The lion men jump on the Minotaurs, biting and stabbing them. Shots were fired, but it looked like we were getting beat back. Garcia was wrestling with one, flipping him into trees, but he was having a hard time killing him.

      Adira was using her powers to pick them up one by one and rip them in half. She could do this only twice before taking a small break to recover and gain her energy back. The others were all doing what they could as they were rammed and thrown about the forest.

      The Minotaurs knew I was a threat and were running away from me. I would catch one and slice him in half, but lost three others in the process. I began to summon the lightning and threw bolts at them. It would damage them but not kill them, unless I hit them four or five times.

      The battle raged on for a couple of minutes, until a large roar came from the trees. Something bigger was coming at us now. I looked at the Minotaurs; they seemed to know what it was and scattered. They were leaving us to flee. Four trees were knocked over as a large, ugly dog ran into the area and chased the Minotaurs.

      The dog grabbed one and bit it in half without any problems. It chased after them and threw their carcasses all over the area. There were three left, and they went three different ways. The dog took after one, and I took after the other. I caught up to mine because he was watching the dog. I jumped and sliced him right down the middle, splitting him in two. The dog had reached his victim with little problem and ripped his head off.

      The third Minotaur disappeared into the trees. I heard a loud howl; it was primal and painful to hear. There was smoke in the air. Lucifer walked out of the trees holding a leg on his shoulder. The dog ran over to me and threw me on the ground and licked my face with his large tongue.

      The dog transformed into a much smaller dog until it was the size of a terrier. It was Sparky. I didn't understand what a hellhound really was until now. He was a beast.

      Lucifer walked over and handed me the leash. "How about a fifteen-minute break? I have some barbecue here that is to die for."

      We regrouped and tended to the wounded. We lost four lion men in the attack. The remaining spoke only of avenging the deaths of their brothers. They were fueled by anger and spoke of what they would do to those who were responsible.

      Gunnarr walked over to me and kicked my side. "Next time, don't forget your damn dog."

      Sparky's tail was wagging as I fed him another piece of Minotaur. It took us more than fifteen minutes to get things in order. The dead were hidden for future retrieval, and the wounded were ready to push on. We had five more miles to go before we got to the ranch. I wondered what else could be waiting for us.
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      WE PUSHED ON INTO THE WOODS, only two miles to go till we arrived at the ranch. The lion men were great at tracking. There was a lot of activity in the forest. It seemed like the beasts and men alike were shaken on the defeat of the Minotaurs. The best guess was they were falling back to a reinforced position to make a stand.

      We took a break and sent a couple of scouts ahead to get more information on what was ahead of us. The lion men were fast and stealthy, it did not take them long to come back with a report. There were at least fifty men setting up an ambush, and they were joined by about twenty satyrs. They heard a few of the men talking about Gegenees coming to fight also.

      What the hell is a Gegenees, Lara?

      "A large six-armed creature; very strong, very good fighters," Lara replied.

      The lion men were looking forward to slaughtering the satyrs. They spoke of how delicious they were. I had a hard time as they joked around about how soft and tender their meat was. Satyr was almost a delicacy to these guys.

      Adira scowled as she stepped away. "I think I'm gonna be sick."

      She walked into the woods a bit to collect herself. I followed her, not so much to see how she was doing, but to get out of the conversation on how tasty our enemies were. I looked over to see Lucifer sitting on a rock, tending to his sword. He had a sharpening stone that he ran down the edge of the blade.

      Michel asked that everyone gather around for a quick briefing and a change in plans. He reached down and extended his claw to scratch in the dirt. He drew what he derived the trap would look like and where we would be positioned to spring it.

      Michel finished drawing and stood up. "Gunnarr, I need you to break your men into three unequal groups, however you want, Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie. Alpha and Bravo will attack from the front. Charlie from behind."

      Gunnarr asked, "How do we get back there?"

      Michel replied as he pointed out a spot on the ground. "They already know we are here. Adira will open a portal to here, at the right time."

      Michel pointed to two positions on the sides of the main attack. "I would like Garcia and Franky over here, then Lucifer and Marshall on the opposite site to stop anyone from flanking us."

      "And where do we fit in?" I asked.

      Michel pointed to a position behind the lion men in the center. "You and Clyde will set up two M82 rifles back here and take out as many as you can. Adira will protect your position."

      "That's it," I said. "You just want us to snipe?" I was frustrated that we were out of the fight.

      Michel replied sternly. "If the Gegenees show up, take them out. Stay in that position until it is over, or you've gone Winchester."

      Adira leaned over and whispered, "What's that mean? Winchester?"

      I smiled. "Out of ammo, cupcake."

      "This is a war zone, knock off the fucking cupcake-sweetie-pie shit," Michel said.

      I nodded as I smiled. Michel was right; Adira was a distraction, but I enjoyed it so much.

      Michel ended the huddle. "You all have five minutes to get your gear. The sooner we attack, the less time they have to prepare. Go."

      Michel was a good tactician. His plan was good, but we still needed a good amount of luck to pull this off. The third group of lion men accompanied us to our site. They waited while Clyde and I set up our guns where we wanted them.

      Adira was holding Sparky's leash. Sparky was jumping around, trying to get loose. I walked over to pet him. "Not now, boy. Just wait, then I'll let you go."

      We watched through our scopes as the two groups advanced toward the trap. Alpha was led by Gunnarr, and Bravo by Michel. Alpha was the group that was to be noticed first, to draw the enemy into a fight, while Bravo hit them from a different angle.

      Alpha stood up and made their way to the embankment. Our enemy was not ready; they noticed Alpha approaching and panicked while they opened fire. Alpha team took cover and returned fire. They had to wait until all the attention was on them before Bravo could attack.

      Six satyrs come from the other side with their weapons drawn and they ran right in front of Bravo team. The lion men leaped out one by one and took the satyrs down in the grass. I focused on to where they were, and all I could see was the arterial blood spray from the satyrs' necks as they were being ripped out.

      The enemy had shifted everything to the left to fight Alpha team. Michel signaled for Bravo to attack. They stormed the embankment. I gave the signal to Adira, and she opened the portal, and Charlie team ran through. They were placed perfectly behind the enemy by two hundred meters.

      I adjusted my scope. "Let Sparky go hunt."

      Adira let him off the leash. He walked and stretched out. With every step, Sparky grew, shedding the terrier skin as it was replaced by his natural hide. Sparky walked for only a few meters, when he had reached his natural state. He looked over at me and cocked his head as he waited for a command.

      "Go hunt, Sparky."

      I could see a smile on his face as he leaped into the forest and was soon out of sight. I heard a howl as a tree was toppled. He was free to roam the forest and kill whatever he ran into. I turned back to my gun and focused on the embankment and my first target.

      Clyde and I began to pick off guards. It was one point if you wounded them--ten points for a chest shot, and twenty points for a headshot. Adira was supposed to keep score, but she refused. There were two satyrs standing in a perfect line--hit them both in the head and watched them topple down.

      There was a flash of light behind the lion men. Eighteen Gegenees jumped out of portal to attack from behind. We started to pick them off one my one, but they were fast and very smart. They turned around and scattered. They were heading our way. We continued to shoot them until there were only three left. They disappeared in the forest.

      "Do you think they are running away?" Clyde asked.

      "Not a chance. They took to cover and are making their way to us. Get ready," I replied.

      I stood up and grabbed my knife. I had Clyde stay down and continue to pick off the humans behind the embankment as they popped their heads up. I could hear a rustling in the trees; they were coming. My sword lit up with the blue fire. I could feel the energy coursing through my body. Adira would later tell me that there was electricity surrounding me as I readied myself for battle.

      The first one broke through the small trees and rushed toward me. I had to be careful how I engaged him because there were two more coming. He ran at me and tried to grab my arms. My sword cut through one of his arms but got stuck in his bicep on the second swipe.

      I tried to pull the sword out, but it would not budge. I forced the electricity from my body through the sword and watched the Gegenees howl in pain while my sword burned its way through his arm. I was backhanded by one of his arms but was able to steady myself enough to follow through with a stroke to his neck.

      Black goo rushed from his neck as he tried to stop the bleeding with his other arms. I took a downward swing, splitting the Gegenees's head wide open. He screeched and gurgled as he slowly fell to the ground. I could hear Clyde shooting, shot after shot. Adira was to my right as we both waited for the other two beasts.

      I heard another howl followed by growling. Sparky had found something close by. I could hear the thumps as something beat against some sort of flesh. There was a loud thump and another screech, then nothing.

      "Adira, stay here and protect Clyde. I'm going to check on Sparky."

      I walked about ninety meters in to find a newly created clearing. Sparky was laying down chewing on what could only be an arm. I looked over at a tree. The remnants of a Gegenees carcass was pushed so far into the tree that only one of his hands were sticking out.

      I walked closer and saw what was left of the third Gegenees. Sparky had ripped him apart like a chew toy. I went up to Sparky and scratched his head.

      "Good boy. Enjoy. I will need you back in the fight in a few minutes."

      Sparky wagged his tail as he chewed down another arm.
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      I WAS BACK ON MY M82, lining up my next target. I saw a head pop up over the embankment. I took my shot. It was low and slammed into the embankment. The dirt and the weeds began to rumble around. It looked like a tremor or a small earthquake.

      The embankment began to move very slowly back and forth, then it moved forward. I heard a sound that I had never heard before. It was like a large air tank releasing pressure while someone was screaming from inside.

      "Clyde, are you seeing this?" I asked.

      "Yup, any idea what it is?"

      "Uh-uh. Adira?"

      Adira grabbed a pair of binoculars and stared at the moving earth. "It moves like a snake after it has been sunbathing."

      I followed the embankment down the line and saw the earth breaking away. It was a large snake. Its head rose above the ground as it began to move faster. It reared its head and focused on the Alpha team. The snake's eyes were bloodred and glowed slightly. All three teams saw what was before them and turned to escape.

      "Adira, can you shoot this gun?" I asked.

      "I've never shot a rifle before. Can you show me?"

      "Clyde, run her through the rifle. The both of you shoot that fucker until you are out of shells."

      "Then what?" Clyde replied.

      "If it's not dead, run like hell."

      I pulled out my knife; it instantly turned into a longsword and was flaming. I ran toward the snake. Lara, how do I kill this thing?

      "It is a special type of snake, a land version of the Midgard Serpent," Lara replied. "It can't be killed, only put to sleep."

      I was halfway there, running as fast as I could, vaulting over downed trees and weaving through the shrubs. So, sing it a lullaby? Come on, how do I stop it?

      "Use lightning," she said. "You need to get under its skin, then electrocute it. That should put it back to sleep."

      I was getting close to the middle of the snake. The only thing I could think of was to plunge my sword into it and have the lightning strike my sword. I jumped up to get on the back of the snake, just as it moved. I completely missed and landed on the ground. I rose to my feet, and the snake was already traveling toward the lion men. It coiled up and struck at one that was falling behind. The snake engulfed the body and swallowed him whole.

      I chased after the snake, attempting to get on its back. It was very fast. It caught another lion man and bit him in half. Then the snake swallowed another lion man whole. The Boonies were closing in, trying to prevent the snake from eating more lion men. The snake flung its tail and knocked Garcia into the woods. I could hear his body crashing through the trees.

      The shooting had stopped. I look to see if Clyde and Adira had left the sniper's nest we built. I couldn't tell if they were there or not. I caught up to the snake and tried to get on its back again, but it slithered out of my way as I hit the ground again. The snake turned around and headed toward Bravo team. It looked at me and continued forward; it had no interest in me at all.

      The snake turned its attention to four of the guards standing and watching the attack. The snake swung and swooped all of them into its mouth. I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around; it was Lucifer and Adira.

      I focused on Adira. "What the hell are you doing here?"

      Lucifer tapped me on my shoulder again. "I brought her here. We need her."

      "You got a plan?" I asked.

      Lucifer smiled. "Yup, you are fast and strong, but I have wings. I'm going to put you on the snake. Adira will steady you, then you kill the son of a bitch."

      Franky landed right next to Adira. "Don't worry, I will keep her a safe distance."

      Due to the lack of a better plan, I agreed. Lucifer stood behind me, put his hands under my armpits, and with one mighty flap of his wings we were up in the air. I looked back, and Franky was following with Adira in his arms.

      Lucifer swooped down to gain speed, and with a few flaps of his wings, we caught up with the snake. Lucifer dropped his head and dropped me. I could feel Adira using her magic on me to levitate me and control my landing. She was able to veer me just enough to land behind the snake's head.

      My feet were firmly planted on the snake as Adira kept me on him. I plunged my sword into the back of the snake's skull. I held on with one hand and raised my other to the sky. I drew in dark clouds, and the lightning began to flash. The thunder boomed across the forest.

      When there was enough lightning built up in the clouds, I brought my hand down on the handle of the sword. The lightning struck me, and I channeled it through my body and into the sword. The snake flopped around in pain. It let out a huge groan of sorts as it pounded its head down into the floor of the forest.

      I raised my hand one more time, built up a charge of lightning, and channeled another burst of electricity into my sword. The red glare in the snake's eyes dimmed until they were black. The snake's eyes shut as its body shuddered. It was finally still, forced back into hibernation. I removed my sword and jumped off the snake's head.

      Franky landed next to me with Adira. "Thanks, Franky. Can you go get everyone to gather over there? We need to finish this."

      Lara then spoke to me. "You learned how to control lightning; you achieved a new level of power. Your body is adjusting and healing."

      Adira said something that I could not make out. I turned and looked at her and smiled as everything around her went black. I saw her image slowly fade as I felt my body fall forward and hit the ground.

      Franky spread his wings and flew off to shuttle everyone to the rendezvous point. Lucifer walked over with a huge smile on his face as he patted the side of the snake.

      "Nicely done, Jacob."

      "Nice plan, Lucifer. Any ideas on the next step?"

      The smile had left his face. "Yup, kill everyone, but leave Gideon to me."

      Adira grabbed my hand and pulled me toward where everyone else was gathering. She was not a fan of snakes, especially ones a hundred meters long. As we walked, I felt power surging through my body. It made me a little dizzy. What the hell is going on now?

      Lara answered. "You gained more power. Your body is adjusting."

      Adira squeezed my hand and said something. I turned to look at her; I couldn't make out what she said. Everything started to go black until the only thing I could see was the image of Adira. She was blurry and began to fade out. I felt my knees lock as I swooned forward. The last thing I remembered was my face hitting the ground.
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      MY EYES OPENED TO see the sky. I felt my face being caressed, and I moved my head up to see Adira. She was holding my head. What the hell happened?

      "Your body had to restart itself," Lara replied. "You died for a couple of seconds and came back."

      Adira smiled. "You're back. How are you feeling?"

      I sat up and rubbed my face. What do you mean I died?

      "Your body and soul needed to be reset to absorb the new power," Lara said. "It's natural, don't worry."

      I stood up and turned around, extended my hand to help Adira up. "I feel great. How long was I out?"

      Adira walked over and hugged me. "Your heart stopped for four minutes. You've been out for almost fifteen."

      "Where is everyone else?" I asked.

      "They are taking their positions to storm the ranch. Lucifer said they needed to wait until you woke up."

      "Focus on your surroundings," Lara whispered.

      I looked around, took a deep sniff with my nose, and exhaled through my mouth. I could feel where everyone one was. I could also feel the anxiousness of the men while they waited.

      "Which team do we follow in?"

      Adira pulled back and looked at me. "I'm supposed to let Lucifer know when you are ready, then we follow Charlie in. Are you ready?"

      I pulled my canteen off my belt and took a drink. I dropped my canteen on the ground and reached in my pocket for my knife. It was not there. Adira pointed over to a log where it was still in sword form.

      "Your sword flew over there when we brought you here. When anyone would approach it, it would start on fire."

      I walked over and picked up the sword. It immediately was engulfed in the blue flames. I felt another surge of power course through my body. Adira stepped back as her jaw dropped and her eyes widened.

      "Adira, what is wrong?"

      "Uh, look at your arms."

      I looked down. The flames were all over my body. The flames encircled my body. "Let Lucifer know I am ready."

      Adira put her hands together, then pulled her arms up and turned around. She opened her palms and let a small ball of light shoot out of each hand. The balls traveled to where Lucifer and Michel were standing. Once they saw the light, Michel signaled the attack to start.

      The Bravo company was the first to attack. The lion men advanced quickly and engaged the enemy. The guards on the outer border of the ranch had no chance. They barely were able to shoot fifteen rounds between the thirty of them before they were ripped apart. It was a brutal and bloody sight.

      Adira and I made our way over to Charlie company. The plan was that Alpha and Bravo would take out all the perimeter defenses and Charlie would invade the inner area of the ranch. Then the three teams would fight their way towards each other while we went after Nimrod's body.

      I could hear that Alpha team had advanced. The Boonies and Lucifer were with them. I laughed to myself when I saw bodies flying twenty feet into the air. I guessed they had just met Garcia. I caught glimpses of Marshall; he was faster than I thought. He would lay his hands on the enemy and suck a little of their life force out before he would break their neck. It was certainly not how I would've expected a vampire to fight.

      I felt something brush up against my leg. I looked down; it was Sparky. He was watching the fight very intensely and was ready to jump in, literally. I bent down and gave him a good scratch on the head. It took ten minutes before the other teams were ready for us to enter the fight. We got the signal, and Adira opened a portal to the center of the ranch.

      This portal was different than her normal ones. She opened it on the ground, and we jumped into it. We landed right in the middle of the ranch. My sword swung over to my left as it deflected a bullet shot by a sniper on top of a building. It was meant for Adira. I spun around and pointed my sword toward the sniper and let a stream of blue fire hit him. It melted the building and the sniper in mere seconds.

      We maneuvered around and took cover. Adira was masterful in levitating large objects and throwing them on the enemy. They really had no idea how to handle what was happening all around them. I saw six guards trying to flank her, so I got up and ran toward them. They shot at me and missed. I jumped up in the air and landed in the middle of them. I swung my sword around in a circle and decapitated each one of them.

      I watched their heads roll off their bodies as their bodies fell to the ground, spurting blood in every direction. I was distracted for just a second, when I felt a hard blow from the back. I hit the ground and rolled until I was stopped by hitting a truck parked by a light post.

      Gideon was standing where I was. He looked majestic and ready for battle. He pulled two swords out from his back and spread his wings.

      "You are not the one, Jacob. You are just a memory."

      Gideon advanced forward a few steps, then something grabbed his neck and slammed him down to the ground.

      Lucifer stood over Gideon. "Brother, you are on the wrong side of things."

      Gideon propelled himself off the ground and hovered. "Lucifer, you should have stayed away. I will banish you, once and for all."

      Lucifer pulled out a sword and a short spear from his back, then spread his wings. "I'm going to enjoy eating your heart, brother."

      The trash talk ended, and the battle had begun. Gideon crashed down with his sword on top of Lucifer. Lucifer moved back and blocked with his sword. They both spun with their swords at different levels, and Lucifer nicked the back of Gideon's calf, while Gideon missed completely. Lucifer's spear became much longer as he stabbed at Gideon's chest. Gideon blocked with his sword and knocked Lucifer back with his wings.

      Lucifer engaged Gideon in the air, where they exchanged blows with their swords. The angels slowly brought the fight back to the ground. Lucifer's eyes were blood red as he swung his sword at Gideon's head. Gideon ducked, only to be run through by Lucifer's spear.

      The spear projected out of Gideon's back. Lucifer struck Gideon's sword with his, knocking it from his hand. Gideon hung on the spear as Lucifer got closer.

      The end of the spear turned into a jaded-edged cup. Lucifer placed his foot on Gideon's chest and pushed him off the spear. The cup scooped out Gideon's heart, and his body collapsed. Lucifer pulled the heart out of the cup, looked at me, and took a huge bite. He ripped a piece of the heart with his teeth and spit it out on the ground.

      Lucifer went into a rage, shouting, "Who's next?" He went after anything that was not a lion man, killing all who stood in his path. He had a bloodlust. He had lost control, and there was no stopping him. He whistled as he decimated the enemy. Sparky had transformed into his hellhound form and was chasing satyrs out of the forest and toward Lucifer. It was lambs driven to their slaughter.

      Adira came over to where I was fighting. "We need to take this down a notch."

      I looked at her as I pulled my sword out of a sentry. "Why?"

      She grabbed my arm. "Look at Marshall. He is not in control, neither is Garcia."

      I looked at the landscape of the ranch. Everyone was fighting at a different level. They were killing everything. It was chaos. It was war. Adira did not understand that this was the natural way of war--ugly, brutal, uncontrollable, but beautiful at the same time. There is only one rule in war, don't lose.

      There were waves of men funneling out of the buildings. There had to be a base of operations under the ground. The buildings were not large enough to contain that many men. Sparky was driving everything out of the forest and into the fight. Satyrs, Minotaurs, Gegenees, all came running into a battle where they had no chance of survival. It was a slaughter.

      I looked over at a building that had a door broken open. "Adira, we need to get into that building."

      Adira shook her head no. "No, we need to stop this."

      I grabbed Adira by the shoulders. "The only way to stop this is to stop Nimrod from being resurrected."

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her along as we ran toward the steel building. We ran inside to see an elaborate door in the floor and a large staircase leading down to the next level. I peered over the doorway to see nine men guarding a door. I looked at Adira as she closed her eyes; there was a tear running down the side of her nose. I took the pins out of three grenades, then threw them down the hole. She just stood there with her eyes closed as more tears ran down her face.
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      THE SMOKE CLEARED from the stairwell, and I could see the bodies of the men at the bottom landing. We made our way down and checked the bodies for signs of life. I was efficient; they were all dead. We walked down the hallway into a large room with glass walls. A door slammed shut behind us; we were trapped.

      Azriel came out of the shadows as the lights were turned up. We were in a secured observation room looking into a huge lab. I tried all the doors; they were all locked. I looked over as Azriel walked toward the glass and saw Uriel, Wyatt, and an older boy who looked like Peter, Tanya's son, in a cloak standing in the background. Over to the right of them was Nimrod's body, still contained in his stone coffin.

      Azriel scratched his fingers across the glass, and he walked to where I was standing. "Hello, Captain. I am glad you are here to see this before you die."

      I stepped back and pulled out my knife, and it turned into the flaming broadsword. I lunged at Azriel to stab him, but my sword stopped at the glass.

      Azriel stepped back and laughed. "Like that? It is also bulletproof, my own concoction."

      Adira pulled me back and whispered in my ear. "There is a magic field blocking us. I can try to lower it. Give me some time."

      I shook my head as I stared at Azriel. "Why don't you let me out, and we can finish our fight?"

      Azriel walked over to Nimrod's body and looked over at Uriel. "Give me a few minutes. I've got someone I want you to meet." Uriel walked over to Azriel and handed him the amulet. "Uriel, this is the first time in centuries I have actually been excited," Azriel said. "Behold your new king."

      Azriel placed the amulet in the stone coffin. He muttered a few words in some other language and stepped back. The coffin glowed very softly at first; the light intensified and pulsed like a heartbeat. There was a faint sound, then it became stronger. It was the sound of a heart beating.

      The sound got faster and faster. The light was constant at this point, and waves of energy flowed around the room and ultimately funneled into the coffin. The stone coffin glowed and shook like something was trying to get out. A loud, searing, high-pitched tone filled the air as the coffin exploded.

      The concussion from the explosion destroyed all the equipment in the lab. Azriel was thrown against the wall and buried in debris. Uriel wrapped his wings around Wyatt and Peter to protect them from the blast. It looked like they were alive and well.

      Nimrod was still lying where the coffin once was. He moved his huge legs and sat up. He looked around at the destruction and smiled. He stood and stretched as if he had just awoken from a long nap. Azriel stood up and brushed himself off. Once he felt he was presentable, he walked over to Nimrod and stood in front of him.

      "King Nimrod, it's nice to have you back. We have much to do."

      Nimrod spoke in a deep, godlike voice that echoed throughout the room. "Azriel, what is it we must do?"

      Azriel pointed over to the observation room. "Those two are not loyal. They need to be killed."

      Nimrod looked at me and smiled. "No, they live."

      Azriel raised his voice. "I order you to kill them."

      Nimrod grabbed Azriel by the neck with both hands. Azriel swung every arm on his battle suit to hit him, but it did no good. Azriel's body was glowing as Nimrod pulled him in closer.

      Nimrod growled, "You do not order me. You do not control me."

      Azriel's body lit up, just like the coffin. A stream of light came in from the top of the ceiling and into Azriel's body. Nimrod took a deep sniff of Azriel's head; some of the energy went into his nostrils. Nimrod opened his mouth, all of the light rushed into his body until Azriel's suit went limp.

      Nimrod threw Azriel's lifeless body across the room. When it hit the wall, it smashed into thousands of pieces. Nimrod took a step toward Uriel, who trembled in fear. Uriel was frozen, too scared to move.

      Nimrod spoke. "I will spare your lives as long as you leave the boy."

      Uriel quickly opened a portal and pushed Wyatt through. He looked back at Nimrod just before he jumped through the hole. Nimrod walked toward the observation booth, waved his hand, and the glass disappeared.

      Lara, what do I do? Lara was silent. I was alone as I faced the giant who killed Azriel in just a few seconds. Uriel was scared shitless and ran.

      Nimrod walked back to the table and sat down. "Come over and sit with me, Jacob. We have much to discuss."

      Nimrod looked at Peter and waved him away. Peter ran over to me and jumped into my arms. I hugged him and then handed him over to Adira.

      "You two go back in the corner," I whispered. "If shit goes sideways, open a portal and get out of here."

      Adira tried to object, but I covered her mouth and shook my head. Adira and Peter moved back into the corner as I walked toward Nimrod. I stopped and stood in front of him with my sword in hand.

      Nimrod casually spoke. "Please, Jacob, I mean you no harm. Sit and relax."

      What the hell, Let's see what he wants. I lowered my sword and sat down. "You know who I am?"

      Nimrod replied. "Yes, when I consumed Azriel's soul, it gave me his knowledge."

      "Then you know that I am destined to kill you."

      Nimrod laughed. "Do you? Do you have to kill me? Do you really believe in destiny?"

      "I'm bound to do so," I replied.

      "We all have choices. Free will allows that. Gideon and Uriel wanted the Antichrist. Azriel wanted a weapon. I chose my own path."

      My legs dangled from the table; I swung them like a child and played along. "What is your path?"

      Nimrod stood up, walked around the table, and placed his gigantic hands on my shoulders. "Jacob, we are the last of our kind. Purebred descendants of Adam. You and I are the same."

      I shrugged his hands off my shoulders, stood up, and faced him. "No, we're not. We may be related, but not the same."

      "Oh, but we are, Jacob. I was once like you, but I was open to change. I can show you the way. Did you see how Uriel trembled in fear? You can be just like me."

      Nimrod smiled as he walked back to his table and sat down. He spread his arms as if to embrace the room. "Together we can save this world. Rid it of the angels and demons and return it back to a paradise."

      "This is Yahweh's world, not ours."

      Nimrod pulled his arms in and wagged his finger at me. "I beg to differ. It was given to us. The angels trembled when they gazed upon Adam. We were to rule this world and everything on it."

      "He's not going to let--"

      Nimrod raised his voice. "Yes, he will. All we have to do is bring back the beasts of old. He hates mixes. We will recreate the world as it was before the flood. He will have nothing to do with it."

      "What about the humans?" I asked.

      "They will all live in harmony under my rule. Just like before."

      Nimrod stood up and walked around the room. "Join me, and we will set everyone free. We will show them the way to true happiness and peace."

      "And how do you do that?" I asked.

      "The 'how' does not matter. Once the world worships me, Yahweh will close all the doorways. We will be free of his meddling, once and for all."

      There were loud thumps coming from outside the doors. The doors were hit with battering rams. Nimrod walked to a corner of the room.

      "You have time to choose. I will find you, after I find Semiramis."

      Nimrod opened a portal, stepped toward it, then stopped. "Till we meet again, brother."

      He stepped through the portal and disappeared, just as the lion men broke through the door.
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      THE DOOR WAS BATTERED DOWN, and the lion men ran into the room. Adira and Peter walked out of the observation room. The sounds from the fighting above echoed through the stairwell. The lion men in the room were covered in blood and dirt. Lucifer walked through the doorway. He studied the room as he strutted toward me.

      "Nimrod was resurrected, wasn't he?" Lucifer asked.

      I lowered my head. "Yes. Uriel and Gideon were helping Azriel."

      "Where did Uriel go?" Lucifer asked.

      "Nimrod let him go right after he sucked Azriel's soul out of his battle suit."

      Lucifer walked over to the remains of the stone casket. "Did you fight Nimrod?"

      "No, he just wanted to talk."

      Lucifer turned his head toward me. "About what?"

      "Mostly himself and how he's the savior of the world."

      Lucifer giggled. "That was always his favorite subject. The savior?"

      "Yeah, he's going to save the world after he finds his wife."

      Lucifer replied. "That's good. That gives us some time."

      "Time for what?"

      "Time to get the Celestials involved."

      "Who the hell are the Celestials?" I asked.

      Lucifer stepped back and began to fade. "They're above the Archangels. They were also my brothers."

      He faded away into his portal. I had no idea what he had planned.

      "He gets off on cliffhangers, doesn't he?" Adira asked.

      I smiled and nodded my head as I looked down at Peter. He was much older than he should have been. Uriel held him in Tartarus. I knelt down and hugged him.

      "I'm sorry, boy. I didn't know."

      Peter patted my back. "It's all right. We need to go see Mom now."

      I pushed him back and held him at arm's length. "Do you know she's alive?"

      Peter put his hands on my cheeks. "Yes. Lara, you may speak now. Explain it to him."

      Lara suddenly erupted. "Jacob, I'm sorry, you had to pass the test by yourself. Anyway--"

      What do you mean? What test?

      "You had to face Nimrod on your own," she said. "Anyway, you only have two hours to get Peter to Tanya so he can heal her."

      I looked at Peter. "Heal her?"

      "I can bring her back without the sacrifice," Peter responded.

      I looked up at Adira, and she nodded her head. "I can feel his power. Let's give it a try."

      I stood up and looked around the room for Gunnarr. "Gunnarr," I yelled.

      One of the lion men told me Gunnarr was above ground, still fighting. I thought about having Adira and Peter stay down with the lion men, but I was certain they were safer with me. I put my arm around Adira and gave her a hug as she trembled.

      "Are you good?" I asked.

      "No, I'm not good. What about this is good?"

      I kissed her forehead. "We're alive."

      I backed up and whistled. "There is nothing down here. Let's get back up top and finish this fight."

      The lion men funneled through the door in a two-by-two formation and reengaged the enemy above ground. All of the supernatural beings had fled, and there were only a few men left. They quickly gave up in an attempt to save their own lives. The lion men did not take prisoners that day.
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      THE FIGHTING WAS OVER. We had at least won that portion of the fight. The lion men collected their dead and wounded. Clyde and Adira opened two portals back to the base. I watched them walk through the portal; the lion men were a proud race of warriors that made their ancestors proud that day.

      The chaos and the failures of the day had taken their toll. I was exhausted, but we had one more task to complete: fix Tanya's soul. We gathered up the Boonies, Peter, and Clyde to leave. We didn't have time for good-byes. We had less than forty minutes to save Tanya.

      Adira opened a portal, and everyone walked through, except for Adira and me. I turned to her and looked her in the eyes. "No matter what happens, I'm with you."

      Adira smiled and hugged me. The portal closed for a brief moment, then she reopened it and we walked through. I laughed as we entered Clyde's facility. The Boonies were standing there with those stupid childish grins on their faces. Adira and I walked past them without acknowledging their stupid teenage antics.

      Clyde yelled down the hall. "You guys get down here. We only have a few minutes."

      The guards were relieved and sent away. We didn't know what was going to happen, but there was no reason to get any of them killed today. Garcia opened the door slowly and let Peter into the room. Tanya sprung away from the door to the back of her room.

      Peter's body was glowing a radiant light as he cornered his mother and laid his hands on her. She shrieked in pain as the light became more intense. It was hard to look through the window because it was so bright.

      When the light subsided, Peter was standing over the body of Tanya as she lay on the floor. Her eyes slowly opened, and her body struggled to raise her to stand. She looked down at Peter and fell to her knees while she hugged him. I couldn't hear what was being said, but seeing those two reunited was amazing.

      Peter and Tanya stood up and walked toward the door. Peter nodded at Garcia to assure him everything was fine. Garcia opened the door and backed off. Tanya's brown hair had blonde streaks in it. I stared at her as she walked up to me.

      Tanya placed her hands on my shoulders. "This was not your fault."

      I could feel the tears welling up. I felt the pain of losing her leave my body, and somehow my promise to her father remained intact. She was alive. Tanya turned her head and looked down the hall. I could see the tension in the brow of her forehead.

      A portal opened, and Uriel walked through. "Jacob, we need to talk."

      A force pushed us all back against the wall as Tanya's body was engulfed in flames. Her body floated a foot above the floor as she moved her hands toward Uriel. He was hit with a tremendous amount of force that knocked him back thirty feet and embedded his body into the concrete blocks.

      Tanya spoke in harmonious tones that echoed throughout the building. "You murdered me and stole my son."

      Her body began to fly toward Uriel. He stood up quickly, opened a portal, and ran through it. Tanya's body floated back to the floor, and the flames went out. When she turned around, she was normal. I looked behind me, everyone was frozen in both fear and amazement.

      I looked back at Tanya, cocked my head. "Did you say Uriel killed you?"

      "Uriel told Wyatt to do it. Same thing to me."

      Clyde stepped beside me. "Wyatt stabbed you because Uriel told him to?"

      Tanya gritted her teeth. "Yes, Uriel fucking killed me." Her eyes flared bright yellow. Peter came over and held her hand. She calmed down.

      I looked at Adira and her team, then back at Tanya and Peter. "Clyde, take everyone back to the base. Work out a deal with Michel."

      Clyde nodded. "Yes, sir. Anything else?"

      "That's our training camp now." I replied. "Build whatever you need. Start recruiting."

      Tanya started to walk down the hall away from Clyde.

      Adira chimed in, turning to Tanya. "And where do you think you're going?"

      Tanya snickered. "Who's the slut?"

      Adira was instantly pissed off. I put my hand on her shoulder before she could respond. "Her name is Adira. She's a witch, and I need her."

      Adira instantly calmed down and smiled, until Tanya said, "Yeah, I bet."

      I walked over to Tanya. "I need you to go with Clyde. I need both of you to be safe."

      Tanya crossed her arms. "As you can see Jacob, I don't need your protection anymore."

      "There is no reason for you take unnecessary risks. Just go with Clyde, please?"

      Tanya closed her eyes and nodded in agreement. She walked back towards Clyde.

      "Clyde, take everyone except Adira to the base, now, please." I ordered.

      Clyde opened a portal, and the Boonies stepped through first. Peter and Tanya walked toward the portal. Tanya stopped, raised her face up, and took a deep, deliberate breath. "No sluts at my farm, Jacob." Tanya and Peter walked through the portal.

      Clyde shook his head and followed. The portal closed. It was just me and Adira.

      "Where we going?" Adira asked.

      "To the farm. There are some books we need to look at before."

      "Before what?" Adira asked.

      "Before we kill Uriel, Wyatt, and any other Arch that is helping them."

      Adira opened a portal to the farm. Jacob and Adira held hands as they walked through.
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      THE FARMSTEAD LOOKED LIKE A WAR ZONE. There were broken windows, a few small fires in the pasture, an old tractor with bullet holes and flat tires. Lightning crackled across the sky before it struck the ground just over the hill in the field.

      A portal opened and Sparky ran through the green fiery circle. He put his nose to the ground and sniffed. Adira and I watched him as he caught the scent of something and ran towards the barn. We followed Sparky as he turned the corner, I smelled smoke and meat as we got closer. I turned the corner to find Sparky sitting next to a man as he had his ears scratched.

      The fire had a grate over the top with a covered dutch oven, a cast iron frying pan, and four steaks that sizzled. The man looked up, smiled as he waved us over to sit next to the fire. Another bolt of lightning branched across the sky as it angled its way to the tree line.

      I pulled my knife out of my pocket as I sat down on a log. Adira stood behind me as she prepared for the worst.

      “Who are you?”, I asked as Sparky rolled over to offer his belly to the man.

      “I mean you no harm. Please sit and share a meal with me.” The man answered as he flipped the steaks.

      I looked behind the man, there was a table with a cloth draped over it and four place settings.

      “Adira.” The man grumbled. “Please sit down. If you want, you can come over here and grab my hand to read my thoughts.”

      Adira walked over, the man raised his hand and she grabbed it. At first, she didn’t seem to get any information, then she let go of his hand and sat next to me.

      Adira took a deep breath. “Jacob, we should listen to what he has to say.”

      I tried to access Lara to figure out who this guy was, but she was silent. The man pulled a notebook out from behind him and wrote a few sentences. He set his notebook down as the sky lit up, six lightning strikes and lots of smoke.

      “What’s going on over there?”, I asked as I pointed to where the lightning had struck.

      The man shrugged his shoulders. “My other guest is cleaning up a few things. He should be done soon.”

      I tried to access Lara again to ask her, but there was no answer. The man smiled and gave me a wink. “I shut Lara down, you don’t need her right now. Besides, it will ruin the surprise I have for you.”

      I tried to stand up, but I couldn’t, my legs would not even move. I looked over at Adira, she was stuck also. “What the fuck are you doing to us?”

      The man took a deep breath as he removed the steaks and put them on a platter. “I need you to sit and be calm. You’re going to find your fancy little knife won’t work either.”

      I clenched my jaw and ground my teeth. There was nothing I could do except watch him put the food on the table.

      “One last time, who the hell are you?” I asked.

      A familiar voice came from behind us. “He’s the author, fuckstick.”

      I turned my head, It was Steve dressed like a gladiator, but with a cloak around his shoulders. He walked past us and sat at the table. The man picked up his notebook and scribbled a few notes on his way to the table.

      Adira and I were suddenly sitting at the table. I stared at Steve, he looked so real.

      “What’s the problem dumb ass?”, Steve asked.

      “What are you doing here and why are you dressed like Spartacus?”, I asked.

      “Ask him, he’s in charge right now.” Steve pointed at the author.

      “Adira, ladies first, please help yourself.” The author handed her the plate of steaks and a bread basket.

      I didn’t care about food, I wanted answers. “What are you doing here Arthur?”

      Steve shook his head and laughed. “I didn’t say Arthur, I said author. You know, the guy who is writing these books.”

      Adira elbowed me and handed me the platter of meat. I stabbed one with my fork and laid it on my plate.

      Adira looked at the author. “So, your name is Jeff?”

      “Yes, it is.”, he answered.

      “I have so many questions for you, what happened to my parents? Why am I attracted to Jacob? Could I be taller?” Adira was more excited to see him than I.

      “Why are you here?”, I asked.

      Steve answered. “Well, you keep getting your ass kicked. You need help.”

      Jeff smiled. “Well, not exactly. The next books are all about several wars that you’re going to fight. I need you to be prepared for what’s going to happen. I will tell you more once you start eating.”

      I fired back. “I am not a kid, I’ll eat when I damn well please.”

      Jeff picked up his notebook and wrote as I cut my steak into pieces and began to eat.

      I shut my eyes for a moment when I realized what was happening. “Fucking stop that. This isn’t right.”

      Jeff put his notebook down. “You’re probably right. You will want to try that beer now, it’s scotch ale, really good stuff.”

      I took a drink of the ale, he wasn’t lying. I began to calm down, but I had no idea why.

      “Before you can go to war, you will need to visit the cave of wonders in Antarctica and visit Lilith. Steve has been promoted to the status of Celestial in Yahweh’s army. He has been sent down to help you and communicate with Lucifer.” Jeff sat back and took a gulp of his ale.

      Jeff continued. “It’s not going to be easy. Steve will be your guide, but he has very strict rules about interfering. I don’t know if your going to win or lose, but I am going to tell you that you need to build a bigger team. I have left clues in all the books as to who you should pursue. You will need them to go up against Nimrod.”

      Steve slid into the conversation. “Why the hell is the food down here so much better than in Heaven?”

      Jeff turned and looked at Steve as if he had an arm growing out of his head. “Shut up, you don’t look like you’re withering away. There is still time to turn you into a powerful hamster.”

      Steve smiled. “Jakey, just so you know, before you go after Nimrod, you gotta deal with Uriel. He can’t be left unpunished.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten about that asshole. What were you doing in the pasture?”

      Steve looked at me. “The people that fucked up my house, they are literally toast.”

      “I missed you Steve. It will be kind of nice to have you back.” I replied.

      “Oh look, a tear in my eye, no wait, that’s from laughing at you and your over emotional girly side. Now shut up cause Jeff has to do his “Buy My Books” shit.”

      Jeff scribbled a few more lines in his notebook, everyone froze at the table.

      

      It is that time. You can follow me on the web at www.jbchivvy.com, or on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/jbaconauthor/. I also have a private Facebook group named The Darkside of Bacon where we have loads of fun. You can also find me on Instagram, just look for @realbaconjeff.

      The fourth book in this series is titled Uncivil War. This is where things get interesting. Also look for a few other books coming out in 2019 that are from hinted about in the first four books in this series.

      Thank you so much for following me and reading my books. I can’t express how much each and every one of you mean to me. I would also appreciate it if you would leave me a review on Amazon, it really helps small Indie Authors in their quest.
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