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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.
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      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 sideroads 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’thing 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 midsentence. “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 theyd 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.
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      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 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 don’thing 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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 old 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.
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      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 nonreporting 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      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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