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CHAPTER
ONE


––––––––

Simon Logan lay on the cot in the corner of his
cell, listening to the voices of the dead whisper to him from out of the
darkness.

Their voices helped him, sustained him.  They
lifted him out of the depth of his despair and gave him the courage he needed
to face each day as if it were not identical to the one before it and the one
before that and so on back through an endless succession of such periods, the
sterility of prison life blurring into one long, endless repetition of the same
activities that were designed to break his will and turn him into an obedient
little prisoner.  

The voices were his sanity and his salvation.

And while he listened, the dead told him
things. 

Important things.

Things he couldn’t have known otherwise. 

The dead were his friends, you see, the
whisper of their voices like the caress of a lover in the depths of the night. 
They told him of the world outside these walls, of the events that transpired
there while he was locked away in that meager eight-by-eight foot space, and in
turn he gave them tasks to perform, orders to carry out, providing a purpose
and direction for their existence that they thought had been lost lost forever. 


It was the perfect symbiotic relationship.

The wards, bindings, and other enchantments
built into the walls of his cell kept him from doing anything more than
speaking with the dead, but speaking with them was enough for now.  Logan lay
on his bunk in the darkness, conserving his energy, knowing he was going to
need it if the voices were right, if today was, indeed, his day of salvation.

It was still early afternoon when the voices
told him that the guards were headed in his direction.  His cell had no clock
and this far underground there wasn’t a window to let him judge the passage of
the sun across the sky, but he knew what time it was just the same.  He’d
always been able to sense the coming of darkness for decades and right now his
senses were telling him that darkness was still many hours away.

That was fine; he was patient.  He could
wait.

He thanked the dead for their service and
then sent them on their way with the messages he had prepared for just this
eventuality.  The time had come; he could feel it in his bones.

The footsteps stopped and the lights flashed
on suddenly, harsh and blinding: the move designed to disorient, perhaps even
to cause physical pain.  He was abruptly thrust from the utter darkness of long
days spent in solitary confinement, but he’d been forewarned and so was not
caught by their petty game, sitting on his bunk with his eyes held gently shut
when the flare of brilliance chased away the darkness.  By the time that the
guards arrived at the door of his individual cell, his eyes had adjusted to the
light enough to be able to see without difficulty.

There were nine of them; an auspicious
number. 

The duty captain stepped up to the outer cell
door and said, “Assume the position.”

The man was nervous; Logan could smell his
fear from five feet away.  It made him want to smile, but he made sure to keep
the grin off his face and his expression carefully neutral.  Anything else
would simply earn him a beating.

He got up from his bunk and crossed to the
door of his cell.  Turning around, he slid his hands through the waist-high
slot and then winced as the duty captain on the other side slipped a zip tie
around his wrists and cinched it tighter than necessary.

“Okay, you know the drill.  Back off.”

He followed the duty captain’s orders,
pulling his hands back out of the slot and stepping away from the door, giving the
guards room to open the door and enter the cell.

They formed up around him, with the duty
captain to his left, holding his arm, and the others arrayed in groups of four
before and behind him.  When the duty captain gave the signal, they led him
down the hall and then up the three flights of stairs to the general population
level.  The raucous noise that usually filled the cavernous space quieted as
they realized who was being brought up. Soon all of the other inmates were
standing at the fronts of their cells, staring in silence at the procession as
it made its way slowly past.  

Even in here, amidst the worst of the Order’s
enemies, the man once known only as the Necromancer commanded respect and fear.

It had been just over two months since Logan
had requested an audience with Knight Commander Cade Williams and given him
information that had eventually led to the confrontation with the Chiang Shih
and the deaths of dozens of Templar soldiers.  For his part in the process he’d
been transferred to solitary confinement and left to rot alone in the darkness
with barely enough food to survive.  Rather than break him, however, the change
in circumstances had proved to be a boon.  No longer haunted by the ghost of
Cade’s dead wife, Gabrielle, the Necromancer had slowly begun to recover and
was now in better physical condition than he had been since arriving at the
prison.  

The guards took him through general
population and then up five more levels, passing through a checkpoint each
time, until they reached the ground floor.  There they went through a
successive series of checkpoints until, nearly a half an hour after they
started, the group stood before the massive double doors leading to the main
entrance and the transport yard just beyond.

The duty captain stepped forward, a rubber
ball gag, the kind favored by S&M enthusiasts with straps that allowed the
gag to be pulled tight and secured around the back of the head, in one hand. 
He held it up for the prisoner to see.

“Open up,” he said.

For a second, Logan hesitated.  It was more a
result of being startled by something so out of the ordinary than any real objection
to the request, but that second was enough.  The duty captain had been waiting
for an excuse to cause his prisoner some misery and that was all he needed.  He
looked over Logan’s shoulder and nodded to the guard behind him.  Logan didn’t
even have time to brace for the impact before what felt like a sledgehammer
drove itself into his kidney full bore.  For a moment everything went white as
his body tried to process the massive shock it had just received.

When he came back to himself again, he found
he was down on his knees with a guard holding tightly to each arm as the duty
captain shoved the gag into his mouth and pulled it tight.  Logan didn’t fight
back; it would only escalate into a beating and he didn’t want to take the
chance of being injured right now.

Patience.  Their time will come.

The gag and handcuffs were redundant inside
the prison, as the wards built into the very foundations of the building kept
him from accessing his power in any significant way, so the use of the
restraints now indicated that they were taking him outside the gates, most
likely as part of a transfer to a new facility.   After spending the last six
months locked away beneath the ground in solitary confinement, the idea of
walking out those doors was almost daunting.

Almost.

The duty captain stopped at the checkpoint
and the Necromancer listened in to what was being said.

“What have you got, Charlie?” asked the
officer on the other side of the bullet-proof glass of the control booth with a
bored tone.

“Transfer to Longfort post-trial.  There to
remain until the end of time.”

The other officer’s laugh was muffled by the
glass.  “We can only hope, right?” 

That’s interesting, the Necromancer thought as he ignored the
joke.  Apparently he’d been tried and found guilty in absentia; he certainly
hadn’t attended any proceedings of that type in the last two months.  He
thought of the promise Knight Commander Williams had made to him several months
before.  A view of the sunlight, before the end of his trial. That had been the
deal.

Better late than never, he guessed.

Papers were passed over, signed, and passed
back again.  When all was in order the group was allowed to proceed through the
checkpoint to the final barrier, a thick set of double doors made of reinforced
concrete.  The duty captain took a tighter hold on Logan’s arm and with a loud
clang the doors began to slide slowly apart.

A lobby like one found in most modern
business buildings was just beyond the doors, part of the cover the Order had
set up around the facility.  Security guards stationed behind the “information
booth” eyed him curiously as he was marched past, but they knew better than to
speak to him.  

Logan barely gave them a passing glance, as
his attention was fixed firmly on his destination.

A transport bus was waiting outside.  

The guards didn’t hesitate, just hustled him
out the doors into the cold, February snow and over to the waiting vehicle. 
The driver opened the doors as they approached so the group didn’t even have to
slow down as they led him up the stairs and down the aisle to the back of the
bus where a specially prepared enclosure awaited.

It wasn’t much to look at, just a chair
welded to the floor inside a box of bullet-proof glass, but the moment that he
was shoved into the seat he felt the bindings that were etched into the walls
around him, bindings designed to keep him from using his powers against those
on the other side of the glass.  He was like a newborn babe, naked and
unprotected from those who might wish him harm.

Or so they thought.

Two guards stepped inside the box with him
and quickly wrapped him in several sets of thick iron chains which the duty
captain then secured with a special set of blessed padlocks. Their job finished,
the guards stepped out of the enclosure and closed the door of the box behind
them, securing that with a lock as well.  Satisfied that all was as it should
be, the guards moved several seats forward and sat down facing the front of the
bus, their weapons by their sides.

The Necromancer wanted to laugh at the
theatrics.  He missed his old nemesis; had Williams been in charge he would
have been drugged into unconsciousness, bound with silver, and sealed inside a
protective circle before they would have even thought about taking him from his
cell.  This lot was making things far too easy.

He glanced out the window at the place where
he had just spent the last six months of his life.  The innocuous little
building known to the Order as the Bennington Containment Facility looked more
like a public high school than a maximum security prison for offenders of some
of the world’s worst evils, but that was hardly a surprise.  The Templars had
had centuries to perfect the art of hiding in the open and even he had to admit
that they did it quite well.

“Let’s roll,” the duty captain called forward
and the driver raised a hand in reply.  There was a moment spent as the driver
started the vehicle’s oversized engine and threw her into gear and then, with a
sudden jerk, the bus got underway.

The first three hours passed without
incident.  Logan had long ago learned the art of sitting patiently and he
practiced that now as he waited for the right time.  At first the guards were
tense, constantly looking over their shoulders in his direction as if he might
pull a Harry Houdini and escape from his bonds right before their very eyes,
but as time passed and he remained securely bound, they began to relax. 
Relaxation eventually turned to boredom and boredom to complacency.

Logan felt them long before seeing them,
their presence like a beacon in the night to one with his powers.  He prepared
himself for what was to come, knowing there would be a moment of vulnerability
when the guards might think of opening his “cell” and shooting him in the head
rather than taking the chance that he might escape into the world once more. 
He didn’t expect them to have enough presence of mind to think of it, but
better safe than sorry.  He focused inward, centering himself and gathering
what power he could just in case he would need it.

The bus rolled onward.

     Several
moments later the headlights picked up the first wispy strands of a low-lying
fog creeping along the road, but the driver barely noticed.  The suddenly
changing temperatures at this time of year often caused a bit of ground fog and
he gave it no mind as he continued forward, unaware that in doing so he’d just
committed everyone aboard to the events which were to follow.

     A
hundred yards down the road the fog had risen to cover the wheels of the bus
and the driver was starting to grow a little concerned.  It had grown thicker
as well as higher, limiting the driver’s ability to see any obstacles that
might be in the road ahead of him, and he naturally slowed the vehicle down as
a result.

     It
never occurred to him to wonder where fog like this had come from on such a
cold night.

     Noting
the change in speed, the duty captain came forward and crouched down beside the
driver.  “What’s the delay?” he asked, none to happy to be slowing down given
the particular cargo they were carrying.

     The
driver waved at the windshield ahead of them.  “Can’t see shit.  If I hit
something at this speed we’ll be in serious trouble.  Better to slow down now
than pay for it later.”

     As
much as he disliked the idea of slowing down, the duty captain knew the driver
was right.  “All right,” he said, clapping the other man on the shoulder. 
“It’s your bus; you know what’s best.  Just get us there.”

     “I’ll
do my...”

     The
driver never finished his sentence, distracted as he was by the way the engine
of the bus coughed once and then died.

     The
loss of power meant the steering and brakes reverted to manual control and the
driver suddenly found himself trying to steer a twelve ton behemoth rolling
forward at just over twenty-five miles per hour.  To their right was a forest
of thick pine, to their left the yawning mouth of a narrow ravine; the driver
did not want a closer look at either.  The muscles on his arms stood out as he
strained to hold the vehicle on course.  He pumped the brakes frantically with
both feet in an effort to get the bus to slow down and come to a stop, thanking
God as he did for his foresight in slowing the bus just moments before.  If they
had still been travelling at the higher rate of speed they wouldn’t have had a
chance.

     “Give
me a hand!” he yelled and the duty captain jumped to his aid, grabbing the
wheel with both hands and adding his strength to the driver’s.  Between the two
of them they were able to keep the bus on the road and pointed in the right
direction until it slowly ground to a halt several long and tense minutes
later.

     That’s
when they noticed the fog.

     No
longer content to lie clinging to the ground in slowly drifting pools and
eddies, this fog seemed to have a life of its own.  It had sprung up like a
wall all about them, leaving a clear patch of ground roughly ten feet on all sides
of the bus, so that they seemed to be sitting in a special little clearing of
their own.  The fog twisted and turned, churning about, and both men would have
sworn that they saw faces in its depths; grey, distorted shapes with black,
bottom-less holes for eyes and mouths opened wide in silent screams...

     Movement
of a different sort within the depths of the fog became clearer as an
individual in a long black robe stepped out in front of the bus, his face
hidden in the depths of his hood.

     “What
the hell...?” said the duty captain.

     As
if in response, the newcomer reached up, grasped the edges of his hood, and
pulled it back, revealing his face to the men on the bus.  The coarse black
thread that had been used to sew his lips and eyes shut, precautions used to
keep him from seeing or speaking in the afterlife, stood out in stark contrast
to the light grey coloration of his dead flesh while the glint of metal in his
ears marked where molten silver had been poured into place to keep him from
hearing.  

     The
living watched as the dead man lifted an arm and pointed at the bus.

     The
duty captain turned his head just in time to see something monstrous emerge
from the fog on the right side of the bus.  As his mind was still trying to
make sense of what it was seeing, the creature slammed into the side of the bus
with all the force of a runaway train.  Tires popped as the bus slid sideways
for several yards, stopping just inches away from the edge of the embankment.

     Men
were screaming, guns were firing, but the duty captain didn’t notice.  His gaze
was locked on that of the prisoner in the back of the bus, the prisoner who
couldn’t speak around the gag placed in his mouth but whose laughter was
somehow ringing loudly in the duty captain’s ears as the thing outside slammed
into the bus for a second time, sending it careening over the edge of the
embankment and tumbling, down, down, toward the ravine floor below...  




CHAPTER TWO

––––––––

            Knight Captain Matthew Riley, acting commander of the Echo Team,
stood at the edge of the embankment and stared down at the wreckage in the
ravine several hundred feet below.

     It
looked as if the driver had lost control of the bus on the icy road and, unable
to stop the oversized vehicle, had careened off the embankment and into the
ravine.  The dents in the sides and roof of the bus showed it had rolled
several times on its way down the embankment before coming to rest with its
nose rammed into a large, outcropping of rock, the impact hard enough to push
the engine block halfway into the cab.

     Riley
knew looks could be deceiving, however.

     It
had been two months since Knight Commander Cade Williams had come stumbling out
of the Beyond with Riley’s near-dead body in his arms, the two of them crashing
through the mirror in the surgical prep room of the Templar commandery in
Arlington, Virginia.  Thankfully the medical staff sprang into action immediately
and as a result managed to save Riley’s life.  Not only had he lived to see
another day, but the faith healers who had treated him shortly thereafter had
been able to cut his healing time down from several months to just a couple of
weeks.  

     A
good thing, too, because the powers-that-be had put him to work the minute he’d
gotten up out of that hospital bed.  

The battle with the Chiang Shih had been
costly and many of the Order’s strike teams, including Echo, Bravo, and Delta, had
been all but decimated.  Riley was the only man still on active duty out of
Echo’s four-man command unit.  Sergeants Nick Olsen and Sean Duncan had both
perished during that last op; Olsen at the hands of the Chiang Shih and Duncan
while fighting the fallen angel Asharael, known to the Templars as the
Adversary.  Riley’s friend and long-time commander, Cade Williams, was still
alive but had been “forcibly retired” as a result of the actions he’d taken in
the wake of the Chiang Shih assault. 

As a highly decorated member of the Echo
Team, as well as one of the Order’s most senior surviving non-coms, Riley had
been tapped by the Preceptor to rebuild the strike teams to operational
capacity.  Over his protests, he’d been put in charge of Echo itself and
elevated in rank all the way to captain.  

When word of the escape had come down from
Bennington, the Preceptor had immediately ordered Riley to the crash site.  Riley
had been told that he was the logical choice; not only had he been part of the
squad that had captured the Necromancer, but he was one of the few surviving
Templars who had faced the Necromancer in personal combat.  When Riley had
calmly pointed out that he’d lost that encounter, his objections had been
overruled and he quickly found himself aboard one of the strike team’s
Blackhawks headed for the crash site.

Staring down at the wreckage now, he was
overcome with a sense of dread so strong that for a moment all he wanted to do
was turn around and climb back aboard the helicopter, leaving this mess to
someone else.  

He shook off the feeling, slung his HK MP5 on
its sling around his back, and grabbed hold of the rope that was being offered
to him by Martinez, one of the men under his command.  With a nod to the
others, he started down.

Less than five minutes later Riley and his
three companions stood on the floor of the ravine, staring at the wreckage of
the bus.  The partially caved in roof, as well as the various dents and scrapes
that bore evidence to the bus’ unexpected journey down the hillside were
expected, but the massive rips in the metal, rips that looked suspiciously like
giant claw marks, were not.

The sight of them gave Riley pause.

The advance team had confirmed that the
vehicle in the ravine was the long-overdue bus, but had not ventured down to
the ravine floor to look for survivors.  Riley’s first instinct was to rush
forward and see if there was anyone left alive in the wreckage, but he quelled
the notion before acting on it.

By the book, he reminded himself.

The men, including Riley, were dressed in
standard Templar tactical gear that included dark ceramic body armor worn under
black jumpsuits of flame retardant material without markings or insignia,
lightweight Kevlar tactical helmets with built-in communications gear along
with audio and video recording devices, and military style combat boots.  Each
man was armed with a Heckler & Koch MP5 SD submachine gun, a HK Mark 23 .45
caliber handgun and the holy sword they’d been given at their investiture into
the Templar ranks.  Not wanting to give their exact positions away by speaking,
Riley ignored the tactical communications gear and used hand signals instead,
sending Ortega and Simmons toward the front of the vehicle while he and
Martinez headed for the rear, their weapons out and at the ready.

The bus had landed right side up and
perpendicular to the slope of the hill so that they were approaching it from
the passenger side.  They moved forward cautiously, their gaze jumping from the
shadows around the bus to the darkened interior and back again, as they watched
for movement.  So far there hadn’t been any sign of the transport team or their
passenger, which Riley found unsettling.  

If this bastard is loose again...

The newly fallen snow crunched underfoot as
they rounded the side of the bus and got their first look at the back of the
vehicle.  Beside him, Riley heard Martinez gasp aloud and he nearly did the
same.

The back end of the bus had been peeled open
like a tin can, the jagged edges of the newly-torn steel shining in the
darkness.  Just inside the vehicle, the shattered remains of the prisoner’s
enclosure reflected the light of their flashlight beams back at them and they
could see that the arcane symbols filigreed into the depths of the glass had
been burned black from a surge of power strong enough to overwhelm their
protections.

That was all Riley needed to see to know that
the Necromancer had, indeed, escaped.

“Cover me,” Riley said and moved forward to
the back of the bus.  He could see Ortega and Simmons entering the vehicle from
the front and felt confident enough to sling his weapon and use his hands to
boost himself up into the back of the bus.

As he climbed to his feet, he saw Ortega
shine his flashlight on a seat closer to the front and then stiffen in
surprise.

“What have you got?” Riley called.

“Blood,” the other man said.  “A lot of it,
too.”

Riley moved forward and added the beam of his
flashlight to those of the other man. 

Ortega was right; there was a lot of it.  It
had splashed across the seats and pooled on the floor, then froze in a wide
puddle that reflected the light with a ruby red glow.  But there was just
blood, nothing more.

If the men were injured, where had they gone? Riley wondered.  If they were dead, what happened
to their bodies?

“Spread out and search the area around the
bus.  Look for bloodstains, tracks, anything to indicate where they might have
gone,” Riley ordered.

Fifteen minutes later they had nothing to
show for their efforts but a chill that went deeper than the evening’s coldness. 


The missing men had seemingly vanished into
thin air.

With a last, uneasy glance around the
wreckage, Riley ordered his men back up the embankment.

Once they had all returned to the relative
safety of the road, Riley moved a few feet away from his men.  He pulled his
tablet from his pack, fired it up, and then placed a video call to the man who
had ordered him out on the hunt, Preceptor Johannson.      

“The bus was attacked; there’s no doubt about
that,” he said, when the Preceptor’s narrow face filled the video screen.  He
went on to explain what they had found while searching the wreckage and also to
detail the efforts they had made to find the missing transport team. 

The Preceptor frowned when Riley had finished
speaking.  “Any sign of the prisoner?”

“No, sir.  Not a trace.”  Riley waited for
the Preceptor to ask about the transport team that had been assigned to the
bus, to no avail.  The lack of concern for the missing men infuriated Riley,
but he kept a lid on his anger.  He answered several more questions the
Preceptor put to him about the condition of the wreckage and then agreed to
wait for the clean-up crew to arrive before returning to the commandery. 

As Riley slipped the tablet back into his pack,
he shivered visibly and not just with the cold. 


––––––––



     Hundreds
of miles away, Preceptor Johannson disconnected from the call with Captain
Riley and leaned back in his chair, his mind racing at a furious pace.  The
next forty-eight hours were critical and he knew he needed to bring all of the
Order’s resources to bear if he wanted to recapture the escaped prisoner before
something serious happened.

     He
turned to one side, where his aide, a man named Hennessey, stood waiting. 
“What’s the status on strike teams two and four?”

     “They’re
up and ready, sir.  Standing by on a five minute alert status.”

     “Good.
Make sure the team leaders have been briefed on the prisoner’s capabilities.”

     “Yes,
sir.”

     “I
want a scrying team assembled immediately.  Have the prisoner’s blood and DNA
samples pulled from storage in case they’re needed.  That will be all for now.”

     “Right
away, sir.”

     Hennessy
was halfway to the door when Johannson called out to him.

     “One
more thing, James.  Inform Commander Williams that he has been reactivated,
effective immediately, and assign him to the pursuit of the prisoner.”

     “Sir?”

     Hennessey’s
tone was full of the doubt that the Preceptor himself was feeling, but
sometimes unusual problems called for unusual solutions.  “You heard me,
James.  Reactivate Commander Williams.  Restore his network privileges and
access codes while you are at it so that he can access the mission briefing and
Captain Riley’s report when it is available.  No sense sending the man out
half-cocked.”

     “Of
course, sir.”

     As
Hennessey left the room, Preceptor Johannson considered the decision he’d just
made.  It hadn’t been an easy one; there certainly wasn’t any love lost between
him and the former Knight Commander.  One of Williams’ men had been captured in
the wake of the battle with the Chiang Shih several months before and the
Preceptor had refused to allow the Echo Team leader to attempt a rescue,
instead ordering the portal to the Chiang Shih stronghold in the Beyond sealed
for safety’s sake.  Enraged, Williams had tried to strangle the Preceptor. 
Only the swift action taken by then Sergeant Riley, the same man now in charge
of the Echo Team, had saved his life, but Riley had then turned around and damned
himself by not arresting Williams when ordered to do so.

     Oh
what a tangled web we weave, Johannson thought with wry amusement. Williams
had disobeyed direct orders, taken an armed force back through the portal to do
battle with the Chiang Shih a second time.  The Templars had emerged victorious
but both Williams and Riley had been lost in the fray.  Johannson had kept his
mouth shut when the two men were honored posthumously and their empty coffins
buried with honors, figuring it made no sense to impune the reputations of the
dead.  But when they’d miraculously turned up alive and well in the Arlington
commandery he’d taken what he knew about their previous behavior to the
Seneschal himself to see that they were punished accordingly.

     In
the end, Williams had cut a deal.  All charges against his executive officer,
Sergeant Riley, would be dropped in exchange for Williams’ immediate retirement
from the Order.  He would be declared persona non grata and his name stricken
from the rolls.  Johannson’s revenge had been spoiled slightly by the
Seneschal, who had promoted Riley to Knight Captain and put him in charge of
Williams’ old unit, the Echo Team, but Johannson could live with that given
Williams’ dismissal.

     And
now here I am inviting the fox right back into the henhouse.

     It
couldn’t be helped, though.  He may consider Williams and his unholy gifts a
threat to the Order and to all it stood for, but the reality of the situation
necessitated Cade’s use.  The Order had pursued the Necromancer for years
before Williams had finally succeeded in bringing him to justice.  With the
Necromancer once more on the run, it made sense to bring back the one man who
knew more about him and his motives than anyone else alive.

     Satisfied
he’d made the right choice, the Preceptor picked up the phone to inform the Seneschal
of his decision.




CHAPTER THREE

Cade was in the kitchen, fixing lunch, when
he felt the wards at the edge of his property flare briefly before settling back
down to their normal state.  He stepped over to the window and pulled back the
edge of the curtain.   A dark, government-looking sedan was making its way up
the long drive toward the house.  From this distance Cade couldn’t make out who
was behind the wheel, but he wasn’t particularly worried. Evil of the type he
was used to dealing with rarely made a visit in a plum-colored sedan, though he
recognize that there was always a first time for everything.

Besides, the wards were designed to keep out
anything from the infernal realms, which meant whoever was driving the car had
to be human.

He might have had some difficulty dealing
with a minor demon or two on his own, but humans he could handle.

He stepped to the end of the counter closest
to the door and opened the drawer there, removing the .45 caliber handgun
inside.  There was no need to chamber a round; the gun was kept loaded and
cocked at all times.

Cade heard the dull thud of a car door and
then the soft crunch of someone making their way up the snow-covered walk to
the front door.

He opened the door before the newcomer could
knock, the gun held casually in his right hand - there if he needed it but not
overtly threatening.  At least it wasn’t intended to be.  He wasn’t taking
chances though, not with what he had to protect these days, and he didn’t give
a damn if the other man felt slighted by the weapon’s presence. 

He’s coming to my house; here we play by my
rules.

His visitor turned out to be a young man in
his late twenties, dressed in a dark coverall that was decidedly military in
appearance, despite its lack of unit patches or other insignia.  His closely
cropped hair and erect bearing added to the illusion.  A casual passerby would
register these details and in all likelihood conclude that the young man was
either a member of the military or local law enforcement, which was precisely
what the Order wanted them to believe.  

The Order might be good at hiding, but apparently
they didn’t listen too well.

He’d told them he was done.  He’d meant it,
too.

Cade didn’t say anything after opening the
door, just stood there with a calm expression on his face, waiting for whatever
it was the other man had come here to tell him.

The messenger cleared his throat.  “Knight
Commander Williams?”

He was nervous, that was clear, but whether
it was because he was speaking to a genuine hero of the Order or because he was
standing along on the Heretic’s front porch, Cade couldn’t tell.  

Cade remained silent.  

“There’s, ah, been an incident, sir.”

Cade frowned.  He still had a few friends
among the Order’s ranks, one good one in particular, and he hadn’t heard about
any “incidents.”  Of course, the problem could still be unfolding, which would
explain why he hadn’t been forewarned about the messenger’s appearance.  The
messenger’s hesitancy told him that whatever he’d come to say wasn’t going to
be good news.

“The Necromancer, Simon Logan, has escaped.”

Outwardly Cade didn’t react to the news, but
inwardly he breathed a sigh of relief.  For a moment he’d been convinced
something had happened to Riley.

“Preceptor Johannson is recalling all
formerly active duty personnel with experience in dealing with the Necromancer
to assist in the hunt.  I’m here to escort you to the commandery.”

“No.”

It was perhaps the last thing the young
Templar expected to hear and for a moment he could only stand there staring
blankly as he tried to process Cade’s response.  Finally, he managed to get out
a mumbled, “Sir?”

Cade chuckled. “I said no. I’m not going to
the commandery with you, nor am I getting involved in a hunt for the Necromancer.”

Cade watched, privately amused, as the other
man processed what he’d just heard. Apparently, his devotion to duty overcame
his good sense, for after a moment he tried again.

“Perhaps I’m not being clear...” the messenger
began, but Cade cut him off by stepping out onto the porch, forcing him back
and away from the door in the process.

“I understood you just fine, son,” Cade said,
the gun in his hand now clearly in view to his visitor.  “Now do us both a
favor and get off my land before we have an ‘incident’ of our own.”

The young man opened his mouth to say
something, glanced at the gun in Cade’s hand, and apparently thought better of
it.  Without taking his eyes off Cade he backed over to the porch steps and
then turned and hurried back to his car.  Cade had no doubt that the rumors
would be flying fast and heavy within minutes of the messenger’s return to the
commandery, but that didn’t bother Cade at all.  Rumors had followed him most
of his time in the Order; sometimes, they were even true.

What’s one more story to add to the Heretic
legend?

Cade watched from the porch until the other
man had driven out of sight around the bend at the far end of the road.  Then,
and only then, did he step back inside the house.  

Word of Logan’s escape gave him more than a
little bit of concern and so he slipped the handgun into the waistband of his
jeans at the small of his back rather than return it to its place in the
kitchen drawer.  He had other weapons stashed about the house, at least one in
every room in fact, but he felt better having one right at hand should he need
it.  Who knew, those few seconds might make all the difference.

He stepped over to the stove to check on the
soup he’d been preparing just prior to the messenger’s arrival.  A quick taste
told him that it was ready and he spent a few minutes preparing a tray to take
upstairs, adding a glass of water and a rose from the bouquet on the table to
the bowl of tomato soup that he set down in the center.  Grabbing a spoon from
the drawer and a napkin from the holder on the table, he lifted the tray and
headed up the stairs.

“Lunch time,” he called softly as he neared
the bedroom at the end of the hall and then eased the door open with his foot.

Across the room, seated in front of the
window looking out at the snow falling gently in the backyard, was his wife,
Gabrielle.

“The snow’s beautiful, isn’t it, love?” Cade
said, as he walked across the room and set the tray down on the card table he
set up earlier for just that purpose.  

Gabrielle didn’t answer.

Cade sat down in the chair opposite Gabrielle’s
and pulled the card table over between them.  Picking up the napkin in one hand
and the spoon in the other, he smiled at his wife as he said, “I’ve brought you
some lunch.  It’s your favorite, tomato soup.”

Gabrielle did not turn away from the window. 
Did not, in fact, acknowledge Cade was even present in the room.

Cade pretended not to notice.  He scooped up
a little of the soup with the spoon and brought the utensil closer to
Gabrielle’s mouth.

“Here you are.  Open wide now.  That’s my
girl.”

Gabrielle’s mouth opened slightly as the
spoon drew closer and Cade slipped the food deftly between her lips, catching
the little that dribbled out the side with the napkin in his other hand.

“That’s it.  One bite at a time.”

Little by little, spoonful by spoonful, Cade
Williams fed his once-dead wife.

Years before, when Cade had been an officer
with the Boston Police Department, he and his wife had been attacked in their
own home by a serial killer he’d been hunting known as the Dorchester Slasher. 
The killer wanted to talk, to gloat, but Cade had dealt with enough men like
him to know that things would only end badly if he gave in to the maniac’s
demands.  Instead, he’d drawn his weapon and put a bullet through the killer’s
forehead.  His swift action had saved both their lives.

Until the thing living inside the killer’s
body broke free and attacked them in turn.

Gabrielle had been killed in the first few
moments of the attack, or so Cade thought.  It wasn’t until years later, after
he’d discovered that the creature he’d known as the Adversary was, in fact, the
fallen angel Asharael, that Cade learned his wife was not quite dead, her body
held in some kind of arcane stasis and her soul a captive of the Adversary deep
in the heart of the Beyond.  It was then that Cade had taken the fight to the
enemy, had tracked the fallen angel to its lair on the Isle of Sorrows in the
middle of the Sea of Lamentations, and, with the help of his friends and fellow
Templars, Matthew Riley and Sean Duncan, had slain the infernal creature and
set Gabrielle’s soul free.

It had been Cade’s fervent hope that when he
returned to the world of the living he would find his wife alive and well, her
soul restored to its rightful place inside her now breathing body.

But it was not to be.

Instead, he’d returned to find her as she was
now, a barely responsive shell of her former self.  Her body functioned as it
normally should – she ate, drank, slept, and the like – but there didn’t seem
to be anyone home.  The spirit that had animated her, the very thing that had
made her who she was, seemed to be missing and Cade had no idea how to find it.

Ever since the night he’d returned he had
been caring for her as one might an invalid; feeding her, bathing her, helping
her with her bodily functions.  While she slept he continued his research, searching
for a solution to the problem at hand.  What the Adversary had taken away, Cade
was determined to restore and he would not rest until his wife laughed and cried
and spoke his name again.

Gabrielle’s presence here was the reason he’d
turned the Preceptor’s messenger away.  He didn’t have time for the
distractions of the Order, no matter how much he might miss the rush of action
or the companionship of his team members.  Gabrielle had to come first.

When he was done feeding her, he put the soup
dish back on the tray beside him and picked up the copy of A Tale of Two Cities
that he had brought up from the library earlier.  Dickens had always been one
of her favorites.  They had recently finished Oliver Twist and Cade was eager
to begin this new volume.  Maybe the familiar cadences of the story would be
the thing to start to bring her back to him...

Cade opened up the book and turned to the
first page.

“It was the best of times, it was the worst
of times.”




CHAPTER
FOUR


––––––––

     Later
that morning.

     Riley
was standing in the Preceptor’s office at the Bristol, Rhode Island commandery,
having just finished delivering his initial report on the Necromancer’s escape,
when the door opened and the Preceptor’s aide, Hennessy, hurried into the
room.  

     Hennessey
didn’t even bother to look and acknowledge Riley’s presence, just rushed over
to the Preceptor’s side and bent to whisper in the man’s ear.  Whatever news he
carried, it couldn’t have been good, for Riley watched as the older man’s face
turned an unusual shade of red as his anger got the better of him.

     “How
dare he!” the Preceptor exclaimed, then turned his angry visage in Riley’s
direction.  “Did you put him up to this?  Just what in heaven’s name does he
think he is doing?”

     Riley
stared at the Preceptor, nonplussed, and then calmly said, “If I had any idea
who or what you were referring to, I might be able to answer your questions
completely.”

     Johannson
threw his hands up in fury.  “That bastard Williams, that’s who!” he shouted,
spittle flying from his mouth.  “He refused his reactivation order and
threatened the life of the man I sent to deliver it.  Just who in heaven’s name
does he think he is?”

     Refused
his reactivation order?  For a second Riley had no idea what the Preceptor
was talking about and then it dawned on him.  Johannson must have tried to call
Cade back to active duty on some pretense or other to get him to hunt down the
Necromancer.  In an odd way, it even made sense; Cade was the man who had hunted
down and then captured Simon Logan in the first place.  If anyone knew how
Logan thought, it would be Cade.  Then the irony of the situation hit Riley
full bore and he had to work to keep the smirk off his face.  Johannson himself
had been the one to drum Cade out of the Order.  It wasn’t surprising, at least
not to Riley, that Cade had basically told Johannson to stick it when he’d been
ordered back to duty.

     He
coughed to cover his amusement and then said, “I find it hard to imagine Knight
Commander Williams threatening a messenger.”

     Johannson
glared at him.  “Are you calling me a liar?”

     Damn
right I am, Riley thought, but what he said was, “Of course not, sir.  I’m
just suggesting that there might have been some miscommunication between Knight
Commander Williams and the messenger you sent to speak to him.”

     The
Preceptor would have none of it, however.   “Miscommunication my ass, Captain. 
He did it deliberately and I guarantee that he’ll regret it when I haul his ass
before the Seneschal for a disciplinary hearing!”

     Riley
chose not to point out that it would be hard to call a disciplinary hearing
against a man who was no longer part of the Order and therefore not subject to
its discipline.  Nothing like giving the idiot an opportunity to embarrass
himself further.

     “Is
there anything else, Preceptor?”

     Johannson
took a moment to visibly calm himself before answering.  “I’m formally
assigning Echo as the point team for tracking down the escaped prisoner and
returning him to custody.  I want regular email updates on your progress and
expect you to make some headway rather quickly, Captain.  Do I make myself
clear?”

     “Crystal,
sir,” he replied dryly.

     The
Preceptor didn’t seem to notice his tone.

     “Excellent!”
Johannson said. “Bennington has sent a courier with the blood and DNA samples
taken when Logan was first admitted; they should be here within the hour.  I’ve
ordered a scrying ceremony to take place as soon as they arrive and expect you
to have your team briefed and ready to go as soon as the ritual is concluded
and the Necromancer’s location known.  That will be all.”

     Riley
nodded to show he understood, then turned and left the room before he said
something he might regret.  The man’s pompous nature always got under his skin. 
He understood now why Cade had always avoided the headquarters commandery as
often as he could, preferring to spend time at Ravensgate in Westport instead. 
Of course, that had been when the Echo Team leader reported directly to the
Seneschal at the Order’s headquarters in Scotland rather than to the North
American Preceptor.  

     Oh,
how the times had changed.

Riley grabbed a passing initiate, discovered
he wasn’t doing anything important, and sent him on deliver a message to the
other Echo Team members that there would be a briefing in an hour in the east
wing second floor conference room.  All those who were on assigned duty were
expected to attend.  Riley had the initiate repeat the message back to him to
ensure that he’d gotten it right and then sent the young man on his way.

     As
he made his own leisurely way toward the conference room he’d commandeered for
his meeting, Riley’s thoughts turned to his friend, Cade.  He’d told the
Preceptor the truth; he didn’t believe that Cade had outright threatened the
initiate the Preceptor had sent to deliver the reactivation order, but he couldn’t
deny that his longtime commander had grown sullen and withdrawn in the wake of
their defeat of the Adversary and their return from the Beyond.  Hell, he was
Cade’s friend and he didn’t think he’d seen the man more than two or three
times in the last two months, if that.

     They’d
never really talked about what had happened over there.  He remembered the
Adversary taking over his body, forcing him to fight against his friend and
fellow squad member, Sean Duncan.  He remembered how he’d screamed in rage and
fear as his body had refused to obey his commands, as he’d watched his hands
plunge his blade into Duncan’s chest.  He remembered the pain he’d felt when
Duncan had stabbed him in the throat with his combat knife.  After that things
got a little hazy.

     Because
the two of them were still alive, he knew that Cade had defeated the Adversary,
but they’d never discussed the details.  By the time Riley had recovered enough
to leave the hospital, Cade had flown home and faced what could only be called
a behind-the-scenes court martial.  His forced retirement had caused him to
pull away from Riley as well; Cade not wanting to taint the other man with his
own supposed sins.  The Order had made a point of keeping Riley busy as well,
which further worked to isolate them.  When he thought about it, it almost
seemed to Riley that their separation was intentional, but he didn’t know if
that was the Order’s doing or Cade’s.

     ‘Bout
time you found out, isn’t it?

     He
had to agree that it was, he answered himself.

     The
one time he’d gone looking for information about that final confrontation in
the Beyond, he’d discovered that the after-action report had been sealed by
none other than the Seneschal himself. Riley had been there, had been involved
in the actual battle, and not even he was cleared to read it. 

     Riley
didn’t like it but there was little he could do about it.  At least the
Necromancer’s escape would bring Cade back into the fold where he belonged;
Riley didn’t think he could stay away knowing a man like Simon Logan was on the
run again.  

     And
maybe when Cade does, things can get back to normal around here.


––––––––


     A
short while later Riley stood at the front of the conference room and looked
out at the twelve men assembled there.  

     Echo
Team was made up of four squads of four men each, plus Riley’s personal command
squad, bringing the total to sixteen.  Baker and the rest of the men from 3rd
Squad were on assignment somewhere in Kentucky which accounted for the missing
men.  Most of the men were veterans; many had served in Echo under Knight
Commander Williams and had been a part of the operation to bring the
Necromancer to heel the first time around.

     When
Riley had assumed command of Echo, he had made some personnel choices that had
necessitated moving men from one squad to another.  Manny Ortega and Jimmy
Martinez had both been promoted to the command squad, leaving the First Squad
without a commander.  Riley had solved that by promoting Corporal Stevens,
Second Squad’s second in command, to Sergeant and moving him over to run
First.  Empty slots in both squads had then been filled with the top men out of
the latest training class to come back from Scotland.  

     Riley
got down to business.

     “All
right, listen up.”  He waited for the scuttlebutt to quiet down, then
continued.  “As some of you know, we had an escape from the Bennington
Containment Facility last night.  Simon Logan, former leader of the Council of
Nine, aka the Necromancer, somehow managed to overcome the men assigned to his
transport crew and escape while enroute to the lockdown facility at Longport. 
Echo’s been given the job of hunting him down and returning him to the fine accommodations
awaiting him at Longport.”

     Given
that Longport was the most secure of all the Templar containment facilities,
otherwise known as maximum security prisons, the men chuckled appreciatively at
Riley’s joke.

     “Some
of you were with Knight Commander Williams and I when we assaulted the
Necromancer’s stronghold in Louisiana and understand what we are up against. 
For the rest of you, Logan is the individual directly responsible for the
attacks on both the Ravensgate and Templeton commanderies earlier this year.”

     Never
mind subverting the loyalty of the Preceptor’s personal aide de camp and
stealing the Spear of Longinus, one of Christianity’s most powerful artifacts,
right out from under our noses, Riley thought.  Knowledge of those events
was still highly classified, however, which was why Riley kept the information
to himself.  

     “The
Necromancer’s powers extend far beyond what most of you are accustomed to
dealing with, so understand that this isn’t going to be an easy one.  You’ve
all been provided with a dossier detailing exactly what we know about the man
and his abilities; I expect you to have it committed to memory by 1600 hours.”

     He
glanced around, trying to gauge the mood of those in the room.  Here and there
he saw a concerned expression, mainly on the faces of Echo’s new recruits, but
the rest of the men seemed to be taking it all in stride without a problem,
which was no more than he expected.  These men had seen combat in all its
different forms, had come face to face with some of the most horrifying
creatures known to man, from hordes of revenants fresh out of the grave to
major demons summoned from the fires of Hell itself, and did so without
hesitation or fail.  They were humanity’s first and last line of defense
against the things that hunted him in the dark. Recapturing the Necromancer was
just another mission in a long line of such missions stretching back to the
earliest days of the Order’s existence.  They would stand in the gap and
protect their fellow man because there was no one else to do so; it was that
simple.

     Riley
spent some time detailing what they had learned from the crash site, which
admittedly wasn’t much, let them know that they would be heading out as soon as
the scrying team had managed to pinpoint the Necromancer’s location, and then
dismissed them to see to their weapons and equipment. 

      Until
the scrying team did their job, there wasn’t anything more to be done.
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     The
hair and blood samples taken from the Necromancer when the Templars had first
incarcerated him arrived by mid-afternoon.  Riley met the courier at the door
personally, took control of the samples, and then walked them down to the
ritual chamber where several of the Order’s mystics had been preparing for the scrying
ceremony for the last several hours.

      Mystics
had long been a part of Christian tradition and the Order had reluctantly
embraced them hundreds of years before.  Since that time the use of arcane
powers like those the mystics could command had become a standard part of the
Order’s response to supernatural threats and enemies, for without those powers
they were vulnerable to the abilities their enemies could bring to bear against
them.  Certain practices were more accepted than others while some – scrying
and protection magick, to name just two – had become quite commonplace.  

The room in which the ceremony was going to
take place looked like a bizarre combination of high-tech command center and a
centuries old place of religious worship.  Several high-speed computers were
networked together on a table in the center of the room and were linked to a
fifty-six inch flatscreen that was hanging on the chamber wall, while inscribed
on the floor surrounding it all was a giant hermeutaugic protection circle that
looked like it had come out of some ancient magician's text, which was
precisely where it had come from.  Acolytes from the information
technology section manned the equipment, ready to jump in to solve any hardware
or software issues that might erupt in the midst of the ritual.  

At the appointed time the nine mystics filed
silently into the room and took up their assigned positions around the great
circle; four at the cardinal points of the compass and the others at positions
that represented the points of a Star of David. Each man was dressed in a dark
robe tied at the waist with thick white cords, but the hoods of each robe were
tossed back, exposing their features to all that were present.  What they did
here today was for the benefit of those they were sworn to protect and there
was no reason to hide their faces away in the darkness.

Behind them came five other similarly dressed
men, who took up position kneeling in the center of the formation.  Riley,
standing opposite them, knew that they were there to step up and replace any of
the primary participants if something went wrong.  They would not be able to
enter the circle once the ritual had begun, however, hence their position at
the center of it all.  Riley hoped they wouldn’t be needed at all, but he
suspected this ceremony would be tougher than most.  They were, after all,
going up against a necromancer with more than a little skill in such arts
himself.

Silence settled about the room as the men
stepped into position and mentally prepared themselves for what was to come. 
Riley could feel the tension in the room go up several notches.  

The man standing at the point of the Star of
David raised his hands in a posture of supplication and looked heavenward as
his voice rang out.

"Heavenly Father.  Blessed Redeemer. 
Creator and Protector of Man.  Hear us, O Lord.  Fill this place with your
Spirit.  Guide our hearts, our minds, our hands as we seek to do Your will this
night.  Turn Your gaze upon the world and show us the one we seek."

One by one those around him added their own
prayers to his, each man invoking the Lord's blessing and asking for His
protection and benevolence in what they were about to attempt.  The air seemed
to grow more heavily charged as each new voice was added to the mix and when
Riley looked down he could see the hair on his arms standing on end in reaction
to the power slowly building in the room.

But that was just the beginning.

The call to the archangels came next, the
invocations announced by each of the men standing at one of the four points of
the compass, beginning with the man facing north.

"Uriel, Angel of the north, Ancient one
of the Earth, I call you to attend to us this night.  I do summon, stir and
charge you to witness our rite and to send your blessings upon it.  We ask you
to protect our actions and guard us with your holy might.”

A shimmering wall of light erupted from the
floor and rose upward toward the ceiling, forming an arc of power between the
speaker and the next man a quarter of the way around the circle.  For just an
instant Riley thought he heard the sound of stone grinding against stone
filling the chamber, but it was gone too quickly to be certain.  The light
before him flared brilliantly and then faded slightly until it was just a
luminescent glow through which the other participants were partially visible.

The ritual team didn’t waste any time.  As
soon as the light had settled the next man began speaking.

"Raphael, Angel of the east, Ancient one
of the Air, I call you to attend to us this night.  I do summon, stir and
charge you to witness our rite and guide us with truth and precision.  Bless our
actions and guard us with your holy might.”

Again there was a brilliant flash of light
and a rising wall of power, charging another quarter of the protective circle. 
A gale force wind rushed over the group for a moment, forcing Riley to squint,
and then it was gone. 

Despite this, the next man’s voice was steady
and strong as he called out, "Michael, Angel of the south, Ancient one of
the Flames and General of the Lord’s Armies, I call you to attend to us this
night.  Protect us with your sword and guard us from the actions of the Evil
One and his minions with your holy might.” 

With the ringing sound of a thousand swords
leaving their sheaths, the third quarter of the circle burst into flame.  Riley
could feel the ferocious heat of the flames on his face and hands for an
instant and wondered how those who were much closer managed to bear it before
it died away.

Then, at last, the final invocation rang out.

"Gabriel, Angel of the west, Ancient one
of the Waves, I call to you to attend to us this night.  Cleanse us with your holy
waters and make our hearts and minds full of the purity of your blessed strength.”

With the crashing sound of waves striking the
seashore, the final portion of the protective circle flared to life, sealing
the ritual workers inside its boundary.  With the circle activated, nothing
could pass in or out of its confines until the ritual either reached its proper
conclusion or failed spectacularly.  The mystics were committed now; there was
no turning back.

The real work of the ritual could now begin. 
The leader of the group, the same man who had started the invocation, began to
chant in a low voice.  It was hard to hear exactly what he was saying, but to Riley
the music had the same form and pattern as that of a Gregorian chant.  One by
one the other three mystics who had called the invocation joined in.  When
their four voices were raised together in harmony, the computer screen at the
back of the room suddenly flickered into life, displaying an image of the earth
as seen from space.  Riley knew from previous experience that the image was
being beamed directly from a network of satellites that the Order had put into
orbit through a series of dummy corporations that had been set up for just that
purpose.  Other organizations had tried to unravel the ties between the shell
companies in the past; all had failed.  If need be the Order could tap into any
of the various government satellite systems orbiting the planet, but doing so
allowed for the possibility of their covert use to be discovered.  By creating
a network of their own, the Order effectively minimized that risk while at the
same time providing an incalculable resource for use in its day to day
operations.

As the Order's mystics continued their chant,
the image on the screen began to change.  Slowly at first and then with
increasing intensity, the image shifted from one of the earth seen from space
to that of the North American continent and then to the continental United
States.  The chant continued, the mystics’ voices raised together in a deep,
throaty sound that filled the room and seeped into the spaces between things
until it seemed to Riley that it was a physical presence standing there in the
room with them.

The screens continued to shift and change,
the view shrinking with each change as the mystics began to hone in on their
prey.  The image of the United States was replaced with one of the Northeast
coast and then with a shot of the state of Connecticut.

Riley glanced at the mystics, saw several of
them swaying on their feet.  Sweat rolled off their faces and several of them
had their eyes clenched tightly shut as they pushed harder toward their goal. 
From the way they held their bodies and the expressions on their faces it was obvious
that their prey would not come easy; Riley could easily imagine that the
Necromancer had used his own dark magick to try and make the task of finding
him as difficult as possible.  

Still they persisted.  Their chanting grew
louder, their efforts more focused, and the screens flashed again. Gone was the
map showing the state of Connecticut and in its place was a map of Fairfield
County. 

Riley felt his heart rate jump as his
excitement grew.    They were getting close.

A sharp cry of pain burst from the lips of
one of those performing the ritual and Riley turned just in time to see the man
standing at the southern point of the compass collapse to the ground.  The
loose, fluid nature of his fall told Riley that the man was unconscious before
he hit the ground.  Thankfully he fell forward and did not break the sanctity
of the circle.

Who knows what would have happened then?

The man was barely on the ground before one
of the others who was crouched in the center of the pattern took his place, his
voice added to those of the others without missing a beat.

On the screen, the image flickered for a
moment, then solidified once more before drilling down another level to a map
of the city of Bridgeport.

Now we’re getting somewhere, Riley thought.

The Templar mystics must have broken through
whatever spell defense the Necromancer had employed to keep them from tracking
him, for things moved much more quickly after that.  The focal point on the
screen slid east, then west, then south before settling on a section of the
city down by the harbor. 

Another shift and the map was replaced by a
live satellite view of the same region.  The screen gave the illusion that the
camera was plunging earthward as the viewpoint zoomed closer.  Riley recognized
the area as being on the east side of the harbor, diagonally opposite the ferry
landing. 

Like a hawk swooping in on its prey, the
satellite view suddenly centered on a large fenced-in lot right along the water
at the end of East Main Street. Several smaller buildings and one large
warehouse were on the lot but there were no cars parked nearby and it looked
like the place was not in active use.

With a grim sense of finality, the view
settled on the warehouse in the center of the lot.  

Gotcha! Riley mused.




CHAPTER
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     Ten
minutes later Echo Team was airborne aboard the three Blackhawk helicopters
Riley had arranged to transport them from Rhode Island to Connecticut.  They
would land at Sigorsky Memorial Airport inside the Bridgeport city limits,
where they would transfer to a set of SUVs that local knights would have ready
and waiting.  A few minutes after that they would be breaking down the doors of
the warehouse revealed in the scrying ceremony and hopefully taking the
Necromancer back into custody.

   The men of Echo, including Riley, were dressed in jumpsuits of
black flame-retardant material worn over a set of ceramic body armor that had
been blessed by the Holy Father himself. They carried the standard issue HK
Mark 23 .45 caliber handgun, complete with a twelve round magazine, a flash
suppressor, and a laser-targeting device. Two spare magazines for the pistols
were affixed with Velcro to their left wrists. A combat knife was either
clipped to their belt or in a calf sheath on the outside of their boots. Their
swords, recently blessed again during Mass, were slung across their backs, the
hilt of the weapon extending just beyond their right shoulders for easy access.
On their heads were lightweight Kevlar tactical helmets with built-in
communication gear.

     Subtract
the swords and they could be mistaken for your average SWAT or tactical
response team from any major agency on the planet, which was the entirely the
point.  In fact, Riley carried false I.D. which identified him as Agent Wilson
of the Department of Homeland Security’s Rapid Response Team if he needed to
discourage further investigation by a local law enforcement officer or nosy
citizen.  It was amazing what the public would accept in the name of national
security nowadays and it was a rare occasion when the Order had to back up any
of Riley’s creative storytelling with some actual data.

     God
bless the Patriot Act.

     Riley
handed out copies of the satellite image of the warehouse complex to the men in
his chopper and knew the squad leaders in the other two were doing the same.

     “A
scrying ritual has put the Necromancer inside this building here,” he said over
the intercom system, pointing to the large warehouse at the back of the
property.  Local eyes and ears on the ground have indicated that no one has
gone in or out of the building since the satellite shots were taken, so we’re
pretty confident we’ve found his bolthole.  

     “I
want First Squad on overwatch, protecting our backs while I take Command and
Second Squad with me into the building proper.  Radio silence and hand signals
only until we breach, then use Tac channel 9 for all communications.  We are
cleared for deadly force, so don’t hesitate to put this SOB down if given the
chance.  He certainly won’t hesitate to use his powers against you.  Take it
from me, that’s not something you want to experience.”

     Riley
had been there with Cade when they’d last fought the Necromancer. He remembered
all too vividly the pain he’d felt when hit by a blast of power from the
Necromancer’s staff, how he’d been lifted up and tossed away like so much
trash.  Granted, the Necromancer wouldn’t have the power of the Spear of
Destiny at his beck and call this time around, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a
force to be reckoned with all on his own.

     This
was not going to be an easy assignment.

     The
trip to Bridgeport didn’t take long at all and before he knew it, Riley was
climbing down from the chopper and rushing across the tarmac to the trio of
black SUVs waiting for them a few yards away.  The cars were running, the
onboard GPS devices preprogrammed with information on how to get to the address
in question, and within seconds of arrival the team was driving through the city
streets toward their destination.  

     Despite
their urgency they kept their speed down to just over the legal limit, not
wanting to call attention to themselves.  Even so, it took them less than ten
minutes to reach their objective.  The gates to the property were chained shut
but as the SUVs came around the corner at the end of the street the Templar who
had been watching the complex on their behalf stepped out of the shadows with
bolt-cutters in hand and quickly took care of the problem.  He hauled the gate
open on rusted wheels as first one, then two more, SUVS swung into the entrance
and raced on past. 

     The
vehicles charged across the parking lot and pulled to a halt in front of the
warehouse.  Doors burst open and men swarmed out almost before the vehicles had
come to a complete stop. 

     Riley
raced over to the office door along the side of the warehouse, ignoring the
larger, loading bay doors that were directly ahead of him, knowing that the
former would be much easier to breach.  Martinez was to his right, carrying the
breaching ram while to his left and slightly behind him were Ortega and Simmons. 
Behind them came First Squad, led by Sgt. Stevens.

     Confident
that his men knew what they were doing, Riley kept his focus on the task before
him.  Gun in one hand, flashlight in the other, he waited to the side while
Martinez employed the breaching ram and then he was the first through the door,
his light swiveling left to right and back again as he took in his immediate
surroundings and searched for threats.  Behind him, the others followed suit.

     The
warehouse was huge, a good three stories high and probably two hundred feet in
length.  The front of the building was to his immediate right and included two
large loading-dock style doors, both currently closed and chained shut on the
outside.  No one was coming in that way to bother them without giving away
their location, so Riley turned his attention to the rest of the warehouse.

     The
main portion of the warehouse stretched out to his left and was filled with
massive steel shipping containers, the kind you would see aboard an ocean
freighter.  They were arranged into three rows. Each row was three containers
wide, four containers high, and stretched an unknown distance into the dark
depths of the warehouse, creating two lanes in which to walk between.

     Using
hand signals, Riley indicated that he and his men would take the left lane
while First squad would take the right.

     As
they moved deeper into the warehouse, Riley kept waiting for the Necromancer’s
followers to erupt out of the shipping containers where they were hiding and
fall on his team, but the doors around them remained sealed firmly shut.

     Still,
something about the place felt wrong.  Riley could feel it at the base of his
spine and in the uneasy tightening of his gut.  He kept wanting to turn around
and head back the way he had come before he found whatever it was waiting for
him ahead.

     For
make no mistake, there was something waiting.

     Of
that he was certain.

     He
counted twenty containers, stacked lengthwise end to end, before he was able to
get a glimpse of the end.

     And
something else, too.

     Light.

     It
was spilling into the aisle from a larger, open space at the end of the row.

     Cautiously,
Riley moved forward.

     As
he reached the end, he caught movement to the right out of the corner of his
eye, but it was only Sgt. Stevens and his squad emerging from the other aisle. 
Together, they surveyed the scene in front of them.

     The
final third of the warehouse stretched out before them, free of the shipping
containers that had filled the building to this point. Instead, it held the
bodies of five men.

     A
large casting circle had been drawn on the floor with what looked from this
distance to be salt.  Inside the circle was a strange Hermenuitical symbol that
Riley didn’t recognize, also etched in salt.

     Extending
outward from the circle were four bodies, arranged in a position reminiscent of
the Vitruvian Man by Leonardo Da Vinci, with their feet closest to the casting
circle and their heads pointing away from it toward the Templars.  Blood could
be seen pooling beneath and around each of the bodies.

     But
what really drew Riley’s attention where the two portable spotlights set up at
the back of the room, shining on the metal framework that was the focal point
beyond the casting circle.  Suspended in the framework, his arms and legs also
stretched wide, was the corpse of a naked man.

     Even
from here Riley could see that the man had been tortured, for his body was
covered in a thousand different cuts going every which way across his flesh;
his skin a canvas painted in blood.  

     The
grotesque scene drew your attention automatically, whether you wanted to look
or not, and Riley knew that it had been intentionally designed that way.  With
all of them staring forward in shock, their enemies would have the perfect
opportunity to strike.

     Riley
raised a hand, index finger pointed skyward, and spun it around in a quick
circle.  The men were moving almost before they’d given the signal any conscious
thought; the reaction had become simple muscle memory after training as long
and as hard as Echo Team had.  The two groups became one, their backs to each
other as they formed into a tight circle, their weapons pointed outward,
covering both the tops of the shipping containers that were now at their backs
and the area at the front of the warehouse lost in darkness behind the bright
wash of the portable floodlights.

     Riley
braced for an attack, knowing that this is exactly when he would have ordered
his own people out of hiding if their positions had been reversed, yet none
came.

     They
moved forward, skirting the gruesome tableau in front of them, and made sure
there wasn’t anyone waiting to ambush them in the darkness behind the portable
spotlights.  Then, and only then, when he was certain they were alone, did
Riley give the signal to stand down.

     There
were still dozens of shipping containers to check – and check they would, each
and every one of them – but Riley could already tell that they were the only
ones here; at some point, their target had flown the coop and seemingly had
done so right under their watcher’s noses.

     For
the second time since the hunt for Logan had begun, Riley got the sense that he
was in over his head.  










CHAPTER
SEVEN


     It
was just after eight o’clock that evening when the phone rang.  Cade was in his
workshop, fighting his way through a new tome he had acquired just that week,
searching, as he did most nights, for some clue as to how he might return
Gabrielle to her former self.  So far he hadn’t had any luck, but that didn’t
mean the answer wasn’t out there, perhaps on the very next page...

     Cade
didn’t receive many calls.  When it came to the few he did receive, most
callers hung up when he didn’t answer after five or six rings.  But this time,
when the phone rang a possible record fourteenth time, Cade knew who it was.

     He
picked up the phone.  “Why do I have the feeling this isn’t a social call?”

     On
the other end of the line, Riley chuckled.  “Because you’re psychic, that’s
why.  Isn’t that why they ran you out of the Order?”

     “Very
funny.  They wish it were that simple.”

     There
was a moment of silence as Cade waited for Riley to tell him why he was calling. 
When the silence stretched for too long, Cade said, “Well, nice chatting with
you, but I’ve got to...”

     Riley
cut him off.  “Sorry, man, just trying to figure out if I really want to pull
you back into this mess.”

     “You
wouldn’t have called if you didn’t need something.  And I’ll be the judge of
whether or not I get involved, okay?  Out with it.”

     The
command tone fell back into his speech automatically and he almost laughed when
Riley responded to it by getting right to the point.

     “The
Necromancer’s escaped.”

     “So
I heard.”

     Another pause, then, “We tracked him to Bridgeport, to an old warehouse
down by the harbor.”
     Cade
frowned.  Bridgeport wasn’t more than twenty minutes from where he now stood.  What
was the Necromancer doing out here?

     “He
performed some kind of...a ritual, I guess you’d call it.  Like nothing I’ve
ever seen before.  Near as we can tell he split as soon as he was finished, and
I suspect he is long gone by now, but the power that’s still lingering here
feels dangerous as hell.  I was hoping I might convince you to come take a
look...”

     Cade
didn’t say anything, just let the silence linger as he thought it through.  The
Order had forced him out and truth be told, that didn’t make him all that
inclined to help them now.  Yes, he’d disobeyed a direct order, but he’d
believed at the time – and still did today – that the order had been illegal.  In
disobeying it, he had saved not just a valued member of the Order but quite
possibly society as they knew it.  Rather than acknowledge that the end result
of his actions had been for the betterment of all concerned, the Powers That Be
had decided to assuage the Preceptor’s bruised ego.

     Those
were not the kind of men Cade wanted to work for.

     But...and
here’s where things got sticky.

     It
wasn’t the Order that was asking.  Or, at least, not after he sent their
mealy-mouthed messengers packing.  No, this was Riley.  A man who had literally
gone to Hell and back with him just because he’d been asked.

     He
couldn’t send his friend away empty-handed.

     Cade
weighed Riley’s request against the security he had set up on the property to
protect Gabrielle during the times when he had to go out.  The wards were
extremely powerful – he’d certainly paid enough for them to be – and he was
confident they would stand up to even a determined attack.  If Logan had just
performed a major working, there was no way he would have enough energy left
over to breach the barrier.

     Besides,
he thought, Riley says he’s long gone and I would be too if I knew the Order
was tracking me.

     “Bridgeport,
you said?”

     Cade
could all but hear Riley’s sigh of relief.  “Yes, by the harbor.  I’ll send a
car for you.”

     Cade
was already shaking his head, even though Riley couldn’t see it.  “No.  Don’t
do that.  I’ll catch a cab and you can give me a lift back yourself when we’re
done.  Fair enough?”

     “If
that’s how you want to play it.”

     “I
do.  Give me the address.”

     After
memorizing the street and property number, Cade told Riley to give him an hour
and he’d be there as soon as he could.

     After
hanging up with Riley, Cade called a cab company he had used in the past, told
them he needed to go to Bridgeport but not the exact address, and then spent
several minutes reviewing the state of the wards protecting the house, making
certain they were operating properly.  Satisfied, he climbed the stairs to the
second floor and double checked the padlock he had installed on the outside of
the door to Gabrielle’s bedroom.  The lock was for her protection as much as
his; she would be safe inside the room if she awoke during one of the brief
periods when he was not at home and he would have time to assuage her mental
condition before letting her out into the rest of the house.  It pained him to
have to lock her in; but if it kept her safe, it was the least he could do. 
Satisfied, he returned to the kitchen.

     The
last thing he did before leaving was take the .45 out of the drawer and slip it
into the pocket of his coat.  It wasn’t that he was expecting trouble or that
he didn’t think the Templars would be carrying adequate weapons, for he knew
they would be.

     It
was simply that these days, after all he’d been through, he never went anywhere
without being armed.

     Often
in more ways than one.


––––––––


     As
soon as they entered the neighborhood where the warehouse was located, the
cabbie, a student from Fairfield University trying to earn some extra bucks
working the night shift, began to get cold feet, just as Cade had known he would. 
Cade watched him grow more nervous by the moment until at last the cabbie’s
courage gave up and he pulled over to the curb at least two blocks from their
destination.

     “Gonna
have to let you off here, man.  It’s a bad neighborhood and I’m not going any
farther.”

     Cade
knew it didn’t make any sense to argue; he could see by the way the man’s hands
were jittering that this was as close to the warehouse as he was going to get. 
He paid the driver – even added a reasonable tip in the interests of not doing
anything to make him stand out in the driver’s memory – and then got out of the
cab.

     The
cabbie barely waited for Cade’s feet to hit the sidewalk before he pulled away
and hustled off down the block as fast as he could.  

     Cade
was in an industrial neighborhood, with darkened office buildings and large,
looming warehouses sealed off from the street behind twelve foot steel fences
topped with rows of barbed wire.  A lone hooker stood beneath the streetlight
at the end of the block and she eyed him hopefully for a moment until he turned
and headed in the other direction.  She shouted something at his back in
Spanish, but he was too far away to hear what she said clearly.

     Better
not to know, he thought.

     He
strode forward with determined steps, his head held high, projecting an aura of
menace.  He wanted those watching from the shadows of the buildings around him
that he was like them. 

     Predator. 
Not prey.

     They
got the message and left him alone.

     After
ten minutes of walking, Cade reached the address Riley had given him over the
phone.  The gate to the property was open and he could see three black SUVs
pulled up inside the yard, facing the entrance to the building.  As he drew
closer, a shadow detached itself from the side of the building.

     Cade
tensed, but then a familiar voice said, “There goes the neighborhood.”

     Riley.

     “Who
are you kidding?” Cade shot back. “Property values fell into the toilet the
minute you stepped out of your truck.”

     The
two men came together and embraced, slapping each other on the back and
laughing in the process.  They were opposites in a way.  Riley was tall and
muscular, where Cade was average height and wiry.  Cade was white with a head
full of hair, where Riley had shaved his skull several years ago and was dark. 
Despite their physical differences, they had a lot in common intellectually and
spiritually.  Cade was genuinely glad to see his friend and former teammate; it
had been awhile.

     As
they pulled apart, Riley said, “Hear you told the Preceptor to put it where the
sun don’t shine.”

     “Yeah. 
He’s lucky I didn’t show up to deliver the message in person.”

     “Wouldn’t
that have been a sight.  Can’t imagine why he thought you’d just drop
everything and come running back to help out, but I’m glad you’re here now.”

     Cade
knew that tone and snipped Riley’s hopes right in the bud lest there be some
confusion later.  “I’m here to take a look around and give you some advice. 
That’s it.  Nothing more; nothing less.”

     “Right.”

     Cade
turned and looked at the building a few feet away.  It didn’t look like much,
just an old warehouse.  Then again, true evil never did look the way you
expected it to look.  In some ways, that was a sure sign of its power, to blend
in with everything around it and hide from scrutiny until it had spread like a
cancer through the space around it.  

     Cade
noticed that Riley was making an effort to look everywhere but at the building
and alarm bells went off in his head.

     “Something
I should know about?” he asked.

     Riley’s
shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Something just doesn’t...feel right.”

     They
were talking about the Necromancer.  Of course it didn’t feel right.  He said
as much to Riley.

     But
the other man shook his head.  “It’s not that,” he said.  He was silent a
moment and then added, “The whole thing just feels staged.  Like I’m missing
something obvious and it’s gonna come back and bite me in the ass.  You ever
get that feeling?”

     All
the time, Cade thought, but didn’t say anything, not wanting to interrupt
Riley’s flow of thoughts.

     “I
mean, I’ve been in places where the Necromancer has used his particular brand
of magick and it always leaves a certain residue in the air, a greasy feeling
that just kind of hangs about.  Some of it’s him, some of it’s the nature of
the magick he uses, but whenever he’s tried to do something, a ritual or a
spell or a working of just about any kind, that feeling is there.”

     He
glanced at the building and Cade realized it was frustration, not fear that had
Riley so agitated.

     “That
feeling in the air is gone, if it was ever here in the first place.  And given
what’s inside that room, it should be here.  Should be here in spades.  But
it’s not.  And that makes me think I’m missing something.”

     Cade
frowned.  He trusted Riley and it wasn’t all that often that the big man was
wrong.  At least not about something important like this.  Now, more than ever,
he wanted to see inside the warehouse.  

     “Still
not going to give me an specifics, huh?”

     Riley
shook his head.  “I’ve done enough already to prejudice your opinion.  No sense
making it any worse.  There are several bodies and a fair bit of blood, but
that’s all I’m going to say for now.  We can talk more once you’ve had a chance
to take a look.”

     Fair
enough, Cade thought, fair enough.

     “All
right, let’s do this then.”






CHAPTER
EIGHT


––––––––

     Riley
led Cade into the warehouse and past the shipping containers toward the rear of
the building.  Several of the other knights called out to say hello; many of
them had served under Cade at one point or another and still respected him as
both a knight and a warrior.  Those who had not, who might see him through
different colored lenses, wisely chose to keep their opinions to themselves. 
This was the Echo Team, after all, and the prestige it enjoyed now was due
entirely to the efforts of the man now walking through their midst.

     When
they reached the bodies, Riley stepped to one side, out of the way, so that Cade
could do what he’d come to do.

     He
began by standing and looking out over the scene, trying to get a feel for the
ritual in general.  While he didn’t think of himself as an expert on mystical
rites and black magick, he did have a fair amount of experience with them, both
as a result of being the Echo Team commander for so many years as well as his
general research into the subject while tracking the enemies of the Order.

     The
fact that blood sacrifices had been made, human sacrifices at that and more
than one, meant that the summoner thought an incredible amount of energy was
going to be needed for the rite.  Usually this meant the caster was trying to
summon something from the infernal realms, anything from a minor demon to a
major one, but Cade didn’t get the sense that such was the case here.  For one
the iconography within the summoning circle was incorrect, never mind the fact
that you didn’t use a five pointed star when trying to call something from the
nether regions.  Plus Cade had picked up on the same lack of negative energy
that Riley had.

     He
walked over to one of the corpses lying on the floor and squatted down beside
it.  Cade put the man in his mid-thirties and guessed that he was mostly likely
homeless, given the condition of his clothing and the amount of dirt that was
caked under his fingernails. The man’s throat had been cut and the size of the
wound made the cause of death pretty obvious.

     And
yet...

     Something
wasn’t right.  Something about the wound in the man’s throat...

     Cade
bent closer for a better look.

     The
cut was even and extended all the way across the front of the man’s neck, right
about where his Adam’s apple would be.  The cut was very deep; the knife had
been extremely sharp and had been applied with force. 

     Most
likely from behind, Cade thought.

     Cade
stood up, took another look down at the body, and frowned.

     If
the cut had been made from behind with one swift movement, as appearances
seemed to suggest, then blood should have sprayed outward all over the man’s
clothing as his heart kept beating in an effort to keep him alive.  But except
for some blood splashed over the neck of his shirt, his clothes were free of
it.

     That
wasn’t possible.

     Cade
stood and moved over to the next body.  Another male, younger this time,
probably in his late teens, early twenties.  This victim was better dressed;
football jersey, clean blue jeans, shiny white sneakers.  The same sort of
wound bisected his neck and, like the first, the lack of blood across his
clothing was telling.

     They
were already dead when their throats were cut.

     Cade
knew he was right.  Still, he checked the other three bodies arranged around
the casting circle just to be certain.  In the end, all of them had the same
wound and the same damning evidence.

     “Find
something?” Riley asked, after watching Cade move from corpse to corpse.

     “In
a minute,” Cade said, not yet ready to give his conclusions.  He had a few more
things he wanted to check out.  Like seeing all this through his Sight.

     Several years ago, Cade had
barely survived an encounter with a supernatural entity he’d come to know as
the Adversary. The battle had resulted in what he thought had been the death of
his wife, Gabrielle, and had left him scarred both physically and emotionally.
He’d lost the sight in his right eye and the flesh on that side of his face had
been savagely disfigured, leaving him with a wide band of scar tissue that
stretched from the hairline above his eye, down across his cheekbone, and
around behind his ear. The eye itself was still intact, but was nothing more
than a milky white orb floating in a sea of damaged flesh.  He was wearing an
eye patch over the scar tissue now as he habitually did when he was out and
about in public but he knew the patch wouldn’t interfere with what he intended
to do next. 

     While the damage to his eye
had cost him his ability to see in any normal sense of the word, he had gained
something unexpected in return. When he moved his ruined eye just so, the
supernatural world was revealed to him in all its so-called glory. Nothing could
hide from his Sight; he could see through the guises of demons and angels
alike, as well as anything in between.  Mystical power was as obvious to him as
a mountain in the middle of a desert plain.  For short periods of time he could
even see into the Beyond, that mystical world between the lands of the living
and those of the dead, if he chose to do so, all without setting foot outside
his own plane of reality.  Doing so revealed him to the denizens of that realm,
however, and since they could be some nasty sons-of-bitches he didn’t do it all
that often.

     He didn’t have to go that
far now, though.  If there had been a ritual conducted here, especially one
powerful enough to require the sacrifice of six human beings, should have left
psychic echoes all over the place.  He should have no trouble examining them
with his Sight and, in doing so, would hopefully learn more about the reason
for the rite in the first place.

     Stepping back, Cade closed
his eyes for a moment and then opened them again, moving his damaged eye just
so in the process.     

     Much of the spiritual world
is driven by emotion, with objects and locations taking on the predominant
feelings surrounding them.  In a building where human sacrifices had been
carried out, Cade expected to see the place crawling with the impact of all the
fear, pain, and despair the victims had felt and was only partially surprised
when he didn’t see it.  The lack of it told him far more than its presence
would have.  He’d been right, the killings could not have taken place here.

     But that didn’t mean there
was nothing to see.

     Loose, smoke-like tendrils
of shifting green-black power connected each of the corpses on the floor to the
ritual circle between them and a larger vein of power connected the circle with
the corpse on the frame.  Even now there seemed to be some energy pulsing
between them, as if the bodies in front were feeding energy of some kind to the
one behind them.

     What the hell? 

     Cade had never seen its like.

     Along with his Sight, the
Adversary had passed on another unique ability to Cade, one he called his
Gift.  The proper name for it was psychomery, he’d later found out, the ability to divine information about an
object or its owner through physical contact.  

     It
had been seven years since the Gift was thrust upon him, but in that time he
still had not grown comfortable using it.  He wondered if he ever would.  

     It
wasn’t the loss of tactile sensation that bothered him so much.  He’d become
accustomed to how things felt through the thin material of the latex gloves he
always wore.  And it wasn’t as if he was unable to touch things at all.  When
he was at home safely surrounded by his own possessions, he would often move
about the house without his gloves on, doing just that for hours at a time. His
home was his sanctuary; no one else was allowed inside, in order to limit the
psychic latencies that might be left behind.

Nor was it the fact that using the
psychometry brought a degree of physical danger, for he had never been one to
shy away from the possibility of physical injury.  On past occasions he’d emerged
from sessions confused, disoriented, at times even uncertain of his own
identity.  He’d even bitten one of his teammates once, after seeing visions of
hungry revenants rampaging about.

No, his discomfort lay in the way the Gift
had come to him.  There was little doubt that the Adversary meant to kill him
on that summer night and had only failed by the smallest of margins.  But
something had been left behind, some kind of residue or catalyst that resulted
in his Gift, his Sight, and the nature of their origin would always make him
uneasy.  

Still, he’d be the first to admit that his
powers had certainly been helpful over the years in tracking down the supernatural
threats and enemies that plagued humankind.  Which was why he would continue
using them for precisely that purpose.

Like now.

He squatted next to the nearest corpse and
stripped off the flesh-colored latex glove that covered his right hand.  Mentally
bracing himself for what was to come, Cade reached out and grasped the hand of
the corpse.




CHAPTER
NINE


––––––––

     Darkness.

     A
sense of gentle languidness, like a leaf floating in the water, waiting for
what was to come next, whatever that might be.

     Peace.

     Acceptance.   

     Nothing
to worry about.  Nothing to fear.

     Something
cold pressed against his lips and the edge of a glass bumped his lips.

     Drink
this, a voice says, drink.

     Now
rest.

     Rest.

Cade pulled his hand away, breaking the
connection before following the man’s last moments too deeply.  It was clear
that the victim had not had any idea what was going on in the moments before
his death, which made Cade suspect that the victim had been drugged, perhaps
even poisoned.   There was definitely no doubt that the victim hadn’t been
conscious, perhaps not even alive, for the final coup-de-grace.

     Cade
stood, pulling his glove back on as he did so.  He was standing there, staring
down at the body, thinking, when Riley walked over.

     “Well?”

     Cade
gestured at the corpse at their feet.  “He was dead before they slit his
throat.  My guess is that others were as well.”

     Now
it was Riley’s turn to frown.  “What’s the point of that?”

     “That’s
just it; there isn’t one.  You can’t use corpses to power a summoning or any
other kind of major ritual that I know of; even a necromancer – especially a
necromancer – needs a living sacrifice.”

     While
Riley was thinking that over, Cade turned and looked across the room at the
corpse still hanging in the frame.  The only corpse with blood cascaded across
its chest.  The one his Sight had shown still pulling forth residual power from
the bodies in formation around it.

     Could
that be...

     Cade
abruptly strode over to the sixth and final corpse.  Like all the others, this
victim was male and relatively young but was stripped nude where the others were
still dressed.  The reason for the difference was obvious in the hundreds, if
not thousands, of slashes cut into his bare flesh.  The others might have died
peacefully but this one...this one had died very slowly and had no doubt been
aware for much, if not all, of it.

     A
wave of blood had splashed across his chest and dried at some point before
their arrival, suggesting that the killing blow had been struck after the victim
had been placed on the rack and not before.

     The
man’s head hung forward on his chest and his long hair obscured his face and
neck.  Cade reached up and gently pushed the man’s head back, wanting to see
the wound that had killed him, only to jump back in stunned amazement.

     Riley
must have seen Cade’s reaction, for he was suddenly there at his side, his HK
Mark 23 pistol in hand pointing at the man on the rack.  The Templars knew all
too well that just because the target was dead didn’t mean that it was no
longer dangerous.

     “I’m
good, I’m good,” Cade said quickly, holding up his hands in a calming gesture. 
“Just surprised, that’s all.”

     Riley
nodded.  A bit sheepishly, in fact.  “Probably should have warned you about
that, huh?”

     Cade
glared at him.  “You think?  No harm done.”

     The
former Knight Commander reached up and lifted the man’s head back up a second
time, taking a good look at what awaited him there.

     Someone
had taken a blowtorch to the right side of the man’s face, torching his eye
socket and the flesh surrounding it in a savage attack that led from the man’s
eye socket around to behind his ear...

     Almost
subconsciously Cade reached up and ran his fingers along his own stretch of
scar tissue.

     The
Necromancer was mocking him.  

     That
was the reason for all this; the dead victims, the false ceremony, even the
lights shining on the dead man in front of him like some kind of museum
display.  The Necromancer had wanted him to find this place.  Find this body.

     But
why?
Cade gently lowered the man’s head back down and stepped back, trying
to put aside his emotion and view the body dispassionately again.  The man was
about his height and weight, though younger, and had his face disfigured to
match Cade’s own.  From all appearances a proxy for Cade himself.
     He’d
been handcuffed to a metal frame that held him suspended and on display while
the lights shining upon him illuminated his torture and suffering for all to
see.

     So
where had he seen something like this before?

     It
only took him a moment to come up with the answer.  Death by a thousand cuts,
or death by slow slicing, was an old Chinese method of execution that had been
outlawed around the turn of the twentieth century.  The victim was strung up in
a public place, stripped of his clothes, and then cut with a sharp knife until
dead.  It was a hideous punishment and one that was reserved for what the
Chinese had considered rather severe crimes, such as treason or killing one’s
own parents.  It was also used as a lesson of deterrence for others who might
be considering the same.  The victim would suffer a long time before dying and
most importantly, would be aware of their pain for most, if not all, of their
suffering.

     Cade
didn’t like the implications that the tableau spread before him was making.  If
he was reading the signs correctly, it meant that he was going to suffer
harshly and publically for some sin he had committed against the Necromancer in
the past. Nor did it take much to figure out what that sin might be.  Cade was,
after all, instrumental in capturing Logan.  If he hadn’t done so, then Logan
never would have been imprisoned.

     Was
the Necromancer threatening to execute him in such a fashion?  Was that what
this was – a warning of some kind?  And what about that weird flow of power
between the corpses?  What was the story with that?

     There
seemed to be more questions than answers here and Cade didn’t like it.  

     He
needed more information.

     Thankfully,
he had a way to get it.

     Cade
stripped his glove off again, tried to find a spot that wasn’t covered in blood
on the man’s body, and was finally forced to select the top of the man’s head
as the only reasonable place to use.  He braced himself for what he was certain
to be nearly overwhelming pain and then reached out and put his hand atop the
man’s head like a benediction.

     Darkness,
and then...

     More
darkness.  Complete, utter darkness, darkness  that surrounded him and held him
in place as securely as iron shackles and chains, darkness that he could feel
but not see, taste but not touch, like an invisible presence that had swallowed
him whole and now refused to let him go free.  Darkness like a malignant,
living thing.  Darkness like the rot at the center of the Necromancer’s soul. 

     And
then a voice from the depths of that darkness.

     A
voice he recognized all too well.

“Hello, Cade.”

     Logan.

“What’s the matter?  Demon got your tongue?”

     Cade
tried to pull free, to return to the living world around him, to break the link
with the dead that his Gift had created, only to find that he no longer had a
reference for doing so.  How do you push when there is nothing for you to push
against?  How do you break yourself free when there is nothing and no body with
which to do it in the first place?

     “Did
you think we were finished, you and I?  Did you think I would forget what you
had done?”

     What
I had done? Cade tried to
shout back, only to discover that he couldn’t do that either, shout that is, for
he had no lungs with which to give the statement voice.

     He
was in trouble and he knew it.

“You meddled where you did not belong,
Templar, and took from me something of value.  Now, I shall do the same in
return.”

     Cade
tried to ignore the Necromancer’s mocking voice, tried to shut out that horrid
laugh, and concentrate on the task before him.  He understood now that the
power the Necromancer had gathered with his ritual had not been intended to
summon anything at all, but had instead been used to build the cage he now
found himself in.  A cage in which he would remain lest he marshall the
strength necessary to break free. 

     But
as he mentally pushed and pulled and did everything he could to find a way free
of the metaphysical chains that bound him, he found himself growing weaker. 
Found the chains that held him growing stronger.  Slowly, bit by bit, he began
to lose himself to the nothingness that surrounded him.

     He
might have stayed there, might have truly fallen victim to the trap that the
Necromancer had set for him if his opponent had been content to leave it at
that.

     Fortunately
for Cade, Logan had to gloat and in doing so gave Cade the key to his prison.

“Know this, Templar.  While you struggle to
escape the prison cell I have constructed for you, I will be taking from you
that which you admire most.  And I shall not be as lenient as the Adversary has
been.”

     The
Necromancer’s words cut like a knife through Cade’s growing confusion.  They
gave him the focus he needed, the rock upon which to mount his defense, and he
gathered the pieces of himself back together.  With one great incoherent shout
of rage, he flung himself back from the precipice...  

     Cade
stumbled away from the corpse, his heart sick with fear.  He knew what the
Necromancer wanted, knew he’d been played the fool and if he didn’t do
something about it quickly he was likely to regret it for the rest of his life.

     Hands
were on him, holding him, and he shoved them violently away, looking up only
long enough to see the pain and confusion on Riley’s face as Cade went reeling
away from him in surprise as Cade’s shove caused him to lose his balance and
fall to the floor.

     Cade
barely noticed, his attention solely on getting out of there as fast as he could.

     Gabbi!
his mind screamed and he had to clamp his mouth shut with iron determination to
keep from echoing that cry aloud.  If he gave voice to it there would be
questions and he would not betray the fact of her resurrection like that.  Not
yet.  Not without him there to protect her.

     If
she even survived that long.

     With
his heart in his throat and fear in his eyes, Cade Williams charged passed the
bewildered Templars and headed for the door.

     Behind
him, he heard Riley cry out, “Cade! Wait!” but Cade ignored him.

     He
had little enough time as it was.

     As
Cade rushed out of the warehouse, his gaze fell upon the three SUVs parked in
the lot and the soldier from 2nd Squad who stood near them.  Cade
didn’t waste any time, just ran to the man’s side.

     “Give
me the keys,” he demanded.

     The
guard took a step back, confused.  “What? Why do you want the keys?”

     Cade
didn’t hesitate, just threw a blistering right that connected cleanly with the
man’s chin.  The soldier’s head snapped back with the sound of a mallet
striking a watermelon and he want down like a sack of cement.  Cade bent,
searched through the man’s pockets, and came out with the keys.  As he
straightened, he heard Riley shout from behind him.

     “Cade! 
What are you doing?”

     Without
even a glance back, Cade threw himself into the vehicle, started the engine,
and stomped the accelerator.  The SUV surged forward, narrowly missing the men
Riley had sent to block the gate, and raced off into the night.







CHAPTER
TEN


––––––––

     The
Necromancer stood at the end of the long drive, staring up its length at the
little house set back from the road and nestled among the oak trees.

     Inside
that house was the prize he’d come to here to claim, the prize he needed in
order to carry out the grand plan he had conceived during his last few months
in captivity.  Without it he would fail.  But with it...ah, with it, he would
soon regain what he had lost when the Templars had broken the power of his
Circle and murdered his followers.

     All
he had to do was seize it.

     Hours
before he’d traded his prison jumpsuit for comfortable clothes and the long,
hooded robe that he preferred to wear to keep his disfigured face hidden from
view.  Now, as he raised his hands and hooded face to the sky above and began
chanting, he looked like some Hollywood version of a medieval monk, casting
benedictions over his flock.  

     The
air around him went still, as if Nature itself understood there was a power to
be reckoned with within her midst, and the temperature seemed to drop an extra
ten degrees, making the cold night even colder.

     The
Necromancer did not notice the cold, so intent was he on the power he was
summoning.

     His
chant dipped and swayed as words that had not been spoken on this world for
thousands of years fell from his lips with perfect inflection and tone, calling
out to those whose assistance he needed.

     On
the other side of the Veil, something heard his call.

     The
ground in front of the Necromancer suddenly split open, as if a hot knife had
been drawn deep through its surface.  Strange, haunting cries poured out of the
rift, cries filled with such sorrow and despair that they would have turned
even the hearts of the strongest men to fear, but the Necromancer barely
noticed, for pain, suffering and death were the tools by which he plied his
trade.

     From
out of the door the Necromancer had opened, wraith-like forms began to rise. 
They hovered in the air in front of their Master and waited for him to give the
command.  Logan did not need to see them directly to know that their faces and
bodies would be twisted parodies of the human form; spectres had once been
human after all.  They shrieked and screamed their hatred and disdain for the
living as they burst through the Veil and into this reality and Logan laughed
aloud at the hunger that poured from them in waves.

     Once
he was finished with them, he would set them free to wreak further havoc.  That
should tie up pursuit long enough to let him get away.

     In
a very short time there were a dozen or so gathered in front of him, waiting
for his commands, and he sent them surging forward toward the house at the end
of the drive. 

     The
wards protecting Cade’s property had been specifically designed to keep out
anything with the taint of the unholy and the spectres surging forward across
the front lawn certainly fit the bill.  Power flared as they reached the
barrier and for one long moment the Necromancer could actually see the
shimmering curtain of power that extended around and over the property, a giant
dome of protection erected to safeguard the one who lay within.

     With
his target’s position locked firmly in his mind, he was then free to begin his
own assault.

      The
spectres hit the ward with every bit of power at their disposal, crashing into
it with the concentrated force of a warhead.  Arcane energy spit and crackled
like fat on a fire as the ward sought to repel the invaders and for the first
few times, it did, indeed, throw them back.  But the spectres were thinking,
reasoning creatures where the ward was not, and they began to strike it in
alternating waves, sapping the magick inherent in the construct without giving
it a chance to recharge.

     As
the strain of continual attacks began to take its toll on the effectiveness of
the barrier, the Necromancer at last entered the fray.

     Stepping
forward, the Necromancer drew power from the rift to the netherworld that still
loomed open nearby, binding it with his hands into a twisting, turning ball of
energy which he then sent crashing into a point near the base of the ward’s
outer shell.  No sooner had he released the first blow that he repeated the
process, dragging forth more power, bending it to his will and sending it
crashing into the same spot he’d struck with the first.  Sparks flew and
thunder filled the air as the positive power of the ward crashed against the
negative force of the strikes.

     Eventually,
something had to give.

     One
moment the ward was intact, shrugging off each attempt to breach its integrity,
and in the next there was a blinding flash of power and the spectres were
charging across the lawn, their sinuous, wraithlike forms slipping through the
darkness with impunity.

     They
smashed through the door and disappeared inside.

     A
moment later, from somewhere deep in the house, a woman screamed.

     The
Necromancer smiled, following in their wake.



CHAPTER ELEVEN


––––––––

     Riley
stared in stunned amazement as the SUV Cade had just stolen shot through the
gates, bounced over the curb, and sped off down the street.

     Just
what the hell was going on?

     One
minute Cade had been standing there, examining the body of the poor guy
strapped onto the torture rack through the use of his Gift and the next he was
dashing across the room, assaulting one of Riley’s people, and disappearing
down the street.  

     Riley
didn’t think he was going to forget the look on Cade’s face in the split second
after he’d let go of the corpse.  Cade had been scared; there was no doubt
about that.

     If
Cade was scared, that usually meant Riley should be terrified.

     Just
what had he seen?

     Riley
headed for one of the other vehicles, intent on chasing his former commander
down and demanding an explanation, when the sound of a helicopter coming in on
fast approach filled the air. 

     A
spotlight stabbed down, illuminating Riley as he stared upward.  It stayed on
him for a moment and then moved on, dancing over his men and the entrance to
the warehouse, before finding and settling on a wide open space about twenty
yards away. 

     What
the hell?

     Riley
put a hand up to shield his eyes and tried to get a look at the chopper itself,
hoping it might tell him something about its occupants.  

     Must
be the local police, he thought, but rather than the standard police
chopper he could see that the aircraft now coming in for a landing was an executive
helicopter, one painted solidly black.

     He’d
seen that chopper before; was all too familiar with whom it contained.

     Cade
would have to wait.

     Prop
wash splashed over him as the chopper began its descent and Riley turned away
to shield his face from the bits of flying debris and trash that it kicked up
as he walked back toward his men and told them to stand down. 

     After
a few moments the rotors of the helicopter wound down and the door slid open. 
Two men from the Preceptor’s personal protection detail stepped out and
surveyed the scene, then gave the all-clear signal to Preceptor Johannson, who had
been waiting inside the aircraft and now stepped out.

     Cursing
beneath his breath, Riley went to greet him.


––––––––


     Cade
sped through the night behind the wheel of the stolen SUV.  Every passing
second felt like an eternity as he rushed toward his destination, terrified
that he would be too late and cursing himself for ever leaving Gabrielle alone
in the first place.  

     What
had he been thinking?  How could he have been so stupid?  

     His
time away from the Order had made him complacent, it seemed, for he had not
seen the threat even when it was right there, staring him in the face.  

     He
had not been a praying man for some time, and even before that he’d had what
could only be called a rather contentious relationship with the Almighty, but
he prayed now, prayed fervently in fact, desperately asking for assistance from
a God he wasn’t certain he believed in any longer but knowing even as he did so
that he had nowhere else to turn.

     As
he pulled into the driveway of his home in Willow Grove, however, he knew his
prayers had been fruitless.  The front door, which he had left closed and
securely locked behind him when he’d left earlier that evening, was now smashed
open and hanging in its frame, supported by a single hinge. 

     Inside,
darkness beckoned.

     Cade
pulled into the driveway and shut off the engine to the SUV.  His heart was
screaming at him to rush into the house and see what had happened to Gabrielle,
but he ignored it, knowing that was precisely what the enemy wanted him to do;
to rush in blindly and get himself killed.  The Adversary had tried that once
and nearly succeeded; Cade was determined not to fall for that trick a second
time.

     He
got out of the truck and pocketed the keys, never taking his gaze off the front
of the house.  He hadn’t noticed it before but the darkened windows and gaping
doorway all seemed to remind him of a young girl screaming.

     It
was not a comforting thought.  

     Leaving
the driver’s door open behind him in case he had to make a quick getaway, he
pulled his pistol out from under his shirt and advanced toward the house, his
weapon at the ready.

     He
stepped in through the open doorway and then paused, listening for movement
anywhere in the house.  He didn’t hear anything.  He moved through the lower rooms, turning on
lights as he went, not wanting to get caught in the dark with the kinds of
things that the Necromancer had at his beck and call.  The living room and
foyer led into a formal dining room and then a kitchen/great room combination,
with a grand staircase leading to the second floor.

     Where
Gabbi’s room was.

     Before
going up the stairs Cade stepped over to the fireplace, to where a pair of
samurai swords hung on a rack.  He took down the longer blade, the katana, and
drew it by flicking the scabbard away with a twist of his wrist. 

     He
wanted to be prepared; guns didn’t always work.  There were plenty of creatures
out there in the dark corners of the world that were only affected by blows
delivered with emotion or faith behind them and that required something a bit
more personal.  It was the reason why all Templars went into battle with a
blade at their side along with their firearms.

     This
particular weapon wasn’t his blessed blade – that was in the workshop out
behind the house – but it would due for what he had in mind.

     Then,
with sword and gun in hand, he went in search of his wife.

     The
upper floor held two guest rooms separated by a guest bath, all of which were
empty, and there, at the end of the hall, the master bedroom that Cade had
turned into Gabbi’s sanctuary.

     The
lock had been blasted away with a bolt of arcane power, the door smashed inward
like the entrance to the home.  

     Gabrielle!
his heart screamed, but he kept his emotions in check, refusing to lose it now.

     He
stepped to the door and then inside the room.

     As
he stepped into the master bedroom he sensed movement coming from his left and
he spun in that direction, dropping to one knee to get out of the line of
attack.

     The
move saved his life, for the spectre that had been about to try to take his
head only managed to rake his back as it passed overhead.  Pain flared, but
Cade could tell it was a minor wound and shouldn’t do much to slow him down.

     Because
of their wraith-like form, guns were useless against spectres.  Knowing this,
Cade dropped his pistol on the floor and rose with his sword extended, ready for
battle.

     There
were four of them and they closed in a rush.

     Cade
fought like a demon himself, snarling in rage, directing every ounce of his
anger down through the weapon at his attackers.   All the fury and frustration
he’d felt, all his fear and worry over Gabrielle’s fate, was funneled into his
blows now that he had a target.   His sword spun like a dervish, striking with
deadly accuracy, and soon there were two where there had been four.

     The
spectres swarmed around him, striving to slip past his defenses, to gain the
opportunity to sink their fangs into his flesh or rake him with their claws,
but each time they were met with the keen edge of Cade’s blade.

     Two
spectres fell in the first moments of combat, unprepared for the ferocity of
their opponent’s attack.  The third fared better for a time, managing to pierce
Cade’s defenses a few times and inflict minor wounds, but even that was not
enough to stop the Heretic.  

     When
the third spectre fell beneath the fury of Cade’s attack, the fourth gave a shriek
of rage and turned to retreat.  Cade didn’t give it the chance; he lunged,
impaling it with his sword and then slashing it in half as he pulled the weapon
free.

     The
battle was over, it seemed, at least for the moment.

     Cade
was standing in the middle of the room, blood dripping from the claw marks
across his shoulder and back, when it happened. 

The phone rang.

     Cade
spun around, the sword in his hands coming up automatically, before he had even
processed the sound and understood what it was. As the phone continued to ring,
Cade stared at it.

     Felt
compelled to answer it.

     He
lifted the receiver and put it to his ear, knowing even as he did so who he
would find on the other end.

     “Hello,
Knight Commander.”

     The
man’s voice grated, like chewing gravel and glass.

     Cade
clenched his teeth together to keep from screaming in rage at the sound of the
Necromancer’s voice.

     “I
see it didn’t take you long to deal with my little pets.”

     With
his emotions under control, Cade asked, “What have you done with her?”

     The
Necromancer laughed.  “Always to the point.  It is one of the things I like
about your, Knight Commander.  Your wife is quite safe, I assure you.”

     That
was not the answer Cade was expecting and for a few seconds it brought him up
short.  When he found his voice he asked, “What do you want?”

     “What
do I want?  Why your help, of course, Knight Commander.  In exchange for the
health and well-being of your wife.”

     There
was a long moment of silence, but in the end, there was really only one answer Cade
could give.

     “I’m
listening,” he said.




CHAPTER
TWELVE


––––––––

     Riley
stood where he was and waited for the Preceptor and his entourage to reach
him.  It was a minor breach of etiquette, but made Riley feel good
nonetheless.  It wasn’t lost on the Preceptor either apparently, for Johannson
frowned as he stopped in front of him.

     “Preceptor,”
Riley said, inclining his head slightly.  “I wasn’t...”

     “Expecting
me?  Of course you weren’t,” Johannson snapped.  He gave Riley a hard look, one
that clearly said I won’t forget this, and then stepped past him toward the
door of the warehouse.  “Did we get him?”

     The
him was, presumably, the Necromancer and Riley resisted the urge to remark that
they wouldn’t all be standing around with their thumbs in their asses if they
had caught him.  

     Play
nice, he reminded himself.

     “No,
sir, he was already gone when we arrived.”

     Preceptor
Johannson glanced back.  Riley would have sworn his frown had gotten deeper.

     “Gone? 
Gone where?”

     “That’s
what we’re trying to ascertain, sir.”

     “I...see.”

     The
contempt in the man’s voice was obvious and Riley gritted his teeth to keep
from reacting.  He knew a reaction was just what the man wanted and he refused
to give him the satisfaction.

     They
passed the guards stationed at the door and entered the warehouse.  

     “This
way, sir,” Riley said, stepping around the Preceptor and leading him down the
aisle between the shipping containers.  When they reached the area at the back
of the warehouse where the ritual had taken place, Riley stepped aside, giving
the other man a clear view of the scene.

     Unlike
most of the other men in the room the Preceptor had never served in the field
and Riley took some minor satisfaction in watching the man struggle with his
facial expression as his stomach no doubt threatened to revolt. It was petty,
he knew, but satisfying nonetheless.

     He
really didn’t like this man.

     After
a moment spent getting himself under control, the Preceptor waved a hand at the
blood and bodies in front of him. 

     “What
was the point?  What was he trying to accomplish?”

     It
was an excellent question and one for which Riley wished he had an answer. 
Unfortunately, the one person who might have some insight into the issue had
just stolen his SUV and raced off into the night.

     “It
is clearly a ceremonial ritual,” he began, and then spent the next few minutes
filling in the Preceptor on what they had discovered since their arrival.  It
was thin, and he knew it, but there wasn’t much he could do about that right
now.  He needed to get a team of technicians in here to examine the scene;
perhaps they’d learn more once the forensics squad had a chance to process the
place.

     And
of course there was whatever Cade had seen...

     One
of the Preceptor’s aides stepped over to him and whispered something in his
ear.  The Preceptor nodded and then looked back at Riley, a surprised
expression on his face.

     “Am
I correct in understanding that Knight Commander Williams is here?”

     Riley’s
hesitation was barely a fraction of a second long as he weighed his options. 
His instinct screamed at him to deny Cade’s presence, especially after the way
his former commander had charged out of here, but the simple fact that
Johannson had asked after the man showed he already knew the answer to his own question. 
There was nothing to be gained by lying.  

     “Was
here, sir.  He left a few moments before you arrived.”

     Another
frown.

     “I
see.  And where was Commander Williams going?”

     “He
didn’t say, sir.”

     “And
you don’t find that...interesting, Captain?”

     Damned
strange was more like it, but there was no way he would tell Johannson
that.

     “No,
sir.  Knight Commander Williams has always been free to come and go at his own
discretion.”

     The
Preceptor stared at him for a long moment without saying anything.  Then,
almost casually, he asked, “Tell me, Captain, have you seen the paperwork
ordering the Necromancer be moved to Longfort?”

     Riley
nodded, ignoring the abrupt change of subject.  “I have,” he replied.  “The
order was legitimate; it originated in the Adjutant General’s office and was
the direct result of the findings at trial the week before.  Logan was found
guilty and sentenced to life in prison.  The order to remand him to Longfort
was simply to allow him to carry out his sentence.”

     “So
you don’t believe that any of our people were involved?”

     Now
it was Riley’s turn to frown.  “Our people?” he scoffed.  “I don’t see how
that’s even possible.  Logan has been kept in isolation for months, with barely
an opportunity to speak to anyone.  He has three sets of guards permanently
attached to him, all veterans with impeccable records.  There was nothing the
Necromancer could have offered that would have interested them in any way.  And
without families, he couldn’t threaten their loved ones in order to force
cooperation either.”

     “And
yet it is these same guards that have disappeared?”

     Riley’s
tone was flat with anger as he replied, “We suspect that they’re dead, Preceptor,
not running around helping our enemy, especially one as foul as the
Necromancer.  I’d swear on my mother’s grave that they had nothing to do with
the escape.”   

     The
Preceptor watched him closely for a moment, making Riley wonder just what the
hell he had missed.  The transport crew were on the up-and-up; he’d bet his
life on it.

     Johannson
reached back toward his aide and snapped his fingers.  The other man reached
inside the leather attaché case he carried and withdrew a single sheet of
paper, which he then passed to the Preceptor.  The Preceptor, in turn, handed it
to Riley.

     “What’s
this?” Riley asked.

     “Read
it,” was the curt reply.

     Riley
did so.  

     It
was an order remanding the Necromancer into the custody of the warden at the
Longfort Containment Facility.  He scanned the document, noting that it seemed
to be properly prepared and executed.

     “I
don’t see what this...”

     His
gaze fell on the last line of the document and he stopped in mid-sentence.  The
order was dated three months earlier, just prior to the Order’s attack on the
Chiang Shih stronghold in the Beyond.

     More
importantly, however, was the fact that it was signed by Cade Williams.

     The
Preceptor reached out and took the paperwork out of Riley hands, then went on
before the other man had a chance to comment.  “Given the prior history between
these two individuals, I think it prudent that we ask Knight Commander Williams
to explain himself.  I’m ordering you to locate the Knight Commander and to
bring him in for questioning in this matter.  The sooner the better.”

     Riley
couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

     “Are
you suggesting that Commander Williams was somehow involved in the
Necromancer’s escape?” he asked.  The notion was absolutely absurd.

     The
Preceptor, however, apparently didn’t share Riley’s views.  “We won’t really
know until we speak to him, now will we?”

     Bullshit,
Riley thought.  Cade risked life and limb to personally apprehend the
Necromancer just a few short months before. Why on earth would he do that only
to turn around and help him escape again?  Doing so made absolutely no sense.    

     The
Preceptor glanced around again, as if proving that the sight of all the bloody
mayhem no longer bothered him, and then turned his rueful stare on Riley.  “I
want the Necromancer found, Knight Captain, and found quickly.  If that means
bringing Commander Williams in for questioning then so be it.  Pull out all the
stops, do whatever you have to do, but get this man back into custody.  We’ve
never had an escape of this magnitude before and I’ll be damned if I’m to go
down in the history books as the man who let this bastard lose.  Do I make
myself clear?”

     “Yes,
sir.”

     Crystal
clear, Riley thought.  You’re more worried about your reputation than
the innocent lives that are going to be impacted by this man’s escape. And
you’ll throw Cade to the wolves in the process if that’s what it takes to make
you look better.  

     The
Preceptor either didn’t notice or chose to overlook the sharpness in Riley’s
tone. “I will expect regular updates and wish to speak to Commander Williams
myself when you return to the commandery.”  

     Then,
having issued the orders that Riley was certain were his true purpose for being
here, the Preceptor turned on his heel without another word and headed for the
exit, his aides following suit behind him.

     Riley
didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until he heard the whine of the helicopter
outside as it fired up its rotors.

     Good
riddance, he thought.









CHAPTER
THIRTEEN


––––––––

     The
crime scene unit came hustling in right in the wake of the Preceptor’s departure
and for the next twenty minutes Riley had his hands full directing their
efforts in processing the scene.  Their work was well underway by the time he
found a moment to follow-up on his other pressing concern.

     All
the Templar vehicles – be they for land, sea, or sky – were outfitted with
electronic tracking devices to allow the Order to best support their personnel
in the field.  The SUV Cade had decided to take for a joyride had one as well,
and it was a relatively simple matter to corner Kepler, one of the Crime Scene
Unit’s tech specialists, and ask him to run a trace on the vehicle.

     “Do
you want to know where it is now or where it’s been?” Kepler asked.

     “You
can do that?  Track where the vehicle has been?”  Riley was surprised, he
hadn’t realized that was possible.

     Kepler
shrugged.  “You make it sound like rocket science, but it’s really just a
matter of tracking the cell towers that the tracker uses to ping its location
and then building a trail from there.  The towers purge their data nightly, so
as long we’re not tracing a route that’s more than twenty-four hours old we’ll
be just fine.  Give me fifteen minutes.”

     It
took less than ten.  Before he knew it Riley was staring at a satellite map
displayed on the screen of Kepler’s laptop watching a reconstruction of the
route the SUV had taken after roaring out of the parking lot of the warehouse
complex.  The vehicle had wound its way through the city streets until it
reached Interstate 95.  From there it had headed southwest for several exits
before getting off on one of the county roads leading north. A few short minutes
after that the vehicle arrived at its destination.

     841
Didymus Lane.

     It
was an address Riley knew well; he’d been teasing his friend about living on a
street named after Doubting Thomas for several years now.

     Kepler
opened up a smaller window on the screen and looked at the numbers displayed
there before whistling aloud.  “Damn, your boy was moving fast!”

     “How
can you tell?”

     “Look
here,” Kepler said, pointing at one of the columns displayed on the screen. 
“These are the times that the transponder in the car binged the cell tower;
there’s less then five minutes between pings.  These numbers here,” he
continued, pointing to another column, “given the distance between towers.  I’m
no math genius, but off the top of my head I’d say your boy was pushing a
C-note headed down I95.”

     Why
had Cade needed to get home so fast? 

Riley didn’t know, but he intended to find
out.  He thanked Kepler for his help, gave orders to the rest of his team to
assist with whatever the CSU squad needed, and then commandeered one of the
other SUVs for his own use.  Within minutes he was on his way out of the city,
following the same route Cade had taken nearly an hour before.


––––––––


Riley parked the car on the side of the
street opposite the house and sat and watched the property for a few minutes,
not wanting to rush into anything.  The SUV that Cade had “borrowed” was parked
in the driveway near the entrance to the house, the driver’s door standing
open.  The lights were on inside the house, but Riley didn’t see any movement
through the windows and he had the definite sense that no one was home.

     He
got out of his vehicle and quietly shut the door behind him.  Reaching down
with his right hand, he unseated his pistol from the holster he was wearing
gunslinger-style around his right thigh and then reseated it again.  He didn’t
want the weapon getting stuck if he had to draw it suddenly and there was no
doubt that the situation had him on edge.

     Doing
what he could to keep an eye on the house and the SUV at the same time, Riley
walked up the long driveway and approached the Suburban.  The interior light
was off, but there was enough ambient light coming from the house to let him
see that the keys were still in the ignition.

     Had
Cade been in such a rush that he’d simply left them there?  Or had he been
planning on leaving in a hurry and hadn’t gotten the chance?

     His
apprehension growing, he climbed the steps and crossed to the door.  This close
he could see that it was only held on with one hinge and had been simply
propped in its frame.  

     Riley’s
heart skipped a beat at the sight.  

     He
reached down and drew his pistol.  With it extended in front of him, he reached
out with his other hand and gently pushed the door.

     It
moved about an inch or so and then stopped.  Through the gap in the door he
could see something was pushed up behind it.  

     The
sofa?

     Planting
his feet more firmly, Riley put his hand flat against the door and gave it a
solid shove.

     This
time it opened about a foot, giving him just enough room to slip inside.

     He
paused and listened for movement, unconsciously mimicking Cade’s activity of
less than an hour before.  Like his former teammate, he heard nothing.

     The
house felt empty, even more so now that he was inside, but he was too good a
soldier to take something like that for granted.  He moved through the first
floor – living room, foyer, kitchen/family room – turning on lights as he went
and making certain there was no one waiting in the shadows.  When he was
satisfied that the first floor was as deserted as he’d suspected it to be, he
made his way up the staircase to the second floor.

     The
room at the end of the hall beckoned, the fire-blackened door and obvious
interior disarray like a magnet for his attention, but he refused to be lured
into making any hasty moves.  He cleared the two bedrooms on either side of the
hall and then the bathroom just beyond before moving to satisfy his curiosity
with the final bedroom.

     The
charred blast circle near the edge of the door showed where it had been hit
with a bolt of arcane power, proof enough that someone other than Cade had been
in the house and recently.  Had he gotten some kind of warning that someone
had breached his defenses?  Had that been why he’d rushed out of the
warehouse?  

Cautiously, Riley stepped forward into the
room, gun at the ready, turning as he did to take in the entire interior.  

     There
was no one there.

     This
room, like all the others, was empty.

     It
was clear that a struggle of some kind had taken place within its confines,
however.  If the damaged door wasn’t enough evidence, the slashed bed sheets,
crushed bookcase, and tattered paperbacks lying all over the place certainly
fit the bill.  

     Who,
or what, had Cade been fighting?

     From
the window in the back bedroom he had a good view of the rear yard and looking
out, his gaze fell on the converted barn that served as Cade’s workroom and
study.  Riley had been inside quite a number of times, most recently when he’d
helped save Cade’s life after he’d exhausted himself hunting through the Beyond
for the soul of his dead wife.

     Correction. 
Not-dead.  But not quite alive either.  

     The
thought of Cade’s wife, Gabrielle, caused another memory to surface in Riley’s
mind. 

     Cade
had exhumed his wife’s coffin several months ago.  Riley had helped him do it. 
The Knight Commander had been suspicious that his wife had not perished at the
hands of the Adversary, but was actually trapped in some purgatory-like realm
between the lands of the living and those of the dead.  He’d been right, too;
they’d found Gabrielle’s body lying inside on that bed of satin, perfectly
preserved.  There had even been color in her cheeks, as if she was just about
to get up and begin the day anew. 

     The
average person would have freaked out at the sight, but the supernatural was a
regular part of Riley’s day-to-day existence and Gabrielle’s strange stasis was
barely a blip on his oddity meter given what he dealt with on a daily basis as
a member of the Echo Team.  Riley had helped Cade bring his wife home but had
forgotten all about her in the events that followed, including his own
near-death at the hands of the Adversary.

     So
what had happened to Gabrielle? Had the Adversary’s death freed her in some
fashion?  Was she what Cade had been fighting to protect?  

     More
questions, too few answers. 

     And
he wasn’t about to find any while standing around here.

     There
was still a chance there was something to learn in the workroom out back, so he
retraced his steps through the house and left via the back door in the kitchen,
headed for the large structure behind the house.

     A
pair of doors on rolling tracks provided entrance into the workshop and Riley
found them unlocked. He slid one to the side and then flipped on the light
switch just inside.

     The
barn’s original structure had been gutted and rebuilt, turning the lower floor
into a well-furnished study.  What had once been horse stables was now a large,
open room with bookshelves covering every available inch of wall space and
several work tables arranged in a semi-circle in the middle of the room facing
the door.  A wood-burning stove, now cold and dark, stood in the far corner,
its black pipe running up through a hole in the floor to the second story, high
above.

     The
large circular mirror that had once occupied the center of the room through
which Cade had accessed the Beyond was gone and the enclosure that had turned
the hayloft above into an enclosed room had also been torn out, leaving the
space open and bare.

     A
quick check showed Riley that Cade’s go-bag, the one he kept stocked and ready
for an emergency call out, was missing, as was the sword that was normally
stored in its place of honor on the wall. The missing equipment made Riley
realize that Cade’s personal vehicle was missing from the driveway outside as
well.

     Cade
was gone and he’d taken his gear with him.

     Sighing
in frustration, Riley holstered his weapon, reached into his pocket, and took
out his cell phone. He dialed a number, then waited for the voice mail prompt
to finish.

     When
it had, he said, “We need to talk. Call me and let me know what’s going on,
Cade.  People are starting to get worried.”

     He
didn’t bother leaving his name, knowing Cade would recognize his voice. 

     He
just hoped his friend would call him back before things got worse. 





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

––––––––

     As
Riley was going methodically through his house, Cade stepped up to the TSA
agent at the podium, handed over his passport and boarding pass, and calmly
waited while his paperwork was being examined.

     In
exchange for the safe return of his wife’s body, the Necromancer had demanded
that Cade carry out three specific tasks.  Cade had little choice but to agree;
he didn’t have the slightest clue where the Necromancer might be hiding and
couldn’t afford to endanger Gabrielle while he worked to track the Necromancer
down.  Better to go along with Logan’s request and wait for the opportunity to
turn the tables on the other man when and if the chance presented itself. 
Given that Cade’s cooperation depended on Gabrielle’s continued well-being, he
was fairly confident that she would be all right for the time being, even in
Logan’s hands.

     The
TSA agent glanced at Cade’s face, then at the picture on the passport. 

     “Your
destination?”

     The
information was right there on his boarding pass, but Cade smiled just the same
and replied, “Paris.”  He knew better than to add any additional details; the
less said the better, for it reduced the chance you’d screw up later if someone
tried to catch you with your own contradictory statements.

     The
TSA agent gave his damaged face another quick look and then made a quick
checkmark on Cade’s boarding pass before handing his documentation back to him.

     Cade
breathed an almost imperceptible sigh of relief.  The passport was technically
genuine – it had been officially issued by the Vatican with his picture on it –
but it was under a false name and had been one of the cover identities the
Order had provided for his use while head of the Echo Team.  

     Of
course there was the chance that the Order would have flagged all of his
passports, or at least those they knew about, but he didn’t think he’d given
them reason enough to do so yet.  The time would come, he was certain of that,
but he thought he had a few more days of free movement before they started seriously
trying to track him down.

     Hopefully
he would be finished before then.

     He
stepped over to the x-ray machine and handed both his duffle bag and his sword
case to the TSA agent standing there.  The other passengers gave him a few odd
stares, but he ignored them; his bags were marked with Vatican diplomatic seals
and as such couldn’t be searched or subjected to x-ray examination.  Which was
a good thing, he mused as he stepped into the body scanner, since the sword and
firearms the bags contained would no doubt cause a bit of an incident.

     The
TSA agent running the scanner must have been in a bad mood, for he kept Cade in
the machine twice as long as normal and then subjected him to a pat down and
wand search on top of it all.  Cade dutifully did as he was told and was
eventually sent through.  He collected his bags on the other end and then
headed for his gate.

     Cade
had booked a first class seat on a direct flight out of New York to Paris and
the plane was boarding when he arrived at the gate.  He stored his bags in the
overhead compartment and then settled into his seat, his thoughts on what was
to come once he reached France.

     “Can
I get you a drink, Father?”

     Cade
didn’t realize the flight attendant was speaking to him until she put a hand on
his wrist and repeated herself.  “Father Evans?  Would you like a drink?”

     Cade
blinked, then smiled.  “Yes, please.  Orange juice if you have it.”

     “Of
course.”

      As
the flight attendant moved to the galley to comply with his request, Cade
mentally kicked himself for momentarily forgetting who he was supposed to be;
his anxiety over Gabrielle worse than he realized.  His passport had him listed
as Father Michael Evans, a priest travelling to Paris on Vatican business, and
he was dressed for the role in black pants and shoes, black shirt, and the thin
piece of white plastic that was often jokingly referred to as a dog collar.

     Evans, he told himself.  Your name is Evans. 

     He
needed to clear his head and get with the program or he could screw it all up
before he even got started.  And Gabrielle would suffer for it.

     When
the flight attendant came back he chatted with her for a few minutes, knowing
the conversation would help him adopt his new persona so that he could pull it
out when he needed it, like slipping into an old but comfortable suit.  He
didn’t expect anyone to question him or his background when he arrived at his
destination, but it didn’t hurt to be prepared.

     After
the attendant moved on to deal with other passengers, Cade draped a blanket
over himself and settled in for some rest.  Flying time was just under seven
hours. With a six hour time change between the two cities he should arrive in
Paris just before lunch. That should give him plenty of time to rent a car and
make the drive to his destination in the Pyrenees Mountains before dark.  He
didn’t want to be on those narrow mountain roads in the middle of the night if
he could help it.

     With
that in mind, he drifted off to sleep.

     For
the first time in months, the dream returned.

He stands alone in the center of the street, in a town that has
no name. He knows from previous experience that, just a few blocks beyond this
one the town suddenly ends, becoming a great plain of nothingness, the
landscape an artist’s canvas that stands untouched, unwanted. 

This town has once again become the center of
his universe.

Around him, the blackened buildings sag in
crumbling heaps, testimony to the battles he has fought here on previous
visits.  The sky above the ruins is growing dark, though night is still hours
away.  Dark grey storm clouds laced with green-and-silver lightning are rolling
in from the horizon, like horses running hard to reach the town’s limits before
the fated confrontation begins.  The air is heavy with impending rain and the
electrical tension of the coming storm.  In the slowly fading afternoon light
the shadows around him stretch and move, reminding him that they have teeth of
his own.

The sound of booted feet striking the
pavement catches his attention, and he turns to face the length of the street
before him, expecting to see his foe emerge from the crumbled ruins at its end,
just as he has emerged each and every time they have encountered one another in
this place, as if his enemy is always there, silently waiting with infinite
patience for him to make his appearance.

For the first time, however, the street
remains empty.

His enemy is not here.

Of course not, he thinks in a moment of
lucid clarity.  The Adversary is no more.  You destroyed him.

But the sense of expectation remains.

A chill wind suddenly rises, stirring the
hairs on the back of his neck, and in that wind, he is certain he can hear the
soft, sibilant whispers of a thousand lost souls, each and every one crying out
to  him to provide solace and sanctuary. 

The voices act as a physical force, pushing
him forward from behind, and before he knows it he is striding urgently down
the street.  As he does so the scene shifts, wavers, the way a mirage will
shimmy in the heat rising from the pavement.  

When the world solidifies once more, he finds
himself standing in a cemetery.  He recognizes it; he has been here before, as
well.  Large, carefully sculpted angels adorn the nearest of the gravestones,
with only the word Godspeed carved beneath them.  Older, more decayed stones
decorate the other burial plots nearby, but he is not close enough to see the
details etched there.

A feeling of urgency grips him in its bony
fist.  

It forces him into motion, and he sets off
across the lawn, winding in and out between the stones, letting that feeling
guide his passage until he sees a small plot set off from the rest by a white
picket fence.  In the strange twilight, the rails of the fence gleam with the
wetness of freshly exposed bone.  The coppery tang of blood floats on the night
air.

As he moves closer he can see that the earth
on the other side of the fence has been freshly disturbed.  A grave lies open,
a gaping hole in the peaceful sea of green grass that surrounds it, filled with
darkness deeper than that of the night sky above.  This intrusion of the
landscape and of the sanctity of the place draws him closer still, pulling him
in toward it the way a fly is coaxed into a spider’s web.  

He stops just short of the small fence and
gazes down into the darkness of the grave.  

     His
wife’s body lies resting at the bottom of the grave, dressed in the same
clothes she’d been wearing earlier that morning, the clothes Cade himself had
dressed her in.  

     This
is new and his heart beats all the more swiftly as the familiar fades into the
unknown.

     Gabrielle
looks so peaceful lying there, a faint smile upon her lips.

     That’s
when her eyes pop open and that faint smile stretches into a terrible grin.

     “Hello, Cade,” she says in the voice of the
Adversary. 

Cade jerked awake with a start, his heart
trip hammering in his chest and his face covered with a thin sheen of sweat.

     For
a moment he didn’t know where he was, then the flight attendant’s voice came
over the intercom, announcing their approach into Charles de Gaulle airport and
the events of the last several hours came flooding back.

     He
was on a plane, headed for France to steal the hand of a dead man on behalf of
one of his most despised enemies.

     Just
another day in the life.


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN


––––––––

     Upon
arrival at de Gaulle, Cade quickly exited the aircraft, quickly cleared
customs, and made his way to the rental car counters, where he rented a mid-sized
sedan for his drive south to the mountains.  He stopped at a café on the way
out of the city and grabbed a few sandwiches to eat on the way, not having had
anything to eat since early the night before.  The sky was clear, the weather
was nice, and for a time he lost himself in the simple act of driving.

     The
abbey was located high in the Pyrenees Mountains.  It had started out as a convent
in the 1500s, was abandoned about a hundred years after that, and then stood
vacant until a sect of Benedictine monks purchased it just before the start of
the French Revolution. It sat on the edge of a high promontory, like a castle
guarding the approach to a mountain pass, and indeed even looked a bit like a
castle, with its high crenellated towers and balconies jutting from walls of
fashioned stone.  The abbey was closed to the public, a tour available by
private invitation only, but Cade had no doubt that they would let him in. 
Even the Benedictines answered to Rome.

     The
winding, twisting mountain road eventually brought him to the entrance of the
monastery complex.  Two large iron gates blocked the road and Cade was forced
to get out of the car and ring a small bell hanging to one side.

     A
brown-robed monk emerged from a gatehouse on the other side of the fence at the
sound.

     “May
I help you?” he asked politely.

     “I’m
here to see Abbot Martin.”

     The
monk frowned.  “He usually doesn’t have visitors and I do not remember there
being anything on the schedule for today.”

     Cade
was prepared for that very statement.

     “I
am Monsignor Evans, of the Office
of the Sacred Congregation for Propagation of the Faith in Rome.  I do not
believe I need an appointment to carry out my duties, do you?”

     The
monk paled at his words; it seemed the Inquisition still put the fear of God
into people, as it had been designed to do.

     “My
apologies, Monsignor,” the monk said, as he fumbled with the keys to unlock the
gate.  “I will inform him that you are here.”

     Ten
minutes later Cade was being escorted into the abbot’s office, a Spartan room
that contained little in the way of furniture and even less in material
comforts.  Cade mentally approved and felt bad for the subterfuge he was about
to engage in, but it couldn’t be helped.

     “What
can we do for you, Monsignor?” asked the abbot, a tall, slender fellow with a
narrow face, thin lips, and a high forehead. He pointed to a wooden chair in
front of his desk.  “Please, have a seat.”

     Cade
shook his head.  “Sorry to disturb you unannounced,” he began, knowing he
didn’t sound sorry at all; all part of the persona.  “His Eminence, Cardinal
Bollinger, had ordered that an inventory be taken of all relics currently in
the hands of the Church.  I have been ordered to view each and every relic
personally and to report on their storage and care.”

     The
abbot seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.  “Quite the task,” he said.

     Cade
smiled ruefully.  “That it is.  Ours not to question why and all that.”

     “Quite
right.  I do not have anything on my schedule this morning so why don’t I take
you to see the Hand myself?”

     Cade
nodded in thanks.  “That would be fine.”

     The
abbot tried to make some small talk about life in Rome as he led Cade through
the complex to the cathedral itself and Cade fielded his questions as best he
could.  The cathedral was just what Cade expected for one built in the 1500s –
soaring ceilings and buttresses upon buttresses, with an altar decorated in
gold and precious gems.  The abbot walked through the nave, or center, of the
church, skirted the altar and walked along the outer edge of the north transept
until he came to a small wooden door half-hidden in the paneling.  He removed a
key from around his neck and used it to unlock the door.

     “This
is the Chapel of the Sacred Hand,” the abbot told Cade, as he turned on the
lights via a switch to his right.  “The reliquary containing the artifact is
kept in an alcove inside the chapel and the door to the room is always kept
locked.”

     “How
many keys are there and who has access to them?” Cade asked, as he pretended to
examine the door.  What he was really looking at was the lock; it was an
old-fashioned tumbler lock that he knew he could have open inside of three
seconds.

     “Just
two.  A master key, which I carry at all times, and a key specifically for this
lock which is kept in my office and used only on the days when the chapel is to
be cleaned.”

     “How
often is that?”

     “Once
per week.”

     “I see.  May I?” Cade asked, gesturing ahead of them.
     The
abbot bowed slightly.  “Of course, Monsignor.”

     Cade
stepped into the room.  It was small, maybe eight by eight, at best, and
contained four rows of wooden benches arranged before the alcove at the back of
the room holding the reliquary.  

     The
reliquary itself was impossible to miss.  It was an ornate gold and glass
enclosure, shaped like a miniature cathedral, with tall panes of glass like the
windows on the church through which the penitent could see the relic.  The rear
of the alcove was lined with mirrored glass, no doubt intended to reflect the
beauty of the reliquary so as to make it appear larger than it actually was.

     Inside
the reliquary, on a red satin pillow, was the mummified hand of a human being.

     The
skin, brown with age and cracked in several places, looked more like shoe
leather than human flesh.  The fingers were unusually long and were slightly
curled toward their tips, the nails dark grey and lusterless.  The palm was
intact and there was about an inch of the wrist attached.

     Church
legend had it that this was the hand of Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, a former
French abbot, founder of the Cysterian order, and known through history as a
man heavily involved in the Second Crusade.  Cade’s research had shown that
Bernard died in 1153 and had originally been buried at Clairvaux Abbey, only to
be exhumed and have his remains moved to Troyes Cathedral in 1792.

     And
that’s where things got interesting, Cade thought.  When the body was exhumed,
it was discovered that Bernard’s entire right arm was perfectly preserved,
almost as if he’d been laid to rest that very afternoon instead of six hundred
some-odd years before.  Soldiers lopped the arm off at the elbow and reburied
Bernard without it.  In time, miracles began to be associated with the relic,
healings and resurrections and the like, and as word got back to the Church,
the Pope had ordered a full investigation.  Cade didn’t know what had happened
to the rest of the arm, only that the hand had eventually come to rest as a
holy relic in the care of the brothers at the monastery, where it had spent the
last three hundred years. 

     He
studied the case for a moment, the abbot by his side, and then turned to face
the other man.  

     “Alarms?”
he asked.

     The
abbot looked sheepish as he said, “No.  The Abbey’s resources are strained
enough as it is and we couldn’t afford the monitoring costs.  Too far outside
the city, we were told.”

     Cade
shook his head, by all appearances commiserating with the difficulties the abbot
faced, but inside he was smiling.  He’d been afraid the Hand would be locked
away behind museum quality security systems, which would have taken
considerable effort to penetrate.  He could have defeated them given enough
time, but was pleased to find out that doing so wasn’t going to be necessary.  

     They
continued in that vein for several minutes, with Cade asking about ambient air
temperatures, cleaning procedures, and the like.  Eventually he ran out of
questions to ask but at the same time decided that he’d established his cover
strongly enough that the abbot would be unlikely to check up on his bona fides. 
He thanked the abbot for his time and then took his leave, nodding at the monk
manning the gate as he returned to his car.  He spun the car in a half circle,
glanced at the monastery one last time, and then headed back down the mountain.



CHAPTER
SIXTEEN


––––––––

     Cade
didn’t go far, however, traveling for only about fifteen minutes before he saw the
overgrown entrance to a narrow forest road he’d spotted on his way up the hill. 
He turned on to it and drove the rental car deep amongst the trees, far enough
away that he wouldn’t be seen from the road and then parked.  

     He
dined on the sandwiches he’d bought from the café earlier but husbanded the
three water bottles he had with him, wanting to make them last the afternoon. 
As the sun went down he began planning his infiltration.

     Aside
from the stone wall extending around the property, there was little in the way
of actual security that he was going to have to deal with, for which he was
thankful.  He should be able to get in, snatch the hand, and get back out again
without too much trouble.  Once he had, it would be a simple matter to return
to the airport with the hand in his diplomatic bags and catch a flight back to
New York.

     Satisfied
that he had the situation under control, he leaned the driver’s seat back and
settled in to grab a little rest while he waited.


––––––––


     He
went over the wall just after midnight.

     His
internal clock had woken him just after eleven.  He grabbed his bag, got out of
the car, and stood beside it in the cold night air while changing into the
black running suit and sneakers he’d selected for the job.  He pulled a black
watch cap over his head and blackened his face with some camo paint he’d
brought along for just that purpose.  Last but not least, he slung his sword
case over his back and strapped it into place so that the blade could be drawn
easily in an over-the-shoulder style.  He didn’t plan on using it that night,
but then again, it was the things one didn’t plan for that were always the
trouble.  

     He
set off through the woods for the monastery above and because he was able to go
in a straight line, more or less, rather than following the winding mountain
road, he was able to reach the exterior of the complex in just under twenty
minutes.  

     The
wall surrounding the complex wasn’t more than ten feet high and with a short,
running start Cade was able to put one foot against the wall and boot himself
high enough to grab the top of the wall with both hands.  From there it was
simply a matter of pulling himself up and onto the top.

     The
section of the wall where he crouched was in darkness so he stayed there a
moment, looking about.  The cathedral was off to his right, across an open
expanse of ground, but he wasn’t concerned; there weren’t any lights or roving
guard patrols to deal with and he was confident in his ability to reach the
building without being seen.  He didn’t see anyone moving about in the
courtyard, so he hopped down to the ground and began moving cautiously along
the inside of the wall, staying to the shadows as much as possible.  

     The
main entrance was well-lit, so he ignored it, moving instead around to the
south side of the building.  While touring the facility earlier with the abbot,
he’d seen a side door at the back of the south transept through which he could
gain access to the interior of the cathedral and he headed for that.  

     As
expected, there was only a single bulb casting a weak light over the door. 
Even better, the door was unlocked.

     Inside,
the cathedral was dark, with only a few nighttime security spots here and there
about the room providing just enough illumination to see by.  Cade paused
inside the door, letting his eyes adjust to the shadows, wanting to be certain
that the sanctuary was empty before he made his move.  When he was satisfied
that it was, he slipped through the transept, passed the altar, and went to the
door to the chapel on the other side of the building. 

     The
chapel was locked, just as it had been earlier.  Cade pulled a set of thin
metal picks out of his pocket and went to work.  Thirty seconds later he had
the door open.  He stepped inside the room, letting the door shut gently behind
him.

     Cade
didn’t bother with the lights.  Instead, he took a small flashlight out of his
pocket and flicked it on.  The red lens preserved his night vision while still
giving him enough light to work by.  Now able to see, he moved to the
reliquary.

     He
didn’t have the patience nor the time for subtlety.  He slid the blade of the
knife into the crack between the door and the frame of the reliquary and then struck
the hilt sharply with the palm of his other hand.  The tiny lock wasn’t
designed to withstand the kind of pressure the blow and popped open with a
metallic twang.  

     After
putting the knife away, Cade reached into the case and withdrew the Hand.  He
could feel the power emanating from the thing and was suddenly very glad for
the gloves he habitually wore; given his Gift, he didn’t want to think about
what it would have been like to touch the relic with his bare flesh.  He
wrapped it in a piece of satin he took from his pocket and then slipped the now-wrapped
relic into the messenger bag he’d brought along.

     Satisfied,
he turned...

     ...only
to find that he was no longer alone.

     An
elderly monk, clad in the Benedictine Order’s usual brown robe and sandals, had
just entered the room.  He looked up in surprise at discovering he wasn’t alone
and saw Cade right about the same moment that the former Templar commander saw
him.

     He’s
gonna yell, Cade thought and instinctively went for his sword.

     “Le
voleur!  Vol...”

     The
flat side of Cade’s sword blade struck the monk just above the ear, sending him
crashing to the ground.

     Cade
rushed over to the older man, worried he might have to deliver another blow to
keep the old man quiet, but there was no need.  Cade’s first blow had knocked
the man into unconsciousness and there was already an egg-sized lump forming on
the edge of his skull.

     “Sorry,
old-timer,” Cade muttered, feeling bad that he had to resort to violence, but
happy that he hadn’t been forced to kill the monk.

     But
the damage had been done.

     Voices
suddenly erupted through the sanctuary on the other side of the door and Cade
knew the old man’s cries had been heard.  He crossed to the door and opened it
slightly, trying to see as much as he could through the narrow opening.

     At
least three men, possibly more, were headed in his direction, pointing toward
the chapel and talking excitedly between themselves.  They had clearly heard
the monk’s cries and were no doubt coming to investigate. 

     “Damn
it!”  Cade swore and glanced around hurriedly, looking for another way out, but
the door he was standing next to was the only way in or out of the chapel.  The
minute Cade opened the door even a fraction of an inch more they would see him
and once that happened he’d have to fight his way through. There was no other way
to get around them in the narrow confines of the transept. 

     He
was trapped!

     He
backed away from the door, sword in hand, wanting to give himself enough room
to maneuver if the men came through.  He was looking at the reliquary,
wondering if he could lift it easily enough to use it as a missile to toss at
the other men’s heads as they entered the room, when his gaze fell upon the
mirrored glass covering the walls at the back of the alcove.

     Mirrors.

     Cade
smiled at the sight.




CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN


––––––––

     Riley
spent most of the day following Cade disappearance running down information
about the men in the warehouse, trying to find something that might link them
to the Necromancer.  

     Fingerprint
analysis provided him with the victims’ identities pretty quickly thanks to the
fact that most of them had been arrested for minor issues in the past;
vagrancy, public drunkenness and disturbing the peace, to name a few.  



––––––––

morning
had barely begun when he received a call from Preceptor Johannson.  It seemed
that a monastery in France had been burglarized the previous evening.

     “The
thief made off with a holy relic, the Hand of St. Bernard of Clairvaux,” the Preceptor said.

     Riley
had never heard of it and said as much.

     “I’ll
spare you the history lesson then,” the Preceptor replied, with more than a
hint of condescension in his tone, “and simply say that the Hand was rumored to
be able to heal the sick and to raise the dead.  It’s the latter that we’re
concerned with.”  

     Riley
would have bet the Preceptor had never heard of the relic before that morning,
but he ignored the veiled insult and asked, “What makes you think it was the
Necromancer?”

     “The
Hand has been in the monastery for hundreds of years undisturbed.  Then the
Necromancer escapes and suddenly one of the few holy relics that have been
linked to resurrecting the dead suddenly goes missing?  That’s too much of a
coincidence for me, Knight Captain.”

     It
was thin, but it was the best lead he had at the moment so why not? 

     “How
many injured and dead?” Riley asked.

     “None.”

     He
frowned. “None?”

     “An
elderly monk was injured when he surprised the intruder, but he wasn’t alone
and several other monks came to his aide.  In the process, the thief escaped.”

Riley’s doubts returned.  The Necromancer had
left a pile of bodies in his wake during both his escape and the subsequent
ritual he’d performed at the warehouse.  Doing so was practically his signature
at this point.  Hell, if given the chance he’d probably kill just to be able to
flex his powers and bring the dead back again under his control. 

     So
why hadn’t he done the same at the monastery?  Why had he allowed the monks to
live?  

     Riley
was still trying to make sense of that when the Preceptor said, “There’s a jet
standing by at La Guardia to take you and your team to Paris.  I want you over
there while the trail is still hot.  Find this guy and find him quickly!”

––––––––


     Cade
burst back into this world with the sound of breaking glass and a body-slam
hard enough to knock the wind out of him as he crashed to the floor.  He lay
there, staring at the wood floor mere inches from his face, and wondered just
where in Creation he was.

     Travel
through the Beyond was always...interesting.  Time and distance worked
differently there so Cade not only didn’t know where he was but he also
didn’t know when.  Mere moments could have passed since he’d launched
himself through the mirror at the back of the chapel; but hours, even days were
just as likely as well.  The only thing he knew for sure was that he’d returned
to the world in the same way he’d gone out of it.

     Through
a mirror.

     The
one he’d come through was in the bathroom of a small home somewhere.  Moonlight
seeped through the window at his back, casting the room in its silvery glow. 
The pedestal sink, over which the remains of the mirror still hung, and the
claw-foot tub beside it looked to be originals rather than pricey upgrades and
the paint on the wooden floor was peeling but had been lovingly touched up in
the past.  

     His
sword and his messenger bag had made it back with him and he took a moment just
to double check that the hand of glory was still inside.  Satisfied that he
hadn’t lost the very thing he’d come all the way to France to collect, Cade
headed for the door.

     It
opened into a narrow hallway, lit by a nightlight plugged in to a socket across
from the bathroom door.  By its light Cade could see that there were doors to
his left, all closed, and a staircase to his right.  He quickly descended the
stairs, made his way through the small living room, and let himself out the
front door just as lights flashed on through the rest of the house.

     He
hurried down the drive and only glanced back when he reached the road.  He’d
been right; it was a small farmhouse, empty fields stretching out behind it in
the moonlight for as far as he could see. 

     No
help that way.

     Cade
turned and began trudging up the road away from the farmhouse.  It was a cold
night and he knew he wasn’t adequately dressed for it; he’d intended to be back
in his warm car long before this.  The cold was eventually going to play a
factor and he knew he either needed to find a ride or shelter before too long. 
For now, he tucked his head down into his collar as best he could, stamping his
feet and rubbing his hands together as he marched methodically up the road.

     Fifteen
minutes later the road he was walking on ended in a T-intersection with
another, larger road.  He glanced both ways, saw lights reflecting off the
undersides of the clouds in the distance and headed in that direction.  A few
minutes later he came upon a roadside sign.


––––––––

Toulouse 5 Km

Paris 426 Km


     Well,
that answers one question, he thought.  At least I’m still in France. 

Cade hadn’t gone another hundred yards before
the sound of an engine reached his ears.  He looked back and saw two headlights
coming his way, lights that morphed into a full pickup truck as it drew
closer.  Cade stopped and stuck out his thumb. He was now shivering in the
cold.

     The
Frenchman behind the wheel took pity on him and pulled over.

     “Ou
allez-vous?” the grizzled old man behind the wheel asked.

     Cade
didn’t understand a word.  “Do you speak English?” he asked.

     The
driver shook his head and said something more in French.

     Cade
didn’t understand that any better than the first thing, but that didn’t stop
him from pointing at the lights ahead in the distance and asking, “Toulouse?”

     The
old man nodded and gestured for Cade to get in.

     The
battered old pickup rumbled and groaned like it was on its last legs, but the
heat was on and Cade quickly shook off the chill that had started to envelop
him.  The clock on the dash said 4:35, which told Cade the time, though he
still didn’t know whhich day. He knew he’d find out sooner or later and tried
not to let it bother him.  A glance into the back of the truck showed the
purpose for the farmer’s drive into the city; the bodies of several large hogs
lay in back, trussed and ready for delivery to the butcher.

     The
driver’s breakfast lay on the seat between them; a hunk of hard cheese and a
roll of hard salami.  The driver must have caught Cade looking, for he gestured
at the food, mimed Cade having some, and said “Mangez!”

     That
was easy enough to figure out.  “Thanks,” Cade said, and helped himself to a
small piece of each.  He cut the same for the driver and the two of them rode
along in companionable silence, munching on their breakfast.

     Toulouse
was the sixth largest metropolitan center in France, home to just over a
million people.  It sat on the bank of the River Garonne, some 150 kilometers
east of the Mediterranean Sea, and served as home to some of the biggest
companies in the French aerospace industry, such as Galileo, Airbus, and SPOT. 
As such it not only had an excellent local airport, but a well-trafficked train
station as well.

     The
farmer let Cade off just inside the city limits near a local metro station. 
Cade shook his hand, gave him a hearty “Merci!” and waved as the old man pulled
back into traffic, then headed for the station at a brisk walk.

     Once
inside the terminal, he walked by the newsstand.  The masthead of the local newspaper
told him it was Friday morning, so he’d lost an entire day and a half while
inside the Beyond.  He cursed, furious with himself for having to resort to
such tactics in order to get out of the monastery.  Hopefully the Necromancer
had not grown impatient and nothing had happened to Gabrielle in the meantime. 
He spent a few minutes weighing his options.  Flights out of Toulouse were all
local, so he had to get to Paris in order to catch a plane back to the States. 
He could fly, but that would mean using his false passport again and he would
prefer to limit doing so as much as possible.  Every use was a potential flag
for the Order’s tech geeks to trace him with.  The train, on the other hand,
would take considerably longer, but he didn’t have to show ID in order to ride
it and wouldn’t show up on any passenger manifest as a result.

     A
quick check of the schedule showed a train leaving for Paris at 6:30 that
morning, which put him into Paris in time to catch an afternoon flight back to
New York.  He bought a ticket and then wasted the hour or so prior to the
train’s departure sitting in a nearby café drinking black coffee and thinking
about how he was going to deal with things when he returned to the States.

     When
the time came, Cade boarded the train, found himself a window seat near the
back of a car, and settled in for the five hour trip to Paris.   



CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN


     It
was close to midnight, local time, when the helicopter carrying Echo’s command
team settled into the courtyard of the monastery in question.  Riley could see
a small group of monks gathered near the entrance to the cathedral watching,
and by the time the rotors wound down enough for Riley to disembark he saw that
they had been joined by a tall, thin fellow who fit the description of Abbot
Martin, the man with whom he’d been ordered to make contact.

     They’d
flown from La Guardia aboard the Order’s Gulfstream to Paris and had taken the
helicopter south from there, in the mountains and to the monastery itself.  It
was faster than driving and saved them from having to navigate the treacherous
mountain roads on little sleep.

     The
abbot was the only person at the monastery who was aware of the continued
existence of the Templar Order – all senior Church officials were – and so to
protect their anonymity of Riley and his team the rest of the monks had been
told that they were a group of security specialists who’d been hired to keep
this from happening again.  Quite a few men in that profession were ex-military
these days and the cover story kept his men from having to be concerned about the
way they looked and moved; combat-readiness was hard to disguise.  This way,
they didn’t have to.  

     Just
another example of the Order’s penchant for hiding in plain sight.

     Riley
approached the abbot and introduced himself.  “Matt Riley, sir.  I understand
you’re expecting us?”

     “That
I am.  Thank you for coming so quickly.”

     For
the benefit of those listening more than anything else, Riley said, “I only
wish you’d called us sooner, sir.  Let’s see what we can do about keeping this
from happening again, shall we?”

     The
abbot nodded his agreement and led Riley and the others over to the entrance to
the sanctuary.  When several of the spectators moved to follow, he gave them a
hard stare that had them suddenly remembering other places they needed to be.

     “They
don’t mean any harm,” the abbot said to Riley, who was watching the monks as
they wandered off.  “They’re just curious.”

     “Of
course.”  Riley said.  However, he was thinking of the last time he’d been
called to investigate the theft of a relic and the inside man who’d helped
carry it off.  He would speak to the other monks when he was done in the
chapel; especially those who had found the injured man.

     Speaking
of which...

     “I
understand one of your people was injured.  How’s he doing?”

     The
abbot sighed and Riley could all but see the weight of responsibility settle on
the man’s shoulders like a suit of iron.  “Not well.  The doctors tell me he is
suffering from a cerebral edema as a result of the blow.  The swelling of his
brain is starting to interfere with bodily functions.  We have him on a
respirator and are doing everything we can to reduce the pressure, but the
longer the blood flow is reduced the more damage that’s being caused.”

     It
was not what Riley had hoped to hear.  “I’m sorry to hear that, Abbot.  My men
will pray for you both.”

     Two
men stood guard in front of the entrance to the chapel. 

     Kind
of like locking the barn down after the horses have fled, Riley thought,
then pushed the uncharitable thought away.  These men were just simple
Benedictine monks; this high in the mountains they had probably never even
thought about being a target for theft, never mind having any idea of the true
horrors that walked the pathways of the world and might want what they were
guarding.  He needed to keep that in mind as he dealt with them.

     But
all thoughts of proper courtesy fled when Riley stepped into the chapel and his
gaze fell on the smashed mirror on the wall behind the reliquary.

     A
few shards of glass still hung around the edge of the frame.  But where he
expected the floor to be littered with them, it was suspiciously clean.

     The
hair on the back of his neck went up.

     He’d
seen this kind of thing before.

     Don’t
jump to conclusions.

     The
abbot had been speaking.  “...with us for hundreds of years and no one seemed
to care.  Then today, or rather yesterday, we get not just one, but two
individuals who were interested in it.”

     Riley
started, pulled from his reverie by the abbot’s words.  

     “I’m
sorry; what did you just say?” he asked.

     The
abbot looked embarrassed, though whether that was for his own comments or
Riley’s inattention, Riley didn’t know.  The older man shrugged and said, “I
was just remarking on the sudden recent interest in the Hand. Highly unusual.”

     “You
said you had two individuals who took an interest in the Hand.  Assuming the
first is whoever made off with it last night, who was the second?”

     “The
Monsignor from the Vatican.  The one doing the inventory.”

     At
Riley’s blank stare the abbot added, “I told your Preceptor about him and
assumed he’d passed on the information.  My apologies.  We had a visit from a
Monsignor Evans, from the Sacred Office of the Propagation of the Faith
yesterday afternoon.  His Eminence, Cardinal Bollinger, has apparently ordered
an inventory of some kind.”

     “Can
you describe this man to me?”

      “Dark
hair.  Average height and build.  Dressed as you would expect a Catholic priest
to be dressed but with an eye patch over one eye.”

     A
chill went up Riley’s spine.

     “Do
you remember which eye?”

     The
abbot thought about it for a moment.  “The right. No, the left...sorry, I’m not
certain.”

     The
right side of the Necromancer’s face, especially the area around his eye
socket, was hideously scarred and it made sense that he might wear an eye patch
to hide it.

     But
the mirror...

     “Anything
else you can remember?”

     The
other man frowned, hesitated, and then said, “You might think me crazy but
there was a strange energy about him, like the feeling in the air when a raging
summer storm is just about to break.  He was unfailingly polite, friendly even,
but at times I was...afraid of him, I guess.”

     Not
liking what he was hearing, Riley gestured to the floor beneath the reliquary. 
“Did your people clean up in here?”

     The
abbot appeared shocked.  “Good heavens, no!  As soon as we discovered the
theft, we moved Brother Samuel to the infirmary and then left the chapel
exactly as we found it.”

     In
an absurd way, Riley had been hoping... but there seemed no way around it now.

     It
hadn’t been the Necromancer who’d stolen the Hand, it had been Cade!








CHAPTER
NINETEEN


––––––––

     Riley
and his team spent the morning interviewing the personnel at the monastery,
hoping to find that one piece of information that would tell them where their
thief was headed, but they came up empty-handed.  No one, expect perhaps
Brother Samuel, had seen anything and Samuel wasn’t talking.  He was too busy
fighting for his life as the edema caused by the blow to his head threatened to
shut down the blood flow to his brain.  

     Echo’s
commander desperately hoped this wouldn’t become a murder investigation.

     After
several hours of getting nowhere, the team packed up and headed back to Paris
via helicopter.  While en route Riley used his phone to contact the head of the
local commandery, giving him an update on what he had learned thus far.  He did
not mention Cade’s involvement, not wanting to put his friend in the crosshairs
quite yet.  There was still too much Riley didn’t know and if some knight
decided to shoot first and ask questions later, he’d have to live with that on
his conscience for the rest of his life.  

     That
decision prevented him from putting out a Bolo, or Be On the Look Out, warning
for Cade which meant he was likely going to be able to slip through security at
the airport in Paris and return to the States before Riley had a chance to stop
him.  

     If
he hadn’t flown out already.

     So
be it.  He wasn’t going to call out the cavalry and have every Tom, Dick, and
Harry gunning for Cade until he knew more about the situation.

     The
helicopter touched down at the heliport on the south side of Charles de Gaulle
Airport and the team disembarked.  Members of the local commandery were waiting
there to help unload the gear and to ensure that it was transported over to the
waiting jet in the executive terminal on the other side of the sprawling
airport complex.   

     With
some time to kill before they went wheels up, Riley ushered the team into the
nearest passenger terminal to grab some lunch.


––––––––


     By
the time Cade arrived in Paris, he had come up with a plan for confronting the
Necromancer when the two of them met to hand over the relic.  First, he had to
get home.

     He
was still reasonably confident that the Order did not know the extent to which
he was cooperating with the Necromancer.  They’d probably used the remote
tracking device attached to every Templar vehicle to learn he’d taken the
stolen Suburban back to his place in Willow Grove.  He’d left the tracker in
the vehicle for that very reason.  Depending upon who found the vehicle,
chances were good that they discovered the damage to his house while doing so. 
That may, or may not, have raised some questions for them. 

     Just
how concerned they were about those questions would determine how difficult it
was going to be for him to get out of Europe with the Hand still in his
possession.

     He
took a taxi to the airport, paying the driver with cash to avoid the credit
trail, and headed for men’s room as soon as he entered the terminal.  He found
an empty stall and used the privacy it afforded him to affix the extra
diplomatic seals he carried to the outside of his messenger bag after removing
his passport and airline ticket from a pocket inside.  Leaving the restroom, he
headed for the ticket counter and checked in for his flight without difficulty.

     He
was starting to think all of his concerns had been for nothing when he looked up
and saw Riley coming down the hall toward him.

     Cade
was just passing a hallway that intersected with the one he was in and he took
advantage of the opportunity, ducking right and hoping like hell he hadn’t been
seen.  He moved a good ten feet down the corridor and then stood to one side of
the hall, pretending to be talking on his cell phone while surreptitiously
watching the entrance to the corridor.

     If
Riley made the turn...

     He
did not; Cade watched as he walked right on past, never even glancing in Cade’s
direction.

     Cade
stayed where he was, watching, and seconds later saw both Manny Ortega and
Jimmy Martinez follow in Riley’s wake.  That left only Simmons from Echo’s
command team unaccounted for.

     Cade
waited another moment or two for the missing man to arrive, but to no avail.  Perhaps
Simmons had been walking ahead of Riley?

     It
didn’t really matter one way or the other, Cade supposed.  What mattered was
what they were doing here.  

     There’s
at least one way to find out...


––––––––


     Riley’s
phone rang.

     He
dug it out of his pocket and glanced down at the display, noting that the
incoming number was blocked.  Very few people had his number and those that did
would have no reason to block their incoming line.  Frowning, he hit the answer
button.

     “Hello?”

     “I
hear you’re in Paris.”

     Cade.

     “Where
I am doesn’t matter.  I’m more interested in where the hell you are!  Do you
know how much trouble you dropped me into?”

     “Sorry
about that, but I didn’t have a choice.  Nor do I when I tell you to get clear
of this thing.”

     Riley
frowned.  “What thing? Tracking the Necromancer? Kind of hard to do at this
point, don’t you think?”

     “It
doesn’t matter what I think.  Trust me when I tell you that you need to stay
out of this.”

     “I’m
the one who called you in on it, remember?” Riley replied.  

     He
slowed his pace, letting the others get a few yards ahead of him so they
wouldn’t be able to hear his end of the conversation and know that he was
talking with Cade.

     “That
may be,” Cade said, “but things have changed.  I need to deal with this my way
and I can’t have the Order screwing it up!”

     “Deal
with what?” Riley shot back.  “What are you talking about?  Are you in some
kind of trouble?”

     Cade
refused to answer.

     “Come
on, man.  Give me something.  I’ve been to your house.  I saw the room
upstairs.  Does this have something to do with Gabrielle?”

     When
Riley didn’t get an answer, he abruptly changed tact.

     “You
want to know why I’m in Paris, Cade?  I’m here because of the theft of a relic
that’s hundreds of years old.  You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that,
would you?”

     More
silence.

     Somehow
the silence seemed angrier this time.

     Riley
was getting angry himself.  “They say that that old man might not make it; seems
the blow to his head had caused some internal bleeding and pressure that they
can’t seem to stop.”

     Riley
gave it a beat but when Cade didn’t respond he said, “Look, man.  Johansson is
suggesting that you were involved with Logan’s escape.  I’m supposed to bring
you in so we can all clear the air and get this nonsense taken care of
properly.”

     That
got Cade to respond.

     “Johannson’s
an asshole,” Cade said sourly. 

     “True,
but that doesn’t mean we can just ignore him.  Whatever it is that you are
dealing with, why not come in, have your say, and then let the Order help you
deal with it?”

     Cade
laughed, but there was nothing amusing in his tone as he said, “Yeah, right. 
Just the way they did when we needed help rescuing Duncan from the Chiang
Shih?”

     Riley
didn’t have an answer for that.  Three months before, the youngest and newest
member of the Echo Team, Sergeant Sean Duncan, had been captured by a horde of
bloodsucking Chinese vampires known as the Chiang Shih.  They had taken him
beyond the Curtain to the elemental plane known as the Beyond and had tortured
him for information.  Duncan had survived that, only to fall into the hands of
Cade’s most fervent enemy, the Adversary.  Cade had been preparing to take the
Echo Team across the Curtain to rescue him when Johannson had ordered the team
to stand down.  Even worse, he’d gone straight to the Seneschal, Cade’s direct
report, to get him to forbid the team from making the attempt.  

     Cade
was right; he shouldn’t expect any help from the Order, especially not with the
Preceptor already gunning for him.

     Reading
his silence for just what it was – agreement – Cade said, “I don’t want to see
you get hurt, Riley, but if you interfere that’s exactly what’s going to
happen.  Keep your head down and stay out of my way, you hear?”

     Riley
opened his mouth to respond, but before he could do so he was greeted by the
click of the phone as the connection was severed.


––––––––


     As
he hung up the phone, Cade thought back over his conversation with Riley and
smiled in satisfaction.  He’d learned what he needed to know, namely that
someone had connected the theft of the relic to what was going on with the
Necromancer.  If they hadn’t, they wouldn’t have sent Riley over here.  

     That
didn’t bother Cade as much as how quickly it had all happened.  It hadn’t even
been forty-eight hours since he’d taken the Hand; he thought he’d have another
day, possibly even two before connections would start being made.

     No
matter, he thought.  What’s done is done. I’ll have to move on to phase
two quicker than I’d planned, but so be it.  I just hope Riley is up for what
comes next.

     Cade
put away the phone, smiled at the Customs official in front of him and handed
over his paperwork.  He answered the usual questions, collected his things and
then headed for his gate.  The plane was already boarding, so Cade found his
seat and settled in.  A few moments later the flight attendant came down the
aisle asking them all to store their electronic devices so that they could get
underway and Cade nodded his assent.  He slipped the phone into his bag and
then stored the bag in the overhead compartment for taxi and takeoff.

     He
had one other important call to make, but that one would have to wait until he
was back on solid ground.  



CHAPTER
TWENTY


––––––––

“I’ve got what you asked for.”

     Cade
was sitting in a car in the airport parking lot, rented with another false ID
after he’d gotten off the plan from France.  He was using a pre-paid cellular phone
to call the number he’d been given, just as they’d previously arranged.

     The
response, when it came, was in a voice full of gravel and broken glass.  “Good. 
Bring it to me.”

     “Happily,”
Cade said.  “Just tell me where you are.”

     Simon
Logan laughed and it was not a pleasant sound.  “Ever the eager one, aren’t
you, Commander?  It’s so touching to see your enthusiasm.”  He gave Cade a
detailed set of instructions as to where and how he was to deliver the package.


     The
former Templar commander jotted them down and then said, “I want proof of
life.  I’m not turning this thing over to you until I see that Gabrielle hasn’t
been harmed.”

     Another
laugh.  “Proof of life?” repeated the Necromancer.  “Don’t you think that will
be a bit difficult, given that your wife wasn’t really alive when she came to
stay in my care, Commander?”

     Cade
gritted his teeth but didn’t respond. Technically the Necromancer was right,
but the bastard knew what Cade meant and he’d be damned if he was drawn into a
conversation about semantics.

     “And
as for sweet Gabrielle being ‘unharmed’, I’m afraid you ruined that possibility
the day you married her.  After all, you didn’t think she brought all this
unwelcome attention onto herself, did you?” 

     With
that, the Necromancer hung up. 

     Cade
cursed, told himself that Logan was just trying to mess with his head, and did
his best to ignore what the other man said, but the notion was planted in the
back of his head and like a constantly mutating virus he found it hard to shake
off.  In a way, the Necromancer was right; if Cade hadn’t entered Gabrielle’s
life then she probably would be alive and well somewhere in the world right
this very minute.  Cade had caught the Adversary’s interest, for whatever
reason, and she’d been an unwitting casualty of that.  In a way, he’d been the
one to...

     Stop
that! he told himself, shaking his head as if to physically clear the
notion from his mind.  He was no more responsible for Gabrielle’s death than
the victim of a serial killer was responsible for their own demise.  He knew
that.  It had been the Adversary who had killed Gabrielle; the Adversary and
the Adversary alone.  Cade had done nothing to bring the creature’s attention
upon them and he was not responsible for what had ultimately happened.  He’d
killed the bastard that had invaded their home and threatened his wife; how was
he supposed to know that a deeper, darker evil was lurking within the man’s form,
just waiting for a chance to show its face in the light? 

     Bottom
line?  He couldn’t have. 

     Which
is why you need to keep that asshole out of your head and do what you came here
to do.  Rescue Gabrielle.

     Right.

     There
was no way the Necromancer was going to come to the meeting himself.  He was
far too intelligent for that.  But even if he used a series of cutouts to keep
himself isolated, Cade knew that eventually those cutouts would have to lead
back to the one in charge.  Link by link, Cade intended to use the information
he gained to find the Necromancer, starting with whoever was sent to meet with
him tonight.

     Given
Riley’s veiled comments about being ordered to bring him in, Cade knew that his
house was most likely under surveillance.  That meant he was going to have to
find somewhere else to question his “guest.”  Luckily, he had a place in mind.

––––––––


     The
Templar Order had safe houses and equipment caches in nearly every major city. 
This particular one was located along the water in Stamford, a quiet residential
community about half-an-hour north of New York City along I95.  

     The
house was set back from the road behind some well-manicured hedges that
provided a good deal of privacy but also prevented Cade from getting a sense of
whether or not the safe house was currently in use. That left him no choice but
to bite the bullet and go see for himself.  

     He
pulled into the driveway and up to the terminal controlling the gates.  He
keyed in a code he’d used in the past, hoping as he did so that the Order
hadn’t seen fit to refresh them in the last month.  There was a moment’s
hesitation and then the gates swung slowly open, allowing him access.  

     Cade
drove to the end of the driveway and put the rental car in park.  He hopped
out, keyed the same code he’d used on the gate into the access panel for the
garage, and waited a bit anxiously for that to go up as well.  If there was
someone here, they’d most likely be waiting for him on the other side, but the
garage was empty.

     Cade
breathed a sigh of relief.

     He
got back in his vehicle, drove it into the garage, and then shut the garage
door behind him, sealing him off from the rest of the world for the time being.

     The
safe house was well stocked and not just with arms and equipment, either.  Cade
ate a hearty lunch, fueling up with the energy he knew he was going to need
later, and then headed for the cellar.

     He
knew immediately that it would serve his purposes.  The room was fashioned of
bare concrete, without any external doors or windows, which would help deaden
any noise the prisoner made.  The ceiling was low and had exposed joists for
the floor above; that would make securing the prisoner easier.  Add a drain in
the center of the floor and spigot for the hose on one wall and he could almost
imagine that the space was custom-made for what he had in mind.

     He
knew the garage would hold a variety of tools, for knights in the field often
had to make repairs to their arms and equipment, and planned to take the rest
of what he needed from there.  He wasn’t subtle – a hand drill worked just as
well as an electronic one and a shattered knee cap hurt no matter what you
broke it with.  

     Cade
didn’t care who the Necromancer sent in his stead.  He was going to get some
answers, no matter what it took.

     Gabrielle
deserved no less.

     Nodding
with grim satisfaction, Cade headed back up the stairs to prepare for the rest
of the evening. 


––––––––


     The
meeting was scheduled to take place just after 8 pm in the parking lot of an
old elementary school that had been slated for demolition months earlier but which
the city hadn’t gotten around to actually tearing down.  Cade had surveyed the
place via Google Earth prior to leaving the safe house.  He memorized the
general layout of the school buildings and the surrounding neighborhood in case
something happened and he needed to make a quick getaway.  

     The
school stood by itself at the end of a short lane surrounded by elm trees.  As
he approached, his headlights picked out a thick chain pulled taught across the
entrance to the parking lot.  There was a hole in the chain link fence off to
one side that looked large enough and Cade was able to drive the rental car
through it without any difficulty.  Once in the parking lot, he continued to
the far end and parked under a large elm that provided plenty of shadows for
him to hide in, facing back the way he had come.

     He
rolled down the driver’s window, then got out of the car and gently closed the door
behind him.  The night was quiet, with just a light breeze blowing. Cade was
wearing boots, dark jeans and a thermal shirt under a black motorcycle jacket. 
He’d left the jacket partially unzipped despite the cold; he wanted easy access
to the pistol he was carrying in a shoulder holster if things went south.  He
opened the trunk, took out the messenger bag that now only contained the Hand
and his blessed sword, and then closed the trunk.  He set the bag atop the
trunk for a moment when he was done so that he could use both hands to buckle
the sword case across his back. 

     Feeling
much better now that he was properly armed, Cade settled in to wait.

     Ten
minutes passed.

     Fifteen.

     Cade
was just starting to grow impatient when he spotted movement among the trees
off to the right of the parking lot. 

     He
drew his gun and flicked off the safety, but kept the weapon down along the
side of his leg where it wouldn’t easily be seen.  For all he knew the newcomer
was just a local out for a stroll and he didn’t want to get anyone up in arms
unnecessarily.

     As
the figure came toward him the size and build told him it was a man.  He could
also see that the newcomer was moving with an odd sort of hitch in his step.  

Something about that walk set Cade’s nerves
on edge.  Before he knew it he found his fingers tightening on the grip of his
weapon and he could feel his heart hammering in his chest, but he really wasn’t
sure why.

Maybe the guy was injured in an accident, he thought.  Or was born with a handicap.

But something told him that wasn’t right.

The real reason was much worse; he could feel
it in his bones.

      Cade
waited until he judged that the figure had drawn close enough and then reached
inside the driver’s window and hit the headlights, bathing the newcomer in
their illumination.

     Instantly
Cade understood his gut-level trepidation.

     And
knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that he wasn’t getting any answers tonight.

     The
man standing in front of him was dead.  Two, maybe three days at most, but
definitely dead.  His skin had the waxy-pallor of the newly embalmed and his
eyes had been sewn shut.  He must have dug himself out of his own grave for his
fingers were caked with dirt, as was the suit he’d been buried in.

     In
his hands, he carried an iPad.

     It
was such an incongruous sight that for a moment Cade could only stare.  The
walking dead.  Carrying an iPad.

     Cade
considered shooting the revenant and forcing the Necromancer to send someone
else to pick up the package.  He even went so far as to raise the gun and line
up the muzzle with the revenant’s skull.  One shot and the thing was out of its
misery.  It was only when he realized that his enemy would simply force more
innocent people to claw their way out of their own graves to do his bidding that
Cade was able to pull his finger off the trigger.

     The
revenant wasn’t bothered by the headlights shining in its face.  Its eyes had
been sewn shut, after all.  And yet it walked unerringly toward him with that
strange hitching gait and came to a halt less than a yard away from where Cade
stood.  

     “You
sonofabitch,” Cade muttered, staring at the thing in front of him.  His entire
plan had just gone out the window.  It made no sense to torture a dead man; he
wouldn’t feel anything.  Never mind the fact that he couldn’t talk.

     Cade
reached out and took the iPad from the revenant’s fingers.  It made no effort
to resist. The screen was dark, but when he swiped a finger across it, the
device woke up. 

     A
video appeared.  In it a woman lay on her back on a portable cot in a room
somewhere.  The video had a grainy quality to it but it was still easy to see
that the woman was Gabrielle.  She was staring at the camera, but it was clear
from the expression in her eyes that she wasn’t seeing it or anything else for
that matter.  Occasionally she’d blink, which is how Cade knew she was still
alive.  He scoured the image looking for something that might help him identify
where she was, but came up empty.  Whoever had filmed the video had been
careful enough to keep from leaving any clues.

     When
the video was over, a message appeared on the screen.


Give
the package to the revenant.  

Instructions
for next acquisition to follow.


––––––––

     That
was all.  The message stayed on the screen for a moment and then the screen
went blank.  No matter what he did he couldn’t get the tablet to come back on
again, either.  

     He
was getting ready to take it apart to try and salvage the hard drive, thinking
he might be able to get a tech to take a look at the video if he could download
it from the drive when there was a flash from inside the unit and the screen
began to melt from the inside out.

     Cade
dropped the tablet on the ground and watched as flames quickly consumed it.

     So
much for analyzing the video.

     The
revenant was still standing there, waiting for its package.  

     Cade
picked up the bag, extended the strap and slung it over the revenant’s
outstretched arm.

     No
sooner had he done so that the revenant turned and headed back the way it had
come.

     Cade
watched it for a moment, considering, and then set off on foot in its wake.




CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE


––––––––

     The
revenant was easy to follow, given the difficulty it had moving in its
reanimated body, and Cade was able to stay within a few feet of it as it
crossed the parking lot and headed for the woods from which it had emerged.  It
didn’t seem to notice him following along in its wake, or, if it did, it
apparently didn’t care.

     Just
because he couldn’t question the damned thing didn’t mean there wasn’t anything
to learn from it, Cade reasoned.  If he could follow it back to wherever
it had come from...

     The
moon cast a silvery hue over everything and provided enough light for Cade to
keep the revenant in sight, even when they entered the trees.  The dead man
plunged ahead, forcing his way forward through the overhanging branches and
thick brush growing between the trunks.  He stuck to his direction of travel
with single-minded devotion, refusing to deviate from it.  It didn’t matter
that there was a clear path only a few feet to one side, the revenant followed
whatever path he was seeing in his head with unerring accuracy, a juggernaut on
a mission.  At one point he walked directly into an oversized tree and became
stuck, his feet still trying to drive him forward while his body was pressed up
against the tree’s trunk.  Cade debated stepping forward and pulling him loose
when the revenant turned slightly to one side and was able to slip past on his
own.

     Cade
let himself fall behind the creature by about fifteen feet, close enough that
he could keep it in sight but far enough back that he would have some advance
warning when they reached their destination.  He didn’t want whoever was
waiting for the revenant to see him before he saw them.  Thanks to his earlier
research, he knew these woods extended for a couple of miles before ending at
the eastern edge of a newly developed residential complex.  Hopefully they
would either change direction or come to their destination before they reached
that point because he couldn’t let the revenant be seen by Joe Citizen.

     They’d
been walking for about fifteen minutes, covering roughly a quarter mile or so
in that time period, when Cade caught sight of something moving through the
trees off to their left.  In the dim light it was hard to get a good look but
he had a sense of a sleek body moving through the trees on all fours.  

     A
dog, maybe?  If so was it just some neighborhood mutt or was there something
more dangerous on their trail?

     Cade
kept moving, but now he was trying to keep one eye on the revenant and another
on the trees around him, searching for whatever it was he had seen.

     He
was soon glad that he had, for he saw it again moments later, on his right this
time.  It was closer now, too.

     Definitely
a dog of some kind, he thought.  He caught a glimpse of a sleek snout and
ears tipped back in an attitude of attack but then it was gone again, lost in
the deepening darkness between the trees.

     Unfortunately
for Cade, not lost enough.

     The
first of them came rushing in from the side and only the fact that Cade caught
a glimpse of it out of the corner of his eye allowed him to throw himself to
the side as the creature passed through the spot he had just been standing, its
jaws snapping shut on empty air and no doubt pissing it off.

     Cade
had gotten a look at it as it sailed overhead, however, and as he scrambled to
his feet he drew his sword and put his back to a large oak in order to keep it
from sneaking up on his blind side.

     He
was just in time.  

     Three
of the creatures stepped out of the shadows in front of him.

     They
were the size of Great Danes, but no living Dane ever looked like this. Their
skin hung rotting on their frames, and their empty eye sockets seemed to blaze
with an unholy light.

     Cade
had fought their like before and knew them for what they were.

     Corpse
hounds.

     Arcane
creatures dragged to earth from another plane for a specific purpose, released
to return to their home afterwards only if they fulfilled their mission.  And
in this case, it looked like Cade was their target.

     Snarling
in rage and hunger, they charged across the grounds with unnatural speed,
moving unerringly toward Cade.

     He
met their teeth and claws with the sharp bite of his sword, snarling his fury
at being interrupted in his pursuit, directing every ounce of his anger down
through the weapon at his attackers. All the anger and frustration he was
feeling at being forced to work for the Necromancer poured out of him now that
he had a target at which to direct it. His sword spun like a dervish, striking
with deadly accuracy, neither giving nor receiving any quarter from his foes. 

     For
their part, the corpse hounds harassed him on three fronts, striving to pierce
his defenses, to gain the opportunity to sink their fangs into his flesh or
rake him with their claws. 

     Cade’s
martial skill and the added protection of his thick leather jacket kept him from
suffering any serious wounds, though he was bleeding from half-a-dozen minor
injuries by the time the hounds made their first mistake.

     One
of them rushed in from the side while Cade was engaged with its brethren in the
front, but the wintery ground betrayed it and it slid too far forward, opening
itself up to a blow from Cade’s sword.  He didn’t hesitate, either, just lashed
out with the edge and nodded with grim satisfaction as the snow was splashed
red from the hound’s severed throat.

     With
one of their number eliminated, Cade’s task of defense became easier.  The
fight continued for another few minutes, until a second of the creatures rushed
forward, slipped beneath Cade’s sword, and clamped Cade’s left arm in its
mouth.  No doubt the hound had intended to drag him forward and into range of
the other beast, but Cade had anticipated that and when he felt the teeth clamp
around his forearm he rammed his sword up through the underside of the hound’s
jaw and out the top of its skull, killing it instantly.

     With
two of its companions dead or dying, the third hound decided it had had enough
and slunk off into the darkness to lick its wounds, leaving Cade to try to
catch his breath.

     By
the time he had, the zombie was long gone.
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     Later
that night.

          Simon Logan stood in the shadows on
the other side of the room and watched the woman’s chest rise and fall, rise
and fall, as her body drew breath into her lungs and let it out again with a
barely discernible hiss.  

          It looked like she was sleeping,
but he knew better.  

     Her
body was an empty vessel.

     Her
heart beat, her blood flowed, but there was nothing of substance inside.  Her
spirit had been torn free of her mortal frame and now wandered elsewhere.  

     He
liked to imagine her in some dark place somewhere, lost and afraid.

     He
knew her soul still existed somewhere because she had spent weeks tormenting
him in his cell, returning night after night to haunt him mercilessly until he
had agreed to get a message to her husband, Knight Commander Williams.

     It
seemed their love united them, even in death.

     How
charming.

     Logan
felt his heart race and the blood pound in his veins as he considered that
fact.  The wife of his most fervent enemy, here, in his grasp.

     Defenseless.

     It
was almost too good to be true.

     He
walked forward and stood over her.  Her eyes were open, staring upward, but he
knew she wasn’t seeing him.  He reached down and ran a finger slowly down the
side of her face, across her chin, and down between her breasts until stopped
by the buttons of her dress.  She had a lush body, one that he would have
enjoyed taking against her will, repeatedly in fact, if there had even been a
spark of awareness, of independent will, left inside it.

     But
there was not; he’d used his considerable powers to know the truth of that.

     Her
body was but an empty shell, waiting for her soul to come home.

     Too
bad that’s never going to happen.

     When
the dead had first whispered to him of the woman sharing William’s house, he
had simply been focused on finding a way to use that information against his
enemy.  But then he had began to think about the situation, to see how best to
turn it to his advantage, and he’d realized that he had a far greater
opportunity before him than he’d previously realized.  

     Williams
loved his wife.  He had spent years tracking the entity that he felt was responsible
for her death and had left honor and duty behind in order to care for her body
when he discovered she had not passed into the afterlife as he had previously
believed.  This was a man who would walk straight into hell itself if it meant
there was a chance to return her to his side.

     It
was that love that Logan was using against Williams, that had forced him to
carry out Logan’s commands; to recover the very items he needed to bring his
plans to fruition.

     How
exquisite, he thought.  Using the very thing that binds Cade and his wife
together so strongly as the linchpin that will tear them apart forever.

He looked down at the helpless woman in front
of him with gleeful satisfaction.

     “Soon,”
he whispered to the empty air around him. 




CHAPTER
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     Riley
didn’t know what to do next.  He sat in the cafeteria, gulping down some lunch
that he couldn’t even remember ordering, and wondering just what to do next.   

     His
team had been going over what little evidence they had for days and still
didn’t have a single lead worth talking about.  The Preceptor was growing
impatient and was starting to make Riley’s life difficult as a result. 
Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything the Echo Team leader could do about it. 
As far as he could tell, both Simon Logan and Cade Williams had gone down a
hole and pulled it in after them.

     They
had been focusing most of their attention on the Necromancer.  Rightly so, in
Riley’s opinion.  The Necromancer was the known threat, the one who had
attacked Templar commanderies, colluded with infernal creatures, and had
attempted to use the power of the Spear of Longinus for his own personal gain. 
If Echo hadn’t locked him up, he would have continued in the same vein, leaving
a trail of death and destruction in his wake.

     Clearly
the tiger hadn’t changed its stripes, either.  He’d left three missing,
presumed dead, during his escape and then, only a few hours later, a warehouse
full of bodies.  Who knew what the hell he’d be up to next?

     Riley
knew Cade was in this up to his eyeballs – the phone call in Paris had made
that abundantly clear – but Riley didn’t think it was by choice.  Somehow the
Necromancer had coerced him into cooperating and Riley would bet a month’s pay
that it all had something to do with Gabrielle.  

     He’d
fought beside Cade for years now.  The Knight Commander might like to play
loose and fast with the rules now and then, but he had his own rigid code of
ethics and part of that was making certain that innocent bystanders didn’t get
hurt.  If you were working with the enemy then God help you – Cade could be a
ruthless son of a bitch – but those who were on the side of righteousness had
nothing to fear from the man.  The way the monk had been treated in Paris was
proof of that; Riley was certain Cade had simply been trying to incapacitate
the man and hadn’t intended to put him in the hospital with so severe an
injury.  From Riley’s perspective, Cade was as much a victim of this whole mess
as that elderly monk was.

     Perhaps
it was time to look at things a little differently, however. 

     They’d
had no luck tracking the Necromancer so maybe they should focus their efforts
on tracking Cade instead.  If he was working for Logan, especially if he’d been
coerced into doing so, then maybe finding Cade could help them find the real
problem, Simon Logan.

     It’s
worth a shot, he thought.

     He
got up from the table, dumped what was left of his half-eaten lunch into the trash
bin, and headed to the suite of offices he had commandeered for his
investigative team to comb through the mountains of information collected from
law enforcement agencies all across the country on a daily basis, looking for
some clue that might tell them where the Necromancer had gone.

     Riley
stood in the doorway and scanned the room, looking for one tech in particular. 
When he found her, he made a beeline for her station.

     “I
need you, McGreevy,” he said, as he came up behind her.

     “Uh
huh,” she said, without turning.  “That’s what they all say.  Then they don’t
call, they don’t write, and before you know it...”

     The
sudden silence must have clued her in.  She looked back over her shoulder, saw
Riley, and nearly had a heart attack if the look on her face was any
indication.


     “Knight Captain Riley!” she exclaimed, her face flushed with embarrassment
for talking to a senior officer in such a fashion.  She shoved her chair back,
intending to jump to her feet with a salute, and promptly ran over his foot.
     It
just wasn’t her day, it seemed.

     Riley
eventually got her to stop apologizing profusely – she was starting to make him
feel guilty – and got her seated back in front of her workstation.

     McGreevy
was a computer whiz, one of those kids who could have gone to MIT at the age of
fourteen but whose family situation required her to stay at home and care for
her younger brother.  Then, several years later, she’d suffered the horror of watching
her entire family – mother, father, and little brother – slaughtered at the
hands of a rogue vampire.  When Delta Team had been dispatched to deal with the
rampaging bloodsucker, they’d found McGreevy standing over the smoldering
corpse of the vampire with a can of extra strength hairspray and her mother’s
favorite cigarette lighter in her hands.  With everything she’d had to live for
taken away from her, the Order had stepped in and offered to help.  McGreevy
had been here ever since.

     “What
can I do for you, Knight Captai?,” she squeaked out, as she tried to get her
breathing, and her embarrassment, under control.

     “I
need you to hand off whatever you’re working on to someone else. I’ve got
something new I’d rather have your dealing with.”

     “Okay,”
she said, then tapped out a few things on her keyboard.  “Done.  What do you
have?”

     Riley
frowned, but then decided he didn’t want to know.  She probably had algorithmic
scripts ready-made to handle a hundred different tasks, just the way Olsen used
to...

     The
thought of his old teammate put a knot the size of a gold ball in Riley’s
throat and for a moment he couldn’t speak.  Damn how he missed him!  Olsen
would have had this thing cracked in no time, no doubt about that.

     Riley
cleared his throat and looked at McGreevy once more.  She sat there patiently
waiting and gave no sign that she’d noticed his emotional moment at all.  He
knew he wasn’t fooling her, but appreciated her courtesy nonetheless.

     He
smiled, to show there were no hard feelings over the chair.

     “I
need you to stop searching for Simon Logan and focus your efforts instead on
Cade Williams.”

     “The
Here...” she began, surprised, and then quickly changed tacks.  “I mean, former
Knight Commander Williams?”

     “The
very same.”

     “Am
I allowed to ask why?”

     “No,
you are not,” he replied, but smiled when he said it to take the sting out of
it.

     McGreevy
shrugged.  “You’re the boss.  Anything in particular you want me to start
with?”

     Riley
grabbed a scratch pad off her desk and jotted down a list of names, about eight
in all.  He ripped off the page and handed it to her.  “These are some of the
fake IDs I remember him using in the past; I’m sure there are more in the
database somewhere.  Cross reference the names on the list with any electronic
record you can get your hands on – credit card receipts, phone charges, hotel
registrations, airline tickets, you name it.  Start with Immigration in Paris. 
If he’s out there, I want to find him.”

     “Got
it!”

     McGreevy
turned away, intent on her computer, like a bloodhound on a scent, when Riley
thought of something else.

     “How
do we keep track of who is using which safe house on any given day?” he asked.

     She
didn’t even have to think about that one.  “We can’t.  We can tell which safe
houses are being used due to the entry and alarm codes attached to every
property, but they don’t tie the use to a particular person.”

     Riley
thought about that one for a moment.  “So we can tell which house is occupied
but not who is in it?”

     “That’s
right.”

     “Good
enough.  Get me a list of houses that have been used in the last seventy hours,
with a priority on those within a hundred mile radius of our present position.”

     “Got
it.”

     Riley
used the scratch pad again to jot down his cell number.  “Call me the minute
you have something.”

     “Will
do.”

     It
wasn’t much; he knew that.  But at least they were moving in a new direction
and that felt better.

     He’d
crack this thing, one way or another.
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     Bruised
and bleeding, Cade made his way back through the woods to the school parking
lot where he’d left his car.  

     To
his relief, the vehicle was right where he had left it.  He staggered over,
unlocked the trunk, and put his sword inside but kept the pistol with him. 
He’d take the chance of someone seeing it on the seat beside him, as there was
no way he was going to be walking around empty-handed, not after the last few
days.  He shut the trunk and returned to the front seat.  No sooner had he settled
in behind the wheel that the phone in his pocket chimed.

     Digging
it out, he discovered he had a text.


––––––––


    Test me again and I’ll skin your
beautiful wife and wear her flesh as a cloak.



Cade had to use all of his control to keep
from hurling the phone against the windshield.  If he did that, and it broke,
he’d have no way of reaching the Necromancer.

     Cade
was going to kill him, there was no doubt about that, but for now he fought for
control and just managed to hold onto his anger.  Barely.  

     His phone
chimed again.


––––––––

     The Staff of
Anubis.  You know where it is.  

     48 hours.


“You have got to be fuckin’ kidding me,” he
said.  Logan was correct; Cade did know where the Staff of Set was.  He’d been
the one to secure it on the Order’s behalf.  Given the power the staff was
believed to control, there was only one place the Order would feel safe storing
it.

     In
the vault-like reliquary deep beneath the Bristol commandery.

     Only
one of the most guarded places in all of North American, particularly after
Logan and his cronies had broken into it half a year ago!

     How
the hell was he going to break into the reliquary and steal the staff without
being seen and recognized?  He had been in and out of the commandery so many
times in the last several years that he knew most of the people stationed there
on sight and vice versa.  There was no way he was going to be able to slip
inside without being noticed; someone was bound to see and recognize him.

     “You
have got to be kidding me,” he said again.

     For
what felt like the thousandth time he regretted his inability to control his
travel via the mirror’s road.  If he’d been able to control his Gift, getting
in and out of the commandery would have been a snap.  All he would have had to
do was take a mirror to a secluded spot outside the commandery, step through it
into the Beyond and then step back out again through a different gate into the
reliquary itself.  Finding a gate into the reliquary would have been easy;
there was more than one mirror in the vault.

     Unfortunately,
that’s not how it worked.  Not with his level of skill, at least.  Traveling in
and out of the Beyond was a lot like playing Russian Roulette; you never knew
where that next step was going to take you or if you’d even live to tell about
it.

     No,
he’d have to come up with a better idea.

     And
he had less than forty-eight hours to do it. 

     The
sound of sirens in the distance caught his attention.  Finally responding to
all the gunshots, I guess, he thought, and decided that it was high time he
got himself out of there before he was forced to deal with questions for which
he didn’t have any real answers.

     Half
an hour later Cade was soaking in the tub at the safe house, letting the
superheated water wash the blood from his flesh and ease the ache from his
muscles.  He’d gotten away with minimal damage, considering the threat he’d
faced.  The wound in his upper arm had taken four stitches to close, stitches
he’d been forced to put in himself since he had no one to help him.  The holy
water he’d splashed over the injury first to kill any infection had hurt worse;
the liquid bubbling and boiling like he’d just poured hot acid on his skin.  It
looked worse than it had before by the time he was done, but at least he was
confident that he wasn’t going to catch some strange disease from the corpse
hound’s claws.  Who knew where those things had been?

     He
laid his head back against the edge of the tub and wracked his brain for some
idea of how he was going to penetrate the commandery and get inside the
reliquary.  He’d already wasted an hour and he still didn’t have a clue.  Brute
force was definitely out; they’d gun him down first and ask questions second. 
Unfortunately, the stealth approach was also out of the question.  He should
know, for it had been his job to beef up the security in the face of the
Necromancer’s attacks earlier that year.  If they were still following his
recommendations then a mouse couldn’t fart in that place without the Templars
knowing about it.

     That
left only subterfuge.  He had an inkling of an idea as to how he might get onto
the grounds – it wasn’t a great one but at least it would serve its purpose. 
He would still need to penetrate the vault after that and he didn’t have a clue
how to go about doing so.  

     He
lay there, watching the steam rise from the surface of the water, insubstantial
as a wraith, and felt the clock ticking down, minute by minute by minute.

     There
had to be a way!

     Frustrated,
he put his palms on either side of the tub and abruptly pushed himself out of
the water.  He couldn’t just sit there; he needed to be doing something.  

     He
grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his body as he stepped over to the sink,
intending to brush the sour taste of despair out of his mouth.  The mirror
above the sink had fogged from all the steam and as he reached to wipe it away
his reflection flickered like a ghost in the background.

     As
his palm wiped the condensation away, the realization of what his subconscious mind
had been trying to tell him for the last twenty minutes hit him like a runaway
truck.  He stood there, grinning stupidly at his reflection as he thought it
through and decided that it might just work.

     First
thing he had to do was get in touch with a dead man. 


––––––––


     Abrams
lived on the third floor of an apartment building in Norwalk, the next town
over from the safe house’s location.  It took Cade less than ten minutes to
drive over there, find a parking spot in the small dirt lot next door, and
climb the three flights of stairs to Abrams’ apartment.

     He
paused outside the door, pretending to be looking for his keys, as an Asian
woman - Thai or maybe Philippino, Cade wasn’t certain – went past him and down
the stairs to the next floor.  When she’d gone he leaned in toward the door,
listening.  He could hear voices in the background, but the laughter sounded
canned and he suspected it was just the television.

     Cade
took a final look around to be certain no one was watching and then drew his
pistol from the shoulder holster he wore underneath his jacket.  Gun in hand,
he raised one booted foot and brought it smashing back down against the
apartment door directly to the right of the lock.

     The
door flew open and bounced off the opposite side of the narrow hallway, but
Cade was already past it, moving forward into the apartment with his gun out
before him in a ready position.  There was an open doorway to his right –
kitchen, empty – and then a living room to his left, where a wiry-looking man
in jeans and a sweatshirt had just leapt off the coach and was reaching into
the drawer of the small table near the sofa.

     Cade
didn’t need to be told what was in that drawer; he knew it was a weapon of some
kind and acted according, slamming one foot against the outside of the drawer
and pinning the man’s hand inside.

     “Arrgh!”
the man yelled in pain. “My hand!”

     “Shut
up!” Cade told him, pointing his gun at the man’s forehead.  “That’s what you
get for thinking you can pull a gun on me!”

     Lenny
Abrams put his other hand in the air in surrender.  “I didn’t know it was you! 
Honest!  All you had to do was knock and I would have let you in!”

     “Yeah,
right.  Tell me another, Lenny.”

     “I
swear, I swear!  Come on, let me go!  You’re gonna break my hand!”

     Cade
put the barrel of his weapon right against Lenny’s forehead and the medium
abruptly went still.  That didn’t stop his pleading, though.

     “Please,
please, please, don’t shoot.  I didn’t know, honest, I swear!”

     Cade
ignored him.  “You’re going to take your hand out nice and slow, right Lenny?”

     The
other man nodded.

     “Cuz
you know what will happen if you don’t, right?”

     “Yeah,
yeah, yeah.  I’ll be good; promise!”

     Cade
took his foot off the drawer and backed up a few steps, out of Abrams’ reach.

     “What
the hell do you want?” Abrams asked sullenly, as he yanked his hand out of the
drawer and collapsed on the sofa, cradling his injury with the other hand in
the process.

     “I’m
in need of your services, Lenny, and lucky for you, I’m even willing to pay for
them.”

     Lenny
Abrams was a medium.  Cade had run into him a few times in the past.  Abrams
had kept his nose clean after a warning from Cade to stop bilking his clients
with fake seances and so Cade hadn’t turned him in.  The Order frowned heavily
on people who called up the spirits of the dead just to satisfy the curiosity
of the living and would have quickly made Abrams life miserable had he been
turned in, which put Abrams in Cade’s debt.

     Cade
was about to call in his marker.

     At
the mention of getting paid, Lenny forgot all about his injured hand.  “What,
exactly, do you need me to do?” he asked.

     Cade
told him.



CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE


––––––––

     The
idea was a simple one.  Call up the spirit of the man who had last been in
charge of the reliquary, Nigel Stone, leader of the Custodes Veritatis, the
secret sect that cared for all of the Order’s artifacts, and ask him if there
was a backdoor into the vault.

     The
question in Cade’s mind was whether or not Lenny Abrams could manage to call up
the dead man’s spirit and keep him there long enough for Cade to get the
answers he needed.

     Lenny
certainly thought he was up for the challenge.

     “Seriously? 
That’s all you wanted?  I thought you were going to ask something difficult. 
Give me a few days and I’ll...”

     Cade
was already shaking his head.  “I don’t have a few days; I need you to do it
now.”

     “Now? 
As in, right now?” 

     Cade
just looked at him.

     Lenny
glanced at the gun in Cade’s hand and then back at the steely look on Cade’s
face.  He sighed in surrender.  “All right.  Where do you want to do this?”

     The
kitchen table seemed like a decent place to Cade.

     The
reality of the situation was that Abrams was the real deal.  Just as Cade had
the ability to read the psychic residues left on objects by those who last
touched them or the gift of walking the mirrors’ road, Abrams was connected to
the spirit world in a way that few others were.  As a result, he didn’t need
anything beyond his own innate skills to connect with the spirits of the dead. 
All the pomp and circumstance that he put into the sceances he performed for
clients was just that – pomp and circumstance.  It didn’t impact the success or
failure of his efforts at all. 

     All
Abrams needed to do the job was himself.

     The
two men sat down opposite each other at the kitchen table. 

     “What
can you tell me?” Lenny asked.

     Cade
said, “Stone died alone after being tortured by a group of necromancers who
reanimated the body of his dead little girl and let her chew through his
internal organs until he bled to death.”

     Lenny
stared at him.

     “Tell
me you aren’t serious.”

     “Do
I look like I’m joking?”

     Lenny
hesitated, started to say something, then thought better of it.  Instead he put
his hands flat on the table top, palms down, leaned back in his chair, and
closed his eyes.  “What was his name again?”

     “Nigel
Stone.”

     Names
have power.  It was one of the basic rules underlying the supernatural world,
Cade knew.  With the right name, one could do some incredible things.  It was
with the creature’s true name that Riley had been able to bind the angel
Baraquel in the tunnels of the Eden complex and how Cade had called the scream
of angels that had torn Baraquel to pieces shortly thereafter.  Names have
power and a name was all Lenny needed to locate the spirit of the dead man and
drag it, kicking and screaming, back into this world for a little chat.

     “Given
the way he went out, I don’t suspect he’s going to be all that happy to be
brought back,” Lenny warned, without opening his eyes.  “Don’t blame me if he’s
too pissed to answer your questions.”

     And
without further ado, Lenny called to the dead.

     It
happened so quickly that for a moment Cade thought he was faking it.  One
moment Lenny was sitting, half slumped in his chair, hands flat on the table in
front of him in a relaxed position, and the next he was sitting up ramrod
straight in a manner that made it look like someone had shoved a piece of steel
rebar down along his spine. 

     Cade
leaned forward.  “Nigel?  Nigel Stone?  Can you hear me?”

     “I’m
dead Williams, not bloody well deaf.”

     The
voice coming from Lenny’s mouth was tinged with a thick British accent and was
very clearly not his own.  Cade felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on
end.

     He’d
only spoken to Williams once, after the attack on the Broadmoor Commandery. 
Their conversation had been short, and conducted over a cell phone, but even so
Cade knew he was talking to the same man.  The voice, the accent, even the
speech patterns were the same.

     On
the drive over Cade had thought long and hard about how to gain Stone’s
cooperation in breaking into the reliquary.  The man had spent half his life
protecting the objects inside the vault.  Getting him to offer up his secrets
would be against pretty much everything he had worked toward as a knight and as
commander of the Custodes Veritatis.

     But
Cade thought he’d come up with just the thing.  He leaned forward and asked,
“How’d you like to help me gut the bastard that did that to your little girl?”

     In
the seat across the table, the body of Lenny Abrams smiled a shark’s smile.
“What do you need to know?”


––––––––


     Riley
was following up on the umpteenth sighting that had come into the command
center of a man fitting the Necromancer’s description when Tech Sergeant McGreevy
walked up and tapped him on the shoulder.

     “I
think I’ve found him,” she said.

     Riley
held up a finger telling her to wait and then motioned for her to follow him as
he got up and walked out of the operations center.  He found an empty office a
few steps down the hall and ushered her inside it.

     If
she found the subterfuge unusual, she didn’t say anything.

     Once
they were alone, Riley said, “Okay, what have you got?”

     “I
got one hit off the false IDs you gave me.  Knight Commander Williams caught a
flight to Paris the night after the Necromancer escaped and returned two days
later, right about the same time Echo Team did.  If you’d been flying
commercial, you probably would have ended up on the same flight.”

     Riley
nodded; he’d figured they would be able to track that one down and was glad
that his hunch had proven correct.  

     “After
that I’ve got bupkiss on the IDs; he disappeared back into the woodwork as soon
as he returned to the States.  Whatever he’s doing, he’s not doing it under any
of those names.”

     Riley
opened his mouth to say something, but McGreevy held up her finger in a
wait-a-minute gesture.

     “However,
I think I’ve got something much more interesting on the safe house issue.  Like
I said before, we can’t track individual use of the safe houses, only that
they’ve been accessed by someone with the proper authorization codes.  We can
tell when the gates have been opened and when the alarms are turned on and off,
for instance.”

     Riley
wanted to tell her to get to the point, that he knew all this, but he
restrained himself.  No sense alienating her just because he didn’t have enough
patience to go around today.

     “In
the last forty-eight hours there have been three safe houses accessed in a
hundred mile radius surrounding the commandery.  Of those three, I’m fairly
confident that I can match the use of the house to teams involved in routine
assignments.”

     “So
they’re all legit?”  Riley didn’t see how that helped them.

     “Yes,
I think so.  It doesn’t totally rule out Commander Williams as one of the users,
but I’m about seventy-five percent certain it isn’t him.  I know that doesn’t
help us, except from an exclusionary viewpoint.  But while I was looking into
those three instances, I discovered that there was a false alarm report from a
fourth safe house in the same general area.  The system came back up again
almost immediately, and appeared to be operating properly after that, so a team
wasn’t dispatched to the location to check it out physically.

     “All
of which means that it could...”

     “...have
been Cade monkeying around with the security system and making it look like an
accident,” Riley finished for her.  “Good work, McGreevy!”

     “Thank
you, sir.”

     “Any
activity at the location since?”

     “No,
sir.”

     That
didn’t necessarily mean anything, Riley knew.  If Cade had found a way to bypass
the alarm system, he could be there right now, hanging out and resting up for
whatever he planned to do next and they would still be getting a negative
readout on their end.  It sounded like it was worth checking out.

     “Address?”

     McGreevy
handed him a slip of paper with the address printed on it in neat block
letters.

     “Thank
you, McGreevy.  Not a word, right?”

     She
smiled. “A word about what, sir?”


––––––––


     It
took Riley just shy of two hours to assemble the necessary resources and line
up the clearances he needed from those above him in the command structure to
make the take-down.  Normally the Order frowned on assaults in broad daylight,
which is why he bothered to get permission in the first place, but anything to
do with the Necromancer was a priority at the moment and no questions had been
asked.

     That
was good, because he’d prefer not to have to lie about it if he could avoid
it.  

      When
he had the go-orders in hand he assembled his team in one of the briefing rooms. 
He decided to use only Echo’s command unit, knowing it would be less conspicuous
and he’d be better able to control the flow of information concerning the
operation as a result.  

     He
waited for Simmons, Martinez, and Ortega to join him in the briefing room and
then shut the door.  The men had been alerted that there was an op in the
works, but hadn’t received any details beyond that.  It was time to bring them
up to speed.

     When
the men were seated, Riley hit the projector and threw a satellite picture of
the safe house up on the wall.  

     “This
is one of the safe houses in Norwalk.  Early yesterday afternoon a suspect we
believe can provide information on the whereabouts of the Necromancer slipped
past the building’s security and took up temporary residence inside.  The
possibility is good that he is still there.

     “Command
has ordered that we execute a smash-and-grab on the individual in question and
bring him in.  The safe house is in a reasonably well populated area and so
we’ll be going in under cover as U.S. Marshals.  Word will be going out to
local law enforcement that a team will be executing a warrant at that location,
which should both keep them off our backs and deal with any civilian reports
that come into them while our mission is under way.”

     Riley
could see the three men glancing back and forth at each other and he knew
exactly what they were thinking.  How did an ally of the Necromancer know
where one of their safe houses was, never mind how to defeat the security to
get inside it without setting off an alarm?   

     If
he was going to have their earnest cooperation, Riley knew he was going to have
to share his suspicions with them.

     He
flipped off the projector and turned to face them.

     “I
know what you’re thinking, so let’s clear the air.  I have reason to believe that
the Necromancer has coerced Knight Commander Williams into helping him, most
likely by holding one or more hostages to ensure Commander Williams’
cooperation.”

     He
let that sink in for a moment and then went on.  “I further believe that
Commander Williams’ presence inside that safe house is part of a clever plan to
allow him to be taken by our people without it appearing that he has reneged on
his agreement to assist the Necromancer in exchange for the continued safety of
the hostages.”

     It
wasn’t too far from the truth.  After all, he did believe that the Necromancer
was holding a hostage, Cade’s wife in fact.  He just hadn’t chosen to mention
that hostage in question wasn’t actually alive, in the regular sense of the
word.

     It
was a lie, yes, but it was a necessary one and he could live with himself for
telling it.  Still, he made a mental note to include it in his next
confession.  For the moment, that would have to do.

     Ortega
raised his hand.  “Rules of engagement?”

     “Non-lethal
force unless and until Commander Williams chooses otherwise.  I want to talk to
him not turn this into the gunfight at O.K. Corral.  I don’t think I have to
remind any of you just how good a fighter the knight commander is, do I?”

     All
three of them shook their heads; they’d served under Cade, just as Riley had,
and were well aware of their former commander’s martial prowess.  

     “Questions?”
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     They
drove past the house once in order to match the lay of the land with what they
had seen in the satellite photos.   It was a single-story dwelling set back
from the street behind a thick hedge and tall iron gates.  There were no cars
in front of the house and no sign of anyone inside as far as he could see, but
Riley hadn’t expected there to be.  Cade wasn’t going to make a hash out of
such basic tradecraft; he was too good for that.

     All
four of them were dressed in bright blue windbreakers with the words U.S.
Marshal on their backs in yellow letters and had badges on lanyards around
their necks.  If someone bothered to run the badges, they’d even come back as
legitimate; the Order had had their fingers inside the computer systems of the
major U.S. law enforcement agencies for decades now.  In consideration of the
roles they were supposed to be playing, they’d left the heavy firepower at
home.  They were all carrying their standard issue HK Mark 23 handguns and
Ortega was armed with a Mossberg combat shotgun, but that was all.  They
weren’t planning to have a shoot-out with their former commander after all,
just a sit-down chat.

     Martinez
was behind the wheel of the Suburban and he pulled into the driveway as they
came up on the house a second time.  In the passenger seat Riley kept his gaze
focused on the door and windows of the house in front of them as Martinez
rolled down the window and punched the access code into the control panel for
the gate.  There was a short buzz and then the gate was rolling back to let
them onto the property.

     “Stay
sharp and let’s get this done right,” Riley called.  

     Martinez
pulled the Suburban to a halt at the end of the drive as the others popped the
doors and made for the front entrance in a triangle formation with Riley in the
lead.  Riley knew Martinez would go around back and prevent anyone from trying
to escape that way while they breached the front door, so he put the other man
out of his mind and concentrated on the job ahead.

     Up
the stairs, over to the door, try the knob.

     Locked.

     Step
back and let Simmons get in with the ram.  One short, sharp swing of the
forty-pound hunk of solid steel against the interior edge of the door and he
and Ortega were moving in, shouting, “U.S. Marshals” as they entered the home,
guns out and at the ready.

     Living
room led to kitchen led to twin bedrooms and a bathroom in back.  It took them
less than two minutes to cover the entire property and as shouts of “clear”
came back from the others Riley lowered his pistol and looked around.

     The
graffiti on the walls was the first clue to who had actually been inside the
property yesterday.

     The
Order maintained the safe houses in good quality, with simple but adequate
furnishing in case knights on assignment had to stay there for any length of
time.  As such they were normally outfitted with televisions, desktop
computers, sometimes even gaming systems like an Xbox or Wii to allow the team members
to wind down after a mission. 

     Looking
from the kitchen into the living room, Riley could see that all of the
electronics were missing.  The entertainment center stood bare and graffiti
tags, most likely the gang signs and symbols of those who had broken in to rip
the place off, had been painted on the walls, the ceiling, and even the leather
couch.

     Their
fugitive hadn’t tipped the alarm codes, the thieves had when they’d been
deactivating them!

     “Damn
it!” Riley swore and kicked the door of the nearest cabinet closed with one
booted foot.


––––––––


     While
Riley was casing an abandoned safe house in Norwalk, Connecticut, Cade sat in
his rental car at a local restaurant/bar down the street from the commandery in
Bristol, Rhode Island, making sure he had his story straight before making his
move.  His session with Stone had been informative, to say the least, and now
he had to put what he had learned to use.

     He’d
wracked his brain during the drive north, trying to come up with some way to
penetrate the security surrounding the commandery without having to involve
anyone else and quite simply couldn’t come up with one.  He’d personally
designed the complex’s security systems and had covered every angle he could
think of at the time.  Nothing new had occurred to him in the months since.  If
there was a way inside the commandery without being seen, Cade didn’t know it.

     With
no other option available to him, he decided a little subterfuge would be
necessary to get inside and put back on the black uniform of the parish priest
that had worked so well in France.

     He
picked up his cell phone and dialed a number from memory.  The phone rang
several times and then went straight to voicemail.  Cade cursed, thought for a
moment, and then tried another number.

     After
three rings a gruff voice answered, “Yeah?”

     “Lyons?”

     There
was a pause and then, “Knight Commander?”

     Lyons
had been the sergeant in charge of Echo’s Fourth Squad under Cade’s command for
almost two years.  The Chiang Shih incident had left him with a permanent limp
and he’d been reassigned to a position as weapons master, teaching the
initiates how to shoot on the commandery range, Cade had heard.  They hadn’t
been tight, not like he and Riley were, but Lyons would certainly do him a
favor if asked.

     Provided
the alarm hadn’t been raised yet.

     “Yeah,
it’s me.”  The two men chatted for a few moments without Cade getting the sense
that anything was wrong, so he pretended to get to the point of his call.

     “Listen,
I drove down to do some research in the library and got all the way here before
I realized I’d forgotten my credentials.  I’m parked at Charlie’s down the
street.  Think you could pop over and vouch for me at the gate?”

     “Sure. 
Give me ten minutes to get this current class out of here and I’ll be right over.”

     “Thanks.”

     Cade
hung up the phone, got out of the car, and walked over to the convenience store
that shared the parking lot with Charlie’s Restaurant and Bar.  He went inside
and then stood by the magazine rack, pretending to leaf through an issue of
Popular Science while keeping his eye on the parking lot outside.

     If
Lyons was a better actor than he gave him credit for and arranged for a team to
try and take him into custody, Cade would be able to see them coming with
enough time to slip out the back and make his getaway.  He couldn’t be caught,
not yet; Gabrielle’s life, and quite possibly her very soul, depended on it.

     Cade’s
worry turned out to be unnecessary.  He watched as Lyons’ pickup truck rolled
into the lot a few minutes later with only Lyons inside it.  No other vehicles
came swooping in behind it, so Cade was confident the flag had yet to go up. 
Soon, maybe, but for now it seemed he still had room to maneuver.

     As
Lyons got out of his vehicle, no doubt intending to go inside, Cade stepped out
of the convenience store and called his name.

     Lyons
didn’t recognize him at first, not with his hair brushed differently and the dark-framed
glasses on Cade’s face.  He was further surprised to find Cade wearing the
black “uniform” of a Catholic priest and carrying a leather attache case in one
hand.  “You already missed Halloween, Commander,” he joked, as they climbed
inside his truck.

     He
stiffened when Cade took the pistol out of his attaché case and pointed it at
him, saying, “I know, but you should probably just think of this as a
trick-or-treat gag anyway, okay?”

     Lyons
already light complexion went paler still.

     “What
the hell, Cade?” he asked, the anger in his voice evident.

     “Sorry,
old friend, but I need to get inside the Commandery and you’re going to help me
do it.”

     “Fuck
you!  I’m not going anywhere.  I know you; you aren’t going to shoot me.”

     Cade
took off his fake glasses and stared Lyons hard in the face without saying
anything.

     After
a moment, Lyons reached out and started the truck.

     “What
do you want me to do?” he asked, in a resigned voice.  

     That’s
right, Cade thought.  You do know me.  And you know I’ll stop at nothing
to get what I need when my back is to the wall. Like it is now.

“Just drive,” Cade said, “and I’ll explain
what’s going to happen.”

Five minutes later they pulled up the
commandery gates.  Cade’s hand was inside the attache case in his lap, the
muzzle pointed at Lyons.  He’d shoot if he had to; that was the one thing
keeping Lyons in line at the moment, the recognition that Cade was desperate
and desperate men are dangerous because they have nothing to lose.

     Lyons
handed over his credentials, along with Cade’s fake passport.  

     Recognizing
Lyons, the guard asked, “Who do you have with you, Sergeant?”

     “Monsignor
Evans, visiting from the Vatican.”

     The
guard glanced first at the passport, then at Cade, before turning the
documentation back over to Lyons.  “Enjoy the rest of the afternoon, Sergeant.”

     Lyons
laughed.  “I’ll do my best.”

     Cade
didn’t relax until they were inside the gates and headed down into the
underground parking structure beneath the main manor house.

     Like many of the other commanderies across
the country, this one extended below ground for several levels. It was here
that much of the community’s actual work took place; monitoring world events, training
weaponry and tactics, teaching the initiates the history and philosophies that
were the cornerstones of Templar belief. Here, hidden from view, lay the true
work of the Order. The underground levels contained classrooms, laboratories,
gymnasium facilities, a shooting range, and even a full-scale replica of a
two-bedroom house used for live-fire exercises was tucked away in a large
cavern on the third level below the surface.

            Beneath all of that, was the reliquary.

     To
get there, they had to pass through several highly trafficked areas and Cade
was worried Lyons might use the opportunity to cause some trouble.  At this
point the Templar sergeant was resigned to his role, however, and he led Cade
deeper into the complex without difficult.

     Eventually,
they came to an elevator and rode that down to the lowest floor.  When the door
opened, Cade reached out and pushed the Fire Call button three times in quick
succession.  The doors slid shut and the car began to descend again.

     Lyons
was surprised; apparently he hadn’t known about the additional levels.  “What
the...?”

     He
was starting to sound like a broken record and Cade had had enough.  He slipped
his hand into his attaché case and found what he was looking for.  When the
elevator chimed, indicating they’d reached the lowest level, Cade popped off
the cap with his finger and stepped closer to Lyons.

     “Sorry,
man,” he said and jabbed him in the upper arm with the syringe in his hand, the
one that he’d taken from the safe houses’ interrogation supplies.  Inside was a
mixture of Ativan and Haldol, designed to put a full grown man down in
seconds.  Lyons barely had time to mutter a surprised, “What did you do that
for?” before he slipped into unconsciousness.

     Cade
caught him as he collapsed, then waited for the doors to open.  When they did,
he glanced out, saw the hallway was empty, and decided to take a chance. 
Rather than leave Lyons in the elevator, where he might be found, he dragged
the other man down the hall to a set of offices he’d noticed the last time he
was here.  

     Using
the door to help support Lyons’ weight, Cade took his old keycard out of his
pocket and slipped it the reader, hoping it still worked.

     An
agonizing ten seconds passed before the lock clicked and the door opened,
spilling Lyons unconscious body into the room and nearly dragging Cade down as
well. Cade stepped inside, grabbed one of Lyons’ arms and pulled him the rest
of the way across the threshold, then shut the door behind them.

     The
room was arranged like an office, with a desk, chairs, even a coffee maker, but
given the level of dust on everything it was clear that no one had used the
room in awhile.  

     Cade
dragged Lyons around behind one of the desks, out of sight of anyone peering
into the room, and laid him flat on his back.  He checked to be sure the man
was breathing okay and then arranged the chairs to hide his body as best he was
able.  

     On
to the reliquary, he thought.

     He
left the attaché case behind since he would no longer need it and stepped back
into the hallway, gun in hand.  He closed the door to the office behind him and
walked down the hall to the last office on the left at the end of the hall.  Like
the others, this one had a card reader bolted next to the door but it also had
hand scanner and a keypad.

     Now
came the tricky part.  If the system had been changed since Stone was in
charge, if the failsafe he’d had built into the system had been discovered and
disabled, Cade’s little adventure was going to end right here.

     And
if it did work, he was going to have the pleasure of dealing with the armed men
in the command center on the other side of the door the moment he stepped
inside.  There would be four to six of them.  Not good odds any way you looked
at the situation, but it couldn’t be helped.

     Momentarily
slipping the gun into the waistband of his pants at the small of his back so he
would have his hands free, Cade stepped up to the hand scanner.  He placed his
right palm against the device, and then, using his left hand, he simultaneously
pressed the buttons in all four corners of the keypad as the scanner checked
his palm print.

     The
door in front of him unlocked with a click that seemed to echoed in the empty
hallway.

     Cade
took a deep breath, drew his gun, and pushed open the door.



CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN


––––––––

     After
the debacle that was their raid on the safe-house in Norwalk, the Echo command
unit returned to the Ravensgate commandery and debriefed.  Riley passed on word
about the theft to the facilities commander and was told the safe house would
be cleaned, restocked, and the alarm systems given an upgrade.  He spent some
time cleaning and storing his gear and was on his way to his office to write up
his after-action report when a messenger intercepted him in the hallway,
informing him that he was wanted in the Preceptor’s office forthwith.

     Reversing
direction, Riley went to answer the summons.

     When
he arrived, he found the Preceptor storming about his office, shouting at his
personal assistant and waving his hands in the air.  His face was red with
anger.  The minute he entered the room, the Preceptor speared him with angry
eyes.

     “What
the hell are you doing out there, Captain?!”

     Riley
wondered if their raid that afternoon had been caught on videotape or
something.  He couldn’t think of anything else that would set the Preceptor off
in this fashion...

     “I
told you to track down Commander Williams and bring him in for questioning!  Why
the hell hasn’t that happened yet?!”

     Riley
stood at attention.  “We’ve been having difficulty locating Commander
Williams.”

     The
Preceptor stopped moving about and focused all of his attention on Riley.

     “You
don’t know where he is?”

     “No,
sir, I don’t.”

     “Really? 
Not even a little clue?”

     “No,
sir.”

     What
the hell?  If one of his guys had leaked something to the Preceptor than he
had just damned himself with that last denial, but there was no way he was
giving up his friend until he understood what was going on.

     “Well
then I’ll tell you where that sonofabitch is, Captain!  He’s right here, in
your own backyard!  While you are out gallivanting around chasing ghosts he’d
breaking into the reliquary and stealing another precious artifact!”

     The
Preceptor stalked over to his desk and snatched up the remote.  He pointed it
at the flat screen on the wall across from his desk and stabbed at the power
button.  The screen flared to life, showing what looked to Riley to be a
surveillance video of some kind.  The image was black and white and had that
strange, stretched look that you get from shooting through a wide angle lens
like those they use to cover as much distance and angle as possible.

     This
particular video was aimed at a particular door at the end of a long corridor. 
Because he’d been there before, to witness the death of this man’s predecessor
no less, Riley recognized it as the corridor outside the reliquary at the
commandery in Rhode Island.

     The
reliquary...

     Oh,
shit.

     A
man entered the video frame from the section of the hallway not covered by the
camera.  He was dressed in dark clothing – black, maybe dark blue, it was hard
to tell given that it was black and white video – and he carried a pistol in
his right hand.  He walked directly to the end of the hall and stopped in front
of the security devices controlling entrance to the reliquary, in this case a
palm scanner and a card reader.  He stashed the gun in the small of his back
for a moment, dug a key card out of his pocket, and swiped it through the
reader.  The light on the reader changed, no doubt from red to green,
indicating the card had been accepted.  The intruder then pressed one hand
against the scanner while he did something to the number pad with his other one.

     To
Riley’s surprise, the door clicked open.

     Still,
Riley didn’t see how any of this involved Cade.  The intruder in the video
might be him, it might not.  It was awful hard to tell when all you could see
what the back of the man’s head!  

     The
man in the video could be anyone.  He could name half-a-dozen people who fit
the general description without trying.  For all Riley knew it could be one of
the Necromancer’s cronies.  Hell it could be the Necromancer himself!  After
all, Logan and Williams were of the same general height and build.  The
Necromancer had managed to infiltrate their defenses once before and it seemed
likely that he could have figured out a way to do so again.

     Riley
was about to say as much to Johannson when the man in the video did a strange
thing.  As he reached out to push open the door to the reliquary, the intruder
turned and looked back in the direction of the camera.

     The
angle wasn’t perfect and the image was degraded a little bit by the lighting in
the hallway, but that didn’t matter too much.

     There
was no mistaking that the man in the video was Cade.

     “There!”
Johannson said, freezing the image so that Cade’s face filled the screen.  “Right
there!  Do you see that cocky son-of-a-bitch?!  He’s doing it on purpose. 
Daring us to try and stop him!”

     “I’m
not sure that’s...”

     Riley
didn’t get any further.  The Preceptor rounded on him like a bloodhound that
had caught a scent.

     “You’re
not sure?” he asked.  “Of course you’re not sure!  You haven’t been sure
of a single damned thing since I put you in charge of this investigation!”

     The
Preceptor stalked over the flat screen and pointed at Cade’s image.  “I’ll tell
you what you can be sure of,” he told Riley, a savage gleam in his eye.  “This
son-of-a-bitch is finished!”

     Johannson
turned to his assistant and said, “I want arrest orders issued for Williams
immediately.  If he so much as lifts a finger toward another Templar they are free
to use deadly force to be certain that he doesn’t escape again.”

     “On
what grounds?” Riley protested.

     The
Preceptor turned to him and there was a definite sense of glee in the man’s
tone as he said, “Aiding and abetting the enemy.  Otherwise known as treason.”

     Riley
stared at him and thought, God help us.  He’s actually serious.

     One
thing was for certain, this was not going to end well.


––––––––



     The
object of Riley’s concern was at that moment less than twenty miles away, standing
in an all-but-empty bus station and staring at the row of lockers in front of
him.  He was still dressed like a priest but he had left the sword and gun
behind in the rental car. 

     Wouldn’t
want to draw attention to myself, he thought with wry amusement while holding
the four-thousand year old staff of a long dead court magician in one hand.

     He
could feel the power radiating from the staff like the touch of some foul
creature on his skin and wanted nothing more than to be rid of it, but he was
struggling with the implications of letting it out of his sight.

     In
the Egyptian pantheon Anubis had been the jackal-headed funerary god, the
guardian and protector of the dead. He held the scales of judgment and
determined the fate of the soul as it sought access to the afterlife.  Unsurprisingly,
the staff’s primary use was as a tool for controlling the dead and by turning
it over to the Necromancer Cade knew that he would be increasing his enemy’s
strength and abilities tenfold.  

     On
the other hand, he really didn’t see what choice he had.

     He’d
been surprised to find only two guards on duty when he’d entered the
reliquary.  He’d been able to subdue one of them before they were aware of his
presence and had held the other at gunpoint while making him handcuff himself to
a nearby equipment console.  After that it had been a simple matter to access
the inventory on the guard’s computer, determine what case the Staff of Anubis
had been stored in, and take it into his custody.  

     All
that was left at that point was to figure out a way out of the complex before
the guards were discovered and a nearby fire alarm had taken care of that issue
quite nicely.  In the subsequent confusion he made his way back to the parking
garage, stolen a Suburban from the motor pool, and drove out of the commandery
with no one the wiser.

     He
stopped at a nearby McDonalds to make the necessary call in regard to turning
over the staff to Simon Logan and received instructions by text ten minutes
later.  

     Take
the staff to the bus station and leave it in the locker, they said. 

     Which
was all well and good until Cade realized that he hadn’t been told which locker
and was then unable to reach Logan a second time to ask.  Now he was standing
in the dimly lit station just after 11 p.m. staring at row after row of storage
lockers and wondering just which one was the right one.

     Figuring
the Necromancer must have marked the locker in some way that he’d be able to
recognize, Cade triggered his Sight.

     The
version of the bus station that existed in the Beyond was nearly swallowed in a
thick miasma of loneliness, fear and pain, of dreams broken and crushed beneath
the heel of the harsh reality of life, that threatened to overwhelm Cade’s
senses and send him wandering the real world in a fit of debilitating
depression.  He fought against it, refusing to fall back into the
self-destruction and self-loathing that he had first experienced after his
wife’s tragic passing, and after a moment was able to reject the dismal
atmosphere of the Beyond for the alien thing it was.  

     With
the emotional influence of the Beyond now under control, he was able to look
around at the bus station’s darker half and suddenly he had his answer.  One of
the lockers stood out from the rest, marked as it was with a glowing red
pentacle, or upward facing five pointed star, that was a common symbol of the
black arts.  

     Noting
its position, Cade cancelled his Sight and found himself back in the everyday
world. Keeping his gaze on the locker so he wouldn’t lose track of which one it
was, he walked over and opened it up.

     Taped
to the back of the locker was an envelope with his name written on it in a
spidery hand.

     Cade
propped the staff up inside the locker, pulled the envelope free and then tore
it open.  Inside was a note.

     Leave
the staff inside the locker and secure it behind you, it read.  Wait for
new instructions.

     Cade
did as he was told.










CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT


––––––––

     Riley
paced back and forth in the narrow confines of his office, trying to keep from
losing his cool.  He was absolutely furious and had to resist the urge to smash
his desk chair against the wall or he’d have nothing to sit on.  That arrogant
fool of a Preceptor was about to start a war with the wrong individual; Cade
would eat him alive and then come back for seconds.  And they’d still be no
closer to finding the Necromancer than they were right now.  It was insane!  Riley
knew he had to do everything in his power to extricate the Order from the
situation before things totally went to hell.

     He
had to find Cade before anyone else did.

     But
how?

     Work
the evidence, his gut said.  It was there, somewhere, the piece of the
puzzle he needed to blow this thing wide open and he just wasn’t seeing it
yet.  Put the case together piece by piece and he was certain to see what he
had overlooked.

     He’d
gotten more information out the Preceptor before he’d stalked out.  Apparently
Cade had lured Fourth Squad’s commander, Sergeant Lyons, off the grounds to a
meeting in a local restaurant where he had somehow convinced Lyons to take him
back to the commandery and get him through security at the gate without anyone
recognizing who he was.  That suggested he’d been wearing a disguise of some
kind, which in turn explained the outfit Cade had been wearing in the
surveillance video.  Cade was a hiking boots, blue jeans, and t-shirt kind of
guy and the outfit he’d had on had looked more like a clerk or custodian’s
uniform.

     Lyons
had been injected with a combination of drugs Riley recognized as being
standard issue for interrogation purposes and had been left to sleep it off in
an empty office down the hall from the reliquary.  Aside from the injury to his
pride, Lyons was unharmed.  Hopefully he could confirm some of their assumption
when he woke up from his chemically-induced nap.

     After
bypassing security, Cade had overpowered the two men working inside the
reliquary and had stolen a single item, the Staff of Anubis.  He had then returned
to ground level of the commandery and had pulled the nearest fire alarm,
slipping outside with the crowd without being recognized.

     It
had been a simple yet elegant plan and it had been executed with precision.

     Typical
Cade, in other words.

     It
seemed clear to Riley that Cade was intentionally trying to keep from injuring
those he encountered.  Cade had warned him off.  Lyons had been drugged.  The
guards in the reliquary had been knocked unconscious.  With the exception of
Brother Samuel at the French monastery – and Riley was convinced the
seriousness of that injury had been entirely accidental – no one had come to
any serious harm.

     It
was a marked contrast to the trail of bodies the Necromancer would have left in
his wake and Riley for one was glad that it was Cade who was collecting the
artifacts and not Logan.

     That
line of thought brought Riley to the relics themselves.  The hand of a
Christian saint and a staff that legend said was connected to the Egyptian
deity Anubis.  At first glance they didn’t seem to have anything in common, but
upon closer examination into the background of each item it was clear that both
had been used not only to interact with the dead but also to bring the dead
back to life. 

     Logan’s
power was already considerable, he knew.  Riley had seen first-hand the kind of
forces that Logan could raise to do his bidding, from revenants to corpse
hounds to demons from the very planes of Hell itself.  He could call the dead
to get up and walk again any time he liked.  What good would the Hand or
Staff do him?

     That
was the question of the hour in Riley’s mind.  

     Logan
had gone after the items almost immediately after escaping from Templar
custody.  That showed he’d been thinking about the process for some time and
that it wasn’t pure happenstance.  He not only wanted them, but he needed
them for something.

     But
what?

     Perhaps
they’re a focus, Riley thought.  A way of taking the Necromancer’s powers
and boosting them beyond his current abilities.  Like an amplifier of some
kind. 

     The
idea was a reasonable one and Riley decided to run with it, see where it took
him.

     Okay, he thought.  If the relics are intended
to boost his abilities, to give him more power, then what did he need that
power for?

     Or
perhaps more specifically, what was he trying to raise that required that much
power?

     The
answer, when it came to him, sent a chill up his spine.


––––––––

     The
new instructions reached Cade before he was even out of the parking lot and he
realized that he’d never be able to hear the particular chime of his phone
again without being overcome with near-murderous intent.

     He
dug the phone out of his pocket and looked at the screen.



One more item and your precious Gabrielle can
go free.  Bring me the feather of an arch-angel.  I believe you already have one
in your possession, no?



     Cade
stared at the tiny message and suddenly understood, beyond the shadow of a
doubt, just what it was that the Necromancer intended to do.  He’d suspected it
when the first request had come to him, had that suspicion grow into belief
after retrieving the Staff, and now there seemed to be little doubt that he was
correct.  The message confirmed it.

     It
also told him something else.

     Logan
wanted him to know what he was up to.  

     It
was right there, in between the lines of his latest message, a gauntlet thrown
down to see if Cade was up to the challenge, daring him to try to stop what was
about to happen.

     Cade
felt his blood start to boil at the thought.

     There
was no way he could walk away now.

     The
two of them had been on a collision course since the day this had all begun
many years before, two moons orbiting a dark star on intersecting trajectories
that would one day eventually bring them slamming into each other at incredible
speeds.

     That
day, it seemed, had finally come.  

     The
stakes had just been raised yet again and this time, Cade knew that there could
only be one outcome.

     He
would stop the Necromancer or die trying.

     It
was that simple.

     Cade
drove out of the bus station and worked his way through the side streets until
he reached the highway.  Once there he gunned the engine, sending the SUV
racing north toward the confrontation to come.




CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE


     Ever
since the day he had returned from the Isle of Sorrows, Cade had kept the
feather he believed had come from the wings of the fallen angel Ashareal in the
safe inside his workshop.  The feather had served its purpose; it had led him
across the Sea of Lamentations and to his confrontation with the Adversary, the
thing Ashareal had become after centuries of corruption.  With the help of
Riley and Sergeant Sean Duncan, Cade had been able to destroy the Adversary’s
physical form and send it back to whatever plane of Hell it had managed to
crawl out of in the first place.

     Now
it seemed that the feather was needed once more.

     It
took Cade almost two hours to make the drive from Newport to Willow Grove,
during which he had plenty of time to plan out his next move.  He assumed his
house was being watched; he knew he would have put it under surveillance if he
had been in Riley’s shoes, so he couldn’t just pull into the driveway and park.

     Cade
had gotten into the habit of walking in the woods behind his home while
Gabrielle napped in the afternoon and during one of those walks he’d discovered
a trail that led him to the shore of a small pond on public conservation land
about a quarter mile away from his home.  Rather than heading for home, he made
his way to that property instead, parking along the street nearby when he found
the road leading to the pond to be blocked by a narrow chain to prevent the
local teenagers from using the place as a make-out spot after dark.

     He
set off on foot and by the time he managed to navigate his way through the trees
the sun had sunk below the horizon and it had grown full dark.  He stopped at
the edge of the tree line at the rear of his property and watched the house and
workshop for a time.

     The
lights were off; no one seemed to be there.

     Cade
knew they were there, though.  He could feel their presence, an invasion in the
otherwise familiar vibe of his home.

     Under
the cover of darkness he stepped out of the trees made his way directly over to
the rear wall of his workshop.  He knew this place intimately, had built every
square inch of it with his own hands, so it didn’t take any effort at all for
him to locate the back door, unlock it with his keys, and slip inside.

     Cade
went straight to the old-fashioned cast iron floor safe under his workbench. 
Using the illumination from his phone as a miniature light, he spun the
combination dial and opened the lock.  He took out the case in which he stored
the feather, checked to be certain it was still inside, and then slipped the
case into the inside pocket of his jacket.  

     He
closed the safe door, spun the dial to lock it again, and moved back across the
room to the door.  He was halfway across the backyard when he heard a racing
engine and watched as headlights splashed across the tree trunks between him
and the driveway.

     Someone’s
in a big hurry.

     Cade’s
curiosity got the better of him.  As he slipped back into the cover of the
trees, he moved through them in a wide arc until he found a spot from which he
could watch the front of the house.

     He
was just in time.

     No
sooner had he settled into place that a dark-colored Suburban came up the
drive, its headlight illuminating a similar vehicle parked in front of it.  As
he watched the driver’s door was thrown open and Riley hopped out and headed
for Cade’s front door.

     He
didn’t make it halfway up the walk before the door opened and another Templar
Cade didn’t recognize stepped out to greet him.

     Gotcha!
he thought.  He’d been right; there were watchers in the house.   

     To
his surprise Riley didn’t go in the house but called to the other man to join
him and both of them walked around the side of the house, most likely headed
for the workshop in back.

     Cade
glanced at the SUV Riley had arrived in and back again at the house.  He’d been
out here in the cold and dark long enough, he decided.  

     A
mischievous smile spread across his face as he headed for the SUV.


––––––––


     Riley
entered the workshop, flipped on the lights, and headed for the library of
books that lined one entire wall of the structure.  Cade had one of the best
occult libraries outside of the Vatican, a result of his unrelenting search for
the Adversary.  Somewhere in one of these books he was certain he would find a
ritual that utilized the items that Cade had been collecting for the last
several days.  He had four people from the tech division on the way with a van
full of scanning equipment and he intended to scan every page and let the
computer search through all the data to find what he wanted.  It might take a
while to find it, but when he did Riley was certain that it would give him some
new insight into where the Necromancer might be hiding and how, exactly, he
intended to pull off what Riley suspected he was trying to do.  

     Before
he could get started, however, he heard an engine revving in the parking lot
and then the sound of squealing tires.  He and Thompson, one of the two men
he’d assigned to watch the property for Cade’s return, looked at each other and
then ran for the door, drawing their weapons as they went.

     They
raced around the side of the house just in time to see Riley’s black Suburban
race off down the road.  For an instant Riley thought he’d glimpsed Cade at the
wheel, but then the vehicle was past and rapidly accelerating down the road
away from them.

     Thompson
got off a single shot, which actually managed to smash the rear window of the
vehicle, but that was all.  After that there were too many trees between them
and the vehicle for shooting to do any good.

     “Come
on!” Riley shouted and ran for the vehicle that had brought Thompson and his
partner, Lidell, here for their shift.  

     “Keys,
keys!” Riley shouted, snapping his fingers at the other man to punctuate his
request as they ran.  Liddel flipped them over to him underhanded just as they
reached the vehicle.

     Snatching
them out of the air, Riley reached for the driver’s door...and skidded to a
halt.

     His
gaze flicked from the front tire to the rear and back again.

     From
the other side, he heard Thompson say, “Uh...Captain?”

     Riley
didn’t need to hear what the other man was going to say.  He could figure it
out for himself.

     The
two tires on his side of the vehicle were flat.  He knew without looking that
the two on the other side were as well.

     Cade
had outsmarted him again.


––––––––



     Once
Cade was certain that Riley hadn’t managed to muster up some pursuit, he pulled
over to the side of the road and popped the hood.  Using the flashlight app on
his cell phone, he hunted around until he found the GPS transmitter that was
installed on every Templar vehicle.  He followed the wire that led back to the
truck’s battery and disconnected it, cutting off power to the device.

     Somewhere
back at the commandery, a red light winked out on a technician’s monitor.

     Satisfied
he could cover his tracks for the next few hours while he prepared for his
confrontation with the Necromancer, Cade got back in the truck and restarted
the engine.  Rather than pulling back onto the road, however, he took out his
cell phone and dialed the number he’d been given to make contact once he had
the feather in his possession.

     Logan
answered on the eighth ring.

     Cade
didn’t say anything for a moment, just listened to the open line.  In the
background, he thought he heard a long whistle.  A train, maybe?  A boat?  He
wasn’t sure.

     “All
right, Logan, let’s get this over with,” he said.

     “You
have the feather?”

     Cade
didn’t say anything.  Let the fool figure it out himself.

     After
a moment the Necromancer said, “I see you are tiring of our little game.  Don’t
worry, Commander, it will all be over soon.”

     “Cut
the bullshit, Logan, and tell me where to bring this to you.”

     “A
locker has been arranged...”

     Cade
cut him off.  “Not a fucking chance, asshole.  If you want the feather, you can
damn well take it from my hand.  You get the feather, I get my wife.  That was
the deal.”

     Silence
fell. Cade knew the Necromancer was still on the other end for he could hear
the man’s labored breathing.  

     Finally,
“All right, Commander.  We will do it your way.  Warehouse 486 in the Red Hook
Container Terminal.  8 pm.”

     The
Necromancer laughed and then the line went dead.

     I’m
coming for you, you bastard, Cade thought.  You’d best be ready because
I’m coming and it ends tonight.



CHAPTER
THIRTY


––––––––

     The
Necromancer hit the end call button and then tossed the phone aside.  He wasn’t
going to need it any longer; it had served its purpose.  Williams was on his
way.

     He
crossed the room to where two of his acolytes were waiting.  It hadn’t taken them
long to find him after his escape from the Templar holding facility.  

     Like
called to like, apparently.  

     These
two were the most talented out of those who had made their way here to his
current sanctuary.  He explained what he wanted done and waited to be certain
that they understood.  When he was confident that they did, he sent them out to
the water’s edge to carry out his request.  If they proved useful when the
Knight Commander made his inevitable appearance, he would consider bringing
them with him when he moved on from here.  He needed to begin reassembling his
Circle and these two might just prove to be satisfactory candidates.  He would
wait and watch and decide their fate later that evening.

     Logan
looked out across the room, watched as three more of his acolytes secured the
woman’s body to a metal frame much like the one he’d used during the ritual in
Bridgeport.  An iron ring went around her forehead, holding her head upright as
the upper most point of the pentacle that her body was forming; her arms and
legs were extended to either side to form the other four points.  By making the
vessel itself a living, breathing part of the symbol at the very core of the
ritual, he hoped to make the passage across the Veil easier for the target of
his summons.  

     To
be helped along, of course, by the sacrifice of her lover and husband.

     It
was perfection itself.



CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE


––––––––

     The
Red Hook Container Terminal was a maritime facility located in Brooklyn that
serviced container ships and handled bulk cargo destined for New York, New
jersey and points north into New England.  It had six active container cranes
operating along more than two thousand feet of berth, with two major
bulk-handling yards and almost 500,000 square feet of warehouse space.  If the
Necromancer hadn’t specified which warehouse to meet in, it would have taken
Cade an entire week to search them all.

     There
was no one at the gate when Cade arrived just before 8 pm that evening.  He
wasn’t surprised; he suspected that there were very few living things left
inside the terminal at that point, if the Necromancer had claimed it for his
own.  Cade got out of the truck, pushed the crossing barrier up out of the way,
and then drove into the facility, fully prepared to get Gabrielle back or die
in the attempt.

     Not
wanting to advertise his presence by driving up to the door of the warehouse,
Cade took out his cell phone and used the Terminal’s interactive mobile site to
locate the correct warehouse.  Then he parked the truck in the shadows of
another building and got out.

     His
armor and weapons were in the back seat, so he spent several minutes suiting
up.  The ceramic body armor went on first, over which he pulled a
military-style jumpsuit made from black, flame-retardant material.  He strapped
his pistol to his leg in a quick draw holster and added four extra magazines to
the equipment belt he slung around his waist.  A combat knife was secured to
the underside of his left wrist and his sword case went over his back in its
usual place.  Last, but not least, he picked up his HK MP5/10 submachine gun. 
With its trademark double magazine he had sixty rounds of available ammunition
before he had to reload the weapon and he stashed an extra magazine for that in
his belt as well.

     Satisfied
that he was armed well enough for bear, Cade had one more task to perform.  He
opened the hood and replaced the wire powering the locating device.  He waited
for the LED indicator to turn read, then nodded once, satisfied, before closing
the hood again.

     Weapons
in hand, he set out for his meeting with the Necromancer.


––––––––

     After
learning that Riley had missed another chance at bringing the Heretic, as Cade
had once been known, in for questioning, the Preceptor had taken the case away
from him.  Command over the hunt for both the Necromancer and the Heretic passed
to Delta and Riley and his team had been ordered to stand down at the
commandery for debriefing at a later time.  Riley argued against the move, but was
summarily dismissed, his suggestions ignored.

     That
didn’t stop him from continuing the search himself.  He was sitting in the ops
center, paging through scans of some of the material collected from Cade’s
workshop, when from behind him McGreevy said, “That’s weird.”

     Something
about her tone made Riley look up.

     “What’s
weird?”

     “The
transponder just came back on.”

     Riley
frowned; he didn’t have any idea what she was talking about.  “I’m sorry?”

     McGreevy
began tapping keys on the keyboard in front of her, her attention on the
monitor as she said, “The transponder in your SUV?  The one Commander
Williams...um...borrowed?”

     “What
about it?”

     “It
just came back on again.”

     Riley
scrambled out of his chair and moved to her side.  It seemed Cade had made
another mistake.

     “Where
is it?” he asked.

     “Hang
on, I’m working on that.”

     He
watched the computer begin narrowing the search, the screen switching from a
map of the eastern seaboard to one of the states of Connecticut and New York to
one of New York City.  Moment by moment the computer was triangulating on the
transponder’s location and throwing that information up on the screen for them
to see. 

     That’s
when it hit him.

     Cade
was making mistakes.  

     Intentional mistakes.


     He
hadn’t accidentally looked at the camera before going into the reliquary.  He’d
done it one purpose.  Just like he’d let Riley see him as he stole the SUV at
his house and how the transponder in that same SUV had suddenly turned itself on
again.  Cade hadn’t needed to steal the SUV at all; they’d found the one he’d
taken from the commandery about half a mile away on the other side of the
property that backed up to his own.  He could have easily made his way back
through the woods and driven away without Riley or anyone else being the wiser.

     Instead,
he’d made a spectacle of himself and increased the chances that he might be
caught, just to get Riley’s attention.

     Cade
was leaving a trail for him to follow. 

He’d just been too blind to see it.

     “Come
on, come on!” he said impatiently as McGreevy worked the data. 

     A
red dot appeared on the map in the middle of the screen.

     “Where
the hell is that?” Riley asked.

     McGreevy
consulted the oracle, otherwise known as the Google Maps database.

     “The
Red Hook Container Terminal, Brooklyn,” she said.

     Riley’s
finger jabbed at the screen.

     “That’s
it!  That’s where they are!”  He headed for the door at a run.  “Suit up and be
ready to roll in five!” he shouted to the others as he headed for his quarters
and the gear he’d left there.






CHAPTER
THIRTY-TWO


––––––––

     The cavernous interior of the warehouse
stretched away before him, illuminated by a series of old arc lights strung
across the ceiling, revealing that warehouse
486 was full of shipping containers.

     They
were stacked three rows high and more than a dozen deep, with long aisles
between them.  Several forklifts were parked in a nearby bay, charging off the
building’s power supply. 

     Cade
didn’t hear anything aside from his own breathing.

     He
chose an aisle at random and began walking forward.  The warehouse was eerily
similar to the one they had encountered at the start of all this back in
Bridgeport and he knew that the similarity wasn’t coincidental.  Since the
Necromancer rarely did anything by chance, he meant for Cade to notice the
similarity and was therefore most likely waiting for Cade near the rear of the
building.

     He
found the open area at the back of the warehouse, just like the one they’d
found in Bridgeport, but it, too, was empty.  He walked to the center of it and
turned about, his anger building as he began to suspect that he’d been duped.

     As
if by some prearranged signal, the doors of the shipping containers behind him
suddenly flew open and out poured a literal horde of the walking dead.

     Their
flesh, what was left of it, was pasty white and bloated, wrinkled from long
emersion in the water.  Their eyes, lips and other softer parts had been eaten
away by marine life and many of them still wore the chains and weights that had
been wrapped around their bodies to keep them from floating back to the surface
when they’d been clandestinely dumped over the side of a boat or tossed like so
much garbage from a nearby bridge.

     It
was as if the sea had suddenly vomited up all those who had been buried in its depths
and as one the mob focused its attention on Cade.

     Shit.

     Without
a sound they rushed toward him.

     Cade
didn’t hesitate, just lifted the MP5 and opened fire, blazing away at the dead
at a rate of 800 rounds per minute.

     Bullets
tore through waterlogged flesh with minimal resistance and a wet sucking sound,
but did little to stop the mob unless they happened to find a hole in a
revenant’s skull.  Bodies collapsed, sometime literally disintegrating under
the weight of the gravity pulling on long-rotting flesh.  Those behind them
just walked over them in their excitement to reach their prey.

     The
previously silent warehouse was now filled with the staccato chatter of Cade’s
weapon and the tramp of the creatures’ feet as they came inexorably forward. 
Cade didn’t have time to chose his shots too carefully but he kept the weapon
at eye level and tried to take as many of them out with shots to their skulls
until the weapon ran dry.

     He
hit the release and was slamming the new magazine in before the other one even
hit the ground.  The creatures covered three quarters of the distance between
them and he’d barely made a dent on their incoming numbers.  He began to
concentrate his fire on one particular direction, hoping to create an opening
he could use but getting nowhere as more and more of them seemed to pour out of
the container cars.

     As
the gun ran dry a second time Cade cast it away and reached for his handgun,
but a suddenly looming revenant tore it out of his hands before he could bring
it to bear.  He kicked the creature’s legs out from underneath it and drew his
sword, turning to run at the same time only to discover the creatures had
somehow managed to surround him!

     Unable
to retreat, Cade chose the alternative and tried to push forward instead.  If
he could get out of the open area and into one of the narrow aisles he could
limit the number of revenants he’d have to face at one time.  His sword danced
like a living thing, flashing in
the light, striking his foes with savage grace as he fought to cut his way
through the mob to safety.

     But
the size and scope of the horde was too much.  They closed in on him, lurching
over the bodies of their wounded comrades in their haste to get their hands on
him and soon they were pressing so close on all sides that he no longer had
room to swing his sword.  Then the weapon was torn from his grasp and he had
nothing left to fight with but his own hands and feet.

     Cade
refused to give in.  Gabrielle depended on him and he fought like a demon, his
fists and elbows and knees and feet laying waste to the rotting bodies on all
sides, hammering joints and smashing skulls in an all-out effort to reach
safety.

     For
a moment he thought he might make it.  A channel opened between several of the
creatures and he steered the mob in that direction, hoping to catch a break and
slip through the ever-closing noose, but then a wild swing from a zombie with
only half a face left on its skull caught him on the temple and he felt the
world spin before him.

     That
one stumble was all it took.

     The
creatures closed in, pummeling him with their own fists and feet until darkness
threatened.  Cade staggered, would surely have fallen if the press of the
creatures hadn’t been so close, and at that point a rather large and
thick-skulled individual reared up in front of him and slammed its generously
sized-skull directly into his forehead.

     What
had merely been grey a moment before went black and Cade fell before the
torrent, still being hammered beneath their blows.



CHAPTER
THIRTY-THREE


––––––––

     “Can’t
this thing go any faster?” Riley said to the pilot over the intercom.  

     He
was sitting in the co-pilot seat of a Blackhawk helicopter as it whipped over
Long Island Sound, headed for the shipping terminal where he was convinced he
would find both Cade and the Necromancer.  With him in the chopper were the men
of the Command Squad, First Squad and half of Second.  In the other chopper
less than two hundred feet behind them came the other half of Second, as well
as Third and Fourth Squads. 

     “You
volunteering to get out and push, Knight Captain?” the pilot asked and Riley
realized he was badgering the man.  He gave him an apologetic look, but he
didn’t think the pilot even noticed; the man was too busy dealing with keeping
them low enough to avoid the radar of the air traffic controllers at La Guardia
and JFK but high enough so that they didn’t play chicken with any rogue waves
rising off the surface of the water.

     “Two
minutes out!” the pilot announced and Riley clapped him on the shoulder to show
he’d heard.  Thankful to have something to do other than worry, Riley keyed the
intercom channel that would not only connect him to the men in the chopper with
him, but also those in the other bird still hanging off their tail.

     “Two
minutes, Echo, two minutes.  The LZ might be hot, so we’re going in locked and
loaded with weapons free.  If it looks like a threat, take it down before we
regret it.  We’ve dealt with Logan enough to know that he won’t give any
quarter so don’t take any chances where your life or the lives of your
teammates might be in the balance.  Unless he proves to be a threat, Commander
Williams is to be taken alive and unharmed.  Good luck and good hunting.  
Wilson, would you do the honors?”

     Third
Squad’s preacher-turned-Templar took the mike for the pre-action prayer. 
“Lord, we are Your humble servants, ever mindful of our duty and obligations. 
Tonight we go into battle again in Your name. Stand with us. Grant us the peace
and protection afforded Your servants in times of strife.  I ask that You watch
over every man that bears Your sword this night.  Fill their hearts with
courage and their souls with peace.  If this be their time to join You, may You
welcome them home with open arms.  In Christ Jesus, Amen.”

     A
chorus of “Amens” echoed over the intercom as the pilot banked the chopper and
brought them swooping in toward the container terminal. 

––––––––


     Cade
came back from unconsciousness with a start to find himself tied securely to a
pillar in the middle of a warehouse much like the one he’d fully expected to
die in.  

     In
front of him, blocking his view of the rest of the room, was the Necromancer.

     “Hello,
Cade.”

     Logan
looked better than he did the last time Cade had seen him, back when the
sorcerer had been in Templar custody and Gabrielle’s ghost had been badgering
him to get a message to Cade, but that still didn’t make him pretty to look
at.  The right side of his face was a veritable ruin; his skin scarred from
exposure to some kind of extreme heat, the flesh melted together and re-formed
into some hideous approximation of normalcy. Like Cade’s, his eye had not
escaped harm, but where Cade’s was left intact as a milky white orb, the
Necromancer’s had been destroyed outright, leaving the empty socket to gape
like an open wound in his face. A few remaining wisps of long white hair hung
from his damaged scalp.

     The
Necromancer was dressed in a long, hooded robe, tied at the waist with a black
sash that had more than a few arcane symbols sewn onto its surface that Cade recognized. 
It was the kind of robe one wore for ritual workings and the sight of it
worried Cade more than waking to discover himself in the Necromancer’s
custody.  

     “You’re
just in time for the show.  And wouldn’t you know, your lovely wife is the guest
of honor.”

     Logan
stepped to the side, allowing Cade to see the rest of the room.

     It
was the ritual scene from the Brideport warehouse all over again, with two
important differences.  

     The
first was that the men lying on the floor inside the casting circle were still
alive, their arms and legs bound tightly and gags in their mouths. One of
Logan’s acolytes stood nearby with a naked blade in their hands. 

     The
second was that the body of Cade’s wife, Gabrielle, had been lashed to the
metal framework at the top of the ritual layout.  Her unseeing eyes were open,
staring out across the space at Cade’s.

     The
Knight Commander threw himself against his bonds, trying to loosen the ropes
that held him enough that he could tear himself free, to no avail.  He cursed
and screamed and told Logan that he was going to tear him limb from limb with his
bare hands if he didn’t let his wife free, but the Necromancer simply watched
it all with mild amusement.  Cade strained against his bonds until he was red
in the face and then strained some more but he didn’t gain even a quarter of an
inch extra space.  Whoever had tied his bonds had known what they were doing.

     He
wasn’t going anywhere.

     When
he had exhausted himself, when he was hanging with only the tautness of the
ropes holding him up, the Necromancer spoke again.

     “Perhaps
you’ve figured it out already, perhaps not, but I don’t want you to
misunderstand what is about to happen here so let me explain just to be
certain.”

     Logan
pointed across the ritual circle at Gabrielle and this time Cade noted that she
was wearing the feather from the Adversary’s wing in a necklace around her
throat.

     “When
you rescued your wife from the Beyond you seem to have forgotten to retrieve
her soul in the process, leaving her physical form nothing more than an empty
vessel.  A healthy vessel from all appearances.  One that would be a sin to
waste.

     “After
all,” he leered, “there are so many things on the other side of the Veil that
wish to walk under the light of our sun, so many entities that wish to walk
among those they hope to feed upon, to soak in the anger and fear and despair
of their victims in the way that only those with physical form can do.”

     Cade
began struggling again, but the Necromancer paid him no mind.

     “I
know I don’t have to explain all of this to you. You know exactly the kind of
being I’m referring to, don’t you?

     “You
think that you vanquished the Adversary, but I am here to assure you that that
is not the case.  You cannot kill such a being, only inconvenience it for a time,
prevent it from visiting our plane of existence until it has once again managed
to gather the power necessary to cast it presence back to this side of the
Veil.

     “Of
course, if one were to invite it to return, to provide the power it needs to
make the passage or, even better, provide a vessel for it to reside in...”

     Cade
went berserk, the idea that something so foul might inhabit the body of his
precious wife making him temporarily lose his mind.

     The
Necromancer let his explanation trail off, smiled, and said, “Shall we
begin?”    



CHAPTER
THIRTY-FOUR


––––––––

     When
Cade came back to his senses, he found the ritual already started.  Incense
burned in braziers somewhere out of sight behind him, filling the room with
their cloying scent, while in front of him the Necromancer’s acolytes were
draining the blood from their four victims into large, silver bowls specially
prepared for that purpose as they chanted a deep, guttural song in a language
Cade didn’t recognize.

     His
gaze shot across the room to find Gabrielle, his heart skipping a beat when he
saw that for the moment she was still unharmed, still herself.

     Or,
at least, the shell of whom she had once been before all this.

     The
Necromancer stood between them in the center of the ritual circle.  His head was
bowed and he was chanting something in counterpoint to what his acolytes were
saying.  The songs hurt Cade’s ears to hear, for they were the kind of songs
not meant for human consumption but fashioned and played in places far darker
than the mortal realm.  

     The
Necromancer stepped slightly to one side, revealing what his body had been
hiding from Cade’s view.  A small wooden table stood there and resting on the
table was the Hand, the Staff, and a meat cleaver.

     While
his brain was still trying to process that last item, the Necromancer reached
out and picked it up.  His song rose higher, mixing with those of his
followers, the entire chorus seeming to rise toward some mysterious
denouement.  Cade felt something in his ear pop and blood trickled down the
side of his face.

     The
Necromancer laid his left hand flat upon the table top.  He brought his right
hand, the one holding the cleaver, up over his head.

     As
the song swelled to its climax, the Necromancer shouted out a word of power and
brought the cleaver whistling downward.  It slashed through his wrist – skin,
flesh, muscle, and bone – as if it wasn’t there and embedded itself half an
inch deep into the wooden surface of the table.

     The
veins in the Necromancer’s neck stood out like taut wires and Cade thought
Logan was going to scream and collapse to the floor in pain, but the sorcerer
held himself together long enough to let go of the cleaver and snatch up the
Hand.  Without hesitation he shoved the base of that shriveled relic against
the bleeding stump of his severed wrist.

     The
moment the Necromancer’s blood touched the mummified skin of the Hand power
flashed across the room in a wave that was almost, but not quite, visible to
the eye.  Cade felt it as though and it slammed him against the pillar with
awesome force.  Two of the Necromancer’s acolytes were thrown to the ground and
Cade thought he heard the unmistakable sound of a neck snapping under the
impact.   Cade watched in horror as the flesh of the Hand filled out, the skin
pushing away from the bones, the blackened, shriveled husk swelling and turning
a healthy pink color.

     Silence
fell.

     The
laughter began moments later, starting slowly but building in volume and tone
until it was echoing around the massive room. 

     The
laughter was coming from the Necromancer and when he thrust his hands into the
air in a victory stance, Cade could see that the Hand had grafted to the
sorcerer’s wrist completely, as if he had lived with it since the day he had
been born.  Power literally dripped from its fingers in blackish-green threads
of arcane might.

     “Behold! 
The Hand of Glory reborn!” Logan shouted.

     There
was more than a touch of madness in his voice.


––––––––


     The
Blackhawks set down with military precision and discharged their passengers before
climbing back up into the night sky above where they would remain until the
extraction order was given.  The minute Riley’s feet hit the concrete he forgot
about the choppers, confident that the pilots knew their jobs and needing,
right now, to concentrate on his own.

     The
windows of the warehouse ahead of them were lit from within by a strange
greenish-black hue and Riley knew that they had found their target.

     That
was where they would find the Necromancer.

     And
hopefully Cade.

     He
charged forward, knowing without needing to look that his men were forming up
around him in a classic SWAT formation with overlapping fields of fire that
would support and enhance their effectiveness as a strike unit.  Five yards to
his right another squad was doing the same and Riley had a moment to admire the
precision of the team’s operation before figures lurched toward them from the
shadows surrounding the building.

     It
took only seconds for the lead men in each squad to recognize the newcomers for
what they were – reanimated corpses fresh from the grave, or, in this case, the
sea – and to pass the signal to the rest.  Gunfire arced out with brutal
efficiency, cutting a swatch through the enemy ranks. 

     Just
as Cade had discovered earlier, however, these creatures were only minimally
affected by the bullets that ripped through their rotting forms. A few fell to
lucky headshots, but the rest simply regained their feet or continued on
undeterred by the gunfire.

     In
seconds they would be among the knights.

     “Swords!”
Riley called out over the team’s communications equipment and his men ceased
their fire, drew their holy blades, and met the oncoming charge straight on.

     Swords
flashed, bodies collided, but the precision and unity of the Templars was no match
for the restless dead.  Riley and his men chopped through the enemy ranks in
moments, leaving the field littered with corpses and the path to the warehouse
clear of obstruction.

     Riley
raised his sword and signaled for the squads to form up on him as they
converged on the entry point, a tall warehouse door that filled half of the
structure’s rear wall and used to bring the oversized shipping containers into
storage.  Two men ran forward, placed demolition charges, and ran back.  Riley
crouched down and turned his back.

     The
shout came next.  “Fire in the hole!”


––––––––


     The
Necromancer snatched up the Staff of Anubis and power flashed again,
surrounding him in a sickly black corona of arcane energy that seemed to shift
and dance with a mind of its own.

     Without
another word to Cade, Simon Logan pointed the Staff of Anubis at Gabrielle and
shouted out a long string of words in ancient Sumerian.

     Power
flashed out from the end of the staff and struck the feather around Gabrielle’s
neck, enveloping her in an inky ball of energy so thick that she was
momentarily lost from sight as the ground beneath Cade’s feet seemed to shake
in response.


––––––––


     Riley
raced in through the breach in the warehouse door, his eyes going wide at the
sight of the Necromancer wielding the Staff of Anubis in what looked to be an
attack against Cade’s wife, Gabrielle, while Cade himself struggled against the
bonds that had him tied to a support pillar nearby.  Between the two groups
were several of Logan’s personal entourage, who appeared to be involved in some
kind of ritual summoning that looked suspiciously familiar to Riley.

     He
centered the muzzle of his gun on the Necromancer’s back and fired three swift shots.

     All
three struck home with deadly force, throwing the Necromancer forward and
sending the Staff of Anubis tumbling free from his hand.  The arcane power flashing
about the room snapped off with the suddenness of someone flipping a switch.

     Now
released from the onslaught of all that energy, Gabrielle’s body sagged against
its bonds in the metal frame on the other side of the room.  Her head lolled
back and forth on her chest for a moment before going still.

     Riley
rushed over to Cade’s side.  Riley could sense the battle winding down around
him, the Necromancer’s acolytes surrendering now that their leader was out of
the fray, but Riley’s attention was focused now on his friend.  He cut through
Cade’s bonds with his knife.  The Knight Commander tumbled forward and only
Riley’s quick hands kept Cade from collapsing to the floor.  Riley was helping
him try to sit up on his own when a voice cut across the chatter and commotion
filling the room.

     “Cade? 
Cade, where am I?”


––––––––

     Gabrielle!

     Cade
couldn’t believe what he was hearing and his grip tightened like a vice on
Riley’s arm as he muttered, “Up.  Help me up.”

     He
didn’t think he’d spoken loudly enough, but Riley must have heard him because
his friend was suddenly helping him to his feet so he could see.

     Cade
looked across the warehouse floor, across the death and destruction, across the
blood and the bodies of the dead, and looked into his wife’s eyes for the first
time in seven years.

     “What
happened?” she asked.  “Why am I in this thing?”

     It
really was her, he realized.   

     She
was here.  Alive.  

     Whole!

Summoning his strength, Cade replied, “I love
you.  I’m here.  I’ll explain everything.”

     Then
to Riley, “Leave me.  Get her down.”

     Cade
looked up to reassure her once more and that’s when it happened.

     Gabrielle’s
body convulsed.

     One
minute she was looking at him with a sense of deep bewilderment and then her
body snapped as if she’d been hit with a bolt of lightning.

     For
one, long moment she was still with them, afraid and uncertain of what was
going on, and then she blinked and convulsed again.

     When
she opened her eyes a moment later, someone, no, something, had taken up
residence there.

     It
stared across the room at Cade and then it smiled.

     That
smile promised a hundred horrible things, each one worst than the last.

     But
that was nothing compared to when she spoke.

     “Hello,
Cade,” said the Adversary from behind her eyes.

     As
her husband shouted in horror, “Gabrielle” flexed her arms and legs, snapping
the iron frame holding her prisoner like a small twig.  She landed in a crouch
and as she rose to her feet, great, grey and black molted wings sprouted from
her back and spread out behind her with the snap of clothes on the line.

     The
muzzles of Templar weapons swiveled in her direction and shots began to snap
out, peppering the air around her, but she flexed those great wings and
launched herself upward, smashing through the roof and disappearing into the
night sky high above.

     A
single black feather drifted down to the floor of the warehouse in the wake of
her passing.


––––––––

THE END
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