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    To those who have believed in me,


    and those who think I’m just a figment of their imaginations.


    Thanks for the inspiration!

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    In the beginning, there was a war.


    Humanity had just sprung from an afterthought in the great Mind of the Master when His first creations, the angelic hordes, began to vie for control over the new creation. In time, Mankind would come to think of those who rebelled against God’s intent as the Dark or Fallen Angels and those who conformed to their Master’s Plan as the Angels of Light.


    The war raged for centuries, with neither side gaining advantage until the Dark took a daring step and opted to involve Men in the struggle. As a result the Dark gained an unwitting ally, the very creation for which the combatants struggled.


    Forbidden to harm Man by the Master Himself, the Angels of Light retreated and the forces of the Dark won by default what they had coveted for so long. But the victory came with an unexpected cost.


    In order to retain their prize, the Dark found it had to deceive Man into believing he had fought for the right side, the side that upheld the Master and His Plan. The Dark had to convince Man he had fought for the Light, and that the Light won.


    That deception continues to this day, but there are those who have learned the truth and fight to right the heinous wrong wreaked on Humanity, to defeat the Dark and manifest the real victory of the Master: the bringing of Light into the world. These fighters originally were few, and by Grace were given long life and wisdom. They received the name Angelkillers for their faithfulness to the Conflict. Each built a cell of followers until, over the years, a new force appeared. Called simply The Army and sworn to secrecy out of necessity, they lived in the shadows and struck at The Enemy when the opportunity arose. Eventually, an Angelkiller would be raised to the station of Knight, whose power was second only to the Angels. When a situation was particularly critical to the Conflict’s advancement, a Knight would be dispatched to tip the balance. For more than one Knight to appear was historical. For three to appear at a time indicated events of apocalyptic proportion.


    Jonah Mason was an Angelkiller and head of one of the cells of the North American Army resistance. For centuries, he had fought the growing secular atmosphere of a nation losing its soul to the materialistic and cynical influence of The Enemy. Most recently, he and his group had faced down the Minion Azazel, a minor demon in the employ of a mysterious Enemy agent known only as Andrael, at the request of the head of a global corporation whose name was Dorian Azrael. There had been reservations about working for Azrael, about siding with The Enemy even if it was against another Minion. Mason had overridden those reservations, and in so doing had involved them in an intrigue they began to suspect involved much more than just the rebellion of one Minion against another.


    The most disturbing part of this event, however, was not that Mason had to face a Minion, but that three Knights had appeared, ostensibly to support him.


    Though one of the cell’s number, Harold Martin, was hospitalized from an earlier encounter with the Minion, and two others, Stephen Overguard and Janice Meeker, were not to take part in the final battle, Mason drew the Minion out and faced it down with the aid of the Knights. However, in so doing they unwittingly awoke in John Tripp, Mason’s oldest ally, a previously unsuspected problem. Tripp, unbeknownst to the rest, witnessed the appearance of a Seraph at the end of the battle during the Minion’s exorcism. His Puritan background rose up from its long-forgotten place in the back of his mind, and he became obsessed with seeing it again, no matter the cost.


    Mason himself was faced with a choice after the battle. It became clear the reason so many Knights had appeared was not just because the Minion had to be put down, but because Mason, an Angelkiller, had made a deal with Azrael, an agent of The Enemy. The Knights were not impressed by his reasoning or excuses, and Mason now faced an ultimatum that would strike to his very soul.

  


  1


  The dawn was just breaking as Jonah Mason sat on his porch, trying to put in order the events of the past few days. The chill of the early morning air stung his face, but its clean taste helped him focus. The slight creaking of the glider rocker drifted across the lawn to rebound against the oak and hickory woods that began sixty feet from his front door. Between him and the little two-lane road that ran three hundred feet away, the white gravel drive split those woods. He watched as a doe trotted out of the forest to pause, head high, and look at him before continuing across the drive, followed by two spotted fawns. Overhead he heard geese honking and somewhere a squirrel chittered its displeasure at being awakened. He stretched his long legs out in front of him and leaned back into the rocker. Anyone passing on the road would get a glimpse of a very tall, well-built man with dark hair, dressed in nondescript clothing, sitting on his front porch. An ordinary picture with an extraordinary secret.


  As bright as the morning was, Mason’s mood was dark. The fight with Azazel had been brief, for all it might have seemed to take an eternity, and he himself had played practically no part in its climax. Besides bringing the Minion to the battlefield, he’d been little more than a spectator, looking on as the real work was done by the Knights. At one point his own humanity had reduced him to blindly cowering in terror behind the Knight named Jaelon, and he shuddered to think what might have happened had it not been for her interference.


  The Knights appeared and events had changed; he saw that now. Certain failure had turned into success. Without their presence, Azazel would surely have left him a shivering, insane hulk there on the darkened grounds of the city park. It was sobering to see that Azazel could have done exactly that anytime he wanted, but didn’t. The true danger of dealing with the Minion only now dawned on him.


  “Mason.”


  He looked up to see Jaelon leaning toward him. She had done something to her hair, probably Janice Meeker’s idea. He hadn’t ever really looked at her as a woman, but her sudden appearance let him do so, if only for a moment.


  She was average height, with dark auburn hair usually fixed in her native Pictish manner now done in the modern style. Her eyes were a startling bright green, evenly set above high cheekbones. She wore the same kind of garment the other Knights wore: a utilitarian, nearly uniform-like khaki device with an abundance of pockets. Unlike the others, she wore it well. She wasn’t strikingly beautiful. More handsome than beautiful. But definitely more female than he recalled.


  To her left stood Antonius Malthusan, arms crossed and glaring at him. He was a big man, better than six feet tall and heavily built. Before becoming a Knight, he had been a Cypriot mercenary and had seen service in the Crusades. He was ever so slightly graying at the temple and the stubble of a beard threatened to burst through his face, darkening the skin. Mason noticed more scars on the man’s arms than he remembered. Malthusan had grudgingly accepted the fact that Mason was the leader of the cell. His opinion of that was no secret. He felt that Mason’s deal with Azrael was against everything their side in the Conflict stood for. Mason knew Malthusan considered him a traitor and only held himself in check because of Jaelon, who they early on saw as the ranking member of the Knights.


  The last of the three, Krato Populus, sat on the hard porch with his head against the wall, apparently dozing. Mason knew better. Populus might be the least garrulous of the Knights, but very little escaped his attention. The man’s slight build was deceiving, as he knew full well. Populus was wiry and agile, in the style of an Olympic gymnast. His hair, curly and dark, fit his Grecian olive complexion. He had a keen mind that adapted quickly to changes in their situations, analyzing and directing alterations to their strategies unerringly.


  That they had approached without him realizing didn’t surprise or bother him. His discomfort at their initial appearance had given way to an easy acceptance and welcoming. Even he, who had fought in the Conflict for longer than he cared to remember, felt safer in their company than alone. Looking at them, he was beginning to feel a camaraderie he hadn’t felt for a very long time. Was it because they were natives of a time closer to his own? Was it because of the air of confidence and surety they exuded? After all, they had each actually seen the face of the Master. They absolutely knew the truth of what they did. How could they not?


  “What is your next move, Septimus Vernus?” Jaelon asked.


  He frowned at her, uncertain what she meant. She never used his real name unless they were alone, away from the rest of the cell. After the battle with Azazel, they had told him his deal with Dorian Azarel, in their eyes, was the worst kind of mistake, a bad example of a lack of faith. No matter what his rationalization might be, working for The Enemy was working with The Enemy. It had taken the three Knights confronting him there, still on the battlefield, to imprint that fact on him. Pleading his case, making the excuse he was doing it to protect his team, sounded weak in his own ears now. He would always remember the look on Jaelon’s face when she had asked that question: “Where is your faith?” Faith in the others, that they could cope with whatever they needed with the same courage and determination he had used. Faith in his cell, that it could operate effectively without him if necessary. Faith in the Master that He would provide for their needs, no matter the consequences.


  In spite of everything, and perhaps to allay his mounting fear, they revealed the Master knew his heart and accepted what he had done was out of concern for others and not himself. Then they told him.


  He could either accept promotion to Knight or his involvement with the Conflict was over.


  In the back of his mind, he had both hoped for and dreaded this decision. Being given the honor of becoming a Knight was the dream of every member of The Army. To see the face of the Master, to stand in His Presence, and to finally know without any shadow of doubt everything he had done for so long was right, true, and vindicated...


  On the other hand, to be removed from the Conflict, to find the peace he had often dreamed about? To never again have to be responsible for anyone but himself, to finally sleep soundly, unconcerned with the intrigues of an unending war? Who wouldn’t want an end to the unending stress, the constant fear, because fear was always part of his life. Long ago, even as a humble soldier for Rome, he had come to accept that fear and learned to deal with it. Though it had never completely left him, it had only faded into the background, remaining a nagging annoyance.


  He had no concern about what might happen to him if the Master excused him from the Conflict. Retired Army veterans were given the remainder of a natural lifespan. He had done his best to serve the Master since being recruited, and what he’d seen in just the last few days had removed any doubt what his fate might be.


  So, was she talking about the ultimatum they had pronounced to him, or was she referring to the next step in dealing with Dorian Azrael?


  “Azazel is just the tip of the iceberg, Vernus,” Jaelon said, as if reading his thoughts. “The files he had you retrieve from Panama must be the key to something much more dangerous, more far-reaching than his influence.”


  She was referring to the files on a USB drive he and Tripp had recovered from one of Azazel’s companies’, Catalina Industries, branch office. In order to draw the Minion out of his safety zone, they had to cooperate in some less-than-honest activities. They had tricked an employee into giving them access to the company computers. Once they had the files, they had arranged for the meeting that led to Azazel’s downfall.


  Mason nodded. “There’s something there we’re missing.”


  This was painfully obvious to all of them and had been on their minds as they returned from the park after the confrontation with Azazel, lost in their own thoughts, contemplating what they had seen. Overguard and Meeker, who had been sent to check on Martin at the hospital, met them at the house shortly before noon. Tripp was very late turning up. Mason worried about that, but his attention was drawn to the more pressing problem of what to do with the information they had retrieved from Catalina Industries. Catalina was simply one branch of a mega-corporation called Andlat Enterprises headed by Dorian Azrael.


  Thankfully, Malthusan brought Martin to him soon after, probably because he had complained to Jaelon about needing the man for his computer expertise. Even though Mason was centuries old, and had faced at least three Minions in his life, computers remained a daunting mystery to him. Give him a quiet day, a good cigar, and a book to read and he was happy.


  Martin might still be in a wheelchair, but his spirit was unfazed. He sped into the office with the energy of a man half his age, nearly running over Mason’s foot in his excitement to find out what was on the USB drive that Azazel had thought was worth his life. He wheeled in front of Mason’s workstation and went to work.


  They discovered the files were a gateway to Azrael’s network of corporations, a back door to the intricate web of servers that controlled his empire. It was little wonder Azrael had come to them to stop his Minion from stealing them. But, there was an unexpected discovery waiting for them in those files.


  The Minion had not been working directly under Azrael. There was a middle man, someone named Andrael. It was then that Jaelon had suggested they adapt the I/O sets to allow the entire cell to enter that virtual reality interface, so they could use their whole resources against whatever resistance they might encounter.


  “Thanks to you,” Mason went on, “Martin is here and working on that. If anybody can figure it out, he can.”


  Jaelon nodded and smiled. “I am sure.” She looked around and motioned to Malthusan, who went inside the house. “Are you coming in for breakfast?” she asked Mason.


  “In a bit,” he promised.


  She followed the big man inside. Silence settled over the porch and Mason watched the trees sway in the morning breeze. Dandelions were starting to bloom in the yard near the treeline. He made a mental note to do something about that.


  “You cannot put it off forever, you know.”


  Mason nearly jumped. He’d forgotten Populus was there.


  “What?” he asked.


  “You will have to make a decision soon,” the Knight said.


  “Yes, I know,” Mason replied. “Soon.”


  Populus unfolded himself from the floor and stretched. He gazed at the woods. “Beautiful. I can see why you like it here.” He breathed in and exhaled. “It is too bad you can no longer stay, now that Azrael knows where you are.”


  Mason didn’t answer that. Truth to tell, he had been avoiding that particular problem. He was just beginning to realize how attached he had become to this place. It had served him well for over sixty years. His Haven. His refuge. No longer safe, because of his own sloppiness in letting Azrael find it.


  He frowned. How had Azrael found it, after all? That was a question that needed to be answered as well. As far as he knew, he was the only person aware of its existence before the Minion’s black sedan had come down that drive. He had been so careful to keep this place a secret. No one else knew of it.


  No one but Tripp.


  He shook his head. Tripp was his oldest, most trusted ally. They had been together for better than four centuries, since New England. There was no way Tripp would betray him to The Enemy.


  And yet, that day he came back from seeing Martin at the hospital, the door wards had been down and Azrael and Tripp were in the house. What had they been talking about before he got there?


  “Time for coffee,” Populus said, interrupting his train of thought.


  Mason found he was glad of it. How could he suspect Tripp of being unfaithful? It was ludicrous. Just a product of his unease about making the decision Jaelon wanted.


  That must be it.
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  The office was well appointed. A state-of-the-art computer system took up the whole of one wall. Doors fed the room from two of the other sides, while the last wall was occupied by a bookshelf crammed full of tomes whose titles whispered in languages modern, ancient, and forgotten. The computer desk chair stood empty beside the man working the machine. His wheelchair shivered as he worked, running his hands from one control to another. His shock of unkempt blonde hair, testimony to his Teutonic ancestry, matched the hint of mustache above his lips.


  Harold Martin paused in his work, frowned, and scratched his head. They had been lucky enough to get access to Catalina Industries’ computer infrastructure, but the intricacies of its internal security measures were giving him fits.


  He had decided to concentrate on the system branch tagged for the mysterious identity labeled “Andrael”. Neither Mason nor any of the Knights said they recognized the name, which only deepened the mystery. That this Andrael had never before appeared in angelic literature or tradition meant it was part of a previously unknown hierarchy, which bordered on the impossible, or it was the name of a human agent, like Jenkins. However, unlike Jenkins this Andrael was probably not directly possessed. Martin reasoned Andrael was a high-ranking lieutenant in Catalina Industries, someone very close to the top. Since Azazel had been under him in rank that meant Andrael was the real mover behind Dorian Azrael’s hiring them.


  Martin shook his head. What could possibly be in those files that Azrael was so afraid of? And why would someone already subservient to him gaining access to them be a problem? Then again, it could be what they always suspected: simply an ambitious underling trying to pull a coup by blackmail. It was the constant infighting among The Enemy that was The Army’s best weapon after all. Their conceit partnered with their paranoia often generated opportunities to strike places that would otherwise be invulnerable.


  Martin picked up the modified I/O set and clamped it around his neck. Amplifying the data stream interface had helped him access deeper protocols in the matrix infrastructure, helping him find hidden files and fragments of deleted material he could reconstruct almost at will. Using his improvements to bypass firewalls and breach blocked servers, he had explored all but the most central data on Catalina’s network. Besides the odd pornography and a couple of amateurish hacker attempts, he found nothing out of the ordinary for a business the size of Catalina Industries.


  He was down to the core files, the heart of the company. Whatever Andrael wanted must be there, but what an odd way to go about getting there. Why not just use a Catalina machine? Nothing he found so far would have stood up to even the determined efforts of someone with half his skill and resources. Surely a Catalina machine fit to the company network would have the necessary protocols built in to


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/traitorangel_cover_fmt.jpeg
H. DAVID BLALOCK






OEBPS/Images/SEVENTHSTAR_bw_fmt.jpeg
,:;mnmsrm PRESS





