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			For the Knights, 

			the Angelkillers, 

			and all those who resist. 

			You know who you are.

			 

		

		
			 

		

	
		
			 

			PROLOGUE

			Why do bad things happen to good people? The answer to that question is as simple as it is difficult to accept.

			In the beginning, there was a war. 

			The Master’s first creations, the angelic hordes, became divided when He brought into being yet another race and world. There began a conflict between those who felt the Master had abandoned them and those who remained loyal. The Enemy wanted control over the new creation, believing himself to be more worthy. The war raged for time immemorial, neither side gaining advantage. Then, 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 were forced to retreat and The Enemy 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.

			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. Under certain circumstances, an Army fighter would be raised to the station of a Knight, whose power was second only to an Angel. 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 impending 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. 

			He and his group faced down the Minion Azazel, a minor demon inhabiting the body of a man named Michael Jenkins, who was in the employ of a mysterious Enemy agent known only as Andreal. They did this at the request of another Minion whose name was Dorian Azrael, the head of a global corporation, Andlat Enterprises. Certain files had gone missing and needed to be recovered immediately. Mason and his group were able to recover them by breaking into and destroying the computer system of one of Andlat Enterprises’ subsidiaries, Catalina Industries.

			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 agents of the Minion Azazel, and two others, Stephen Overguard and Janice Meeker, were not to take part in the final battle, Mason drew the demon 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, one of the most powerful of the Angels of Light, 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 Dorian 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.

			Personal problems aside, the Conflict raged on. It became necessary to deal with an executive of one of The Enemy’s companies when they were discovered hacking into the company computer system. That executive was Andrew Nicholson, who the cell soon realized was the mysterious Andreal himself. Nicholson was keen to reacquire the files before the cell returned them to Azrael, and set up a meeting.

			Nicholson became an unwilling ally as The Enemy saw his independent negotiations with Mason and his cell as a betrayal. An assassin was sent to kill him, an attempt which failed but left Nicholson wounded. Mason reluctantly accepted him into the cell rather than abandon him to The Enemy, and Nicholson’s actions seemed to show he could be trusted.

			Perhaps.

			Meanwhile, Tripp announced he wished to retire, to spend the rest of his days contemplating his vision of the Seraph; Martin was caught up in The Enemy VR after his abduction, being interrogated about the whereabouts of the missing files; and Overguard’s feelings for Meeker caused friction between him and Nicholson.

			The cell was on the brink of shattering, and the final confrontation with Dorian Azrael was yet to come.
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			“If we’re going to get him back, we need to get into Andlat.”

			The remaining members of the little Army cell had gathered in the front room of the cabin to plan their next move. Before anything else, they wanted to rescue Martin, but a debate had developed over exactly how to go about it. 

			“There doesn’t seem to be much more we can do,” Jaelon said as she gazed at the I/O device she held. The virtual reality interface they were using was light-years ahead of commercial technology, enabling them to bypass the majority of the security measures used by Andlat Enterprises. 

			Long ago she had been a Pictish warrior, but now she was a Knight in the service of their Master. Her dark hair and glittering eyes marked her as a beauty in any age, but the grimness of her visage belied her sense of purpose. “With the central computer damaged, we have no real way to get in.”

			“Not through the VR, anyway,” Populus agreed. The slightly built Greek Knight had a disarming personality and a jovial mien, but underneath that was the quick intellect and cunning of a master tactician.

			Mason, the leader of the Army cell, tossed his interface device onto the table. “Well, then, we do it the old-fashioned way.”

			All eyes turned to him.

			“We go after the Director personally,” Mason went on.

			“Are you out of your mind?” Nicholson objected. The former CFO of Catalina Industries had been pressed into service with the Army when he fell afoul of Azrael. Only now was he beginning to understand what that meant. “I know him. I know what he can do, the resources he can use. You have a better chance of spitting into a hurricane and staying dry.”

			Populus snickered at that, then shrugged when Nicholson gave him a dirty look.

			“Look, we know he must be in trouble with his own superiors by now,” Mason explained. “With the loss of Catalina Industries’ main computer and the breakdown in his security, he’s as vulnerable as he’s ever going to be.”

			“I don’t know,” Overguard put in. The big Texan had a bluff personality that turned morose easily. “Even crippled, he’s pretty formidable. Are you sure you want to chance losing this entire cell just to get one Minion?”

			“Stephen has a point, Mason,” Meeker agreed. She smiled at Overguard. Their connection was well known in the group. Although she was the newest to the cell, the others had already come to accept her as one of their own. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to be content with what we’ve already done? I mean, look, his major operations are shut down, the majority of his infrastructure is in a shambles. How much is enough?”

			Mason looked at the Cypriot Knight Malthusan. He was a huge man, a former mercenary who had seen service in battles going back hundreds of years. If there was anyone who could gauge the need for combat, it would be he. The Knight took the hint and spoke.

			“Azrael is a linchpin,” the big man said, ignoring the thrum of the cabin wards at the pronunciation of the name. The wards were put in place as protection from unseen forces and reacted to the presence or summoning of an Enemy. “If we can unseat him, we remove a key part of The Enemy’s hold on humanity. The deception that The Enemy uses to keep mankind under its thumb is based on finances and politics. Those are the avenues we must use. We have to shift the power in those two arenas from The Enemy to The Master. I doubt anyone on the outside will realize what has happened, but the difference will slowly manifest itself over the years.

			“The Enemy worked for millennia to gain control and is deeply entrenched. It has taken centuries for us to get this far, but we have much farther to go. We are fighting a battle in a larger war, one that we can still lose in spite of the gains we have made.” Malthusan looked at Jaelon. “The three of us were sent to help, to reinforce what you might do, but the direction of that action must come from you.”

			It was the most they had heard from Malthusan since the Knights joined the group, and it was a little unsettling to hear the situation outlined in that deep bass voice. Silence fell over them as the cell considered their options.

			“If you are content with what you have accomplished, we are willing to accept that,” Jaelon said at last. “But ask yourselves this: is he hurt enough he cannot recover? Given enough time, could he not regain what he lost?”

			Mason watched as each of the others thought about Jaelon’s question. Overguard scowled and uncrossed his arms. Meeker chewed on her thumbnail and stared into space. Nicholson, shaking his head, mumbled something inaudible.

			“Wait! There is one thing everyone seems to have forgotten,” Populus stepped forward to say. His face was ashen and he looked shaken. “Something either we have been blinded against, or conveniently neglected to remember.”

			They looked at each other and him in confusion.

			“Exactly who is he in the Hierarchy?” Populus asked pointedly.

			A silence settled over them until Jaelon gasped.

			“How could we forget?” she stammered.

			“What? What did we forget?” Meeker said, alarmed. 

			The truth crashed in on Mason at that moment. How indeed? It was something they should have remembered from the beginning. It made sense, though, that they would forget. If they had recalled the truth, they would never have agreed to work for the Minion.

			“Traditionally,” Mason said, “Azrael is the name of the Angel of Death.”

			The wards shivered again.

			“You’re not seriously suggesting this man is an incarnation of...?” Meeker asked, her voice shaking a little.

			“No, the real Angel obeys only our Master’s commands,” Jaelon told her. “The Enemy may like to believe otherwise, but I assure you that is not the case.”

			“But any Minion that would dare to compare itself to that entity, even simply by name, must be extremely powerful,” Mason observed soberly.

			“Not to mention supremely confident in his own position and ability,” Populus grimly added.

			They all considered that for a moment.

			“Okay, granted Azrael is formidable,” Mason said, setting the wards humming again, “it changes nothing. We have to find out how to take him down. We know the elimination of Catalina Industries crippled his operations in the Americas, but Andlat Enterprises is a global entity with almost limitless resources. It won’t be long before he recovers and we’re right back where we started.”

			“Actually, we’ll be worse off,” Overguard glumly put in. “Thanks to the infiltration of our communication network, we have no secure way to contact Central any more. We’re cut off.”

			“True enough,” Populus said. “However, with some time I believe I can finish the work Martin started before he was taken.”

			Mason sighed. They had lost Chandler early on, then Martin. John Tripp, his oldest friend and the last person in the room, sat gazing vacantly into the fireplace. For all intents, he was gone from them as well. He barely spoke any more, spending his time inside his own head, reliving those last few moments when Jenkins had been exorcised and he caught a fleeting glimpse of an actual Seraph. He was wrapped up in his obsession with that vision.

			The thought of the Master’s attending angel sent shivers along his spine. He hadn’t seen but a hint of what drove the Minion out of Michael Jenkins, but that hint still terrified and thrilled him. It was so different from the vision of the Cherub he had at the siege of Acre.

			He should have died there in the back and forth of the battle, caught between the hostile city and the marauding hordes of Saladin’s troops. Mason wore the colors of the Order of Montjoy then, although its red and white cross was ragged and torn from the battle at Hattin. Nearly the entire contingent had been destroyed there, so he’d attached himself to a group who maintained they were from the Order of Santiago, which he doubted at the time. More than one titled lord died on that bloody field at Acre, but it was the arrival of the Cherub after the death of Gerard de Ridefort, the Grand Master of the Templars, that helped turn the tide. Although unseen by the mundane eyes of the haggard friendly forces, the Cherub’s influence was evident in their determination and fervor after suffering losses counting in the thousands. 

			That apparition had reassured him the Master had not forsaken them. How could he have forgotten that until now? Clearly, the intervening years had dulled the memory, but such a sight should not have been forgotten at all. It should be a constant source of inspiration. Was there something wrong with him, that he should have misplaced or suppressed the memory? Or had he done it to avoid becoming as distracted and obsessed as Tripp now was? The effect on his friend was profound, and he could sense a distance developing between Tripp and the rest of the cell, a gulf growing wider daily.

			It was ironic. When all this began, when Azrael had first approached them about recovering the files Jenkins stole, they had all been strangers to him except Tripp. Now that they had the files, Jenkins was dead, Azazel banished, and Catalina Industries eliminated, Tripp was becoming the stranger while he grew to know the others more.

			It was not what he considered a fair trade.

			“Do what you can,” he told Populus. “Until we can rescue Martin...”

			“If he’s still alive,” Overguard gloomed.

			“...we’ll need someone to take his place,” Mason finished, ignoring the Texan.

			“Do you really think he’s dead?” Meeker asked Overguard.

			The big man shrugged. “I dunno.”

			“If they wanted him dead, they could have killed him in Tennessee,” Jaelon pointed out, referring to when Martin was kidnapped.

			“Maybe he would have been better off,” Overguard grumbled.

			“What do you mean?” Meeker asked.

			“He means,” Malthusan rumbled, “Minions only take captives if they want something from them, and they will use any means to get it. It means Mr. Martin is being put to the ultimate test.” Malthusan took a breath and glared at Mason. “Let us hope he can find the strength to withstand it.”

			* * *

			Knight Maachen jumped aside as the beast charged, moving quickly even under the weight of his heavy armor. He was thrilled to his soul at the strength surging through previously immobilized limbs. He reveled at the freedom in his legs, rejoiced at the heaviness gone, exulted at the life coursing through them. He lifted the shield strapped to his left arm and swung the longsword in a slow circle toward his opponent.

			He was no longer Harold Martin, the computer expert for Mason’s Army cell. That man had been wounded, beaten, and kidnapped – unable to flee when his captors appeared at the west Tennessee house he and Mason’s cell used as a headquarters, bound to the wheelchair because his legs hadn’t healed from the burns he suffered when Azazel’s men torched his own house. He hadn’t let his disability stop him then, had refused to stop doing his part for the Master. Now, he knew who he really was in the Conflict. He had been given a Vision, the revelation of his office in the Master’s service.

			The beast’s thirty-foot long bulk flashed by unnaturally fast, the spikes running the length of its back shivering with each movement. Maachen circled it slowly, keeping his shield between them. Its size didn’t bother him. It was the stench and heat of its breath that portended worse. The head at the end of its sinuous neck swayed above him, lidless eyes gazing at him with nothing but hatred behind the vertical slits of their pupils.

			“You cannot win, Martin,” the woman standing beside the beast growled. “Tell us what we want to know, and we will make your death quick and painless.”

			The cold in her eyes had not shifted at all. In spite of everything, Maachen felt sorry for her in a way. She looked like a regular person, whatever her real nature, and her outward beauty should have tempered that steely gaze.  She wasn’t able to make him talk while he was trapped in the wheelchair, locked in a featureless room with armed guards hanging over him, so she had brought him here, telling him it was the world first created, the home of The Enemy himself. But when he had seen himself outfitted in the armor from the MMORPG virtual reality used by the Army for communications before its compromise, he knew the truth. It was simply another VR environment, complex and intimidating psychologically, fitted undoubtedly with the latest interface technology. The beast might be nothing more than a computerized construct, a figment of imagination, but the impact of interacting with it through the interface would wreak physical effects. The pain, the wounds inflicted, even death in this reality would be mirrored on his real self, wherever it might be. 

			Still in all, she hadn’t been able to make him talk before. Did she really think she could make him talk now?

			But he didn’t have time to worry about her. The beast was maneuvering around him, its body giving off heat in waves carrying the scent of decay and waste and rot. In his heart, Maachen knew he couldn’t win this fight, but that didn’t stop him from determination to give it his all. The Master called him to this Conflict. He would honor that call, no matter the cost.

			It was his duty, and it was right.

			The beast gathered itself for another lunge. He brought his shield and weapon to bear. He wouldn’t avoid it this time. 

			He was going to end this, one way or another.

			* * *

			Mason stood looking out over the cliff into the distance. He had pulled a black sweater and denim trousers over his six foot, three inch, solid frame. Far below, the White River rolled tranquilly past. Behind him, the smell of cooking wafted from the three-room cabin the cell was now using as a headquarters since the loss of Mason’s Tennessee house. He guessed Janice Meeker was trying to make something of the dried victuals stored in the cabin. Outside, the air was thick with the scent of the surrounding greenery. The murmur of voices inside was nearly covered by the singing of the redbirds and the cawing of a jay somewhere nearby. A hummingbird chattered as it sped by his head toward the feeder hanging under the cabin’s front window. He could hear the Knights moving around in their van. While his own group used the cabin, the Knights slept in their vehicle, a large paneled van fitted with a dazzling array of devices and an impressive armory of non-lethal weaponry.

			The cabin wasn’t safe anymore. The Enemy might not know their exact position, but the fact they had found them at that bar in Mountain Home meant they were closing in. The meeting they had arranged with Nicholson had gone wrong when Nicholson’s secretary shot and wounded Nicholson in full view of everyone at the bar. Jaelon had barely escaped being killed herself in the ensuing struggle with the shooter, but they were able to spirit Nicholson away before the assassin could finish the job.

			He lit a Montecristo and drew heavily on it, savoring its taste before sending a cloud of thick smoke out over the edge.

			He needed to move the cell again. But where? None of the others had isolated locations they might use. They needed to find a place away from the general population, but not so far they couldn’t get access to the networks. They also required an anonymous workstation, one Andlat Enterprises couldn’t track, but Azrael’s resources were too numerous and sophisticated to be sure they could find one. Populus had told him there was tracking code everywhere he went online. Only the Greek Knight’s talents kept them from being discovered.

			As if
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