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			Quote

			“For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly realms.”

			-Ephesians 6:12 (NIV)

		

	
		
			Orphan: Desecration

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			His breath was hot and stank of bourbon. His gaping mouth dispensed constant droplets of drool. His hands were everywhere at once. Everywhere a father’s hands should never be. His strength was too great and his will immovable. He would not heed her pleas. He would not hear her reason. He would not acknowledge his sin. He would simply come closer upon her and take what he wanted from her. He would delve into the vile and try to merge their bodies. He was so close, smothering her. Stealing the air from her lips. His hands knew no boundaries…

			The ringing of her cell proved her salvation. Her eyes flew open with near-violent urgency. Her pillow and hair were soaked with sweat and her heart beat painfully. It was the dream. Again. 

			She reached over to the ornate hotel night-table beside her and picked up her phone. The personalized ringtone informed and reminded her this was not coming from a patient man.

			“Hello,” she said simply. 

			“A client wishes to meet with you.”

			“I’m assuming Paramount?” When her mentor had first gotten involved with this new employer he had chosen to refer to him only as Paramount. There were a number of business entities worldwide that could bear that moniker so it was relatively safe to say over the phone. Even though the phones they now used were special made by the very group Paramount oversaw and supposedly beyond any means of outside surveillance, Whisper had made caution and controlled paranoia a part of his genetic fiber. It had served him well. 

			“Yes, it is time you two met. I myself don’t know the purpose, but it is neither my place to question and nor my desire to know. Call him at…” he provided Paramount’s number via a coded number system he had taught her. Each number had a different value than he spoke based on a specific mathematic equation, which contained the day and month of their conversation as variables. Again paranoid, but effective. So effective in fact that no international investigative agency even knew of his existence. She thought of an old saying her father was fond of, the greatest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didn’t exist. 

			Her father…she shuddered, still in the grip of the dream. 

			Whisper concluded, “…as always the details are for the two of you to work out. I myself will be out of contact until next week. Bien?” As far as she knew Whisper was not of Hispanic origin, but bien always seemed to work its way into their conversations. It was the one quirk, the sole tick, that she had found in him. She often wondered if he even realized it; the way it rolled out almost subconsciously. He had taught her to avoid any and all habits, to be random and unpredictable outside of specific techniques crucial to their line of work. But she, nonetheless, had one. Time and again she had almost pointed out his own to him, but instead chose to keep that card close to her chest. Knowledge was power, and she too had paranoia ingrained in her being. 

			“Yes,” she replied. 

			As always, without a good-bye of any sort, he hung up and left her to her business. She knew it was expected for her to contact Paramount immediately, but she would wait until the savagery of the dream had completely left her mind. She needed to have a clear head. If Paramount wished to meet in person, then it was likely that the upcoming job was bigger than any she had ever undertaken. 

			She flipped on the TV. It was already tuned to CNN. She was aware that Paramount and his organization played a lofty role – possibly the very highest – in the world’s political stage. Since she had also come under his employ she would watch global events unfold and try to decipher which they had orchestrated and hypothesize their end game. Now the news re-ran footage of the Vatican bombing. 

			Whisper. She needed no evidence to surmise his involvement. He was the only person in the world capable of the feat. She predicted the aftermath. The impact on the Catholic church. The residual fear that would infect the Protestant church. The accusations against members of the Nation of Islam. The vacuum of political and religious power that would be hurriedly and sloppily filled for the sake of presenting a false sense of stability. This would bring jihad. A true holy war. 

			She knew the Nation of Islam was innocent of this attack but fear en masse often led clouded minds to take the path of least resistance. Hatred was such a path. Hatred was the child of fear, where logic and tolerance were siblings left out in the cold to be devoured by wolves. And Hatred had its children: Anger, Accusation, Violence and Vengeance. The ignorant would raise a call to arms and ignite the flame of conflict.

			And was likely precisely what Paramount wanted. The most logical reasoning being to create a global instability so as to insert either himself or someone carrying his banner into a seat of dominance. Her father and uncle would have cited the Bible and its forewarnings of the Anti-Christ. 

			Another phantom tendril crept up the length of her spine. 

			Focus…Paramount. 

			Even though the repercussions of the Vatican attack were incalculably far-reaching, it alone would not be enough to set the chessboard in the way that Paramount might desire. Financial instability was also a necessity. Tyrannical governments would have to be seduced or toppled (some with admitted ease, she herself helped to instigate such…coups). Many other factors would have to play in. No doubt Paramount already had such schemes in play, but instinct hinted there was a different angle to this anarchic tapestry, and the Vatican itself was the key. 

			She ended her speculation with the suddenness of a period ending a sentence and returned to the business before her. She muted the television and dialed the number she had gleaned from Whisper’s code. 

			It rang only once before he answered. 

			“Hello.” Paramount spoke curtly then waited. Already he stank of self-importance. Men in power usually did. 

			“I was told you would like to meet.” She would likewise be to the point. 

			“Soon. But first I have a matter that needs your immediate attention. I want you in California tomorrow. I am sure that will not be a problem.” He was not asking, he was telling. 

			“I can leave immediately.”

			“The location will be forwarded to your phone. Once this is done I would like for us to get more appropriately acquainted. I look forward to our meeting.” The last part caught her off guard. It was surprisingly flattering given his tone. 

			Then, like her mentor, he hung up before she could say a word. 

			Seconds later a text message came through. It was only numbers. Longitude, latitude, and a time of day. She powered on her current laptop (she always destroyed and replaced them as she moved from location to location, carrying what little vague and indecipherable data she needed with her on a secure flash-drive) and researched the coordinates. 

			Lanza del los Santos. 

			She shut off the laptop and took a quick but thorough shower. Afterwards she allowed herself to air dry – towel fabric trapped hairs – as she packed the few things she intended to keep (the flash-drive, a paperback reprinting of Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince, and a tarnished silver chain from which hung a small iron rose in bloom – her clothing she also destroyed and replaced as she moved about, money was no hindrance) into a non-descript black leather briefcase and went about cleaning any trace of her presence from the lavish hotel suite. She took a moment to complete the comment card left on the desk in the office space in the rear of the suite and then went on her way. 

			Less than three hours later, the assassin known only as the Rose was taxiing down the tarmac of the Haneda International Airport in Tokyo en route to California.  

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Five weeks before the assassination of God. 

			The morning was warm and breezy, kicking dead leaves down the narrow streets that comprised the bones of the Royal Vista Mobile Home Park in Lexington, KY. Here and there the sounds of children who had made the bold choice to abandon their gaming consoles echoed from the trailer walls. The sun was deceptively warm, drawing them out to enjoy their skateboards and bikes one last time before colder intentions staked claim. 

			Three boys stood, balancing their bikes between their legs while tossing a foam football at a pair of shoes that had been flung over an electric wire, attempting to set them free. They had only managed to even hit the shoes once, to no effect. 

			“Who’s that?” the eldest asked, pointing towards the park’s entrance as a slick, black Lincoln Navigator turned in. 

			The others shrugged, and in a flash all three were in hot pursuit. In short order they came up beside the vehicle, straining to see through the deep black tint of the side windows. 

			“Hey! Who’s in there?” one called out to the rear driver side door. 

			“Hello?” echoed another. “You a drug-dealer?”

			The slowing of the SUV was the only warning of the speed bump ahead, but even still the eldest boy hit it hard and lost his balance. He planted his right arm on the side of the Navigator to keep from crashing. 

			Suddenly the vehicle stopped.

			The eldest pushed off and sped ahead, frightened. The other two stopped and walked their bikes backwards behind its tail. The rear driver-side window rolled down, and a hand stretched out and waved the boys back. They did not move. The eldest had come to a stop some forty feet ahead with his bike sideways in the road, panting hard and looking ready to bolt.

			“It’s ok!” a voice called from the window with a thick foreign accent, “Come! Come!”

			Finally the youngest found the courage to accept the invitation. The middle boy called quietly for him not to, but he was committed to motion. When he arrived at the window he planted one foot and craned his neck to see inside. 

			The passenger was older, with a head full of flowing grey crowning his square face. He wore a black pin-striped suit, and his fingers were rich with blocky gold rings. 

			“Hello there young man. I wonder if you might help me.” The passenger had a kind smile, but the youngest leaned away cautiously. “You are a very smart boy. It’s ok to be weary. I understand. I am a stranger to you. So let me introduce myself. My name is Herzog Krieger.” 

			Krieger extended his hand in greeting, but the boy would not bite. 

			“You talk funny,” the middle child commented as he walked his bike up, curiosity having gotten the better of him. “Where you from?”

			Krieger chuckled. 

			“I am from Mainz, auf Deutschland. Or as you would say, Germany.”

			“Are you a Nazi?” the youngest asked, more inquisitive than disgusted. 

			Krieger cocked his head and frowned. “No, my boy, it has been many years since the Fatherland was ruled by such narrow minds. And we are much better for it.”

			“Why are you here?” Seeing that his friends had not been murdered the oldest finally made his way back to join them. 

			“Do you mean in this country or here, in this place?” Krieger grinned and spun a finger in the air. The oldest shrugged, still afraid that the man would scold him for touching his SUV. “Well the answer is the same for both. I am here to find someone very special who I would like to come back to work for me. Do you know where Queen Avenue is?”

			The youngest nodded and pointed across the narrow width of the park. “It’s over there, but you have to go all the way down this street to get to it. It curves around.”

			Krieger pulled a black leather wallet from his jacket’s inner pocket and extracted a few bills. 

			“Perhaps I can hire you boys to show me the way. You can be my personal entourage. My bodyguards.”

			The boys’ eyes went wide at the sight of the three twenties he held out. The youngest snatched them from his hand and passed one to each of his companions. 

			“Come on!” he called and then tore off down the street.  

			The black Navigator followed, the boys racing ahead as if Krieger had paid for expediency. He evaluated the mobile homes as they passed by. A few looked well maintained with raked yards and neatly decorated front windows, but most were little more than ramshackle. Many of the underpinnings were dinged up or had wide gaps perfect for dogs or small children to crawl into. Cheap, often rusted chairs sat on haphazardly built porches wide enough to only manage single-file entry through screen doors. Parked cars reflected the same blazé sense of care as the homes. One home even held two vehicles in states of heavy repair that had been parked in the yard for so long that grass grew as high as the tires outside, while none grew underneath. Krieger had grown up poor, but his father had always taught him to take pride in their home and possessions and to treat such things accordingly. Here it felt like most inhabitants had submitted to a life of less. 

			When at last they took the one-eighty curve that transformed Imperial Avenue into Queen, Krieger rolled his window back up and straightened his jacket. 

			“It will be on the left,” he informed his driver. “Pull in front and shut off the engine. This may take a few minutes.”

			*****

			She could hear the engine even before the door slammed shut. She poked her head into the master bedroom to peer out front through its window. She eyed the sleek SUV wearily as three boys rode off down Queen on their bikes.

			“Who is it?” Jacob asked, not bothering to move from his spot in the middle of the living room floor, his hands wrapped tight around a corded game controller. 

			“Don’t worry about it. You just sit tight and keep playing your game,” she told him as she stepped over the controller cord, crossing towards the front door. She managed to open it and step outside onto the meager wooden porch before their unexpected guest even made it to the first step. 

			“Can I help you?” she asked, arms crossed over her breasts. 

			The stranger stopped and smiled, smart enough not to continue his approach. His black suit looked expensive, as did his hair cut and the rings on his fingers. 

			“We have not had the pleasure of meeting, Ms. Berry, but I have heard many good things about you.” He spoke with a heavy German accent. From the Rhineland-Palatinate by the sound of it. It gave her a solid lead on who he represented and why he was there. 

			“What do you want?” she demanded in that no-nonsense tone that always reminded her of her mother. Nora Berry had always been a docile black woman until her white husband had moved her into this dump of a neighborhood. The mostly white neighbors were not very welcoming at first, but over the years as she tired of their prejudice and grew a thicker skin, they, for the large part, came to terms with her living among them. 

			“Angelique, my name is Herzog Krieger. I represent Mr. Valdez.” Her suspicions were confirmed. “I was hoping to speak to you for a few minutes about returning to our employ.”

			“Why?” Angelique leaned back to check on Jacob. He was too busy tossing frag grenades and dodging incoming sniper fire to ease-drop. She pulled the door to. “I don’t know what more design work I could do for him or Mr. Andros. And I’m sure you’ve got a crack team maintaining the system, so, what could you possibly want from me?”

			“Perhaps the better question in this case is what we could possibly do for you,” Krieger’s voice was kind, and sincere, “and your brother.”

			She turned to the door, certain for a moment she needed to open it and make sure Jacob was ok. But she shook it off. There was no reason to think they would harm either of them. She knew Manuel Valdez could be a ruthless man, but to those who were loyal, so was he. And generous. 

			“These are…humble surroundings, Ms. Berry.” This was spoken without insult, but with appreciation and familiarity. 

			Angelique shrugged. “It’s where I grew up.”

			Krieger nodded. “Of course. I am also one for nostalgia. But, what of your previous wage? Was that not sufficient to elevate your situation?”

			“It lasted a little while, but my mom’s medical bills gobbled up most of it.”

			Krieger bowed his head. “Yes, we heard of her passing. I am so sorry for your loss.”

			Angelique descended the stairs, intent to show her dominance in this situation as well as her self-control. 

			“Make it short and simple.”

			Krieger put up his hands, yielding. “We have concerns that certain personnel may no longer share our goals. We would like for you to help design measures to keep a watchful eye on them.”

			“Who exactly?”

			“I would prefer not to say until we have negotiated terms.”

			“Who?” she insisted.

			“Andros.”

			Angelique’s arms went back across her chest and she tapped her index finger. 

			“I knew it was only a matter of time before he’d get skittish.”

			Krieger nodded again. “Unfortunately. With the Initiative launching in just over a month, we feel it needful to take steps to guarantee things remain on course.”

			The Paradox Initiative. So, it was finally happening.

			“What are you offering?”

			“Enough to wipe out your remaining debt ten times over and see that your brother gets the finest private and college educations in the world.”

			Angelique sat on the next to last step. The wind played with her tall, tight curls and brought out goosebumps in her light mocha skin. Her eyes walked down the side of her neighbor’s trailer. Five years ago, she had gotten into her mother’s car, bound for the airport and MIT, hell bent on never sleeping another night in this cesspool. But cancer was a weapon fate could wield with such cruel efficiency and halfway into her second year she made the hard choice to come back and help her mother fight. A fight that had taken first her body, then her mind, and finally her life. Now Angelique was anchored by her new role as a mother figure to her brother Jacob, ten years her junior.  

			“Ok, but I want him enrolled in the Trinity School in New York City by the end of the month.”

			“Done.” Krieger turned to the SUV and waved to his driver. “Mr. Shepis, could you bring me something to write on? I want to make sure I cover all Ms. Berry’s requests.”

			 “And his own apartment in the Dakota where John Lennon lived. He’s gonna love that. And a seventy-inch curved 4k TV with any game and blu ray he asks for.”

			When Mr. Shepis obliged Krieger with a small yellow notepad he began meticulously listing her demands, nodding in agreement with each addition.

			“I want him spoiled rotten. You understand? Rot-ten!”

			“As he deserves.” Krieger handed the pad back to Mr. Shepis who returned to the driver seat and shut his door. “I’ll see that he has the finest tutors and keepers.”

			Angelique sighed and looked up at the side of their trailer.

			“He’s gonna hate me for this. For a long time.”

			“One day he’ll appreciate your sacrifices, but I know what matters most to you is the opportunities he’ll be given.”

			“Yeah,” she agreed with a heavy heart. “So how soon?”

			“As soon as you can pack.”

			*****

			Their business concluded Krieger returned to the Navigator, pulled out his phone and dialed. As they made their way back through the mobile park they regained their bike-riding escorts. Krieger rolled down his window enough to wave them good-bye then back up as his call connected. 

			“Good evening Mr. Valdez, I trust all is well?” Krieger asked although the sun still climbed to midday in his neck of the globe. “Yes, sir. I am leaving just now.”

			A pause as Valdez spoke. 

			“Yes, she has agreed. I’m having a car sent over. She’ll be in the air this afternoon.”

			Another pause.

			“Of course, sir. It seems she has shared our concerns for some time.”

			Another.

			“I am confident she will, sir. Thank you.”

			Krieger returned the phone to his pocket and rolled the window down once more, letting the breeze flow over him. He tapped his knees in time to a tune his father had taught him as a child, not shy to sing it aloud where Mr. Shepis could hear and enjoy. 

			“Meine Liebe, deine Liebe, die sind beide gleich. Jeder Mensch hat nur ein Herz. Und nur ein Himmelreich.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			He tried to open his eyes, but they failed him with every attempt. Either they lacked the strength or defied to acknowledge that they still carried in them the burden of life. To see was to wake and to wake was to endure the pain.

			But a voice floated to him like a whispering dream, like siren waves crashing against his subconscious, ignited passionately by the fluttering of eyelids in his fruitless battle to master them. The words held familiar sounds, bordering on intelligible, but their meaning was as lost to him as he was lost to himself. 

			The sound of it, a warm and poignant caress, encouraged him, and he found willpower enough to open his right eye–the left stuck shut by a thick, hardening goo–but not long enough to allow it to focus. In that sliver of a moment he saw a figure hovering over him in white, crowned with gold. 

			His world rocked angrily, and the divine presence above him seemed to brace itself. The jolt bled the last of his strength and sight vanished under a cloud of black. 

			But the voice….

			The voice called out to him one last time before unconsciousness reclaimed him, and in the depths of his purgatory he understood. 

			“You’re going to be ok, buddy. Just hang on.”

			He was slipping away, but the voice was a rope and a pulley that led up and out of the void. It held him equidistant between the bottom of his abyss and its closing mouth. He would hang on. 

			Paulie Rodriguez would live. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The hammer fell, and in that unforgiving instant her life, with all its hopes and dreams, crumbled. 

			The phone fell from Samantha Kennedy’s shaking hand as her body betrayed her and she fell backwards, crashing against her nightstand, knocking the lamp it held to the floor beside where she landed with a violent thump. She heaved inward, her lungs demanding air but choking on the saliva and mucus that poured down her throat. She coughed painfully. Repeatedly. It only made the nightmare worse. 

			The room spun like she was drunk, the sensation of vertigo bringing her close to vomiting. A word took shape in her belly and fought its way upward, past the bile and spit, past the reasoning and sanity, and when it crashed through the gates of her lips it was a primal scream, long and cursed. 

			“Nooooooooo!”

			The word brought out something fierce within her, and like a beast she clawed at the carpet and kicked defiantly at the bed frame. She balled her hands into hammers and slammed them down against the floor. With enough force she could bring him back. With enough rage she could enslave the hands of time and toss them back. With enough sorrow she could undo the truth. 

			Paul was dead. 

			Kat burst into the room ripped from sleep. She was on top of Sam as quick as she could, crying out “What’s wrong?” and trying futilely to hold onto her wrists so that she could examine her mother for wounds. But Sam kicked and punched at the floor giving no heed to Kat’s intended interference. Kat grabbed her face in both hands so that Sam had to see her. 

			“What…is…wrong?” she asked slowly and loudly, trying to cut a path through Sam’s madness. 

			Sam’s eyes twitched back and forth, seeing both reality and something infinitely dismal at the same time. The conscious part of her psyche worked to calm herself enough to communicate with her daughter, but for all its efforts Sam only seized from the stomach and coughed harder and harsher. Her teeth chattered as if about to bite as snot, tears, and spit ran together at the corners of her lips.  

			In a panic Kat snatched the phone from the floor and brought it to her ear, expecting a dial tone. It was only then that she heard the voice on the other end.

			“Hello? Mrs. Kennedy are you there? Ma’am?”

			“This is Katherine Kennedy, I’m her daughter,” Kat’s words tumbled out speedily, “she’s on the floor. I don’t know if she’s having a seizure or what. I’m scared.”

			Kat looked down and saw Sam shaking her head, denying the seizure theory. Her mother tried to raise a hand towards her but seemed to lack the strength to extend it. 

			“Katherine, my name is Harold Trevors, I’m a Major with the police department.”

			Kat locked eyes with her mother, the tumblers clicking slowly, regrettably into place. 

			“What’s wrong? Is my dad ok?”

			Again, the hammer fell, and like her mother, Kat was destroyed under its cruel weight.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			The walk brought them slow progress. Athiel, Juriel and the former prisoner Ter Greiel kept to the unpopulated side streets making their eventual way to the last place Juriel had known the angelic Captain, Dycliasses, to be. Their conversations were sparse at first, weighed down by the tension between them. They strode three abreast, Juriel on the sidewalks with Athiel straddling their edge and the larger frame of Ter Greiel occupying the road. 

			A few occasions brought them across mortals either pulling their nightly hustle or engaged errant deeds. Some glanced at Athiel, totally unaware of his ethereal counterparts, but then carried on according to their destinations. One man had come up behind them, targeting Athiel for a robbery, but as he inched closer the compulsion fled him. The three angelic beings – two only arguably so – knew of his presence but continued forward without paying him mind until the man saddened visibly and, riddled with shame at his own intentions, threw his knife into a public trash bin before turning around and walking away, his chin down against his chest. 

			Ter Greiel looked first at Juriel, then with greater curiosity at Athiel.

			“You did this?”

			“I did not.”

			Then back to Juriel who only shook his head. 

			“Hmmph,” Ter Greiel growled low, aimed at Athiel, then led them back upon their trek.

			Juriel studied every person they passed with a growing mien of disappointment. Once he even paused and stepped in the direction of a prostitute laying slumped against the corner of a 24-hour convenience store, suffering the residual effects of the heroine she had taken before her shift began. Athiel could see the drug flowing through her veins and that it was how she coped with what she did. It took her from the world she sold her body to afford and stripped her of the horrid history that had lead her down this road. 

			Juriel’s expression, however, read clear that she was a mystery to him. 

			In her haze, she caught Athiel watching Juriel and mistook where his gaze led. 

			“You like, honey?” she said, waving a hand from collar to hip like a game show model before pressing her back against the building hard enough to propel her into a walk towards him. With her fourth step she passed through Juriel, stopped and shivered. She blinked and looked around as if with sober eyes. 

			“Wow,” was all she said before continuing forward. 

			Athiel could see the chemical reaction as she passed through Juriel, like a blessing had shed from him and into her veins, counteracting the heroine. Juriel, however, seemed oblivious to this. She was in fact detoxicating; her balance was improving, and her pupils were regaining clarity and alertness. 

			But something else was happening. As she closed in on Athiel, whom she assumed was just another potential customer, he could feel her resolve softening and her intent shifting. Somehow he knew it was an effect beyond Juriel’s accidental fault.

			As she closed in she smiled. “Hey brother, wow are you taaaall,” she drug the word out with a surprised laugh. This close to him her head had to crane back considerably. She composed herself, but there was sadness, or more accurately shame, in the slant of her shoulders. “Hate to ask but can I borrow some change? I really need to make a phone call.”

			Athiel could hear a name echoing in her heart: Gabrielle, her sister. Charlise, her name came to him suddenly, wanted to go home, in every sense. 

			Athiel took her hand. She accepted it gladly.

			“She would like very much to hear from you,” he said, quelling the shame tattooed on her heart with an encompassing grin. At first she blinked in shock and nearly pulled away, then returned it wholly. 

			He led her inside the convenience store. Its cramped aisles were garnished with the expected snacks and assorted knick-knacks, but from the middle back the shelves held the store’s true moneymakers: bottles of almost every liquor a drunk or potential drunk could hope to happen upon. Behind them two thirds of the coolers that lined the back walls were packed with beer. Charlise had chosen an ideal location in which to practice her profession. 

			Athiel walked her to the counter, their hands joined like childhood friends. An aging clerk of Indian descent named Peter stood behind a wall of protective glass. He appeared wore through from working a very long, very demanding shift. His countenance  hardened at their entrance and tightened with every inch lost between them.

			He directed his ire at Charlise. “You can hang outside all you like, but please keep your business out of my store.” He shooed her away, but with Athiel at her side, she remained collected.

			Juriel and Ter Greiel entered behind them, observing in silence.

			“This young lady would like to ask a favor of you. One last favor, if you would be so kind.” Athiel’s tone softened the clerk’s face considerably. The frown on his lips evened out to a thin, straight line as he turned to Charlise expectantly. 

			Charlise cowered into Athiel’s shoulder. She quivered as much from nerves as withdrawal, so he squeezed her tight. When she looked up he nodded encouragingly and with a deep breath she pulled away to address the clerk with her shoulders square. 

			“I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but I was hoping I could use your phone for a few minutes. I don’t have any money or else I’d find a payphone.” Her voice was meek, but even.

			The clerk studied them both, first her, then Athiel, then Charlise again, before his countenance gave entirely and he waved her behind the protective glass. 

			Knowing she was well cared for, Athiel exited followed by Juriel and Ter Greiel. 

			As soon as they were outside again Juriel spoke. “That was she?”

			Athiel nodded.

			“You were expecting her,” Juriel probed cautiously as if holding onto his doubt.

			“I was not certain who we were to meet.”

			Juriel was clearly unsatisfied with the reply but chose not to say so. Instead he relented, “How is it you can do so much that is currently beyond me?” His words held no jealousy, only curiosity. 

			Athiel expected more questions to come, especially from Ter Greiel, but none came. Satisfied that the conversation was finished Athiel returned to their task, taking off at a steady pace. They were quick to follow. 

			The next ten minutes passed in silence. Ter Greiel was unreadable, eyes forward as they neared the end of their journey. Juriel, however, was openly bothered, focusing inward, testing the limits of his own powers. Any time they happened across someone his gait would slow as he concentrated, but each time he came away frustrated and discouraged. 

			And then he froze completely. 

			As he had been lagging behind, neither Athiel nor Ter Greiel noticed until he asked, “Do you hear them? Any of them?”

			Athiel turned. The horror his brother wore was unmistakable as he stood, head cocked to the sky. 

			“Of whom do you speak?”

			“Man. Do you hear any of them at all?”

			Ter Greiel was becoming unappreciative of Juriel’s worrisome nature. “Be clear or be silent.” His words rolled over a deep growl. 

			“Do they pray? Do any of them offer thanks or make request?”

			Athiel and Ter Greiel exchanged concerned looks, but unlike Athiel, Ter Greiel did not set about listening.

			Nothing. 

			“If they do, I cannot hear; though, in truth I have not tried since I was severed.” Athiel admitted. 

			Juriel never looked in Ter Greiel’s direction as he addressed them. “I should have known as much, that the severance would render you deaf. And those cast from Heaven would be stripped of such a gift.”

			If the words stung, Ter Greiel gave no sign. 

			“But I,” Juriel continued, “I hear nothing. No rejoicing, no longing, no despair.” He went down to his knees. “Either my ability is failing me, or worse, I fear, they do not pray at all.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			The desert wind stabbed across the dry land, dropping the temperature by double digits as the last dying rays of warmth vanished over the distant horizon.

			Recon team: Shadow-Eye, a two-man asset within the SWARM: Hellsbane umbrella comprised of brothers Trey, the older, and Jason Bridgeman, codenamed Strafe and Splinter respectively, laid patiently atop a low ridge facing a lone, rectangular structure: The Lion’s Den brothel thirty miles outside of Las Vegas in the Nevada desert. 

			They had occupied this miserable spot of Earth for over seven hours dressed in location-appropriate ghillie suits and clicking their lips softly in Morse Code to converse and pass the time. The ghillie suits, tan and rough as sand with patches of desert weed interspersed throughout, were borderline unnecessary as their targets could not be fooled by such a physical ruse, but men had come and gone frequently and on the slightest of chances even one man caught sight, that one man could carry that bizarre suspicion inside with him and put at least one target in a state of high alert. 

			Their true camouflage lay underneath the ghillie: a Prophet-Umbrella variant that had been modified strictly for SWARM recon/sniper cells. The camouflage operated through two power sources working in tangent to mask only those two specific operatives, not a full diameter as the Prophet-Umbrella created. Once the scientific minds had discovered, cracked, and crafted the original technology, such applications rolled out with considerable frequency. Trans-Spiritual camo had been easier to develop and implement than the most proficient optical camouflage they had tossed off to a few high-paying world militaries like a child’s hand-me-downs. The only drawback was the spiritual drain of prolonged use.

			They had rotated hourly shifts keeping watch over all three exits to the Lion’s Den; the front business entrance, the back employee entrance, and the hidden side entrance that blended in almost seamlessly next to the dumpster. Jason had suggested – via Morse ‒ that the dumpster itself may have a hidden compartment used for drug trafficking and storage. He had spent three years in Mexico as an undercover DEA agent, during which he witnessed more than one low-level, moronic drug lord attempt to mask the smell of narcotics from trained K-9s by padding such compartments with raw, uncooked fish and rotting meat. Trey took such stories in stride, even in Morse it was easy to tell when Jason was ad-libbing. His soft, wet clicks were more rapid, had more punch. Jason was full of tells and lousy at any poker table. 

			Even though they traded watch, sheer boredom usually meant that both men kept vigil. Often they would create stories about the lives of the various clientele that made their way, either solo or, several times, in small groups – at least one bachelor party – into the establishment. What sparked the most talk was how nearly every man or (even) woman that left did not do so unaccompanied. Even those who walked out solitary to the naked eye were now carriers of something foul and hellish. Small demons of various shapes, though mostly phallic in design, had attached themselves to these customers like spiritual leeches. It was like watching a factory turning out product. It was heinous. 

			Years of grueling training and experience helped, but more than anything it was his older brother’s presence that kept Jason on-task and his temper low, keeping his finger off the trigger. 

			Strafe checked his watch; they were just minutes away from the Pillar Window. It was time to prep. Both wished they had been given the go-ahead to lay out the Shell grid early, but the corners would have been near impossible to conceal in this mostly flat and heavily trafficked terrain. Splinter caught his partner’s – in rest they were brothers, in action they were more, they were soldiers ‒ nod in his peripheral, his attention not wavering doors. Strafe brought his legs in just enough to lift his stomach so that he could slide his hands in and remove four foot-long thin, silvery rods from the duty belt of his SWARM carapace under the thick ghillie. He laid them two abreast on either side before shedding the ghillie and drawing up like a sprinter readying for the starting gun. He made one final assessment of the terrain as he waited for Splinter’s signal.

			“Clear.” 

			Strafe exploded forward in a burst of speed that, even in the extra weight of his body armor, would have drawn an Olympian’s notice. He used the night as his cover, knowing the black, stippled, blunted skin of his armor would offer no reflection to give him away. He rushed to his first mark, about two hundred feet away from the northwest corner of the brothel. Upon approach he thumbed the active switch and a long, sharp cone jutted outward hungry for soil. The urban corner posts that remained in his duty belt were fashioned with a cubed, adhesive surface, but these were designed to punch through dirt like a tent post with minimal necessary force. 

			When he reached the mark, Strafe leapt forward and tucked, rolling on impact. As he came up he stabbed downward, burying the corner post four-inches deep. He followed through, committing another roll that brought him back to his feet, allowing his momentum to keep him moving forward without pause. 

			He was careful to give wide berth to the building as he turned towards the northeast mark. Even though they had scouted it thoroughly from all sides before selecting the ridge as their post, the northeast corner of the building was a blind zone to Splinter’s sight line. 

			He was approximately twenty feet away from the next mark, body readying for the next jump-tuck-plant-and-roll when Splinter’s warning nearly caused him to stumble. 

			“Movement on the road.” 

			He stopped, not quite on a dime, but close, and hurriedly planted the second post. His line of sight now opened just beyond the east wall, and he could make out two faint orbs of growing light. 

			He checked his watch again. They were still two minutes shy of the Window. Strafe backpedaled until the building blocked the road – and, from the opposite perspective, himself – and waited for the car to park and its occupant(s) to enter the Lion’s Den. They were cutting it close, but that was the hand they had been dealt. He backed away from the radius of light emanating off the building’s back floodlights, once again vanishing into the night and resumed his sprinter’s ready stance. 

			“Car is parked, but it may be hot.” Splinter informed from his roost. 

			“Population?” Strafe asked.

			“Just one, but…wait a minute…” this would not be good, “It’s here. I have visual on target bravo.”

			Strafe glared at his watch in disbelief. The glare turned accusatory. 

			“Are you sure?”

			“Confirm, bravo has arrived.”

			The Shell had not been set. They knew target alpha was inside but had not been given clearance to enter in casual attire and locate, not to mention reconnoiter the number of other horns inside. And now bravo had arrived outside the Pillar Window…But their objectives were crystal. The final two links were in close proximity precisely as the Pillar had foreseen, regardless whether the timing was somehow askew. They would capture their targets and annihilate the rest. 

			Good times. 

			Strafe switched to a secondary comm channel and called in the cavalry. It was game time. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			It was all agonizingly familiar: the interminable wait shattered at last by the call from Shadow-Eye triggering a sudden rush-rush after hours of tedium. Jostling around inside the crammed belly of the tactical deployment vehicle. The machismo dripping from the readying soldiers flowing so generously it threatened to flood them all. This was only his second rodeo with the bad boys and girls of SWARM: Hellsbane, but somehow Preston Titus had had his fill. The only thing that kept him from morphing into some deeper malaise was that he had been given exclusive access to film the single most important discovery in the history of existence. Angels, demons, human souls, maybe one day God and Satan themselves. That was unquestionably worth whatever emotional or social cost he would have to pay in the interim. 

			The irony was not lost to him, by any stretch. He had been selected for this privilege for two reasons: his talent – well, truth be told, his genius – in telling an emotionally compelling and thought-provoking narrative through film and, he suspected this latter to somehow be of greater influence, because he had gone to great lengths already to prove to the world once and for all that the very idea of monotheism was a sad, desperate hope that had stripped the world of a sense of responsibility and logic, leading to nothing but misdirection and war. 

			Shows what I know, he could not help but think. 

			Titus, in his boredom, had already seen to early preparation in regards to both Faye, his loyal, battle-proven (and now severely outdated) Canon XL1 camera and the ultra-high-tech Trans-Spiritually modified camera that he had named Pandora – as to him it had unlocked a whole new world of danger and woe. Now that their transport was en route, however, he was making quick work of connecting the on-camera microphone and eyepiece so that he could investigate and document the nature of the mission they were gunning towards. 

			Pieces fitted, he brought trusty Faye to his eye and panned around the vehicle interior, making the appropriate shutter and exposure adjustments to best suit the low-lit ambience mid-pan. He paused when his viewfinder swung to an unoccupied seat. 

			Hammer.

			This played a large role in his dour shift of perspective; he had been hired as a documentarian, not just a camera-jockey. To tell a truly human war-story you could not just waste every minute of tape with bullets flying and violence glorified, you need to show the aftermath, the wounded, the cost. The grave effect on each person thrust into the tempest. In their very first combat mission one of their own had been maimed, almost killed and Titus had not been allowed to get more than a few shots of Hammer lying in a hospital bed. If his employer wanted the world to sympathize with their cause when they were slaughtering the very beings an enormous percentage of the world’s populace worshipped, you had to show the human cost. If people could not see how, on a daily basis, they were victims to these malevolent entities, then they would continue mulling around like blissfully ignorant cattle. 

			Or, to the most straightforward argument: you hire a man, let him do his job!

			“You wanting to suit-up this time, little man?” 

			Titus had been lost in thought and had not realized he had lowered Faye and now gazed openly at the evidence of Toma Hollenbeck’s absence. The jab from Mariachi was low and lacked the conviction of his earlier riles. It seems even he was feeling the weight of Hammer’s injury. Titus had seen time and again how platoons were more than just groups of men enacting the functions of their chosen vocation, but brotherhoods joined by something thicker than blood. 

			Titus’s shoulders bounced in a mock laugh that matched the mirthless grin on his lips. To his surprise, it was a perfect mirror of Mariachi’s own. 

			A few of the other soldiers glanced at the exchange and said nothing, likely trying to keep their minds focused on the task ahead and not the cost behind. Jazz, however, fixed Mariachi with a deathly and daring glare. Seeing this, Mariachi’s eyes dropped first to Hammer’s seat and then to the floor in shame. Soon he too busied himself with gear and weaponry. 

			Titus felt an odd disconnect from the group. On their first mission he had felt like a stranger in a strange land, but now he felt more like a pubescent child who was outgrowing former playmates. There had been no happy time in between where he had ever experienced a sense of comradery or even familiarity with these people. Only a straight line from nervous unease to brooding angst. 

			The woman, Jazz, was the only one he had any inclination towards. She hated him, that was obvious, but that had grown out of a protective instinct over Toma and that was something that Titus could admire. She was the only one who did not come off as some self-satisfied high school jock. Her love of Toma made her more human in his eyes, and in a way deeper than physical, beautiful. 

			He cursed himself, suddenly realizing he had missed filming the wordless exchange between Jazz and Mariachi but was satisfied professionally to see that Jazz’s glare remained transfixed. He brought Faye back up to his shoulders and managed to capture a few seconds of her clinched jaw and wounded eyes before she turned that bitterness towards him and the camera. He let the image linger for a second more, then panned away before she could ruin the moment by lashing out verbally. 

			“Listen up people.” Doomsayer had stepped into their midst. Titus zoomed out for a wider, group shot then, as the briefing went on, panned and zoomed in on various team members and Doomsayer appropriately. 

			“Shadow-Eye has confirmed that both Alpha and Bravo targets are on-site. That being said, things are a bit more complicated than our initial assessment. The Shell has NOT been erected, so we will need to form a perimeter and contain them from afar. But that’s not the bad news, the bad news is that the Pillar intel is both inaccurate and incomplete…” faces grew long with surprise, “we aren’t just dealing with a handful of horns, we are walking into a nest of them and many have hosts.” 

			Doomsayer faced the camera straight on and spoke directly to it, “That means that we have at least thirty individuals inside who are demonically possessed.” 

			The Hellsbane faces broke into a mix of contempt and exasperation. Seeing this Doomsayer addressed them again, disregarding the camera and the man behind it. 

			“We should be on-site in ten minutes, as soon as we are I want three teams. Mozart and Talon, you will coordinate with Strafe and create that perimeter. Loki and I will lead and retain the Cells. Crucible, Jazz and Vice with Loki. Brickbat, Epoch and Mariachi with me. We have three entrances, Loki, take your team through the backdoor. I and mine the front. Once inside do whatever is necessary. The ends justify the means, am I understood?” He checked every face thoroughly to be sure that he was. 

			Titus’s stomach rolled nauseously. Did he just clear them to kill everyone inside?

			Titus felt the intensity of Doomsayer’s attention even before he saw he had it. 

			“Mr. Titus I think it would be in your best interest to remain outside with Shadow-Eye, agreed?”

			Titus managed to nod, somehow. He had no desire to see what might happen inside, even – and this shamed him to the core of his artistic integrity ‒ at the cost of shutting a blind eye to the truth. 

			 “In and out clean. Eliminate any non-essentials, rodeo Alpha and Bravo. Our targets are highly volatile and have no concern for the risk to their hosts.” Doomsayer paused to consider the seat that should have seen Hammer’s occupancy. His mouth tightened. “Weakness on our part would be costly.”

			All heads nodded in concession. 

			Satisfied, Doomsayer returned to his seat in the front beside their silent driver, leaving his troops to prepare and Titus to digest his morbid apprehensions.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			As they approached the foot of the cathedral steps, Juriel’s pace quickened like an overzealous child anxious to see a long journey concluded. 

			“He is nearby,” he said eagerly. 

			Ter Greiel came to a halt many feet shy of Juriel and soaked in the sight of the Cathedral of Saint Michael, particularly the gothic gargoyles of varying shapes that crested the overhangs like a stone vanguard.

			“Doubtful I would be welcome here.” 

			Athiel stood halfway between the two facing Ter Greiel. Considering his own reaction once he recognized Ter Greiel, he understood the prisoner’s reluctance. 

			“Remain outside if you wish. I will accompany Juriel.”

			Ter Greiel nodded then a blur of blue light ascended to a rooftop across the street to wait. Juriel appeared not to notice, or if he did, was likely glad to have been relieved of his presence. Without a word, he took wing and with gentle grace, flew up and disappeared through the entrance. Restricted as he was, Athiel climbed the stairs to join him. 

			Once inside the sanctuary Athiel found Juriel levitating high above its center, slowly pivoting in investigation. Athiel could sense why. The stench of it crawled across his skin like an ooze, pressing inward. Something horrible had transpired here. Something that should not have been possible, and its taint was a desecration to this holy place. 

			“Two of our brethren perished here by violence,” Juriel spoke with disgusted awe. “Violence! Do you see?”

			“No, but I can feel it.” 

			Juriel descended to his side, mouth agape. 

			“They fought bravely to their end,” a booming voice announced a presence they had only just begun to sense as the angelic Captain, Dycliasses, glided into the sanctuary through the wall behind the large crucifix above the pulpit. He was broad and proud but touched at the edges with a sickly gaunt. “The demon that assaulted this house had become strong beyond the intent of its creation.” 

			Juriel rose to meet his brother, leaving Athiel earthbound. 

			“Even in dire times, it is a blessing to see you, brother,” he said sincerely, his angelic heart lifted, even if only by a small measure. 

			“You as well, Juriel,” Dycliasses’s face did little to re-gift the sentiment. “And you, Athiel, though recognition is strained.”

			The scars down his cheeks began to burn slightly at the sight of the Captain, causing Athiel to wince. 

			“Forgive me, brother, but recognition of many things is of difficulty to me,”

			Athiel answered. 

			Dycliasses seemed content not to pursue this at the time and returned his attention to Juriel. 

			“You sought me out?” he asked. 

			Juriel’s response came at breakneck speed in a nigh-incoherent rant. “We have! We are all of us in great need! Terrible things have occurred! The impossible has befallen us! The Throne–“

			Dycliasses placed his hands on Juriel’s shoulders to still him. 

			“Is vacant. I know, Juriel. I saw it in the visions of a prophet.”

			“A prophet?” Watching the confusion enslave Juriel was painful for Athiel, it was unnatural to their kind, yet now it gripped him so wholly. “What did you reveal to him?”

			Now it was Dycliasses that seemed confused. 

			“I?” he asked, “I revealed nothing. The sight did not flow through me, nor our brothers who perished here. My role was as observer, but I bore witness to the end of all things. The murder of our Father.”

			“But it was not,” Athiel cast in from below. “It should have been, yes, but somehow existence continues.”

			Juriel was silenced, but Dycliasses looked to be considering his words, even if not finding them. 

			There were far too many questions, even for an angel it was difficult to know which to ask first. They had been created not to question, but to act in accordance with the Father’s plans. What knowledge they were not given, was not tallied in suspicion or curiosity, but rather disregarded outright by their utter faith. It was yet one more testament to how they continued to fall.

			Rather than pose questions to which likely none of them knew the answers, Athiel began to list those few things they knew, even if their knowledge was more so of their lack of knowledge. 

			They did not understand how the universe was being kept intact. 

			They did not know who had come against the Father or how this had been achieved. 

			They could not recall or ascertain the path to return to Heaven’s gates. 

			They felt fear, doubt, confusion, anger; many things that had been symptoms of a weakness of faith that had previously only plagued mankind.

			They had lost vast portions of the Heavenly Knowledge gifted them since their creation.  

			They could no longer sense each other from great distances. 

			Their energies had become limited, and each action found the pool of their strength drained. 

			They were weakening as their adversaries grew in might. 

			Athiel stated these things so that they would not busy themselves with answers that could not be found within the cathedral walls, but also in dim hope that Dycliasses might interject with information they lacked. But he did not. 

			“Can you hear their prayers, Dycliasses?” Juriel asked, “Any of them?”

			“Only the prophet.”

			This was clearly not the answer Juriel had hoped to receive, and his shoulders dropped in disheartenment, and his elevation lowered. 

			“How do you perceive me?” Athiel asked of the angelic Captain. 

			Dycliasses came down to him, Juriel following. 

			“You reside only in the physical realm, yet this is not human flesh you wear. Even still it wounds and scars,” he pointed out, indicating the trenches burned down Athiel’s cheeks. “I see these things, but I see only these things. I cannot divine you beyond the physical. I see no light, nor abyss. I see nothing at all.”

			“When did this happen to you?” Juriel interjected. Athiel found it odd that he had not asked before. “Do you know? When you fell from His grace we could no longer perceive you. Where was it you hid, Athiel?”

			“In the shallows of the ocean, in the hull of a ship that sits as remembrance to a life betrayed.”

			“For how long?” Juriel asked.

			“Since I turned away, forty years hence.” Athiel found jealousy was taking root as his eyes took in the majesty of the wings that adorned the backs of those he had once called his brothers. The splendor they shone was intoxicating. 

			They remained fixated as he told of the sudden surge of pain and sorrow that cut through him on the ocean floor, of the tears that scarred his cheeks like hellfire, and his return to the world above the surface. 

			“I do not know what power was upon me,” he concluded, “only that it filled me with a purpose that remains nameless.”

			“And it guided you here?” Dycliasses asked.

			Juriel spoke up, Athiel noting that how, in Dycliasses’s presence, he had regained much of his confidence. “No, Athiel and another came to my aid when demons felt me ripe for their fury. It was I who have sought you out. They have traveled with me.”

			“Another? Where is he now?”

			“He remains outside, but close. Likely he fears to tread hallowed ground.” Juriel replied, but Athiel was not convinced. To him Ter Greiel’s absence spoke of shame, not fear, but he did voice his thoughts. 

			Dycliasses was suddenly set on guard, his stance straightening to full, impressive height, an aura of righteous light enveloping him. “You consort with a demon?”

			“No, my brother,” this time it was Juriel placing the calming hands, “a fallen, recently freed from the pit of Tartarus. Ter Greiel.” Given Juriel’s own aggression towards Ter Greiel this act was surprising. 

			Dycliasses repeated the name with disdain. “How was it he found himself in Tartarus when he should have been cast into the abyss with the other traitors?”

			Juriel and Athiel exchanged glances, confirming their ignorance. For Dycliasses it was answer enough.

			“Warn him to suffer his distance, lest he suffer my wrath.”

			Athiel approached Dycliasses with cautious concern. “Be at ease, he will not challenge you.” 

			Juriel did not look as certain. 

			Athiel decided to redirect them. “Tell us about this vision, in detail, and the prophet whom beheld it. Let us work first to find understanding.”

			Dycliasses watched him in with open suspicion, but his righteous glow dissipated. It was clear that Athiel not only remained an enigma to him – and therefore an object of distrust – but was no longer counted to him as brother.

			Athiel could do nothing but accept this. 

			As they listened intently, Dycliasses told them of the young pastor and his vision. 
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