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      MONDAY, JANUARY 12, 2004

      For lack of a better word, Tarso sat in a sterile room. Cheap, white laminate that had seen better days covered the floors. White paint chipped from the wall near where the door handle would swing. He stared at it for so long he could see designs in the pattern it left behind now. The ceiling panels were also white, and he guessed one, two, three tiles bore water stains from the last heavy rainfall. He sat in an uncomfortable metal chair with his wrists handcuffed to a heavy table, which was bolted to the floor. It wouldn't budge. He'd tried, and his wrists bore the bloodstains and bruises to prove it. Behind him, a two-way mirror dominated an entire wall. He knew someone watched him through it for hours as he waited. A heavy fire door stood to his right. He couldn't get up to test it, but he assumed they had locked it.

      A stark white fluorescent light shone down on him from above. It shouldn't feel warm, but after the day's adrenaline and lack of sleep caused by sitting in a bright room for hours on end, he was sweating. Every time he closed his eyes, a noise came from outside the room to force him awake. He was a soldier, which made him no stranger to such psychological tactics, but he didn't expect to receive such treatment for protecting his station and killing one of their enemies.

      His eyes drooped, and he struggled to yank them back open. He knew that, if he dozed, he'd wind up woken up yet again. A buzzer or thudding sound came from outside of the room. This was about them trying to assert dominance over him and exhaust both his mind and body for whatever reason. Since he knew what they were doing, he wouldn't let them win. Tarso might be in chains, but the upper hand belonged to him in the game of chess they were playing.

      Choosing a blank spot on the wall, he eyed it in a single-minded and determined fashion. His expression grew blank, focusing inwards. Breathe. Rest. Wait. When they thought he was at his weakest, they would come. If he was lucky, they'd free him soon.

      As he stared at the wall, he let his mind wander as memories of the day flooded him. He had registered no fear. There was no time for that. It was all duty. They tasked him with protection detail, and he performed the task to the best of his abilities. His superiors allowed lethal force, and he did what he had to do to keep his country's secrets safe. Though the black blood had startled him. He'd seen nothing like that before. Maybe it was some sort of disease that caused aggression. It explained why they'd dumped him in here to rot. He would kill for a cold shower right now. He would appreciate anything that could wake him up at this point.

      An electric hum came from the door beside him, and he was ashamed to say that he jumped. His thoughts must've gotten him closer to sleep than he thought. God, the thought of a pillow and blanket after today sounded divine. He turned his head to find a woman wearing a blue pinstriped pantsuit walking in with a sizable manilla file folder. He noticed she wore flats instead of heels. She wasn't trying to look as formidable as the men in her profession, which meant that she already was a force to be reckoned with. He regarded her in silence, waiting for her to explain why she was here.

      "Mister Helge," the woman greeted in a clinical tone as she took the seat across from him. She dropped the file onto the table in front of him and it thumped in the otherwise quiet room. "I understand you had a troubling run-in with some undesirables last night." She paused, waiting for him to talk with her critical gaze resting on him.

      Tarso stared back at her expectantly. She asked no question. Her words had stated fact. If his time waiting here was anything to go by, this was an interrogation; and he intended to treat it that way since whoever was running the show deemed this necessary.

      She glared back at him until the silence that hung between the two of them became deafening. The minor power struggle ended when she smirked several minutes later. "Very good." She opened the file, flipping through it as she continued speaking. "My name is Luciana. Excellent work. Most men spew their entire life stories as soon as I walk in. Shame that they forget their training. But not you." She looked into his blue eyes, expecting him to speak. Instead, Tarso remained mute. This man was full of surprises.

      "Look," she started, "we have to do this from time to time to get the truth out of the soldiers in question. Yes, this is what you think it is: interrogation tactics. You know we are on the same side. So, why don't you tell me what happened last night? Someone or something compromised the security footage, and the only information that we have is what we found in the aftermath of what happened."

      He closed his eyes, trying to think. As time wore on, finishing this debacle sounded Heavenly. He scrutinized her expression for any falsehood. Testing the waters seemed like his only option. "May I please see your formal identification, ma'am?"

      Luciana tilted her head to the side. She kept finding herself thinking that this man was full of surprises, and she started wondering how vexing the enigma could get. Too many people trusted others, despite their training otherwise. She reached into her jacket pocket and showed him her information. "Satisfied?"

      He perused the document for several seconds before shaking his head. "Would you remove the card from the holder?" he asked.

      She tried not to smile at his cautious nature. It was refreshing. Most people in his position did whatever it took to remove the cuffs and go home, but Tarso used every tool at his disposal to take control of the situation. She pulled the card out and let him inspect it. "I understand it is difficult to trust a new face after everything you've gone through, but I assure you, I am not here to hurt you. I want to confirm the details first."

      Tarso stared back at Luciana. Once again, she asked no question, and he would give no reply. Though her identification checked out, she worked for an agency he'd never heard of before, and unless ordered by a commanding officer, he wouldn't give her any information. He couldn't tell what or who to believe and trust at the moment, so he chose only himself. The tactic had kept him safe in the past and guaranteed to do so again. Sometimes good men died for giving up information when they shouldn't have. He considered himself much more intelligent than that. He would play this silent waiting game as long as it took. His will was far from broken. It would take much more than a layer of grime and days of exhaustion to achieve such ends.

      She huffed and turned the file on the table around for him to peruse. The pages contained information pertaining to him and his family. She jabbed a finger at the documents. "Mister Helge, I'm here to offer you a job, but since you are so obstinate, I will retrieve someone you deem more trustworthy."

      The door slammed behind Luciana as she left, leaving Tarso cuffed and sitting in front of the table alone once again. He flexed his fingers and wiggled his toes to get his blood moving. Any trick that could keep him awake would assist him. He eyed the file but didn't touch it. After a moment, his eyes blurred, and he blinked to clear his vision. His head dipped and jerked up. His eyes darted around the room, searching for danger. As best he could, he moved his bound fingers into the sign of the cross and prayed for the strength and guidance he needed to get through this trial.

      In the back of his mind, he remembered the sins of yesterday. Regret filled him. He killed someone. The attacker's blackened blood made him wonder if the world improved for their loss, but even so, he begged God's forgiveness. Silent minutes passed in thoughtful reflection, ending when he heard the light ringing of silver bells. Tarso couldn't tell if the sound was real or not. With how exhausted he felt, his imagination might've conjured it, but it felt much more substantial than a figment of his imagination. He believed everything would turn out the way it should. The righteous path was laid out before him. He just needed to follow it.

      When he opened his eyes, he took the time to go through the documents in front of him, flipping through the pages one at a time. The file was his own. It contained details about his life before and after becoming a soldier. Reports from his superiors nested beside scores from his training. He found it difficult to concentrate on the information, but after a while, he finished reading. The last pages contained several recommendations for him to be placed on the Pontifical Guard. Now he understood Luciana's obvious frustration. He tried to follow the precepts his training taught him, but he could've ended this sooner if he'd just complied. Regardless, he'd made his bed; now he needed to lie in it. He hoped the woman who held him here would show him mercy.

      WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 14, 2004

      Tarso climbed into a plane after Luciana, feeling more himself since he'd gotten the sleep he needed. His friends wanted to throw him a goodbye party, but they didn't get a chance. The transition into the guard happened more quickly than expected. His family still didn't know yet. He would rectify that problem soon enough. He still had several questions about the next steps of this journey, but he hoped to have them answered upon arrival in Vatican City.

      Luciana sat beside Tarso and waited for the plane to take off before breaking her silence. "Congratulations on your promotion."

      "It is an honor to serve," he said, watching the countryside pass below them through the window.

      She tutted and turned her whole body towards him. "Mister Helge, we have little time in the air, so I would like to begin this conversation."

      He gave her a stony gaze. "And what conversation would that be?" he asked.

      She smirked. "That is an excellent question. As you already know, I am from the T-H-E Agency. Are you aware of what the acronym stands for?"

      "Can't say I do. Care to explain? Your secrecy, while respectable, grows irritating. I want to know why your organization involved themselves in this matter. From my perspective, it is outside of your jurisdiction."

      "It's not, I assure you. The Agency works with Section Seven often. We have a working relationship, trading cases with each other whenever either party finds it necessary, but I digress." She paused, observing his expression. "As I was saying, The Agency stands for Terrestrial Hidden Existence Agency. Our mission is to keep magic secret from normal society. Normal people need to remain in the dark about the existence of magic and magical creatures. I-"

      "Forgive my interruption, madam. But do you expect me to believe the Vatican has any interest in whatever nonsense you are speaking about?"

      Luciana nodded. "Yes, I do, Mister Helge. You killed a demon in the line of duty four days ago, and you received a promotion to a special section of the Pontifical Guard dedicated to protecting the world from their evil influence because of it."

      "Are you well? You're speaking nonsense," he said, placing a hand on her forehead. Her skin felt cool to the touch, and his expression grew grim. Perhaps stress caused a psychotic break. "When we land, I will make sure you receive medical attention. Something is wrong. You are ill."

      She swatted his hand away. "The only thing wrong with me is how foolish my recruit is acting. Congratulations, Tarso Helge. You discovered the truth that the Bible won't tell you. Angels and demons, Heaven and Hell they're all real. Now it's your job to help keep it a secret or the world will fall into chaos. The Holy See, what most laymen who don't know any better call the Vatican nowadays, swore to uphold the balance. They put down evil in this world, and they help the good. Their global network of holy people works with angels every day for the greater good. Thanks to your talents, you will help the world more than you could imagine."

      Tarso stared Luciana down. He searched for signs of falsehood and found none. "Those things are wives' tales. It is an allegory in order to encourage people to be kind and love each other."

      "If it's not real, how do you explain the evil in this world despite the teachings of the Bible?" she asked.

      "Free will. People choose what they want and create their path without outside intervention. It sounds simple, but I believe God gave humanity autonomy to test us," he said.

      She shook her head. "While your thoughts are noble and understandable, you are wrong. Demons influence this world, trying to bring chaos and hate into our realm, and we make it our job to snuff them out. More your job than mine. As I told you, I am not part of Section Seven. I am a liaison between the two agencies."

      "And what is your aim?"

      She sighed. "I already told you this. Once again, The Agency was formed to keep magic a secret and protect humanity from the things that go bump in the night. The two organizations developed side by side, working together towards one goal: creating a better world. Tell me, isn't peace and prosperity something worth fighting for?"

      Tarso nodded, remembering what it felt like when he prayed in the holding cell. For whatever reason, God placed him on this path, and he would walk it, following it towards wherever his journey led. "If God wills me to work for this organization, I shall help you."

      Luciana grinned and leaned back in her seat. "Excellent. Now, as I was saying, you'll work on a special team created with the intent of assisting angels and eradicating demons. Confidentiality and discretion are of utmost importance, which is why we screen men like you the way we do. Since you are part of the team, we expect you not to blab about the world's best-kept secret. I don't decide where men on the team get placed, but since my agency's resources are larger, I will become your contact whenever you are out on a mission."

      "Understood. I look forward to working with you."

      "Welcome to Section Seven, Mister Helge."
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      "For all intents and purposes, you work as part of the Pontifical Guard proper. You will find the biggest difference is additional duties and a more rigorous training regimen. Consider anything you learn about Heaven or Hell classified. As the adage goes, loose lips sink ships. We'll give you time to adjust to your new arrangements before we give you training more specific to hunting and slaying demons," Tarso's commanding officer, Colonel Fadri Kilian, explained. "Any questions, Guard?"

      Tarso met his eyes without even blinking. "No, sir, you've made yourself crystal clear."

      "Good." He walked around his desk and opened the door for Tarso. "This is Lieutenant Hugo Muller. He will show you to the barracks. Welcome to the team."

      Hugo glanced over at the blonde man. His hazel eyes met Tarso's icy blue ones; he nodded, walking down the hall without a word. When he heard nothing but footsteps and Colonel Kilian's door closing, he said, "I'm part of Section Seven. When I started, nobody pointed out our team members to me. They considered it hazing. Pain in the ass. Just keep an eye on who I interact with most, and you will figure it out soon enough, assuming you're not a lost cause. There are about five to ten of us on the guard. We've run pretty lean, so we're down to five, including you. Don't screw up and end up dead. I'm too tired to keep up the way it's been."

      He looked at the other man and nodded, keeping himself as businesslike as possible. After the insanity and revelations of the last few days, he wanted nothing more than to have a hot shower and a bunk. Meeting the team he would work with would come soon enough. Tarso never struggled to make friends. For now, he considered starting from the bottom an inconvenience rather than a problem. 

      When they stopped at the doors to the bunk, he said, "I look forward to working with you."

      MONDAY, JANUARY 26, 2004

      Tarso stood at attention. Only he and Colonel Kilian were at the firing range. He readied his standard-issue Sig Sauer P220 for target practice. Over the last week, he'd become familiar with standard operating procedures in Vatican City. The normalcy helped him get through the information bombshell regarding the actual existence of Heaven and Hell and its inhabitants. In his experience, routines helped everything, and as he thought more about it, he found his faith becoming much deeper than before. The way he now thought about the revelation, he knew he took the right path. Now his decisions could aid the world in following the correct and righteous course. He wanted a better world, and he would help build it from the ground up.

      Kilian gestured to Tarso's firearm. "As you learned during your harrowing encounter back in Switzerland, that weapon alone is next to useless against our enemy. Demons can take an extraordinary amount of damage before going down. Body shots often ricochet off their skin and muscles, which are thick like hide. The stopping power is much lower than you're used to against a human target. Of course, we devised two ways around this and use them to our advantage. First, always go for the head when you encounter a demon. Second, with the help of The Agency and our other allies, we developed an almost identical replacement." He removed his gun from its holster, checked it over and placed it on the table in front of Tarso.

      He eyed the pistol, seeing that runic etchings covered the grip and slide. If he had to guess their nature, he assumed they were Heavenly. Did an angel once handle this weapon? The symbols didn't look like anything he'd seen before. He expected crosses or other familiar symbology, but saw none. He squinted his eyes and noticed the markings glowed with a yellowish-white light. It gave off a soothing feeling. He needed no further sign that something otherworldly and beyond his understanding blessed this weapon. "Is there also a substitute for my combat knife, sir?"

      A moment passed in which a normal person might've smiled, but Kilian did not. He took the knife off his hip and placed it on the table between them as well. "You are correct. Excellent deduction." 

      "Thank you." He picked up the new weapon and observed it up close. The symbols etched into it looked similar to the ones on the gun. He switched the new blade out for the old, pleased to be armed with more appropriate weapons for the missions he would take on soon.

      "I trust you are capable with both of those in the field, given your history. If you cannot use either in close quarters, I know one technique that may save your life. You need to either work your way behind the demon or wrap your arms around its torso to get to its back. For larger demons, the second option might not work."

      He walked around Tarso and placed a finger below his shoulder blade on either side. "You press here and there." He pressed on the left side of the lower back, touching the hip bone. Then he touched the kidney area and base of the neck where it met the shoulders at the same time. "Finally, these. Make accurate, rapid, and hard strikes. The demon will become immobilized for a short period of time. For stronger demons, this could last seconds. Weaker ones will take at least a minute to escape. Regardless, the time it takes for them to move again could be enough to save your life."

      "Permission to try the method myself, sir?" Tarso asked as he repeated the steps in his head several times over, committing them to memory.

      Colonel Kilian nodded and stood at attention. "Permission Granted."

      Tarso moved around his commanding officer, pressing each of the places as instructed on the first try. "Is this acceptable?"

      "It is an acceptable beginning," he said, but something about the glint in his eyes made him seem pleased. "Our team is gathering information for your first assignment. We hoped to give you a simpler mission to begin with, but as you know, command spreads our ranks thin. Several high-profile robberies of holy relics earned our attention when we discovered no perceivable way in or out of the vaults in question. Signs point to demonic activity at the sights in question. We hope to capture it rather than put it down. If we can interrogate it, we think we can get enough information in order to recover the missing artifacts or gain some insight into the reason behind the string of robberies. Any questions?"

      "Two questions: What signs did you find indicative of demonic influence? And how long until I leave?" he asked without hesitation.

      "There are typical signs of demonic activity you wouldn't expect of a fae or other magical heist. The first thing that comes to mind is the smell of sulfur or brimstone lingering in the air. We'll focus your training on those intricacies when you return." He glanced at the time on the clock. "I need to get going. You will leave after nightfall."

      "I won't let you down, sir," Tarso said with a salute.

      TUESDAY, JANUARY 27, 2004

      Tarso didn't expect to receive such an important assignment for his first mission, yet today he gazed down at the Louvre Museum from a hotel room, wearing a suit he would never purchase for himself. The garment cost too much money for a reasonable person to buy, and he considered himself practical, if nothing else. He folded some documentation up and slid it into his inner breast pocket. He felt that the suit along with his protective vest restricted his movements, but he thought he would grow used to it given enough time and practice in this line of work. As he took a moment to conceal his weapons, he looked himself over in the mirror. He found he didn't look too shabby, and in the future, he might enjoy the formal attire.

      Taking off from the hotel room, he prepared to guard the museum for the day. He doubted a demon would attempt to rob the place in broad daylight. The evening would prove the most interesting portion of his shift as far as probability went. He knew from the plans he'd seen some gates came down and locked to separate exhibits overnight. They scattered infrared scanners throughout, which concentrated on the most valuable and expensive pieces. Of course, there were also cameras, and more valuable pieces had even more security. Rumors said they did not display the Mona Lisa publicly after it was first stolen. Perhaps he might learn the truth tonight.

      Neither Section Seven nor The Agency knew the demon's target at the Louvre today. All they told him with certainty was the location and date. With any luck, he would receive an update later. He hoped they could dig some more information up. Going off of nothing left him feeling uneasy. Part of him wondered where they received their intelligence from, but given that real live angels and demons were involved, he didn't want to know the truth.

      When he arrived at the doors of the Louvre after skipping the line in its entirety, he flashed his identification. The guards ushered him in, and he spoke with the head of security, a gentleman by the name of Pascal who insisted on speaking to him in broken Italian. Once Tarso listened to the man's expectations and contingencies for the visit, he could enjoy the museum until such a time when his services were required. Since they didn't expect a disturbance during business hours, they didn't need him down below in the catacombs.

      Despite the relative ease and manageable distance between his home in Geneva, he never visited the museum or saw the sights of the City of Lights until today. When he was younger, it never interested him, but age brought an appreciation for art and a new understanding of beauty. In particular, he lingered around the artwork that seemed less traveled or appreciated. He found it interesting. Casual observers passed these pieces by without a second glance, but an establishment like the Louvre wouldn't let unappreciated or poor art remain on their walls for long, if at all. The art curator chose these works to be here with a purpose, and he appreciated the strategy and planning that went into the process. In war, you must plan, and plan again, or fail. Places like this, where care went into every detail, including climate control and specialized roofing, would never truly fail. Though going back to the drawing board after a setback could always be a possibility. Backup plans and contingencies carried as much importance as plans of action.

      He kept his eyes peeled for anything suspicious, but everything looked, sounded, and felt fine. After his first encounter with a demon, he learned to trust his gut instinct. It kept him alive last time. Since he began the day, several hours passed, and he nearly finished his circuit of the building. He wanted to head into the catacombs below to grab a bite to eat, but he thought better of it. He couldn't afford mistakes on his first mission, and he wouldn't consider leaving the security detail in order to eat food he could do one night without, unless a good enough excuse came along. By morning, he would eat. Today fasting became a necessity.

      He paused at a statue called Satyr and Bacchante, admiring the excellent craftsmanship it must've taken to create such a masterpiece.

      "C'est magnifique." A silky and exotically accented voice spoke from beside him. Her long blonde locks flowed in waves down on the opposite side of her face, revealing several piercings in her exposed ear. Plump lips pulled into a sensuous smile on her round, yet defined, face. 

      "It is wonderful," he said unironically.

      She turned away from the art to look at Tarso with brilliant green eyes. "I am sorry. This piece is so moving."

      He raised a hand to stop her from speaking. "No need to apologize. I was admiring it as well. The artist put much care into making sure someone made such exquisite work of the models' forms."

      She looked him up and down, assessing him slowly. When she met his icy blue eyes, hers blinked rapidly in a flirtatious manner. A smirk curled up on one side of her face, and she murmured, "And you appreciate a body like the one you see or do you not?"

      Tarso blinked. He wasn't sure if she meant the statue or herself, but he also knew he wouldn't be taking this down the path she clearly desired. "The art is quite moving," he said, keeping his eyes on hers and not her body.

      The woman's bottom lip jutted out into a pouty face but morphed back into a smile moments later. "Perhaps you will grow a different appreciation in time. It was nice speaking with you." She stepped forward, producing a business card from a dainty handbag and carefully tucking it into his breast pocket. She leaned in and whispered into his ear, "It was nice speaking with you." A Cheshire grin pulled at her lips as she stepped away, and an electric moment passed between them before she sauntered off.

      Tarso's eyes followed the woman as she walked out of the building. He took a deep breath. Damn. A woman never came onto him that strongly before. The simple way she moved told him she wanted him, but today, business took priority. He walked over to Pascal, who overlooked the floor with a critical eye. 

      The head of security pressed on an earpiece at around the same time Tarso arrived at his station. "Heard. We are on the way," he said in quiet and urgent tones, waving for Tarso to follow him. The man brought them through a door into a secure area where they could use a service elevator into the catacombs below the museum.

      As they waited for their floor, Tarso asked, "What seems to be the issue?"

      "We are investigating a misplaced piece of art, which our team had in a restoration room," Pascal said with a dour expression.

      "Did somebody already check if they returned it to its typical storage location?" he asked as he realized the heart of the issue at hand: Did the museum get robbed in broad daylight?

      "Of course. Otherwise, they would not call me."

      He nodded as the elevator doors opened, and he kept a fast pace beside the other man, who walked with urgency. He still needed several questions answered. "What artwork is missing?"

      "The Fall of the Rebel Angels."

      Tarso forced himself not to freeze in his tracks. He knew for certain that a piece of artwork by such a name must be a religious relic. It went missing on the date The Agency suspected and in the same location. This many coincidences stacked upon each other could no longer be a mere circumstance. "How many exits are there from the lower levels?"

      "Classified," Pascal said in a clipped manner, without a moment's hesitation. "Just know it is too many."

      Tarso gave the man a look akin to shouting the words, 'Are you fucking kidding me?' He remained polite, but his impatience with the situation grew by the moment. He needed to find and take down this demon, like, yesterday.

      Pascal let them into a restoration room. Through the window, they could tell no art remained inside, but he felt the need to do his due diligence with this. As they stepped inside, both of them could smell sulfur, and they found a red-skinned demon hogtied with shibari knots, writhing on the floor with a ball gag strapped around his head. Black lipstick reading 'bitch' marked his forehead.

      Tarso blinked, staring down at the demon he would not be beating to within an inch of its life. His eyes furrowed, and he knelt down, undoing the gag. "Who did this to you?" he asked.

      "That bitch Lilith betrayed me and abandoned me to the dogs like you," it snapped, spitting in his face.

      He wiped himself clean and roughly gagged the demon again, grabbing the ropes that connected the demon's arms and legs. Looking at Pascal, he paused, seeing the dazed look in the man's eyes. Tarso waved a hand in front of his face. The head of security didn't blink. He couldn't tell what was happening, but he felt grateful for it. It could end badly if the man discovered the existence of the supernatural. At least, he assumed it would. Section Seven didn't tell him the man knew what he was after. For all he knew, Pascal only thought he was here to prevent the theft of religious relics by an average cat burglar rather than a fiendish menace.

      He guessed he had a limited amount of time to get out of this place before whatever hypnosis overtook the other man dispelled. So he reached into one of his pockets and took out a small packet of folded paper. The edges crinkled, and when it moved, he could hear a sound like dirt moving around inside. He ripped it open and poured the substance over the demon, watching in mystified silence as it disappeared. He pocketed the garbage and hoisted the demon up before making his way out of the museum with swift, purposeful strides.

      Once he returned to the hotel, he dropped the invisible demon on the floor beside the bed. The magic faded, and he eyed it while he called in a ride back to Section Seven for both of them. He sighed, rubbing his short, blond hair with his hands. He held his head and looked at the floor. How would he explain this? One demon got away with their quarry, but he somehow captured another one? He didn't even apprehend it himself. The other demon did all the dirty work. Hoping for a successful first mission went out the window. Now only damage control remained.

      He tore his arm out of his suit jacket, wanting to be in his more comfortable uniform. If he was going to be on a plane back to Italy, he wouldn't spend it in a monkey suit. He tossed the jacket onto the floor and immediately regretted it. That coat probably cost more than a month's salary. He didn't want to think about how exorbitant the price would be to replace it if he damaged it. Reaching down, he picked up the jacket, dusting it off for a moment before he noticed a business card on the floor.

      He paused for a moment, trying to remember when he received the card. Then he remembered the woman in front of the statue. He knew he'd never meet up with her again. Grabbing the business card made of nice, heavy stock in a vibrant crimson, he flipped it over so he could at least know her name, but when he saw it, he froze. In black, bold lettering, the card read:

      
        
        Lilith

        Demoness of Lust

        Art Acquisitions Expert

      

      

      Tarso stared at the card for too long. His heart pounded as he tried to calm down. She stopped, or possibly even doubled back after robbing a museum to taunt him. He crumpled the card in his hand and threw it in the trash in a rage. "That bitch!"
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      SUNDAY, APRIL 11, 2004

      Tarso wanted to know when the Vatican gave up on keeping the Sabbath holy, but he also understood the need to work when demons were lurking in the streets.

      They sent him to Brazil this time. He felt grateful to know Portuguese and several other languages. He learned to speak all the common languages in Switzerland with proficiency while growing up. Since he knew the basics of several languages, it helped him understand and speak other similar tongues. Recently, he started studying Eastern languages after a visit to Japan where he could only communicate via a cell phone with pictures and hand gestures unless he lucked out and found a native who he shared a language with.

      He walked through the streets, keeping an eye out for anything suspicious on his way to the destination in question. After the disaster at the Louvre, he scratched and clawed to bring honor back to his name and reputation. Luckily, they didn't consider the incident a complete loss. His superiors told him they interrogated the demon he captured for a plethora of useful information. It struck a nerve when they pinned the success on him rather than the conniving demoness, but his protests fell on deaf ears. At least, other agents failed the same mission before him, so in his opinion, Tarso was in good company.

      In the meantime, he ran drills with the other men of Section Seven, improving his hand to hand beyond what he thought imaginable. At first, the hurdle felt insurmountable. He lost dozens of times over. These men fought demons often. They honed their instincts and reflexes beyond anything he could imagine, but in their bouts, he learned more than he expected. The other men fought demons in a specific and somewhat rigid style and expected reactions in an approximation of the same manner every time. When he tried experimenting with different tactics, it increased his struggle at first, but then he won more and more, until he could take on the other agents two or three at a time in a spar without weapons.

      It took intense study at first. The basic forms he learned before, he used as a starting point to create his own style of martial fighting that combined as many of his best skills as seamlessly as possible. He mixed up styles he researched and saw on his travels and tried different techniques until he could perform at peak efficiency at all times with every movement.

      The demons never stood a chance.

      He dipped into an alleyway and knocked on what looked like the back door of a commercial building of some sort. A man slid open a panel in the door, looked out and slammed it shut. Metallic lock mechanism noises followed before the door opened. The gentleman on the other side bore slick black hair and wore a cheap suit that didn't fit right. A soft, golden glow surrounded their green iris, and Tarso gave the angel the deepest bow he could without arousing suspicion.

      A hand raised to silence him before he spoke, and he grabbed his shoulder. They locked eyes for the briefest of moments before the angel walked out of the building at an expeditious pace, without further communication passing between the two.

      He watched as the angel left. The other man risked his life for Tarso to infiltrate this place. Or perhaps the correct vernacular was his afterlife. The details confused him, and he tried not to think about it too hard. But the point remained clear in his mind. Now more than ever, he couldn't afford to fail.

      Readying his weapon, he silently breached the building. With certainty, he knew there were two demons here, if not more. The lights above hummed with electricity as he walked deeper inside. Everything seemed to have a thick coating of dust covering it, but signs of life were visible wherever a person might bump or place something down, including a clear pathway marking the frequently traversed areas. The filth made him sneer. Humans would at least keep a place livable. He'd been through the shit and mud a time or two; he was no stranger to grime, thanks to his training, but the thought of the neglect being at the hands of careless demons disgusted him.

      He heard voices as he rounded a corner, and he pressed himself close to a wall created from large wooden crates as he prepared to strike. The sounds of poker chips sliding and stacking on a table made him smile. With them distracted, he already gained the upper hand. Taking a deep breath, he came around the corner with his gun in hand. Knowing he only had seconds before the first demon was upon him, he needed to mitigate the detriment of being outnumbered as soon as possible. He took careful aim, shooting a man in between his black eyes, with a merciless scowl plastered on his face.

      A splatter of black blood and viscera dusted the room, making the room look like a Jackson Pollock painting. Before the thump of the demon's body hitting the table filled the room, another one poofed into existence in front of him. The chips went flying every which way through the air, scattering all over the floor, along with several drinks and an ashtray. The putrid smell of brimstone made his nose screw up in distaste, but he fought through it, using the brief pause as the beast reoriented itself to pistol-whip it with all his might. It took a few steps back, grunting in pain.

      In his periphery, he noticed one fiend, the only intelligent one in his opinion, dashing away through another makeshift hallway made of crates. He used the opportunity presented to him and took a shot. The sound rang out. His aim was true until the demon poofed away into smoke at the last moment. He swore and realized he had lingered for too long. The closest demon used his distraction as an opportunity to jump him from behind. Its powerful hands tugged at his head, attempting to tear him asunder. He grunted in pain, tensing his muscles against the painful stretching. In front of him, another demon knelt on all fours. It growled and circled a moment, preparing to pounce.

      Tarso ran backwards away from the animalistic Hellion, ramming his back, demon first, into the crates there. He heard several planks creak under the stress, and a painful scraping noise that made him wince reverberated through the area, like nails on a chalkboard. He hated that sound. The brute upon him howled, but held fast.

      In the flurry of movement, he didn't notice the demon before him leap forward. It landed on his chest, throwing him back harder into the crates. Being in such close quarters helped him rather than hurt him, though. Or rather, he could turn the tides in his favor easier, even though claws dug into his flesh like a knife into soft butter at the moment. He aimed at the torso of the one that tackled him, and shot once, making it yelp and fall back. With his arm free, he aimed. He needed this down to one on one as soon as fucking possible.

      The demon at his back had other ideas, but it came with relief from the wrenching on his neck. It released his head and reached out, jerking his arm back and making him miss his next shot. Eight rounds left. He needed this thing off of his back.

      Knowing there was no point in trying to shoot one demon with the other so close at hand, he kept a tight grip on his weapon. Almighty forgive him if one of Section Seven's blessed guns or knives fell into the hands of the seedy underworld filled with its greed and villainy. Thinking about his combat knife sparked an idea. He'd been so distracted by the whirlwind following his entrance he almost forgot it was there. In one swift movement, the sharp edge embedded itself deeply into the first demon's femur. Its wails made righteous satisfaction flow through him. For the briefest flash, he felt like an avenging angel, but lingering on the memory could wait.

      Using the opening created by the pained demon's distraction, he wrenched it off of him, yanking the blade out and watching black ichor ooze and spurt out. He received no reprieve. As soon as he freed himself, the second demon launched itself off of the floor. It toppled him down to the ground, and he lost grip on the knife. Tarso grunted, kicking the creature hard in the groin. It snarled, but in its anger, he found an opening. Wrapping his arms around its torso, he dug his fingers into the pressure points Kilian had taught him months before. Once it grew still, he flung the evil creature away from him, standing up to his full height. He shot the first and second in the head with two decisive bangs before everything grew silent and still once more.

      He took several moments to clean and holster his weapons and adjusted his necktie as he surveyed the scene with a cool expression. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a phone, hitting the first speed dial and speaking briefly with Luciana on the other end. When he hung up, a satisfied smile pulled at his lips. He turned, striding back out of the warehouse.

      Three fewer demons walked the earth today because of his brand of justice. These jobs always turned out harder than his superiors and teammates made them sound. He felt like he only learned lessons the hard way over the last few months, and he knew he was better than that. Once he overcame this learning curve, he hoped this job turned into smooth sailing. He could only go up from here.

      As Tarso stepped out of the building, a pair of dark eyes watched him closely from behind. The fourth demon, who got away, doubled back, wanting to get a good look at Section Seven's latest enforcer. The other three tested him, and the last one standing found him wanting. Now they found a fun new toy to play with.

      SATURDAY, AUGUST 14, 2004

      Tarso stood just inside the tunnel, into and out of the Olympic track arena. He never knew the Vatican ran security for events such as this, but in his opinion, this job counted among some of the most important ones. They needed to keep demons and their dealmakers out of fair, sportsmanlike competition. He never considered the possibility of demonic influence coming through celebrities, but high-profile events such as this and others could just as easily sway a person's mind as a familiar and stalwart political figure. It made him grateful to know how much thought and effort went into protecting not only the highly affluent from the influence of evil, but the minds of the weak and easily manipulated as well.

      He stared straight forward, giving every athlete a stoic gaze until they passed. Then his eyes would assess their back and arms. He learned some different sigils from his most recent studies. Each one meant and did different things, so he didn't remember what they all meant yet. However, the simple lesson prepared him to recognize the different symbols he might see in practice now that he'd trained his mind to recognize them. Angelic and demonic symbols were the most outwardly recognizable. However, the symbols created by those who studied the occult sciences needed special attention. Those symbols could walk the line between both worlds, and his job became trying to identify which ones would be safe to allow on the track or not.

      He eyed the runners while trying not to look interested. He preferred somebody with more meat on their bones than the typical runner's form. While he could appreciate the hard work and dedication it took to become an athlete of their caliber, he wasn't attracted to it. He liked something to hold on to.

      Realizing that he was staring at a runner, he averted his gaze. He needed to guard them, not to disturb these people who he protected. He expected his most boring assignment to become his days standing here watching the events. How many demons would risk getting involved when they knew Section Seven agents monitored it? The simple act of sending somebody who could stop them must deter them. If he caught any demons today, he would consider himself unlucky.

      Several more events passed, and he started to recognize the repeat competitors as they passed. Many of them took part in multiple events, so he soon realized which people he needed to watch and who he could ignore. He loved it when reasoning and the process of elimination made his job even easier.

      By the time the announcer called the last event, Tarso realized he could breathe easily for the day. He turned, ready to head out, when he noticed the telltale sign of glazed over eyes and twitching extremities of demonic possession. It made him double take. This athlete showed no signs of possession the entire day until this moment, and he was already miles ahead of the other competitors in the standings. What happened? He was already the favorite for taking the gold.

      The thought made him hesitate for a moment too long before he moved into the runner's path, gripping his shoulder. "I think you're done for the day. You seem ill. I can tell by the look in your eyes. You shouldn't compete through the pain," he said loud enough to get the attention of bystanders. He couldn't afford for this to result in a fight at such a public venue. If he needed to beat the demon out of the body, he would prefer to do it where several thousand witnesses couldn't see.

      "I am fine and ready to compete," the athlete responded mechanically, in another sure sign of demonic possession.

      Tarso's grip tightened on his shoulder. "No. I think you need to head into the back and get some rest," he said in a firm tone. "It's not healthy to force your body through such a strenuous event when you are not at your personal best."

      "My coach and I beg to differ." He tried to step around Tarso again as the man's grip dug into his shoulder. Pain radiated from the points where Tarso's nails dug into flesh. "Release me."

      "If you must insist on doing this, then allow me to help you in the best way I know how." He moved his thumb up to the other man's forehead and drew a cross. "Our Father, who art in Heaven," he began.

      The athlete's eyes widened, and he gasped. A bright glow spread over his body. He closed his eyes, covering them with his hands as a scream echoed around the tunnel and he fell to his knees as a mass of hazy, black particles rushed out of his mouth. It zoomed away from the divine prayer and back into the halls of the stadium, hoping to find another unlucky host for its next attempt at glory.

      Tarso continued his prayer, finishing it before he released the athlete's shoulders. He met his eyes, seeing clear brown instead of foggy black. "Are you sure you would like to compete still?"

      "N- no." He shook his head and sobbed. "You're right. I think I'm done."

      "Excellent," he said, reaching out a hand to help him up. "Let's get you the help you need."
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      SUNDAY, OCTOBER 31, 2004

      Tarso found himself on another Sunday assignment. He grew annoyed and weary of these nights, but he either kept the sabbath holy or protected the world from demons. Demons, in the literal sense, never slept. In this situation, choice became nothing more than an illusion. No actual choice existed. He knew he would do whatever it took to protect people from the influence of evil.

      Yet again, he found himself inside a museum. Luckily, the trip didn't last long. The Uffizi gallery stood close to the Vatican compared to some of the other missions he went on. He couldn't understand why these damn demons needed artwork. What point were they trying to make in stealing the beauty and history of humans? They could not use it, learn from it, or even enjoy it in the fires where they belonged. He hoped answers arrived with the demon.

      This time, he learned from his mistakes. Instead of allowing himself distance from the item he came to guard, he asked to stay inside a hermetic vault with the art piece they suspected was the most likely target.

      Inside the vault, it felt like a barbell pressed down on his chest. Luckily, being as fit as Tarso was came with benefits, and he struggled much less in the chamber than somebody without the same intensive aerobic regimen. In the future, he would add anaerobic exercise to his training. It might give him a leg up against demons who came up with any smart ideas.

      He gazed down at the priceless and incredibly delicate piece resting on the table. Annunciation was one of only sixteen paintings by Leonardo da Vinci. They couldn't afford to lose one to the underworld. Hell didn't deserve it. Demons should suffer a hollow existence devoid of beauty. They'd earned nothing more. He hoped to see this mission through to its end and that Lilith bitch put to justice.

      He turned his head to the side and coughed. Hopefully, he didn't catch something on his last trip to Asia. It felt like they'd vaccinated him against everything on the planet at this point. Much more poking and prodding, and he would start calling the Section Seven doctors aliens. Every time he saw them, they had a new recommendation. As far as he could see, it was only a matter of time before they asked him to do something, which would give him pause. Through prayer and meditation, he could prepare himself for whatever might come his way, but it only went so far. Without a clue about their overarching goals and the different angles they planned on taking to put an end to evil in the world, he must wait. He hated the waiting game, but his virtue, patience, guided him.

      Tarso sat down, putting his head in his hands. He took a deep breath, releasing it as another cough. Maybe he got pneumonia. Of course, it reared its ugly head now. He closed his eyes, focusing on getting the oxygen he needed. With his eyes shut, he realized how quiet the vault became. The sounds of his labored breathing hung in the air with nothing else to distract from it.

      His eyes jerked open when he realized the real reason why he couldn't get a deep breath. Why weren't the dehumidifiers and air filters running? Those sounds always belonged in this room. He shouldn't only hear his labored breathing. Jesus Christ, deliver him. He needed to get out of here before he lost consciousness altogether. Bolting to his feet made his head spin. A hand moved to grip the table to keep him from toppling over. He stumbled forward, looking up to count the steps to the door. If he could count out the distance, it would make the feat seem more achievable while he struggled to gasp for air and strength to get out of this room, but he came to a sudden stop when he noticed somebody watching him struggle.

      Just outside the room, a familiar woman stood. Her blonde hair and pouty lips mocked him as she stared down at him with the tiniest of smirks. She moved an arm up and wiggled her fingers at him in greeting.

      He raised one hand and flipped her off. He had more than a few choice words for that demonic bitch, but his head spun so much that he needed to conserve his air. As much as Tarso would love to give her a piece of his mind, he needed to make important oxygen-related choices. Unfortunately, continued consciousness won out.

      "I know. I'm simply breathtaking," she called through the glass.

      "Bitch," he said under his breath, falling forward and catching himself with his hands. He knew he didn't have enough strength left in him to get back up. As he reached for his firearm, he quietly prayed somebody would get him out of this before he died. This demon always seemed to have a leg up on him and he planned on ending her violently the first time he got the chance. He aimed as best he could, given the fog clouding his mental faculties. His vision blurred, and he knew he probably had a few seconds left to get out of this before he fell unconscious. He fired his weapon directly at her face, but instead of firing through the glass into the woman, the glass spidered and the bullet lodged itself inside. Of course, the museum would reinforce it. Thinking didn't make it to the top of the priority list when survival became the one all-encompassing thing on his mind.

      The blurred vision of the woman disappeared from outside of the vault and appeared at the table beside him. She hoisted up the art, using it as a makeshift shield to keep him from shooting her. "You shot your load a little early," she said with a dramatic and flirtatious wink. "Enjoy your nap."

      He tried to reply with a biting comment, but his head rolled back

      
      
      
        
        
        
        
      

      

      
      MONDAY, NOVEMBER 1, 2004

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      THURSDAY, JUNE 23, 2005

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      FRIDAY, JUNE 24, 2005

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Chapter I
      


      		
        Chapter II
      


      		
        Chapter III
      


      		
        Chapter IV
      


      		
        Chapter V
      


      		
        Chapter VI
      


      		
        Chapter VII
      


      		
        Chapter VIII
      


      		
        Chapter IX
      


      		
        Chapter X
      


      		
        Chapter XI
      


      		
        Chapter XII
      


      		
        Chapter XIII
      


      		
        Chapter XIV
      


      		
        Chapter XV
      


      		
        Chapter XVI
      


      		
        Chapter XVII
      


      		
        Chapter XVIII
      


      		
        A Mesmerizing Encounter
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also By M. W. McLeod
      


      		
        Sign Up For Updates
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also By M. W. McLeod


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/images/section-seven---m-w-mcleod.jpg
ADEALS OF THE DAMNED
NOVEL

SECTION
SEVEN








