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      The blade pressed against Steve Delaney’s neck, drawing a line of blood. He swallowed hard, tasting the salty beads of perspiration trickling down his face. How the hell had he gotten himself into this terrible ordeal?

      His day had started off innocently enough. He enjoyed a leisurely breakfast of bacon, eggs and toast, climbed behind the wheel of his Toyota Camry and cranked up his favorite radio station. Rock music filled the car as he hit the sloping, bustling streets of San Francisco.

      In his old life as a restaurant manager his schedule was dominated by a soul-deadening seventy-hour workweek. Stress defined his life. Nowadays, as an EasyRides driver, Steve made his own hours and worked only when he wanted to. There were bills to be paid — God, they never seemed to stop — but at least he wasn’t a slave to his job anymore. The successful professionals among his friends all frowned at his latest career move and hoped that it would turn out to be a case of temporary insanity. To hell with them! Steve was enjoying the freedom and peace of mind that came with his new occupation.

      Steve’s dash-mounted iPhone, which was running Google Maps, lit up. A pin flashed onscreen, indicating the location of a nearby rider. Immediately a countdown kicked in. Being the driver closest to the potential fare, Steve had exactly fifteen seconds to accept the ride or it would be assigned to someone else.

      He tapped the ACCEPT button and twisted the wheel, heading east on the next street. A few minutes later, Steve slowed to a cruise and scoped the sidewalk for his pickup. When he reached the address given, he pushed the ARRIVE tab. This would signal to his rider to be on the lookout for his car.

      A woman in her mid-twenties suddenly strode up to his vehicle. Steve figured her for an employee of one of the many tech-sector upstarts in the Bay Area. She wore jeans, a blazer and geek chic glasses, a look that downplayed her sensuality. With the right dress and makeup, though, this gal would be a real looker, he thought.

      Steve flashed the lady a big smile as she got in the car. “Evening. How are you tonight?”

      “Good, thank you.”

      “Lean back and enjoy the ride. If you’re thirsty or hungry, help yourself to a bottle of water and an energy bar.”

      Refreshments lined the back of the car. They went a long way in winning those all-important favorable reviews from his customers. Good reviews led to more work and in turn, more dollars in his pocket. Managing a restaurant had taught him a thing or two about the importance of online feedback in the Digital Age.

      The woman closed the door. Steve floored the gas. According to the destination on his app, they were headed to Fisherman’s Wharf. Turning down Lombard Street, Steve continued to study his passenger in the rearview mirror. Like everyone else in this town, she seemed married to her smartphone and oblivious to her surroundings.

      Upon closer inspection his initial impression stood confirmed — under the geek-girl veneer was a real hottie. Unfortunately, she didn’t seem like the chatty type, unless you counted instant messages. Steve searched his mind for a funny icebreaker but lacking inspiration, he decided to concentrate on traffic.

      They soon reached the top of Russian Hill and turned left onto Hyde. Fort Mason, Aquatic Park and Alcatraz Island stretched out before them, offering a panoramic view spanning from the Golden Gate to the Embarcadero.

      Just ahead, a cable car clanged its way down the hill. Steve adjusted his speed and followed the rumbling tram at a safe distance. Tourists dangled camera-phones from their seats in the trolley, marveling at the stunning view while taking pics. Steve didn’t blame them. No matter how many times he took this final plunge down the hilly Hyde Street to the Bay, it never got old. Once again he thanked the lucky stars that had steered him away from his old job.

      His good mood came to an abrupt end when he felt fingers grab his hair and violently pull his head back. Cold metal bit into his throat. A terrified glance in the mirror revealed a hunting knife pressed against his bobbing Adam’s apple.

      Oh my God… this can’t be happening…

      “Keep driving,” the woman hissed. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Fighting back his mounting terror, Steve did as instructed, his hands clammy despite the air conditioner.

      “What are you doing?” he croaked.

      “Shut the fuck up and keep your eyes on the road.”

      She dug the razor-sharp point into his neck, drawing a thin line of blood.

      “Lady, I don’t carry any money on me,” he stammered.

      “I said to keep your fucking mouth shut!”

      This time the knife’s edge cut deeper and Steve received the message loud and clear. It took every ounce of self-control to keep his mind on the flow of traffic. What did this psycho bitch want from him?

      “Do exactly as I say and you’ll be okay. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Now lean forward and replace the phone on your dash with mine. Make sure the camera is pointing directly at you. Nod if you understand.”

      Steve nodded once more. Like an automaton, he swapped the phones on his dashboard with one hand while the other steered the car. If he lost control of the wheel, he knew his last sensation would be the bite of the blade sawing through the soft meat of his throat.

      Steve’s horrified features flickered onto the screen of the newly mounted iPhone. The camera was on, recording his fear.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked the knife-wielding passenger.

      “Did I give you permission to talk?”

      The blade dug deeper and Steve bit his tongue before letting another sound escape from his lips. The image on the phone split into two smaller screens. The faces of another man and a woman appeared. Their circumstances were identical to his own. Behind them, someone’s hand pressed a knife to each of their jugular veins. Steve saw his terror mirrored in their haunted gazes.

      Who were these people? This stuff happened in movies but not in the real world.

      A fourth person joined the video call. The newcomer wasn’t another victim but appeared to be the mastermind behind the nightmare. He wore a robotic death mask straight out of some apocalyptic sci-fi horror film. A tangled web of transistors, cables and circuits pockmarked the mask’s texture like cybernetic acne. The figure’s bass rumbling, electronically distorted voice boomed through the moving car, reciting words in an ancient, alien tongue.

      For a frozen moment, the victims onscreen exchanged terrified glances. They must be seeing me on their own screens, Steve thought. Then the knives drew their blade-edges across the other drivers’ throats.

      Steve’s eyes widened as pulsating heat washed down his neck. His hands went for his gushing throat in a desperate attempt to quell the bleeding.

      The other victims fought similarly hopeless battles on the phone’s screen. Tortured death rattles resounded through the Camry, underscored by the masked man’s singsong chant. This had turned into a videoconference from hell.

      Steve’s foot grew heavy and mashed the gas. The Camry hurtled forward, out of control now. The car caught up with the trolley and crumpled into its back end with a ferocious shriek of twisted metal and panicked tourists. A couple of hapless cable-car riders lost their grip and were sent flying like ragdolls.

      Smoke and steam plumed from the contorted hood of the Camry. Pitiful screams pierced the air and the stench of burning oil became overpowering. Steve’s head slumped against the steering wheel, his shirt and jeans drenched a dark scarlet. His dying, crimson-spattered face stared back at him from the cellphone mounted on his dash.

      While his life poured out in a stream of red, a hand reached from the back of the car to collect her mobile. There was a metallic snap as the passenger unfastened her seat belt, followed by the screech of a car door being kicked open.

      Steve shifted his dimming gaze, lips bubbling crimson, the people outside his spiderwebbed windshield now reduced to blurry outlines. Like ghosts they hovered in his fading field of vision until the darkness consumed them and the world turned black.

      

      Less than an hour later, Steve Delaney’s murderer arrived at the Golden Gate Bridge. Head held high, her gait steady and purposeful, she crossed the majestic red bridge until she reached its center.

      She tilted her head toward the railing, gusts of wind buffeting her hair. Cars whipped by, a pulsing flow of traffic between San Francisco and Marin County.

      Soon two men joined her. They were dressed more casually — jeans, flannel shirts and Converse sneakers — but they all shared the same blank expressions. One other damning detail linked these three individuals. Each carried a blade caked with a dead person’s blood. They’d made the sacrifice required of them but one final offering remained to prove their devotion.

      Without even looking at each other, the three killers scaled the steel railing together, their movements eerily synchronized. Before anyone could stop them, the trio had vanished from view, plunging to their deaths in the Bay below.
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      The roar of gunfire split the air and echoed across the arid Afghan mountain. Two members of the twelve-man team of special operators went down in a mist of red as Kalashnikovs unleashed a ribbon of lead.

      It’s a trap, Mark Talon thought.

      Instincts overruling fear, the Delta Force operator returned fire. Fueled by a burst of adrenaline, he bolted toward the ridgeline with his HK416 blazing. There was no distinction between himself and the weapon in his gloved hand; they had fused to become one deadly organism programmed to take out the enemy hiding in the steeper hills overlooking the pass. Sweat masked his face and his boots crunched over the rocky terrain. The white noise of incessant popping and hissing accompanied his ascent.

      Like everyone on the team Talon was dressed like an Afghan, sporting the traditional local garb. The Taliban wasn’t fooled. They knew that under the facial hair and headdresses were American soldiers. Someone had tipped them off.

      Talon cursed. He hadn’t quite trusted the guerilla leader-turned-informant when the man told them that Taliban fighters would use this pass to smuggle guns over the Pakistan border. Then again, it was hard to trust anyone in a country torn apart by war. Sometimes you had to take a gamble and hope it worked out. This time the risk had backfired and instead of catching the terrorists in the act, they’d walked into a goddamn ambush.

      Making matters worse, they were babysitting some hotshot reporter who’d been embedded with the unit for the last eight days. Why couldn’t the politicians understand that a “shadow war” meant operating in the shadows? Cameras and journalists weren’t an option. No matter how attractive or charming they might be.

      Michelle Rossi had turned into quite a distraction to everyone, including himself. A dead civilian wouldn’t go over well with the brass but if Talon was to be honest, his concern for the brunette journalist ran a bit deeper. He was embarrassed to admit it, but he was starting to like the reporter. Her safety was the first thing on his mind.

      About fifteen feet from Talon’s position a grenade tore up the ground. The six-foot tall, sinewy operator instinctively dove forward. The impact of hitting the gravel sent a jolt through his entire body, but the armor under his robe absorbed the brunt of it.

      As he tugged down the scarf covering his face, heavy wool scratching his newly grown beard, Talon scoped the dark rocks that loomed ahead. Death was waiting in those outcroppings. How many good soldiers had the enemy already claimed?

      Talon vowed not to be one of them as he scanned the rocks for the human-shaped shadows raining lead on his team. Responding to a flicker of movement, he squeezed the trigger of his weapon and a Taliban fighter collapsed in a string-cut sprawl. Another quick burst cut down the man with the grenade launcher hiding near him.

      Two down.

      Lead ravaged the hillside as Talon’s radio crackled and the voice of Sergeant Erik Garrison, his unit’s NCOIC, filled his ear. “Charlie Four, this is Charlie Six, air support is a no-go…”

      Erik’s voice was drowned out as a mortar ignited ten feet from Talon’s position. Heat singed the air and shrapnel showered down on him.

      He needed to move.

      With that in mind Talon sprang to his feet, his bullets carving a path for him as he sprinted toward the next boulder. He distinctly made out screams. A moment later, the enemy fire stopped.

      Face pressed against the cold rock, he listened. The pass had grown silent and for one illogical second he was convinced he was the only man left standing. Couldn’t be. He stole a look back but there was no sign of the team.

      No sign of Michelle.

      Fear rippled up his spine. Immediately he crushed the emotion before it could infect his brain and paralyze him. There was a perfectly logical reason for the quiet. The others were getting their bearings behind some rock, the same way he was.

      Eyes alert, body coiled, Talon continued his advance up the hillside. He was heading for a string of boulders that lined the mountain like jagged stone teeth. To his surprise, the shelling didn’t resume. Could he have hit them all?

      Staying low to offer his enemies less of a target, Talon circled the boulders and froze. Splayed out before him were the bloodied bodies of the combatants he’d taken out. But something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

      These faces didn’t belong to the enemy. These were Americans.

      His team members.

      What have I done?

      The arm of one of the dead soldiers shot out at him and clawed his leg, mouth gurgling blood.

      A scream exploded from Talon’s lips…

      

      ***

      

      Talon’s eyes snapped open and he was hit with a flash of blinding light. Blinking away his confusion, he realized that the passenger sitting next to him had leaned over and raised the shade of the airplane window. Judging from the flashing signs and the airport jumping into view outside the window, the plane had begun its descent to San Francisco International Airport.

      Clearly, the kid didn’t want to miss one second of the spectacle. “Sorry,” he muttered sheepishly.

      “No worries,” Talon said. He was relieved to be awake after the nightmare. Swallowing hard, Talon wiped the beads of perspiration from his face and wished the flight attendants were still serving drinks.

      The image of his lifeless team members still tormented him during the plane’s descent. The ambush they’d walked into two years ago had unfolded a bit differently in real life. There were no casualties from friendly fire, but the encounter had cost three good men their lives.

      Ironically enough, the attack had also brought him and Michelle closer, paving the way for their eventual romance. She was the reason why he’d taken a two-week vacation from his military duties. He was here to pay her a surprise visit in her hometown of San Francisco.

      Heavy landing gears crunched against the runway and their vibrations rattled the plane, jolting Talon from his thoughts.

      As the jet taxied to its terminal, he turned on his phone. Five text messages were waiting for him. Michelle didn’t know about his visit but his old superior officer, Erik Garrison, did.

      Erik lived in Oakland now; he was discharged a few months after the ambush. It was Erik who’d made the call to trust the guerilla leader and lead his men into a kill-zone. He blamed himself for the three casualties involved and remained unwilling to forgive himself. There was no way Erik could’ve known what was coming, but it didn’t change the man’s feelings. He began a downward spiral fueled by alcohol and drugs. Since leaving the military he’d been living on a meager disability pension and thus far had failed to put the broken pieces of his life back together.

      Talon knew his friend was in a dark place and worried about him. It was hard enough to adjust to civilian life without being haunted by guilt. Suicide rates were at an all-time high among veterans, and Erik had indicated on numerous occasions that he was thinking of eating a bullet. Talon planned to drop by Erik’s place in the coming days. Hopefully, seeing a familiar face might help a little.

      With that plan in mind, he snatched his duffle bag from the overhead compartment. Next to him, an elderly lady struggled with her bag. “Let me help you with that,” Talon said.

      His strong hand closed around the handle of the monstrous suitcase. Holy shit, how did Granny manage to drag this beast onto the plane? “Here you go, ma’am.”

      The lady’s eyes lit up with gratitude and she smiled at her rescuer. “Thank you so much, so kind of you.”

      Talon offered to carry the suitcase until they located a cart in the terminal. The airport was abuzz with activity. A number of flights had landed within minutes of each other and tired, frustrated travelers oozed stress as they fought through rings of people to claim their luggage.

      “Is someone picking you up, or will you be hailing a cab?” Talon asked his new friend, who had introduced herself as Mrs. Cane.

      “My daughter is supposed to be waiting for me—”

      “Mom!”

      An attractive blonde in her mid-twenties rapidly approached Mrs. Cane. The elderly lady winked at Talon in a conspiratorial manner.

      Someone is trying to play matchmaker, Talon thought.

      There was immediate interest in the daughter’s eyes. Talon’s gray shirt and faded brown leather jacket did little to hide his lean but muscular frame. As a member of 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta, Sgt. Talon was in peak physical condition. His swarthy good looks and easy smile didn’t hurt either. Most people wouldn’t have taken him for an elite soldier, with his longish hair and beard, but special-ops soldiers followed more relaxed grooming standards than rank-and-file military personnel.

      While Mrs. Cane’s daughter was quite lovely, Talon only had eyes for the reporter who’d stolen his heart two year earlier, in Afghanistan. “I see you found your ride. You two have a great day now.”

      Waving goodbye, he merged with the crowd of travelers surging toward the nearest exit. His years of military service had taught Talon to be a minimalist and restrict his luggage to one carry-on bag, and he was able to bypass the crowds.

      He stepped through the automatic doors and reached the adjoining sidewalk. The air outside was hot and thick but felt like a fresh breeze compared to Afghanistan’s arid, blistering desert temperatures.

      It’s good to be back in the States.

      Talon scanned the cabstand and decided to skip the long line. The train station was only a short walk from the United Airlines terminal.

      Soon he was seated on the BART as it rattled toward San Francisco. The airport receded in the distance and residential sprawl took over.

      Once again his mind turned to Michelle. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Those mysterious brown eyes flecked with green. That lush auburn hair and perfect olive complexion. The delicate line of her neck.

      There was no way around it — Talon had fallen hard for the journalist. Despite his initial misgiving about her presence with the unit, he’d quickly realized that Michelle wasn’t what he expected.

      With her looks and brains she could’ve pursued any number of glamorous careers, but she chose to risk her life in the mountains with him and his men. When he brought this up to her, Michelle merely smiled wearily and said that certain stories needed to be told, and certain voices needed to be heard.

      Michelle remained embedded for six more days after the ambush and she proved to have a transformative effect on Talon. He’d mastered the art of disconnecting from the violence and misery that he encountered on a daily basis. Michelle, on the other hand, allowed herself to emotionally respond to the horrors unfolding around her. Her ability to show vulnerability had pierced Talon’s iron guard and reminded him that there was a human heart beating under his own armor.

      It was okay to feel.

      To give a damn.

      In fact, it was necessary, if he didn’t want to end up in the psych ward of some V.A. hospital down the line. He didn’t need to sacrifice his humanity and become a machine to be an effective warrior.

      While they bonded during her time with the unit, most likely their relationship wouldn’t have gone further. But fate seemed to smile upon them. Their paths crossed again in Dubai, when Talon was catching up on some much-needed R&R. Sparks flew and the rest was history.

      Two years later, they now saw each other as often as their demanding careers permitted.

      Talon had dated his fair share of women over the years, but the nature of his grueling work made it difficult for him to get serious with anyone. He could be activated at a moment’s notice and wind up halfway across the globe, in some warzone.

      It took a certain kind of woman to put up with the reality of his profession.

      A woman like Michelle Rossi.

      He touched the ring case in his pocket and took a deep breath. Michelle didn’t know he was coming to San Francisco for a surprise visit, let alone that he was here to propose.

      Talon wasn’t a man prone to nervousness. A decade in the military — five years in the regular Army and then another five in Special Forces — had imbued him with steely discipline and control over his emotions. Danger actually sharpened his focus. Jumping out of airplanes, crossing minefields or battling terrorists was all in a day’s work. Proposing to his girlfriend; now there was something that made him work up a nervous sweat.

      The train pulled into the city. Talon got off at the next stop and headed for the offices of the San Francisco Chronicle. He spotted a flower shop on the way and decided to pick up a bouquet for his sweetheart. No way he’d show up at his girl’s office empty-handed.

      Once inside the store, Talon concluded within seconds that the owner was Persian. Based on his age, the man was probably a refugee from the Iranian Revolution who had come to the States in the ‘70s.

      Talon addressed the man in near-perfect Farsi. “I need flowers for the love of my life. Can you help me out? I barely know the difference between a rose and a tulip.”

      The florist beamed, charmed by Talon’s ability to speak to him in his native language. In lightly accented English, he said, “My friend, I’ll make something real nice for you and your sweetheart.”

      With a magician’s skill, the Persian went to work. Talon followed the man’s quick-moving fingers as they snatched flowers from an assortment of vases. In a matter of seconds he’d produced an arrangement that looked pretty damn impressive, even to Talon’s botanically challenged brain.

      “Thanks, she’ll love these,” Talon said. He paid the Persian and continued on his way. He made another quick stop at a local grocery store and purchased a bottle of wine, a few fancy cheeses and crackers, grapes and some delicious-looking Tiramisu. The plan was to take Michelle on a romantic picnic in Dolores Park, and pop the question before he lost his nerve. He wanted it to be memorable but not overblown, romantic but not saccharine.

      A rush of anticipation fueled his stride as he walked those last few blocks toward Fifth and Mission. He still sported a grin when he stepped through the main entrance of the San Francisco Chronicle. Other businesses had moved into the newspaper’s building. Workers clad in tech-upstart chic shuttled between sparkling water dispensers and rows of Apple computers.

      The newspaper was becoming increasingly isolated in a building they had occupied since 1924. It was a reminder how the economics of news had changed since the dawn of the Internet. According to Michelle, rumors of a move made the rounds as frequently as wacky news tips about the Zodiac.

      Talon entered the front lobby of the Chronicle and winked conspiratorially at the receptionist, signaling that he didn’t want her to ruin his surprise visit. This was going to be good. The pressure of the impending proposal was gone, replaced with growing excitement.

      While crossing the bustling bullpen, he noticed the rugged, worn appearance of the cubicles, and how they formed a sharp contrast to the sleek office space he’d glimpsed on the other floor. The Chronicle wasn’t some well-funded technology enterprise but an old-media bastion struggling to stay afloat in an ever-changing media landscape.

      He homed in on Michelle’s desk. The moment he spotted her, a warm feeling filled his heart. She was scrunched in her Aeron chair, hair pulled back in a tight ponytail and serious eyes riveted to her computer monitor. She was wearing a pair of headphones and talking to a woman on the computer.

      Talon’s last two months had been defined by the hardship of war. Seeing the woman he loved made the dark moments grow distant in his memory and gave him hope for the future.

      Michelle. His girl and, hopefully, soon his wife…

      If he should be so lucky.

      Sensing his approach, Michelle looked up and their eyes met. She stifled her whoop of joy and told the woman she was Skyping with to hold on for a sec. She tore off her ear-buds and rushed to Talon. Their arms and their lips quickly interlocked. All thoughts took a backseat to the intensity of their fierce embrace. His world reduced to the feel of Michelle’s soft skin, the taste of her breath, and the gentle tickle of her hair. He breathed in her intoxicating scent.

      Michelle was the one who applied the brakes to their building passion, realizing she was still at work. She took a step back and caught half the news office looking away and pretending to be busy with their jobs.

      Talon grinned sheepishly. “Maybe I should’ve given you a heads up...”

      “Maybe we just need to get out of here and find a more private place to celebrate.”

      “Sounds good. Oh, by the way, these are for you.”

      Michelle beamed when Talon handed her the Iranian’s lovely floral arrangement. “Mark, they’re beautiful! Thank you, darling.” She pressed the petals close to her cheek.

      “Let me just wrap up this call and we’ll be on our way,” Michelle said as she turned back to her workstation and donned her headphones again.

      Talon circled Michelle’s desk to gain a visual on the person she was chatting with. Anxiety marred the young woman’s attractive features, her nervous tension palpable. Talon couldn’t quite make out their conversation.

      The screen went dark and Michelle turned toward him. There was a trace of concern in her eyes, but she quickly cast it aside. “All ready. Let’s blow this joint.”

      As they headed down the stairs, Talon asked, “What was that all about?”

      “Just one of my sources.”

      “Cooking up some big new story?”

      “Always.”

      Talon waited for more but Michelle remained mum on the matter. She could be a bit secretive about her work, especially in those crucial early stages when she was still compiling research. Discretion was something else they shared in common.

      Michelle leaned closer and kissed him again and all thoughts of the Skype conversation evaporated. “Hmmm, you smell good for a guy who crawls in the dirt for a living.”

      Talon smiled and held up his grocery bag.

      “Feeling up for lunch in the park?”

      “Hmm, you make it hard for a girl to say no.”

      Hand-in-hand, they stepped out of the building, trailed by both envious and curious glances. The two of them shared something pretty special and someone would have to be blind not to pick up on it.

      Less than an hour later, they were making out in Dolores Park, their hands roaming and exploring as they lay under a tree in the grass. They had barely touched the crackers and cheese. Most of the wine remained in the plastic cups Talon had brought along for the occasion. Anyone passing by would have taken them for a couple of love-struck teenagers.

      “It might be time to get a room,” Michelle joked as she caught her breath.

      Talon nodded a little too fast. He couldn’t wait to ‘get a room’ but there was something else that he needed to do first. Misinterpreting his hesitation, Michelle caressed the stubble on his face. “Is everything okay, babe? If there’s something you need to talk about…”

      Michelle was all too aware of the challenges men like Talon faced. The horrors they confronted on a daily basis. He eyed her deeply and knew the moment had come to be a man. His throat felt dry as spoke. “I brought you here because a) I’m a romantic softie and b) there’s something I want to ask you.”

      He refilled Michelle’s cup with wine and suddenly his hands were shaking. Man, he was acting like some high-school kid out on a first date.

      “I know, wine in a plastic cup, ain’t I a classy guy?”

      “Probably a step up from eating the nasty parts of goats to impress village elders,” Michelle teased.

      “Don’t knock Afghani cuisine. It’ll catch on.”

      Michelle grinned as she sipped her wine.

      Talon had rehearsed his speech for days now, racking his brain for the perfect words. He nervously downed his entire cup of wine and Michelle shot him a surprised look. “You all right?”

      Talon knelt before her in the grass. “You might want to get up for this next part.”

      “Oh my God…” Realization filled her eyes and Talon knew there was no turning back now. He fumbled getting the ring box out of his pocket. Last time he’d felt this nervous was when he’d foolishly decided to take a role in a high school play. Shakespeare wasn’t his friend.

      “Michelle, two years ago I wasn’t happy when I learned some reporter was supposed to spend eight days with my unit. A week later I was a different man playing a different tune.”

      This is so cheesy. His Delta buddies would be laughing their asses off if they could hear him now. It had sounded good in his mind but spoken out loud… Screw it! He was putting it all out there. He meant every word he said and was expressing himself as best he could. He’d never claimed to be a poet.

      Tears welled in Michelle’s eyes as he continued. “The last two years have been the happiest years of my life, despite some of the worst combat I’ve had to endure. Knowing that you’re in my life, Michelle, reminds me what I’m fighting for.”

      Talon took a deep breath and opened the ring case. He’d purchased the ring — a three-diamond in 15K white gold — in New York City’s jewelry district. An old Army buddy turned jeweler helped him pick out something tasteful and beautiful. It was only right that the woman who’d transformed his world receive a ring worthy of her.

      Michelle was both sobbing and giggling now. Talon never got a chance to actually mouth his proposal as she engulfed him in a bear hug. Her kisses and tears spoke louder than words.

      Talon’s heart beat with joy as they headed to Michelle’s rent-controlled townhouse in Mission Bay. The moment they stepped into her place, Talon attacked her and they hit the carpet. Within seconds the clothes had come off in a heady, fumbling rush of animal passion and pent-up emotion. They both shook as they climaxed, soaked in perspiration.

      They laid on the floor, hands and bodies entwined. The problems of the world seemed a million miles away. The blood and dust of the wars Talon was fighting belonged to another reality.

      There was only Michelle and himself. Their bodies. Their passion. Their love.

      They were still recuperating from their lovemaking, sipping beer and snacking on chips when Talon’s phone buzzed.

      Damn it!

      He ignored the call, but whoever was trying to reach him refused to take no for an answer. After the fourth call, his cell vibrated with two incoming text messages. Someone desperately needed to get in touch with him. Not tomorrow, or in an hour, but right now. Cursing under his breath, he pulled away from Michelle.

      “I’m sorry…” He scanned the phone and his face fell.

      “Is it Erik?” Michelle asked with concern. She remembered the sergeant all too well.

      Talon nodded. Michelle’s lipstick and mascara were smeared, her hair tangled. God, she’s beautiful, he thought.

      “He needs your help, doesn’t he?”

      Damn! Talk about perfect timing!

      Judging from the slurred, rambling voicemail and incoherent texts, Erik was having a bad night.

      “He sounds like he’s in bad shape,” Talon said.

      “You think he might hurt himself?”

      Talon shrugged. The Erik he’d served with was a force of nature, a man whose will to fight burned with the intensity of a bright star in its prime. This new Erik was a pale shadow of that man.

      “You should go to him,” Michelle said.

      Talon’s face fell and Michelle cupped his rugged features in her hands. “If something should happen to him, you’ll never forgive yourself.”

      Michelle’s selfless words reminded Talon why he loved her so much. He rose reluctantly and sent Erik a quick text to say that he was on his way. He kissed Michelle and it lingered, almost reigniting their passion. Michelle gently pulled away. “Go help your friend.”

      She handed him her car keys. “I’m parked about five cars down the block. I’ll be here waiting for you when you come back.”

      Talon gave her an earnest look and said, “Love you.”

      Her smile always knocked his socks off. “I love you too.”

      Once outside, his eyes probed the dark road and spotted Michelle’s car — a red Nissan. The keys jingled in his hand as he walked down the abandoned sidewalk.

      Talon got into the Nissan and slid into traffic. He never noticed the black van with tinted windows, parked across the street from Michelle’s place. He was gone by the time its hoodie-wearing occupants got out and approached his fiancee’s home.
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      Erik appeared in the entrance of his rundown Oakland home and a wave of body odor hit Talon’s nostrils. His former commanding officer was a disheveled, stinking mess. Long hair clung to his scalp in greasy clumps and a sagging belly pressed against a belt that had run out of notches.

      Talon entered the house and struggled to hide his shock. Erik’s abode mirrored the sorry state of its broken owner. Fat cockroaches scrabbled among a wasteland of pizza boxes and empty beer bottles.

      “Looking good, old friend,” Erik slurred.

      “The bad guys are keeping me in fighting shape.”

      Erik grinned at that. “Let me get you a beer.”

      As Erik headed for his fridge, Talon once again took in the squalor of his surroundings. “Love what you’ve done with the place.”

      Erik returned with a bottle of Bud and said, “Fuck you too, man.” They toasted and took deep swigs from their beers.

      “Man, thanks for coming over. I nodded off and I was back on that fucking mountain…” Erik’s voice trailed off. A part of him had never left Afghanistan.

      Talon had tried to get through to his former comrade-in-arms on numerous occasions, with little success. His only option left was to be there for Erik during his darkest moments, hoping the man would ultimately find the strength to break free of this terrible downward spiral. For the next two hours, Talon listened to Erik talk about the old days. Good and bad memories competed in his old friend’s mind. It was good to reminisce with someone who’d been there.

      Eventually, Erik’s probing gaze locked on Talon. “So what’s going on between you and that reporter broad? Hope you know the girl is crazy about you.”

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      “So what are you waiting for? A girl like Michelle comes around once in a lifetime. You don’t want to let her get away. Step up to the plate and make an honest woman out of her.”

      “I just did, a few hours before you called.”

      “Oh shit, no way. Oh man, I’m so sorry. Fuck, the day you propose you end up spending the evening with a loser like me.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I’m proud of you, kid. You two will be great together.”

      I think so too, Talon thought.

      “So what happens next? Might be tougher risking your ass every day knowing there’s someone back home waiting for you. A whole family, maybe…”

      Talon was impressed by how Erik had redirected the focus from himself. No wonder the man had once earned a reputation as a master interrogator.

      “I think it’s time for a change.” Talon’s voice grew dead serious. Erik understood.

      “You thinking of leaving the unit?”

      “The thought has crossed my mind. I don’t want to turn Michelle into just another military wife.”

      Talon sensed this would be the most challenging part of settling down. He loved what he did and took pride in the function his unit served. But he was getting older. Turning his back on the military life would be hard, but he would find a way to serve his country in another capacity. Perhaps he would apply for a job at the CIA or do some teaching.

      Despite all his training and lethal skill, Talon harbored no illusions about his mortality. As a soldier at the tip of the spear, the specter of death was his constant companion. Talon had found a way to live with it but he doubted if Michelle could, especially if they decided to start a family.

      Erik polished off his beer. “I won’t sleep as soundly knowing you’re not out there keeping the country safe. But it’ll be nice having you around.”

      Talon hoped that once he settled down in San Francisco, he might become a positive influence on Erik. Would their friendship be enough to conquer the damaged vet’s demons? Only time would tell.

      Talon finished his beer and checked his watch. It was now past ten. “Alright, I should get going.”

      Talon walked to the door and paused. “You’ll be good, right? You’re not going to do anything stupid?”

      “If your idea of stupid is ordering a pizza from Joey’s and knocking it back with a couple shots of bourbon, then the answer is yes.”

      The bravado in Erik’s voice made Talon want to believe him. ”I expect you to be the best man at my wedding.”

      “Sounds like I don’t have long to get my shit together. I think that calls for one more round.”

      He grinned at Talon and cracked open another beer.
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        * * *

      

      Michelle Rossi basked in the happy afterglow of her passionate reunion with Mark Talon and the promise of their shared future. Letting him leave her apartment had not been easy, but she knew his friend needed him. She’d seen Erik a few times since being embedded with the unit and it was clear that the man’s psychological scars were far worse than his physical ones. The battlefield could take a heavy toll on the minds and bodies of the brave men and women serving their country.

      No one remained unscathed by the experience, not even Mark, but he had found a way to channel every negative thought in a constructive direction and make it work to his advantage. When they first started dating, she wondered what differentiated Mark from other soldiers who succumbed to the stress of their dangerous profession. She’d interviewed many veterans who suffered from post-traumatic stress syndrome and feared Mark could be next in line.

      One key element separated Mark from those other warriors. Instead of dwelling on the horrors of combat, he allowed them to fuel the urgency of his mission. Mark never forgot the greater purpose behind the mayhem. Freedom and civilization weren’t given to us; they were hard earned over the course of centuries dominated by cruelty and injustice. The battles might be terrible, but the war was worth winning.

      Michelle yawned and her eyes grew heavy. It had been a long day. She decided to brew a pot of coffee so she would be awake when Mark returned.

      As the stimulating scent of Java beans filled her apartment, her mind turned to the enigmatic man who had so unexpectedly popped back into her life. She was still reeling from the surprising turn her day had taken. When they first met she’d welcomed the idea of a long-distance relationship. She was fiercely independent and didn’t want to be beholden to the demands of a full-blown relationship. But each time she saw Mark, it became harder to say goodbye. She was surprised to discover that she wanted him to be part of her life. Not in a let’s-see-each-other-when–we-can way, but full-time.

      She eyed her engagement ring and stifled a delighted giggle. Her wish was on its way to becoming reality. Did Mark plan to resign from his military duties? The proposal suggested the possibility and the idea of having him around all the time made her grin with happiness.

      Her thoughts shifted from Mark to the story she was tackling at the moment. She hadn’t offered up any details when Mark asked her about it, but if her source was telling the truth, this piece could rattle Silicon Valley and the entire Bay Area. She needed to proceed with caution.

      Michelle was about to take a seat with her laptop when she heard the knock on her door. Could it be Mark? She ruled out that possibility — he had both her car and house keys. Gripped by foreboding, she paused near the door.

      “Who is it?”

      No answer.

      Michelle backed away from the door. She’d found herself in some shady places over the course of her journalistic career and didn’t scare easily. Nevertheless, the growing sense that someone threatening lurked behind the door filled her with dread.

      Fighting back her fear, she made a go for the couch, where she kept her purse. It contained a can of pepper spray. She was still rummaging in the handbag when a heavy blow rattled the front door. Two more cracks followed in quick succession and after the third sharp crack, the lock snapped.

      As the destroyed door swung open, four intruders stood revealed. They all wore baggy black hoodies, their features cloaked in shadow. One carried the kind of battering ram used by police officers.

      Michelle’s panicked fingers closed around her pepper spray just as the home invaders swarmed her living room. The intruders wore silver-gray robotic skull-masks under their hoods, and this inhuman presence froze Michelle for a moment. By the time she depressed the nozzle, a gloved hand was already headed for her face. The canister hissed as the intruder’s fist connected.

      Both Michelle and the pepper spray went flying. Stunned, she tried to regain her bearings. Too late! One of the attackers grabbed her hair.

      Many people would have gone rigid with fear at this point, dazed and outnumbered. But Michelle was well versed in martial arts from jujitsu to Krav Maga. Mark had taught her a few tricks, too. Her work took her to some dangerous places and she had to be able to handle herself.

      Without hesitation, her elbow fired back and hammered her assailant’s collarbone. He let out a cry that was muffled by his robotic mask and backed away.

      Michelle spun around and surveyed the living room. Keeping her cool, she searched her environment for everyday objects that could serve as a makeshift weapon. She snatched up the steaming coffee mug from the end table and thrust it into her second attacker’s face. The man cursed as the cup exploded in a burst of scalding caffeine and fragmented porcelain.

      Suddenly the monstrous quartet before her seemed a little less intimidating. Masks served one function in battle — to instill fear in the enemy. Underneath the armor were flesh-and-blood people who could be hurt. Or killed. Confidence growing, Michelle turned toward her third attacker but this man was prepared. In his gloved hand he held out a Taser.

      No!

      Compressed nitrogen projected twin probes at 180 feet per second. The projectiles instantly made contact and her body went slack, 50,000 volts overriding her nervous system. As her muscles contracted involuntarily, she hit the floor in a fetal position.

      The cold irony was that Michelle now gasped, paralyzed, in the same spot where minutes earlier she’d shared a lover’s embrace with Mark.

      The intruders gathered around her twitching body, forming a ring of hooded evil. One of the masked men pointed his cellphone camera at Michelle, recording her suffering.

      Fucking bastard…

      Her will to fight was still there, but her limbs refused to obey her commands. Recognizing her own helpless state, mortal fear set in.

      Noooo… Not now. Not like this.

      While one masked man recorded Michelle’s suffering, the other three produced knives from the pockets of their baggy hoodies. The four figures began to utter foreign words that filled Michelle with atavistic terror.

      Oh my God, what’s happening here?

      At around six-foot-four and the size of a middle linebacker, one man towered over the others. He appeared to be the leader of the group. He sank to his haunches beside Michelle’s paralyzed form and produced a canister of spray-paint. There was an explosive hiss as he began to draw an inverted star around her prone form. The paint’s nauseating fumes assaulted her nostrils and nearly made her gag.

      This can’t be happening… Someone, please, help me…

      Only one man could stop these monsters, and he wasn’t at her side when she needed him the most.

      The third assailant placed candles at the points of the floor pentagram and Michelle’s dread deepened. The large man leaned over her and whispered in her ear, his voice bereft of all emotion. “I pledge your soul to my master.”

      With these chilling words, he drove a knife into Michelle’s sternum until only the hilt protruded. There had been no hesitation, no dramatic pause, just a robotic precision. Her still-paralyzed body jerked as the blade eased through skin, muscle and bone. The notion that six inches of steel could so easily vanish inside her body seemed surreal, a nightmare beyond her imagining. It couldn’t be true… but it was.

      To her surprise, she experienced no pain at first. Adrenaline actually masked the damage. Then the big man withdrew his knife and blood streamed from the terrible wound. The first waves of agony washed over her.

      Michelle understood that any help would come too late. At the rate she was losing blood, she’d be dead in minutes. In various war zones she’d seen enough people perish, both military and civilians, to know that her fate was sealed.

      Mark’s face filled her mind as adrenaline surged through her body and her pulse quickened, the increase in blood pressure only hastening her demise.

      Her dear Mark. She knew her death would devastate him and for a moment she was more concerned about the man she loved than her own safety.

      But the horror was far from over.

      It was merely beginning.

      Like a school of piranhas descending on live prey, the other knife-wielding monsters plunged their daggers into Michelle with psychotic fury.

      In and out, again and again.

      Michelle exhaled blood and let out a guttural cry that seemed to intensify her killer’s frenzy. The indifferent electronic eyes of their cellphone-cams continued to capture every detail of the bloodbath.
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        * * *

      

      Robert Zagan, CEO of Omicron Technologies, entered a sleek, 300-seat auditorium. It was a cavernous chamber appointed in warm woods and brushed steel. Zagan headed for the stage. The company normally used the assembly room to make announcements or even hold press conferences, but today’s secret gathering served a far darker agenda.

      About eighty seats were filled at the moment. Zagan’s audience consisted exclusively of computer engineers, the best and brightest this Silicon Valley tech upstart had produced in the last two years. Their open laptops glowed in the dimly lit chamber like electronic fireflies, the sickly phosphorescent light of their LCD screens bathing their faces in an eerie spectral green. With their hoodies, the programmers seemed like cyber monks tapping away at the secrets of a digital universe. It was an apt analogy, considering what they were working on.

      Zagan stepped up to the podium and faced the assembled computer-engineering talent before him. Unlike the coders who favored jeans, Converse and flannel, Zagan was clad in a stylish black suit. His sleek, ascetic features were complemented by a lean, almost gaunt physique — the product of a strict vegan diet and rigid exercise regimen. He’d prematurely gone bald in his mid-twenties and began shaving his head. This only added to his severe presence.

      Omicron, like many tech companies that revolutionized the industry and then the world, had come from humble beginnings. Just a few years earlier, the company had consisted of a staff of six. Spurred by rapid growth, Omicron now counted nearly 500 employees on its 15 acre campus. Its tablets and phones had leveled the playing field and given its competitors a run for their money.

      To Zagan’s mind, that was just the beginning. The best was yet to come.

      Zagan spoke into his mic, uttering esoteric words in the ancient Egyptian liturgical language. The giant screen ignited with quick shots of the hooded figures inside Michelle’s apartment. They formed a circle around the helpless woman sprawled on the spray-painted carpet.

      The frightening tableau live-streamed in crisp HD through the auditorium on the coders’ networked laptop screens. They pounded the keyboards harder.

      “I pledge your soul to my master,” Zagan proclaimed and the powerfully built killer at Michelle’s side repeated the CEO’s ominous words. His gleaming blade encompassed the length of the auditorium’s mammoth screen, Michelle’s terrified features reflected in the broad expanse of steel. When his gloved hand drove the knife into the hapless woman’s chest, her scream shredded the silence of the auditorium.

      The faces of the employees registered no emotion. Their eyes did glitter with feverish exhilaration as Michelle’s final moments flickered on their screens. Fingers flew over the keys, coding in syncopated rhythm with the thrusting blades onscreen as the grisly murder fueled their work. It was as if their workflow kept adjusting to match the speed and intensity of the stabbing knives.

      Zagan surveyed his audience with growing satisfaction. He glanced at the big screen, where Michelle’s bloodied features loomed. Her eyes were glazing over. As death claimed her, a smile split Zagan’s face.

      Soon the world would experience the terrible power of Omicron.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Talon reached Michelle’s neighborhood around 11 p.m and found a parking spot right outside her door. Talon’s good mood changed the moment he approached the townhome. The door was wide open, its surface splintered. A wave of dread sucked the air from his lungs. Unarmed, he knew he should call the cops first, but Talon wasn’t the type to wait around for the cavalry to show up.

      He barged into the apartment with quick strides, heart hammering against his ribcage. He was prepared to fight off an army with his bare hands.

      When he saw Michelle, an icy hand seemed to tighten around his heart. His mind went blank, his world reduced to the horror before him. The woman he loved was lying in a broken, bloody heap.

      Talon had encountered death often enough to know Michelle was gone, but logic took a backseat to emotion. He surged toward the body and cradled her scarlet-streaked head. Blood flowed through his fingers… so much blood… Its coppery tang mixed with her subtle perfume.

      He held Michelle in his trembling arms, brushing a sheaf of crimson-caked hair from her face.

      God, this can’t be happening!

      Talon was beyond words and so was the dead woman in his arms.

      He was still cradling Michelle when sirens cut through the night and cops exploded into the apartment, guns pointing at him.

      “Step away from the body!”

      They were shouting at him, but he didn’t hear their words. “I said, step back!”

      One of the officers grabbed Talon’s arm and something snapped inside of him. Years of training kicked in and he roughly shoved the cop aside. Wrong move. Immediately, three Glocks were leveled at his chest.

      Talon slowly raised his hands, his face turning into a dead mask.
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      The events following his arrest became a dark blur. Talon remembered the cops slamming him against the wall at gunpoint and slapping cuffs on him. At first he’d refused to back away from Michelle, unwilling to release her body, to let go of her. As long as he clung to her, death wouldn’t become permanent and irreversible. His thinking stood in the face of logic but he now found himself in a place where his darkest emotions held reign.

      As the police officers kept barking orders at him to back away, his 1000-yard stare fixed on the boys in blue. He was daring them to shoot him, part of him wishing they would put him out of his misery. Another thought prevailed and brought him back to his senses. Michelle was gone but her killer or killers were still out there. This realization tore through his mind and became his reason to go on living. Whoever had done this to his girlfriend would pay for their crimes.

      He would make sure of it.

      After the cops cuffed Talon, they led him to a waiting cruiser. The red-blue light of the sirens washed over his expressionless features. The long drive to the precinct felt like an endless journey down a dark tunnel, a fragmented, hallucinatory trip into his personal hell. He fixated on his cuffed hands — they were still caked with Michelle’s blood — and blocked out the world.

      Talon knew he was shutting down. The next thing he remembered was sitting in a bare, gray room facing down two homicide detectives. They were running his prints and soon enough the computer would spit out his service record.

      As the detectives launched into their questions, Talon offered up clipped answers. He’d received a call from an old Army buddy. The timing of the texts on his phone would back up his story and they should contact Erik. Not the best alibi in the world, but his old friend would certainly vouch for him.

      Two hours into his interrogation they received his service record and the tone in the room started to change. Especially once Detective Jessica Serrone, an attractive Hispanic woman in her late twenties, arrived. At least with her, steely professionalism and hostile suspicion gave way to pity and empathy. He saw that he’d gone from potential murderer to grief-stricken victim, but this only drove home his loss.

      The ordeal ended when Detective Serrone told him he was free to go. Before he stepped out of the interrogation room she returned his belongings, including the small box containing Michelle’s engagement ring. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said with heartfelt emotion.

      Talon turned away from the detective, a man of stone. He walked into the bustling police precinct and found Erik waiting for him. His old buddy had cleaned up as best he could and the mints almost managed to mask the alcohol on his breath.

      Seeing him stirred dark feelings of anger inside Talon. If Erik hadn’t been so weak, so needy, none of this would’ve happened. He would have been with Michelle when the intruders broke into her apartment. He would have kept her safe.

      The two soldiers left the precinct without exchanging any words. Erik must’ve known what was going through Talon’s churning mind and remained quiet as they headed for his Mustang.

      Rain swept the forlorn streets, a response to the previous day’s humidity. Heavy drops pelted the windshield and the wipers were furiously battling the downpour. While Erik navigated the dark, wet roads in uncomfortable silence, Talon’s thoughts focused on Michelle. He tried to picture her smiling face but her final, agonizing moments kept intruding on the memory.

      “I’m so sorry.” Erik’s timing on this apology couldn’t have been worse. Talon’s seething rage bubbled to the surface.

      “Stop the car.”

      “Where are you going to go?” Erik asked.

      “None of your goddamn business. Now let me out. I’m not going to ask again.”

      Erik pulled up to the nearest sidewalk. He was tempted to add something but Talon’s glare suggested that he’d better keep his mouth shut.

      Talon kicked the door open and disappeared into the wet night. He walked in the rain until he was soaked. Perhaps he hoped the elements could wash away the darkness inside him and extinguish the fire in his heart.

      He tried to recreate in his mind the scene at Michelle’s apartment, homing in on details he might have missed at first. One image dominated his thinking — the inverted, five-pointed star scrawled on the floor.

      The pentagram.

      Did Michelle become the victim of a satanic cult? The notion seemed fantastic, part of a bad B-horror picture from the seventies.

      Around six a.m. the first hint of milky sunlight struggled to break through the dense cloud cover and Michelle suddenly seemed to haunt every corner of the city.

      When he drifted through Chinatown, it made him think of the hole in the wall restaurant they’d stumbled into one drunken night, only to discover the best dumplings on the planet. Passing Ghirardelli Square, he remembered that Michelle’s favorite flavor of chocolate was Dark Cabernet. Who wanted their chocolate to taste like wine? Michelle did.

      As he trudged down California Street, he glanced up at the Intercontinental. They had celebrated their first anniversary as a couple in the Top of the Mark rooftop lounge. Overpriced fare, but the view was amazing and Michelle had loved it.

      So many memories.

      God, he was barely keeping it together.

      His long walk led him to Dolores Park. Less than twelve hours earlier he’d proposed to Michelle right in this spot, all thoughts of death far away. He choked back a scream of rage. His hands shook and balled into fists.

      Rain fell, as if the city was weeping for the loss of a favorite citizen. The downpour washed away the tears that coursed down Talon’s face, but it didn’t calm his heaving frame. He couldn’t believe that she was gone. That everything they had shared could so easily be lost.

      After what seemed like hours, he turned away from the waterfront and continued his silent pilgrimage through San Francisco’s rain-soaked urban canyons.

      Talon’s aimless wanderings drew him back to Michelle’s apartment. The structure loomed like a mausoleum, now transformed in Talon’s mind into a place of horror. Looking up at the townhome he realized he wasn’t ready to set foot in the place again. At least not yet.

      He shuffled away from the building and his gaze landed on Michelle’s car, still parked on the other side of the street. A parking ticket danced in the wind, held in place by the windshield wiper.

      Talon went over to the vehicle and slid behind the wheel. For a brief moment the car offered refuge from the incessant downpour. As soon as he closed the door, he knew he made a mistake. Michelle’s scent still lingered here. For a moment he could imagine her sitting beside him again, flashing that beautiful, playful smile.

      His eyes fell on the small photograph mounted on the dash. Taken in Afghanistan, it showed him and Michelle grinning like school children. Their smiles were genuine, their happiness palpable.

      Looking at the picture pushed him over the edge. Talon knew he needed to numb himself.

      Needed to forget.

      With a renewed sense of purpose, he headed to the nearest bar and started knocking back shots. The place was a rundown dive and deserted at this mid-afternoon hour. The few lost souls leaning into the well-worn counter were all committed alcoholics and Talon intended to join their ranks.

      The whiskey burned as it went down his throat and immediately made him crave another one. Despite his growing buzz, the alcohol wasn’t helping Talon forget or calming him down. On the contrary, the booze was adding fuel to the fire. Each shot only stoked the flames inside him.

      For the next few days Talon spent his waking hours hitting any watering hole that would take his money. At night he slept off the alcohol at the rundown motel where he’d sought refuge. He didn’t shower, didn’t eat, didn’t give a damn. Terrible thoughts swirled through his mind. His fury was coming to a boil, metastasizing into a murderous rage.

      On the third day he ended up in a run-down goth-punk bar. He didn’t share anything in common with its patrons except for a hunger to forget.

      As the night wore on, he began to notice a crew of black-clad Goths. The tall, pale leader of the group — a young, cantankerous asshole — would have scored well in a Marilyn Manson lookalike contest. One of the Goth chicks mistook his attention for interest and flashed him a black-lipstick smile. Her wandering eye didn’t go over well with her beau. He gave Talon the finger before pulling his girl off the barstool and dragging her toward the exit. His friends filed out after him without paying for their drinks. The bartender hailed expletives after them.

      Talon didn’t pay attention to the bartender’s shouts. All he could think about was the tattoo he’d spotted on the Goth’s hand when he flipped him off.

      It was an inverted pentagram.
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        * * *

      

      Talon followed the brazen gang of Goths for a couple of blocks. A heavy fog shrouded the streets, turning the world into a dreamlike landscape of bleeding shadows.

      Talon kept his distance but stayed close enough, never losing sight of his quarry. It soon became apparent where the punks were headed. They were walking toward the Mission Dolores Church and its adjoining cemetery.

      The Goths paid little heed to the lone figure trailing them. Even if they spotted him, Talon would offer little cause for alarm. They were four, he was one and in his currently abysmal state, he bore a stronger resemblance to a homeless man than a highly trained killer.

      Talon passed through the wrought-iron main gate and began to close the gap once they entered the maze of tombstones.

      The fog grew heavier and erased the black-clad punks from view. Focusing on his other senses, Talon tracked the sound of their voices. Their laughter gave way to the hiss of spray canisters. Like a predator drone that had locked on its target, he homed in on the Goths.

      The mist cleared and the ring of punks stood revealed. Streaks of graffiti slithered down a vandalized tombstone. The Goths were in the process of painting inverted pentagrams on the headstones. They stopped for a beat, admiring their handiwork, and suddenly became aware of Talon’s presence.

      For a silent moment the vandals traded glances. Then their leader glared at Talon. “What the fuck you looking at?”

      The Goth never finished his sentence as Talon’s hand lashed out at him. Now beyond mercy and reason, the Delta Force operator had allowed the alcohol roaring through his system to unleash his killer instinct. His fist connected and sent the raven-haired man crashing into the nearest grave-mound. The crack of bone snapping against the tombstone echoed over the cemetery.

      The other Goths stared with big eyes, feet rooted. No one was smiling any longer. Another Goth challenged Talon, fists up. His foolish bravery was rewarded with a vicious series of combination punches that hurled him into a memorial’s flowerbed. Before the young man could get up, Talon was upon him, applying a chokehold which would snap his neck when…

      The pitiful cry of one of the Goth chicks pierced Talon’s drunken haze of insanity. “Please, don’t hurt him, we’re sorry...”

      Talon stared at the woman as if waking from a terrible nightmare. Mascara ran down her face in dark streaks. The fear in her eyes was all too real.

      Catching his breath, Talon regarded the nearly unconscious man whose neck he’d almost broken. He studied the punk’s pentagram tattoo and realized these weren’t hardened killers but College kids playing dress-up.

      Talon eyed his hands; they were bloodied from the fight. “Get the hell out of here,” he hissed.

      The girl blinked at him, almost as if she couldn’t quite believe this turn of events. As Talon sank to his knees, the Goths wisely fled the cemetery.

      Talon let out a heaving sob and wept. The pouring rain hammered down on his haunted visage, washing away the tears but not the pain.

      Not the rage.

      The flames of anger burning within him could only be extinguished in one way…

      Vengeance.
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      Early morning sunlight raked Erik’s house. While the incessant downpour had tapered off, Talon’s clothes were still wet and streaked with mud and dried blood. Dark rings circled his sunken eyes.

      A decision had been made. He wouldn’t continue to wallow in self-pity or lash out at the world. Michelle wouldn’t want him torn apart by grief. Direct action was required. Her killers still walked the Earth, but their days were numbered. This certainty calmed Talon and filled him with a new sense of purpose.

      A new mission.

      He knocked on the door, not expecting Erik to show. To his surprise his old friend did emerge. For a moment the two soldiers regarded each other in the gray dawn. For Erik uncertainty mixed with shame.

      “I’m sorry about what I said,” Talon said. He meant it. It had been wrong to use Erik as a scapegoat for his own grief and guilt.

      Erik’s face relaxed. “What are you going to do?”

      “What do you think?”

      Erik’s brows furrowed with concern. “This isn’t Afghanistan, Talon. You start going after these fuckers, the cops will hunt you down.”

      “They can try.”

      “Let me help you, at least.”

      “I could use a place to stay, a base of operations.”

      Erik’s eyes flickered at that and the old light edged into them, transforming him into the warrior Talon met on the battlefield all those years ago.

      Erik waved him inside. “Mi casa es su casa, compadre.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Before Talon could hunt down Michelle’s murderers, he needed to get a better feel for his newest enemy. The first order of business was checking the Chronicle’s website. Within seconds he found a story on Michelle’s murder. The article stated that she’d been stabbed multiple times and also mentioned the fact that her boyfriend discovered the body.

      The piece felt like a beat-by-beat replay of the reporting that was dominating local TV news. It touched on the pentagram and theorized about an occult angle, but these salient details didn’t seem to elicit much outrage from the public. In a world where terrorists were tweeting decapitation photos of Americans, pentagrams and black candles weren’t all that scary anymore. So the world is a madhouse — what else is new?

      Talon combed the Internet for other occult crimes committed in the Bay Area over the last few months. His search produced a number of hits. Michelle’s murder appeared to be the fifth crime in an escalating series of cases. The one that jumped out the most for Talon was the brutal killing of an Uber driver. Two other murders had occurred at the same time, followed by three suicides. Witness accounts placed some of the suicides near the crime scenes. This prompted speculation about a murder-suicide pact and the possibility that the perpetrators belonged to a cult.

      A cult.

      This wasn’t ISIS, Al Qaeda or one of their many offshoots. This was different. Now he faced a homegrown organization with no discernible political agenda.

      What am I up against?

      As Talon internalized the articles, he spotted Michelle’s byline on a number of them. Finally there was something connecting her to the cult murders. Had her stories turned her into a target?

      Talon had seen enough dead reporters to know how dangerous the job could be. Many times he’d wished Michelle did something else for a living. But just as Michelle would never ask him to turn his back on his military career, he couldn’t expect her to stop chasing a good story. They were born risk-takers, defined by their willingness to put it all on the line.

      Rereading the news items provided little in terms of explanation for why Michelle was singled out by the cult. Her reporting was in-depth and sensitive toward the victims, but it didn’t differ substantially from the stories generated by competing news outlets.

      Talon decided to head to the paper’s offices and talk to Michelle’s editor-in-chief, Richard Powell. He might be able to shed some light on the events leading up to her murder.

      This time around, stepping into the newspaper offices gutted Talon. Reminders of Michelle were everywhere. Framed awards and articles that bore her name, photographs of her with friends and colleagues whom she’d pointed out to him. He’d entered Michelle’s world, and these mementos of her impact on it made her absence even more pronounced.

      The receptionist uttered a meek hello and fought back tears. Everyone who saw and recognized him averted their gaze or offered awkward condolences. He appreciated the gesture even though he drew little comfort from their words.

      Unnerved by the attention his presence was drawing from the staff, Talon clenched his jaw and picked up his pace. Heading straight into Richard Powell’s office, he found the Chronicle’s editor-in-chief busy fielding calls.

      When Richard noticed Talon, his eyes flashed with surprise. He got off the phone and rushed over, shaking Talon’s hand. “I’m so sorry about what happened,“ Richard said. “Everyone at the paper is in shock. How are you holding up?”

      Talon opted not to answer that question. Before the silence could become uncomfortable, Richard continued. “I spoke with Detective Serrone earlier this morning. She is spearheading the investigation into the cult killings and doing everything in her power to catch these psychos.”

      For a moment Talon’s mind turned back to the Hispanic detective who had offered her condolences to him. “Does the SFPD have any leads?”

      “Not to my knowledge, but they’re playing it close to the chest on this one, “ Richard said.

      “I know Michelle did some reporting on these cult crimes. Could that be why this happened?”

      “The cops have been asking me the same question, and I’m going to give you the same answer. I don’t know. Michelle could be quite secretive when it came to the stories she was working on.”

      Talon’s mood darkened. This wasn’t what he’d hoped to hear. “Do you mind if I take a look at her files?”

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. Michelle kept all her work on her laptop. According to the police, her computer and smartphone are missing. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.”

      Talon nodded and got up. He was almost out the door when Powell addressed him again. “Wait — there’s one thing. Michelle believed that the cult had ties to Silicon Valley.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The three suicides were all tech workers: coders and engineers. It’s a competitive industry. Not every upstart turns into the next Facebook or Apple. For every giant success that makes the news, there are hundreds of failures. The Valley can breed addiction, dysfunction and a sense of entitlement. Maybe even a crackpot cult. It was an angle Michelle was looking into — make of that what you will.”

      Talon filed this latest detail away for future analysis. He thanked Powell for his time and left the Chronicle. His next stop was a local occult bookstore he had Googled earlier.

      Talon entered the small shop and shook his head at his macabre surroundings. Esoteric paraphernalia crammed the shelves, ranging from spell kits and ritual supplies to bulk herbs and books on Wicca, Santeria, Norse mythology and every conceivable occult tradition imaginable.

      Talon didn’t put much stock in any of this superstitious mumbo jumbo. In the battle between science and superstition, science had won a long time ago. It amazed him that so many people still clung to these archaic notions about the world. It was proof that while man was pretty clever, he was still ruled by his hopes and fears.

      As he explored the shop, Talon paid little attention to the Tarot cards and Ouija boards. He ignored the vast assortment of crystals and candles. Instead, he bee-lined straight for the section dealing with satanic rituals.

      Talon felt uncomfortable in the otherworldly store which seemed to eschew all forms of natural light. The owners were selling the idea of a transcendent experience. Combined with the New Age soundtrack being piped through the loudspeaker system, the décor achieved the desired effect.

      Talon wasn’t a superstitious man but ten years of war with fanatics in the Middle East had taught him both the power and the danger of misguided faith in the supernatural. It could turn murder into a holy act and justify the most terrible of crimes, crimes committed in the name of God. Even though he didn’t believe in the Devil, Talon did believe in knowing your enemy. If Michelle’s killer worshipped the Prince of Lies, Talon wanted to understand what drove him (or her) to such monstrous acts.

      As Talon eyed the shelves of books classified under Satanism, he groaned inwardly at some of the titles. Massive doorstops like THE HISTORY OF THE DEVIL and SERVING DARKNESS promised something a little different than light beach reading.

      A waif-like store clerk sidled up to him. Her myriad tattoos and alabaster skin conjured the illusion that she was attuned to some other frequency than the rest of humanity.

      She flashed Talon her most mysterious smile. “You look like you may need some help.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Let’s just say you don’t seem like the type who shops here.”

      “And what type is that?”

      The clerk’s lips curled into another one of her knowing smiles, but she didn’t offer an explanation.

      Talon forged ahead. “I need a few general books on the occult. The basics.”

      The young woman nodded and fished out a collection of seminal texts. Talon barely scanned the titles – he was way out of his comfort zone here.

      “It’s difficult to narrow down to the basics in a field as diverse as the supernatural, but these should make for a good start.”

      Inspecting the books, Talon decided that this would do for now. He paid for his purchases, left the store and headed back to Erik’s house.

      There, he opened the front gate and walked past Erik’s home, heading for a small guesthouse separated by a minuscule yard. Erik had been cool enough to let Talon crash in his father’s old office, which had stood empty since the heart attack that led to his passing. The studio contained a small bed, a worn desk and years worth of dust. It would do fine. Talon had stayed in far worse places.

      As he took a seat on the squeaking bed and fired up his laptop, a plan was forming in the back of his mind.

      Learn about the enemy.

      Identify the enemy.

      Exterminate the enemy.

      He had two more weeks before he needed to report back to duty. Two weeks to win this war. He wouldn’t leave San Francisco without completing his mission.

      Talon checked his email. There was a ton of spam and a message from a general who had received word of the tragedy. Most of his Delta buddies hadn’t contacted him, and in a way he was glad. In time the news would get around and the condolences would begin to flood his inbox.

      For now he would rather not become distracted by reminders of his military life. The new mission would demand his complete focus and attention.

      Talon removed the newly acquired books from his backpack and began to familiarize himself with the material. After two hours of reading about cults and satanic rituals, the letters became a blur and he could no longer concentrate on the dense, morbid texts. He wanted to understand what he was up against, but he was foremost a man of action. Talon was itching to be out in the field. Rage swirled inside him and his mind kept wandering back to Michelle. His beautiful Michelle, now gone forever.

      Hands shaking, Talon slammed the book shut and closed his eyes.

      Goddammit, pull yourself together!

      The mental command seemed hollow and lacked conviction. The walls of Erik’s cramped guesthouse felt like they were closing in on him and he couldn’t shake a growing feeling of claustrophobia. He had to get out of here.

      Time to engage in a different form of intelligence gathering. He was going to revisit the scene of the crime. Perhaps there was some telltale sign the cops had missed when they combed Michelle’s apartment. Some clue that could point him in the right direction. Something. Talon knew he was grasping at straws here, but he was a desperate man. Desperate, but also determined.

      His eyes fell on a nearby dresser. Two items rested on its surface – a Glock in a shoulder holster, and a Ka-Bar in a tactical sheath. Presents from Erik. “My gut tells me these might come in handy,” Erik had said with a low chuckle. Talon had a feeling they might.

      He snatched up the pistol and knife, then stepped out of the guesthouse. A beaten-up motorcycle was gathering dust in the driveway. Erik hadn’t ridden his Ducati in over a year but encouraged Talon to use the bike to get around town. Talon extricated the keys.

      The long-dormant engine squelched and gurgled before screaming back to life. He thought he could hear a couple of neighbors slamming their windows shut but Talon welcomed the noise. The ferocious roar drowned out his dark thoughts as he powered down the street. There was only the road, the fierce sound of the Ducati and the fire in his soul. For a brief moment, Talon could pretend that the wailing engine sounds were the screams of Michelle’s murderers.

      Forty-five minutes later he pulled up to Michelle’s townhome and was gripped with dread. Part of him wished he didn’t have to set foot in the apartment where he’d discovered Michelle’s ruined body. The feeling of helplessness he associated with the place returned with a vengeance.

      Talon gave himself an internal push and approached the front door. Police lines served as a grim reminder of Michelle’s murder but now dangled forlornly from one side of the doorframe instead of barricading the entrance.

      Has someone entered the crime scene?

      Talon’s hand closed around the door-handle and froze.

      Muffled footsteps and voices could be heard behind the door. Someone was definitely inside Michelle’s unit.

      Talon’s fingers touched the Glock sitting in his armpit sling. Reassured by the weight of the gun, he turned the knob in a slow, deliberate manner. The lock wouldn’t snap open to announce his arrival. Instead the door parted soundlessly, opening a few inches.

      Three men were busy combing the place. They remained oblivious to his presence, focused on the task at hand. All three of them wore expensive looking suits. Talon thought it doubtful that these guys were Feds or homicide detectives. Call it gut instinct, but they were way too sleek and polished to be law enforcement.

      The two bigger men moved with precision and grace despite their size. Talon pegged them as retired military. The youthful guy carried himself with authority. He had to be the one in charge.

      “What are you people doing here?” Talon demanded. He took a step toward the leader of the group and one of the big men reached for him.

      Big mistake.

      Talon wrenched the guy’s arm and using the big man as a human battering ram, he shoved him into his incoming partner. The two bodyguards hunched over into balls of pain.

      One of the downed guards went for the bulge under his jacket but a hand signal from the boss stopped him.

      Talon regarded the man they were protecting. The leader stood his ground without flinching, eyes betraying no fear. “I know you’re angry and want to lash out at someone, Sergeant Talon, but putting my assistants in the hospital won’t bring Michelle back.”

      How does this guy know my name?

      “I apologize for my men’s overeager dedication to their profession, but we’re not your enemy.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.” Talon took a step closer, eyes blazing. “Who the hell are you?”

      A thin smile played over the leader’s face and his voice became flat and determined. “My name is Simon Casca and I’m the man who’s going to help you hunt down the monsters who murdered your girlfriend and kill every single one of them.”
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      Talon and Simon Casca now fronted the small balcony of Michelle’s apartment. A ravenous fog had swallowed the city and the moist air prickled Talon’s face. Below, cars zipped down the street, the mist transforming them into ghostly shapes. Muted sounds of traffic drifted through the thick layers of condensation.

      If Casca was to be believed, Talon now shared the balcony with one of the richest men in California, if not the entire U.S. He was the owner of Xtel, a company that manufactured twenty-five percent of all microchips currently in use. Xtel wasn’t a sexy stock on the rise, but the company had been around since the dawn of the Silicon Age.

      Talon studied Casca. The billionaire looked young, boyish almost, and appeared to be in his mid-twenties. Unlike most of his Silicon Valley compatriots, he favored slim, well-turned-out Prada suits. “I’m still waiting for you to tell me what you’re doing here,” Talon said.

      “I’m here for the same reason you are. I’m looking for answers.”

      Talon processed these words. Casca’s security team was visible behind the balcony’s sliding doors. Still massaging their bruised bodies and egos, the two men stole nervous glances at him.

      Casca followed Talon’s gaze. “They’re both former Marines and don’t spook easily. Your reputation is well deserved.”

      “What reputation? You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know exactly everything about you, Sergeant Mark Talon. You’re one of the most decorated soldiers in the entire Armed Forces. Two tours with the 101st Airborne Division, followed by your current assignment with Delta Force.”

      “On paper my unit doesn’t even exist, so how did you get this information?”

      “There are no more secrets once you’re worth north of a billion dollars.”

      “So you’ve been throwing some of that funny money around. Question is, why?”

      “When a friend is murdered I like to know who the players are.”

      This revelation caught Talon off guard. “You knew Michelle?”

      Casca nodded. “Michelle interviewed me a couple years back and we stayed in touch. Three weeks earlier she contacted me, asking for help. She needed to draw on my field of expertise.”

      “And what field would that be?”

      “Fringe religions. Ancient rituals. Demonology. The occult.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “How much do you know about the paranormal, Sergeant?”

      “I’m a little too old to believe in ghosts and goblins.

      “I guess that answers my question.”

      “There’s evil out there, but it wears a human face. Michelle’s killers may think the Devil is real, but they’re just flesh and blood. What sort of cult are we dealing with here?”

      “Michelle asked me the same question. We don’t have much to work with at the moment, but certain details suggest a computer-technology cult of some kind. These types of cults incorporate science fiction and computer concepts into their occult and magical doctrine. You may be familiar with the “Rama” cult, whose members committed mass suicide and believed their spiritual guru to be in communication with aliens. Or Aum Shinrikyo, which carried out a Sarin gas attack on the Tokyo subway in 1995.”

      Talon nodded grimly. “Aum Shinrikyo – Supreme Truth – was designated a terrorist organization by the United States. The cult used Christian and Buddhist ideas as well as the writings of Nostradamus to attract a highly educated following. Their leader, Asahara, saw himself as a Christ-like figure destined to save his followers from nuclear Armageddon.”

      “I’m impressed, Sergeant. You know your terrorist groups.”

      “What makes you think we’re dealing with such a group?”

      “Besides the three suicides and their ties to Silicon Valley, there’s a telling detail the cops have been keeping a lid on.”

      Casca indicated for Talon to follow him back into the apartment. As they returned to the crime scene, Talon tried to avoid the discoloration on the floor, knowing all too well its origin.

      Casca respectfully circled the chalk outline of Michelle’s body and for a moment, a second pentagram on the wall framed his head like an unholy halo. He tilted his head at the numbers – a combination of ones and zeroes – scrawled below the inverted star:

      

      
        
        1010011010

      

      

      

      Talon had missed the numbers when he last set foot in Michelle’s place. Seeing a loved one crumpled in a puddle of gore could impact anyone’s situational awareness.

      “It’s a binary number,” Talon said.

      “Correct. As you may know, binary numbers can be converted both into letters and decimal numbers. The number you’re looking at translates to six-six-six.”

      666. The number of the Beast.

      “According to Michelle’s source in the SFPD, the three suicides had the same binary number tattooed on their forearms.”

      Talon took a step closer. The dark color of the numbers suggested that they were etched in blood.

      Michelle’s blood.

      “There’s something else you need to be aware of... I apologize in advance for bringing up such a painful and gruesome subject. The forensic report revealed that Michelle was stabbed eighteen times with three different knives. Six thrusts for each blade. Based on the angle of the wounds, the police think there were at least three killers involved, each wielding a blade.”

      Talon balled his fists, his nails digging into the palms of his hands. How could Casca have access to secret police information? The answer was simple. Money. Information came at a price and Casca possessed deep pockets. And that begged another question. Why was he willing to part with his cash and get involved in an occult murder case? What was his angle?

      “How does the head of a billion-dollar tech company end up becoming an expert on the weird?” Talon said.

      “Even billionaires need hobbies.” Casca managed a thin smile before his features grew serious again. “I inherited Xtel. The company’s achievements are the result of my father’s hard work and vision. I’m the CEO in name only. Meaning that I attend a few board meetings but leave the day-to-day operations to folks far more qualified than myself. My calling lies in a different area.”

      There was a part of Casca’s story that didn’t quite add up in Talon’s mind. Rich guys didn’t spend their free time chasing shadows and studying apocalyptic cults. “Do you believe the cult targeted Michelle?”

      “I don’t believe in coincidence.”

      “That makes two of us. But why her? Every major news outlet has been running stories about these occult crimes.”

      “I don’t think Michelle was killed because of an article she wrote. She was killed because of an article she was going to write.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Michelle had a source connected to the cult. They must’ve found out she was talking with someone on the inside, and they retaliated.”

      Casca’s latest revelation confirmed Talon’s worst suspicion. He trembled with emotion.

      My girl died because of a story she was working on.

      Michelle’s high-risk job had cost her her life. But death didn’t catch up with her in some far-flung, war-ravaged or disease-ridden Third World country. It found her here in San Francisco, in her own home.

      Casca leaned closer, his voice growing determined. “We find Michelle’s source, we find her killers.”
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      “We find Michelle’s source, we find her killers.”

      Good plan but where to start? As Talon mentally ran through his options, he remembered the Skype conversation he’d interrupted when he first arrived at the Chronicle. What had Michelle said again?

      “Just one of my sources.”

      Could that woman be the source Casca was talking about? Talon recalled her nervous expression. At the time, he’d dismissed it as just run-of-the-mill camera shyness – not everyone felt comfortable in front of a webcam – but now he wasn’t so sure. It was a long shot, but worth looking into.

      He rang the Chronicle and asked Powell to run a check of Michelle’s Skype calls. She’d used her desktop during the Skype call, so it should be easy to track her conversations. A few minutes later, Powell offered up a name – Becky Oakes – and a phone number.

      Talon considered his next move. Calling Becky might spook her. If indeed Becky turned out to be the leak, he’d have to tread with caution. In all likelihood the cult had gone after her too. There hadn’t been any reports of other murders, though. Maybe she’d gotten lucky and escaped.

      Casca had urged Talon to contact him if he needed anything. Talon wasn’t keen on further involving the billionaire, but he did have the pull to gain access to classified information.

      Talon texted Becky’s info to Casca. Less than an hour later, Talon received an email containing the results of a detailed background check.

      Twenty-three years old, Becky was an attractive brunette with big, intelligent eyes and perfect skin. Computer-science major. She’d been an assistant at Omicron, one of Silicon Valley’s biggest tech companies, for the last eight months.

      Talon skimmed the rest of the detailed report. There were credit card histories, outstanding student loans and even notes regarding Becky’s recent emails and phone calls.

      For a surreal moment, Talon could almost pretend he was conducting some military operation instead of embarking on a vigilante mission of vengeance.

      Analyzing the report further, Talon learned that Becky lived in the Mission District. As an assistant, she wouldn’t be raking in the big bucks. So how was she able to afford the $3000-a-month rent of a one-bedroom apartment in that area?

      The next paragraph of the report provided an explanation. Becky had been dating George Soldes, a computer engineer at Omicron and one of the suspected cult members who jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge. Had the suicide motivated Becky to seek out the press, dooming Michelle in the process?

      Only Becky could answer that question.

      Talon mounted Erik’s motorcycle and tore off toward the Mission District. Zipping through the streets, his thoughts turned to the enigmatic new figure who had entered the picture. Who was Simon Casca? Talon still wasn’t quite sure what to make of the youthful billionaire. He was intense yet projected sincerity and a nearly fanatical passion about his esoteric field of expertise.

      Casca seemed determined to help. Still, without fully understanding whatever motivation was driving his newfound benefactor, Talon would keep his guard up. He planned to delve deeper into Casca’s background later but at the moment his first priority was tracking down Becky Oakes.

      Traffic was light during the mid-afternoon hours and it didn’t take long for Talon to arrive at Becky’s apartment complex. He waited in front of the main entrance. As soon as the first person stepped out of the building, he used the opportunity to slip through the open door. If Becky was around, he hoped to catch her off guard and not give her a chance to cook up some cover story.

      Becky lived on the third floor and Talon easily located her apartment. He determined that the door was unlocked – it didn’t bode well. Glock leading the way, he walked into the unit.

      Broken furniture, overturned shelves and piles of computer books lay scattered on the floor. There was no sign of Becky. Did she escape in time, or was she now in the cult’s clutches?

      His cellphone vibrated and Casca’s voice grew audible on his headset. “What’s the situation?”

      “Looks like we’re running a few steps behind. They broke into her place and tore it apart. Girl’s not here.”

      “This cult isn’t big on hiding the bodies. She could be laying low somewhere.”

      “My feelings exactly.”

      Talon studied the apartment, his eyes roaming. Who was Becky Oakes? Who were her friends? What would be her options, given what they knew about her?

      “Any theories as to where she might be holed up?”

      “My assistant is going through Ms. Oakes’ phone records as we speak.”

      Once again Talon didn’t know if he should be impressed or worried about Casca’s ability to attain private information.

      “Besides her boyfriend and parents, the one phone number that keeps coming up belongs to Janice Goldstein. They both interned at Google a few months ago. Judging from her social network activity, they’re best friends. Last call between them was two days ago.”

      The day Michelle was murdered, Talon thought. If there had been any doubt about Becky’s involvement, this seemed to erase it. It was all beginning to make sense in his mind. In the wake of Michelle’s murder Becky had gone off the grid, ditching her phone and avoiding all social networks. That was wise — the people after her were computer wizards and could track her digital footprints.

      Janice Goldstein was Talon’s best lead. With any luck she could lead him to Becky.

      An hour later, he was staking out Janice’s workplace, some new app developer called Snapshut with offices on Freemont Street. Like Becky, Janice had recently graduated from intern to assistant. Most likely, she’d be working crazy hours. Talon knew he’d better brace himself for a long night.

      He found a coffee shop facing the Snapshut offices and sipped on a cup of bitter black brew that set him back four bucks. The price made him cringe – what was happening to this country?

      Keeping track of the steady flow of people on the sidewalks had a soothing, almost hypnotic effect on Talon. His new detail couldn’t have been more different from the arid monotony of Afghanistan.

      As he kept watch, a Google bus pulled up to the curb and dropped off a boatload of Silicon Valley workers. They carried themselves in a casual and carefree manner, dressed like eternal teenagers with fat allowances. Distressed jeans, expensive sneakers and grungy t-shirts that all came with designer labels easily spotted by the knowing eye. Every one of them sported backpacks containing tablets or laptops.

      Talon figured they’d been putting in some quality time in front of their computers during their air-conditioned commute. He’d read about the private shuttles that scooped up workers from their San Francisco neighborhoods and brought them to their Silicon Valley tech enclaves. Late at night the buses would return and so would the workers.

      The tech elite had become shadows who barely participated in their local communities. The big companies provided food, haircuts, dental appointments, gym equipment, laundry, dry cleaning – there was no need to shop or interact locally. In many ways, companies like Omicron were like cults.  They indoctrinated their disciples with an ideology that separates them both physically and psychologically from the rest of the world. Technology was their God and material success their salvation.

      Janice suddenly emerged from her workplace. She headed straight for the coffee shop – just another part of her daily routine. A quick pick-me-up at the end of a long day. Phone cradled under her ear, she approached the barista.

      Talon stealthily pointed his cell at her. He pulled up an app Casca had told him to download earlier and scanned the shop for Bluetooth signals. He selected Janice’s phone from the list and pressed “Force-Pair.” Once that was done, he pushed a button labeled “Install.Exe.” A bar filled the screen as his phone hacked into Janice’s.

      By the time Janice grabbed her drink and left the café, the installation of the hacking program was complete. Talon followed while he listened in on Janice’s conversation. Her voice sounded concerned. Talon felt like a creep for spying on the woman’s private exchange.

      When Janice addressed the other party on the line as Becky, however, Talon’s eyes widened with triumph. Judging from the phone number on his spy app, Becky wasn’t using her old cell. She had probably purchased a disposable phone with a prepaid SIM card. Smart girl. It sounded like she wanted to meet up with Janice at nearby Yerba Buena Garden.

      Talon rushed toward his motorcycle. He would beat Janice to the rendezvous point.

      Darkness encroached Yerba Buena Garden as his bike sidled up to the curb. The park covered two blocks with well-tended gardens and provided a much-needed escape from the hustle and bustle of San Francisco.

      Talon combed the park and within minutes located Becky near the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Fountain. Spotlights inside the waterfall cast Becky in stark silhouette. Water gurgled as she paced up and down the shining slabs of glass inscribed with excerpts from Dr. King’s speeches.

      Becky’s paranoid gaze swept the surrounding area and lingered on Talon. He sped up his approach and Becky turned on her heel, heading off in the opposite direction.

      Shit! She’d made him.

      As Becky surged up a nearby flight of stairs that led away from the fountain, Talon cranked up his pace. Had his over-eagerness betrayed him? Or was he not used to stalking targets within an American city?

      Talon reached the top of the stairs and spotted Becky as she shot down a walkway.

      She was crossing the next street when a black van zoomed toward her. Tires screeched as the van ground to a halt and the door was flung open. Two men decked out in black hoodies jumped out of the vehicle and snatched a shocked Becky. She immediately went limp in the kidnappers’ arms and Talon realized that they must’ve Tasered her. Bastards! The hooded abductors whisked Becky’s convulsing form into the van.

      Talon considered his options. He could pull his gun and prevent them from getting away, but his rescue attempt was liable to backfire. There were too many witnesses, not to mention the possibility of the cops showing up before he could question Becky’s attackers.

      Talon opted to follow the van instead. He’d deal with them in a more private setting. Nevertheless, he experienced a twinge of anxiety as the doors slammed shut and the vehicle burned rubber. If he lost them and something happened to Becky, her death would be on his conscience.

      Talon rushed back to his motorcycle, eyes trailing the black van as it rounded the park. Seconds later, he eased into traffic and picked up the chase. He kept a safe distance but never lost sight of the vehicle in front of him. Talon prayed that Becky’s captors wouldn’t harm her in transit.

      Hopefully he’d made the right call. A vision of dead Michelle popped into his mind, and this only sharpened his focus. He wouldn’t let these freaks get away with murder a second time.

      He trailed the van for half an hour until it finally pulled up to a sleek, expensive-looking house. It was one of the growing numbers of eco-homes that were in vogue in the Bay Area: oblong windows, high-quality wood, solar panels and plants on the roof. The low-impact materials were designed to reduce the home’s carbon footprint.

      Whoever lived here wasn’t hurting financially, that was for sure.

      The van rolled up the driveway and into the garage. Talon slowed down. His lips twisted into a merciless smile and his soul turned to ice. He was looking forward to getting better acquainted with Becky’s abductors.
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      Becky Oakes eyed her kidnappers inside the moving van and knew she was staring at her future murderers. Her body ached and throbbed and she could barely move, muscles useless in the wake of the vicious Taser attack. When her abductors first snatched her, Becky had recognized one of them. His name was Jeff and he was a star engineer at Omicron. She suspected that the other men were her fellow co-workers, too. What had happened to these programmers to make them turn into cold-blooded killers?

      She’d been asking herself that question since the moment she first walked into Omicron’s assembly hall and witnessed a murder unspooling on the HD jumbo screen. Her boyfriend George was one of the coders in the auditorium, busily programming away as Zagan dominated the horror show onstage. Seeing her beau as an indifferent witness to the slaughter shattered her world and wounded her to the core.

      To be fair, their relationship had been falling apart for some time now. George had become cold and they stopped making love. At first she assumed he might be dating someone else and the distancing was his passive-aggressive way of working up to an official break-up.  But it soon became clear that something far more disturbing was unfolding here.

      One clue was the strange binary tattoo on George’s forearm; a tattoo she noticed on a growing number of tech workers at Omicron.  Becky confronted George about the tattoo, but this only pushed him away. He stopped calling her and soon she only saw him at work, when it couldn’t be avoided.

      Their relationship was over. So what possessed her to follow her ex into the main auditorium that fateful night, when she was working late? The presence of guards near the doors of the assembly hall made her frown. Fortunately, she knew of a back way that led to the auditorium’s balcony.

      Giving in to curiosity, she made a go for the less-guarded second entrance.

      This turned out to be the biggest mistake of her life.

      After witnessing that monstrous scene inside the auditorium, she found herself at a loss. What should she do? Who could she reach out to for help? She feared that if she went to the cops they would laugh at her and word would soon get back to Omicron. Who knew what might happen if her colleagues realized she had witnessed their crime. Nothing good, that was for certain.

      A day later George committed suicide and obviously this news rattled her further. The man she’d started dating three months ago was full of life and hope for the future. Like many of the young computer talents in start-up land, George was driven and empowered by a sense of manifest destiny. He was going to play his role in shaping the technologies of the world to come. The George she knew was a far cry from the man who took a dive off the Golden Gate Bridge.

      Becky’s first sign of hope came when Michelle rang her and wanted to talk about George’s suicide. It didn’t take much convincing for her to break down and spill her story. But somehow the cult found out about the meeting. And now they’d found her.

      The van stopped and the door was opened. Rough hands reached for her and she felt herself being dragged out of the parked van and into a garage. She fought back weakly but her muscles were still recovering from being zapped by the Taser. Once inside the living area, one of the kidnappers switched on the recessed lights, revealing a tastefully decorated home. Incongruously, a plastic tarp had been laid out over the hardwood floor in anticipation of Becky’s arrival.

      The three hooded men hefted Becky’s limp body onto the plastic and her eyes grew wet with terror. She held no illusions about what was going to happen next. The news stories about Michelle’s grisly murder popped into her mind. All she could do now was pray that the end would be swift and relatively painless.

      The ring of urban monks slipped on their robotic skull-masks and whipped out their knives.

      “Please you don’t have to do this-”

      One of the cultists taped her mouth shut with duct tape, silencing her.

      Oh God, let it be over soon…

      The blades drew closer. Becky closed her eyes.

      And that’s when the van’s alarm shattered the silence of the sleepy nighttime neighborhood outside.
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        * * *

      

      The glass-paneled front door swung open and one of the hooded kidnappers emerged from the eco-house. Without the intimidating robot mask, his harmless countenance stood in sharp contrast to the brutal act he’d been ready to commit moments earlier. He stalked up to the SUV and killed the alarm.

      Talon lurked in the thick bushes that lined the driveway. Features hidden by a black balaclava, hands covered in leather gloves, silencer mated with his Glock. The moment the cult member turned his back on him, he darted into the open home.

      Outside, the cultist finished his inspection. Reassured that no car thief was hanging around the property, he headed back into the house. As soon as he closed the door, Talon’s gloved hand reached for his throat from the dead corner of the door. He wrenched the man‘s neck back with a bone-snapping crack and caught the lifeless body before it could slump to the ground.

      Without making a sound, Talon lowered the cultist to the floor and edged deeper into the house.

      The other cultists never turned around as Talon stepped into the living room. Their attention was entirely devoted to the upcoming blood sacrifice.

      Talon met Becky’s terrified gaze.

      The two men must have read the change in their victim’s expression, because they finally spun around. Talon never blinked as he fed the first cult member two bullets.

      The robotic mask erupted in a hail of fiberglass, blood and brain matter, the bullet punching out a fist-sized exit wound.

      The cultists hit the tarp and painted it red. Only muffled sounds emanated from beneath the duct tape covering Becky’s mouth.

      The third cultist faced Talon, blade up, aware that he stood no chance against the Glock aimed at him.

      “Drop the knife and you’ll live,” Talon said.

      He was lying.

      They’d forfeited their lives when they murdered Michelle. Talon was merely hoping to interrogate the last man before permitting him to join his two buddies in hell.

      Talon was a soldier, not a vigilante. He’d killed his share of terrorists and enemy combatants but didn’t go around taking out civilians, much less Americans. But he felt zero regret about showing these two bastards the high cost of war.

      The cultist straightened and uttered a few words in a language Talon didn’t comprehend. Whoever was hiding behind that freaky mask was smart enough to know that you didn’t bring a knife to a gunfight. Nevertheless, what he did next caught Talon off guard. Without hesitation, the man drove his own blade through the bottom of his jaw, straight into the base of his brain. He collapsed in a writhing mass of gushing red.

      Talon could’ve put him out of his twitching misery with a bullet to the heart, but the Delta Operator was fresh out of mercy. Talon watched in silence as the man drowned in his own blood.
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      Becky faced Talon and her haunted eyes blinked back tears. The woman was in shock, shutting down. Who could blame her? Minutes earlier she’d stared down certain death. Now she sat at the oak dining-room table in the adjoining kitchen, eyes fixed on nothing.

      Talon wished he could offer her some coffee or a drink to settle her nerves, but the risk of leaving circumstantial evidence behind was too high. Better if they got out of here as soon as possible. Talon doubted that the neighbors had heard anything that would make them call the cops, but why press his luck?

      Appraising Becky’s condition, he concluded that she was in no state for a ride on his motorcycle. Talon called Casca and the billionaire picked up on the second ring.

      “How did it go?” he asked.

      “Becky is safe and the cult is three members short.”

      “Didn’t want to spare at least one for questioning?”

      “I tried, but he wouldn’t play ball.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Still at the house. I could use a pickup.”

      “I’m sending a car from my downtown office. Expect them to arrive within minutes.”

      Casca clicked off. Talon’s gaze shifted to the quivering woman. He removed his balaclava. The poor girl needed to see a human face, not another masked assassin. Becky didn’t strike him as the type that would repay her rescuer by picking him out of a police lineup.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      Talon considered how to answer. He could be the one asking the questions and risk Becky retreating into her own bubble. Or he could tell the truth and hopefully earn her cooperation. Talon opted for the second approach.

      “Mark. I’m Michelle’s boyfriend.”

      It took a moment for the words to register. A tear trickled down Becky’s cheek as the pieces clicked together in her mind. “I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t contacted her…”

      She broke off.

      “Tell me what you know,” Talon said.

      Becky complied. In a halting voice that gained confidence as Becky went deeper into her terrible ordeal, she recounted what she’d witnessed at Omicron. When she reached the part where she contacted Michele, Talon interrupted. “How’d the cult find out you were talking to the press?”

      “I’m not sure. After I told Michelle what I experienced, she asked me to get some tangible evidence. Without proof she wouldn’t dare run my story. I needed to bring her something that we could take to the cops. I never got a chance.”

      She didn’t have to say any more.

      Omicron’s security cams had probably spotted Becky sneaking into the meeting. It wouldn’t take much for them to hack her computer and discover that she’d been in contact with the San Francisco Chronicle.

      “After I spoke with Michelle, I was too scared to go home. I spent the night with my best friend Janice. I only heard about what happened to Michelle the next day. That’s when I knew they were looking for me.”

      “Where did you go after that?”

      “I found a motel. I didn’t want to endanger Janice. For two days I tried to figure out what my next move should be. I was about to take my chances and go to the cops when…” Becky paused, overwhelmed by the memory of her brush with death. Talon guessed that along the way she’d probably made a mistake and left some sort of digital footprint. Or Omicron had hacked her phone records and found out about Janice Goldstein the same way Casca had.

      Talon’s cell chirped and he scanned the incoming message. Becky’s ride had arrived and the driver was circling the block. “Becky, a car is about to take you someplace safe.”

      Panic invaded her face and Talon knew she needed a reassurance stronger than words. He gently touched her arm. Leaning closer, he said, ”You have to trust me, Becky. My friend will make sure nothing happens to you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Becky nodded.

      Talon led her outside of the house. She was traumatized but kept her composure.

      He scoped the neighborhood for any potential witnesses but the sidewalks remained deserted. Headlights speared the night and a black BMW pulled up to the curb.

      A tinted window rolled down, revealing the face of one of Casca’s security men. The big man managed a reassuring smile as Talon assisted Becky into the luxury car.

      “You’ll be safe, Becky.” Talon caught a whiff of fine leather as he closed the car door behind her. The BMW edged into the road.

      Talon strode back into the house and paused before the seeping bodies. The cultist’s high-quality Halloween masks appeared to be from The Terminator, or at least inspired by the iconic film’s design. The living room resembled the grim battlefield in a post-apocalyptic science-fiction flick.

      Talon stripped off the masks. Like his first kill, these two cultists looked like harmless computer geeks. All three men sported the 666 binary tattoos. Talon wondered what initiation rite had earned the cultists their mark of the Devil, and feared the answer.

      Checking their belongings, he came across Omicron worker-identification badges. The evidence was rapidly mounting against the tech company.

      Turning away from the bodies, Talon searched the home. Except for the three dead cultists, the elegant dwelling offered few hints as to the dark predilections of its inhabitants. Talon did spot a few occult books and a set of black candles on a library shelf. A deck of Tarot cards sat near the paranormal paraphernalia. Three cards poked from the deck: The Devil, the Hanged Man and the Death card.

      The spooky, medieval images triggered renewed confusion in Talon. Had a creepy hobby metastasized into a twisted philosophy that encouraged human sacrifice? How exactly had occult rituals mated with 21st Century computer technology? Something had turned these computer-geeks into fanatics who were willing to die for their misguided beliefs.

      And kill for them.

      Once Talon completed his search of the house, he scooped up the dead cultists’ cell phones. He also grabbed a laptop that sat on the oak table, its screen splattered with blood.

      He knew Casca would want to study the computer’s data. The billionaire had come through for him twice now. Though he hated to admit it, he was glad to have someone with Casca’s means and level of influence on his side. Talon was used to working within a unit and knew that firepower and skill weren’t always enough. Intel, resources and the proper backup could be crucial in shaping the final outcome of any conflict.

      Talon filled up a black satchel with evidence and wiped off all the surfaces Becky might have come in contact with. Inspiration struck him as he studied the password-protected Omicron cell phone. He keyed in the cult’s trademark binary number and the home-screen popped up, its data at his full disposal. There were text messages and emails to go through, but for now he was more interested in the photos and videos on the phone.

      Becky’s shocking experience in the Omicron auditorium popped into his mind. If she was telling the truth these cultists not only killed and filmed their murders but also streamed them to their unholy flock.

      Had they recorded Michelle’s murder? The thought filled Talon with a mixture of horror and rage. Like a man possessed he went through the cultist’s videos. He located the first recording and pressed play. The footage showed Becky weakly fighting back inside the van.

      Talon continued his search. After three more unrelated videos, he found the one he dreaded to view. His pulse quickened as Michelle’s final moments unspooled before him. The sound of her fear-stricken voice in the eco-home felt like a distant whisper from beyond the grave. As the merciless masked killers closed in on their downed victim, Talon’s fingers whitened around the body of the phone and nearly snapped its case.

      Twenty seconds into it, before the knife had reached her, he stopped the video. He didn’t want to relive the murder. Couldn’t. Inhaling sharply, he turned off the phone. The screen went black and so did Talon’s mind. Rational thought was swept aside by a white-hot rage.

      He was going to bring down the whole damn cult.

      The vibrating cell in his hand pulled him out of his dark thoughts. It was an incoming text message from an unknown number. The ominous text read: We’re ready to begin. A second later, the cultist’s phone chirped and the Skype logo flashed on the screen.

      The perverted monsters on the other end of the line were eager to bear witness to the latest sacrifice. For a moment, Talon hesitated. What should he do? His eyes fell on the dead cultists.

      If they wanted a bloody show, they’d get one.

      A show they wouldn’t soon forget.
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        * * *

      

      The jumbo-sized screen inside Omicron’s auditorium came alive with a HD view of the eco-house. Zagan wore his trademark suit and robot skull-mask, projecting the image of a high priest from some dark future. Shifting his attention to the incoming image, Zagan immediately recognized that something was wrong. Someone had flipped the script on him.

      Onscreen, a camera panned through the living room and captured a disturbing set of images. Instead of a hapless victim, the lifeless features of Zagan’s followers jumped into view, the bodies neatly lined up side by side. Dead eyes peered back at him and the entire congregation of coders. The atmosphere inside the vast assembly hall changed immediately as the sound of typing fingers gave way to shocked silence.

      The camera zoomed in on one of the dead cultists, revealing the Tarot card positioned right below the man’s face. The card showed a skeletal knight in black armor astride a white horse, one hand holding up a black banner.

      THE DEATH CARD.

      Zagan struggled to make sense of the image.

      Talon’s raspy voice offered an explanation. “Death is coming. For all of you…” With this sinister promise, the screen went black.
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      The Ducati roared as Talon pulled onto Highway 101, headed for Silicon Valley. He didn’t quite know what to expect as he closed in on the address Casca had texted him. What qualified as “home” for a billionaire moonlighting as an expert on the weird? Subconsciously he was expecting Wayne Manor, and the gated, sprawling estate didn’t disappoint.

      The electric gates whirred open and Talon entered the meticulously maintained grounds. He shot down the tree-lined, graveled driveway, past a foaming fountain and a stately garden. There was a beauty here but also a forlorn, deserted quality. Thousands of dollars were spent every month to tend to the property’s natural beauty, without a soul around to enjoy it.

      Talon killed his engine near the main entrance and parked beside the BMW. Moving swiftly, he mounted stone steps that snaked toward the mansion. The two members of Casca’s security team he’d sparred with earlier were waiting for him. Their faces remained unreadable but they kept a respectful distance as they escorted him into the lavish home.

      “Sorry about the other day. No hard feelings, I hope,” Talon said. He didn’t want any resentment to fester now that he was working with the billionaire.

      “Just part of the job.” One of the guards winked; apology accepted. They led him down a wood-paneled hallway into a vast library. “Mr. Casca will be right with you.”

      The security guys left but the door remained open at his back. Talon studied the library. Recessed lights conjured moody shadows inside the museum-like chamber. For a moment he felt like he was back in the occult bookstore. The walls were either lined with ancient tomes or covered with an assortment of classical paintings. Talon marveled at a medieval depiction of beaming angels and red-skinned demons locked in an intense, existential battle.

      The eternal conflict between good and evil raged on.

      Talon’s eyes landed on one of many glass display cases on the library floor. Each case contained exotic items capable of inspiring nightmares. There was an eerie voodoo doll. An obsidian skull. Cursed objects that Talon couldn’t quite identify and wasn’t sure he wanted to.

      He stepped up to a case that held a leather-bound tome with strange, hieroglyphic-style writings. Talon scanned the illegible scribbling and became convinced that the dark letters hadn’t been etched in ink, but human blood. His stomach roiled with revulsion as the irrational thought seized his mind. The book seemed alive, pulsing and oozing with raw, unnatural energy.

      What made a man collect such morbid items? Was Casca just a bored rich guy, out to shock his well-heeled friends when they visited?

      No, Talon knew there was a method behind the billionaire’s madness, a reason for his obsession. Scanning the ancient depictions of heaven and hell, he wondered what demons drove his new benefactor.

      “The Grimoire of the warlock Alexander Crowe.” Casca’s sudden appearance in the library startled Talon. Only rarely did someone manage to sneak up on him. This place was getting under his skin, dulling his normally razor-honed instincts.

      “According to the legend, he inscribed his dark secrets in the blood of virgins.”

      “I bet it was a bestseller in its day,” Talon said.

      Casca raised an eyebrow. Talon winked. “You spoke with Becky?”

      Casca nodded.

      ”What do you make of it?” Talon said.

      “Omicron appears to be the cult’s origin point.”

      Talon shook his head. “How is that possible? We’re talking about a giant tech conglomerate here.”

      “How do you explain the mass suicides of the Jonestown massacre? Al Qaeda? ISIS? The dark power of any fringe organization comes from its message, and the conviction of its messenger.”

      “Who is this messenger?”	Talon said.

      “That’s for us to find out.”

      “What about the program Becky mentioned? The streaming of the murders?”

      “Perhaps Omicron’s program is the 21st Century answer to the Grimoire.”

      “Come again?” Casca had lost him.

      “The warlock used the lifeforce of his victims to infuse the words on the page with occult power. Omicron might be developing a computer program that requires a similar level of sacrifice. Magic fueled by blood and suffering.”

      Casca’s earnest tone gave Talon pause. He could feel his confusion growing. “I hope you don’t actually buy into all this crazy stuff.”

      “Sergeant, do you know where the word ‘occult’ comes from?”

      “Why do I have the feeling I’m about to find out?”

      “It’s Latin. The direct translation is ‘knowledge of the hidden.’ Secrets. There are mysteries in this world. Questions with no answers.” Casca paused a beat before adding, “The dangers of the occult are real.”

      “And you’re the guy who’s going to save the world from the boogeyman?”

      “Perhaps we can save it together.”

      Talon searched Casca’s face and what he saw disturbed him. The man wasn’t joking.

      “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

      The intensity in the billionaire’s eyes answered the question far more eloquently than words ever could. “Come. Let’s see what else Ms. Oakes can tell us about our enemy.”

      With these words Casca walked to the library’s exit.

      Talon followed.

      

      ***

      

      The screen shimmered and undulated with streams of complex computer code. Hypnotic waves of data washed over Talon and Casca, painting their faces a bluish tint.

      Seated in Casca’s home office, they watched in expectant silence as Becky did her best to decipher the secrets of the dead cultist’s laptop now resting on Casca’s desk. The billionaire’s office was both elegant and masculine, dominated by brown leather and burnished wood. Two armchairs faced an antique desk that probably cost more than most people’s cars. A fireplace burned away in the corner, flickering flames bleeding crimson shadows across a number of classical sculptures and an illuminated globe. Detailed millwork added history to the timeless workspace.

      Only thing missing is a box of cigars, Talon thought.

      Studying Becky, he was surprised to see how quickly she’d recovered from her ordeal. The young woman was tough and determined to contribute in some way. Talon respected her fighting spirit. Even though Becky was an assistant she possessed a background in computer science and was certainly familiar with the Omicron product line. She might be able to help them gain a better understanding of the program these cultists were coding into existence.

      “What are we looking at?” Talon asked.

      “A piece of the larger program that these cult members are working on,” Becky explained. “The code works with Omicron’s Rapid framework and the large body of existing Objective-B programming language used by Omicron…”

      Talon’s eyes were already beginning to glaze over.

      “There’s something else going on here,“ Becky said. “Strange symbols unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”

      Casca’s eyes widened as he scanned the archaic text spliced between the lines of computer code.

      “What do you make of it?” Talon asked.

      “It’s demonic, an ancient Egyptian script derived from the hieratic used in the Nile Delta.”

      “English, please,” Talon said.

      “Further study will be required before I can draw any definitive conclusions, but this code appears to contain incantations of some sort. Spells.”

      “At least it makes sense now.” Talon fought the temptation to roll his eyes. They’d taken a sharp turn into the Twilight Zone. Flesh-and-blood fanatics were plotting their next horror while he wasted precious time with this nonsense. Talon steered the conversation back to the reality of the situation. “What do we know about Omicron and this Zagan character?”

      “He’s a rock star in his field,” Becky said. Zagan’s story was a myth within the halls of Omicron. Like most tech companies, Omicron believed in instilling an evangelical spirit in its workers. They were expected to internalize the goals of the company and sell its products to anyone they came in contact with. Knowing their CEO’s history was part of their indoctrination.

      “Zagan dropped out of college and worked for a number of videogame companies, as a coder. In an interview he described this period of his life as doing hard time inside a digital sweatshop. He quit EI-gaming and developed an app that went on to sell fifteen million copies. With the earnings, he started building Omicron and the rest is history.”

      Becky hit Google and photographs of Zagan flickered onscreen. The first shot showed him as a fresh college dropout, pudgy face half-concealed by a shaggy mop of hair. More photos popped up, showing how his style evolved as the years went by. The man began shaving his head to conceal a receding hairline and dropping the excess weight. Jeans and T-shirts gave way to thousand-dollar suits.

      “Zagan reinvented himself over the last decade. As his fortune grew, so did the myth that has sprung up around him.”

      Talon compared the older shots with recent images of Zagan. The transformation was startling. His height and bone structure appeared to have undergone a radical metamorphosis.

      “Hard to believe it’s the same man,” Casca said. “Zagan likes to credit his rigorous workout regimen and strict Vegan diet for his new appearance. I’m not quite convinced.”

      Talon scrutinized Casca. The billionaire probably believed that dark magic was altering Zagan’s body, but Talon refused to buy into such fairy tales. Money could purchase some pretty impressive plastic surgery. Sometimes success didn’t banish demons; it merely fed them. Zagan was clearly trying to bury the memory of his old self.

      “Here comes the million-dollar question — why does the head of one of the biggest computer companies in the Valley become a cult leader?”

      “Good question. Hopefully I’ll have an answer once I analyze this program more closely.”

      Talon didn’t plan on sitting around idly while Casca cooked up some harebrained theory. Patience served its purpose in battle, but answering the Omicron call had been a declaration of war. In hindsight it was a foolish decision, perhaps, but burning rage had overruled cold logic. Zagan and his cult now knew that Talon was out there.

      They were probably gearing up for a counterattack.

      Talon would let Casca crack the code, if he wanted to. His preference was to receive an explanation for these killings, an explanation that came straight from Zagan’s lips. Preferably followed by the dark thrill of pulling the trigger and sending the rotten bastard straight to hell.

      “Alright guys, this was fun but I think it’s time I paid Zagan a little visit.”

      With these words, Talon stepped out of Casca’s office. He barely made it down the next lavishly adorned hallway before the billionaire had caught up with him. Casca’s eyes glittered with disapproval. “We should proceed with caution. We don’t know what we’re up against here.”

      “Maybe you don’t, but I do. The CEO of Omicron is running his own killer cult. It’s time someone stopped him before more innocent people end up dead.”

      “What’s your plan? Walk into one of the biggest corporations in America and execute its leader?”

      “If that’s what it takes. We don’t have the luxury of waiting around. They know we’re closing in.”

      “What are you talking about?” Casca said.

      Talon told the billionaire about the message he’d sent the cultists.

      Casca shook his head. “You gave away our one advantage.”

      “Maybe I wanted to give these assholes a dose of their own medicine. Teach them what it means to be afraid.”

      “These fanatics don’t fear you.”

      “They will.”

      “This isn’t a game. You don’t know what you’re up against.”

      “I guess I’ll find out.”

      “Talon, I know how much Michelle meant to you, and I know all too well what you’re going through…”

      Casca’s familiar tone rubbed Talon the wrong way and anger coiled in the pit of his stomach. “You have no clue how I’m feeling.”

      “Actually, I do.” Casca’s voice was cool and measured as he spoke. “Thirteen years ago, a cult of Satanists broke into this estate while my parents were celebrating their anniversary abroad. They killed the servants and took my sister and me hostage. Fortunately the FBI was nice enough to show up and shoot the bastards before I could become another statistic. My sister, unfortunately, wasn’t so lucky.”

      Talon studied Casca more carefully. The boyish smile he usually wore didn’t hint at this tragic past. The billionaire had found a way to hide the scars behind the easygoing facade he presented to the world. “So that explains all this?”

      “My sister’s death opened up my eyes to the dangers of the occult.”

      Casca stepped up to one of the large windows, moonlight casting him in an eerie light. “I know it’s hard to wrap your head around all this, but if you hope to defeat Michelle’s murderers you’ll have to embrace a different reality. A reality most people would rather ignore. The supernatural and its agents of darkness are real.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Hell is exactly what I’m talking about.” Casca’s voice was trembling now, all pretense of cool gone. “You want to know my most horrible memory? Seeing a Satanist drive a knife into my sister’s heart. Witnessing all life leaving her eyes. I could hear gunshots, the S.W.A.T. team fighting their way through the mansion… The Satanist turned toward me, my sister’s blood still dripping from his blade. And that’s when I saw it.”

      “Saw what?”

      “Something that shouldn’t exist. It was only for a split second but I knew it was real. Some entity that wasn’t human had stepped into the sacrificial circle. It stood behind my sister’s killer like a shadow — a creature not of this world. By the time help arrived and killed the Satanist, the entity had vanished. But I never forgot what I witnessed that day…”

      Casca stared into the fire. “My nightmares won’t let me.”

      Talon nodded. He understood a thing or two about nightmares. He’d seen too many good soldiers succumb to them. His friend Erik foremost among them.

      Casca had endured a horrific trauma at an impressionable age. Talon didn’t know what exactly the billionaire had experienced, but he was well aware of the mind’s ability to conjure demons. Most people ran away from their nightmares. Talon liked to face them head on.

      He’d identified the enemy.

      It was time to go to war.

      “I’m going to stop Zagan. You can help me, or you can get out of my way. It’s your call.”

      Without saying another word, Talon walked out.
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      The giant viewing screen in the Omicron auditorium went dark. Zagan regarded his congregation of coders from behind the robotic skull-mask that had become as much a symbol of the cult as the binary number tattooed on each member’s forearm.

      For a moment, the crowd seemed frozen in tableau.  Silently the programmers rose from their seats and left the auditorium. Tonight there wouldn’t be a sacrifice. They instinctively sensed, like worker bees in a hive, that their task was complete.

      Ten minutes later, only Zagan and four members of his security team remained in the empty assembly hall. He removed the robot mask and unceremoniously tossed it aside. His hands shook with rage, belying his otherwise calm exterior. Zagan drew comfort from the knowledge that the affront he’d witnessed would soon be repaid tenfold.

      He turned to his head of security. Fisher was a former Marine with a face seemingly poured from concrete. “I want you to look into this. Find out who and what we’re up against.”

      Fisher nodded before he and his men filed out. The head of security was reliable, a true believer.

      Unlike Fisher, who was a staunch Satanist, Zagan didn’t picture his master as a horned, biblical evil. He knew better.

      Zagan’s obsession with the occult had begun ten years before. Fresh out of college, he was a coder working for EI-Entertainment in Los Angeles. His initial excitement at landing a job at the company that had produced some of his most beloved videogames was soon crushed by the day-to-day reality of his profession. Grueling twelve-hour days spent in a dark basement office/dungeon, slaving away at a computer, using his skill and talent to enrich men who didn’t know he even existed.

      A young Zagan had soon realized that he was just a blip in the Matrix, another geek with questionable social skills working in an office full of them.

      But Zagan had dreams. Dreams of power. Dreams of revenge.

      His boss at EI, a bitter man named Peter Rice, seemed to be in some unspoken competition with every bully who’d ever pushed Zagan around. The man was petty, venal, exacting and loved to torment the programmers unlucky enough to wind up under his thumb. Zagan quickly became his favorite target. Rice would find fault where there was none, using any opportunity to criticize, humiliate and ridicule.

      It took one day for Zagan to hate the man and one week before he wanted him dead.

      Rice’s systematic abuse was in a class of its own. He ruled the basement of EI-Electronics as if it was his personal fiefdom. Many times Zagan was tempted to quit, but a part of him refused to let the bully win.

      A desire to turn his fate around burned bright inside of him. At night, Zagan would retreat into violent action movies and dark metal to numb himself. One of his favorites was The Terminator, especially the sequence where Arnold cut a bloody swath through a bustling police precinct. The scene had ingrained itself into his imagination. How he wished he would have the guts to enter the basement at EI and unleash a volley of steel into his enemies, starting with Rice and his brown-nosing lackeys.

      Zagan craved the strength of the fearsome killer cyborg. He yearned for a chance to realize his full potential.

      A week later, fate would steer him toward his higher destiny. Zagan and the basement crew at EI were working on a game called Hell World, a Doom rip-off hoping to tap into the burgeoning military horror market. The design team had ordered stacks of research material, including a number of books on the occult and demonology.

      The designers did all the creative heavy lifting; Zagan was just a coder who ironed out the kinks in the gameplay. There was no need for him to read any of these books, but something about the dark covers and cryptic titles spoke to him. During a bored lunch-break, Zagan skimmed one of the volumes.

      What began with Zagan trying to stave off boredom turned into a marathon reading session. He stayed up all night and finished the first occult book. The next day he grabbed another volume and kept diving deeper into the mysteries contained within its pages. Most of the actual game creators barely glanced at the research materials, choosing to make stuff up instead of putting in the necessary research. Zagan, on the other hand, was hooked.

      The books spoke of dark powers that man had learned to master, over the centuries. Devil. Satan. Abaddon. Shaitan. All names for the same evil energies that pulsed through the universe. Dark forces one could learn to channel, if the rituals outlined in the old texts were carefully followed.

      As Zagan intensified his studies, a revolutionary idea occurred to him. What if by combining code and ancient ritual he could hack reality like a computer program? Voodoo was about to get a 21st Century upgrade.

      The following night Zagan worked feverishly to write his occult program. It was simple code modeled after an old racing game, but with a chilling twist. It incorporated magical ritual and information about Rice’s brand-new Lexus. The program was designed to trigger a car accident in the real world.

      When Zagan arrived at the office the next morning, Rice was already waiting for him. His vehicle was unharmed. Somewhere along the way, Zagan must’ve made a mistake.

      Further research revealed the problem. For the code to exert its dark magic, it would require the lifeforce of a living creature. As this program’s goals were modest, the sacrifice didn’t have to be human. Nevertheless, blood would have to be spilled.

      It didn’t take Zagan long to find his victim. There was a stray cat that hung out around his shitty apartment complex. Using a bowl of milk, he lured the hungry feline into his unit. As soon as the poor animal lapped up the milk, Zagan threw a bag over its head. Without hesitation, he whipped out a kitchen knife and went to work on the hissing creature.

      A minute later, his hands coated crimson, he started coding away. His bloody fingertips left dark imprints on the keyboard. His face covered in the dead animal’s gore, he pounded the keys, a man possessed as he poured all his hatred, fear and rage into the program.

      The following day his efforts would finally bear fruit. Rice’s Lexus experienced a catastrophic failure when its four tires blew out at 80 mph on the freeway. Rice lost control of his Lexus and hit a median in a fiery explosion of metal, steel and flesh.

      With the stroke of a few keys and one dead cat, Zagan’s most ardent enemy had been erased from reality. It was his first taste of real power.

      Over the next twelve months, Zagan created new programs. Some worked, some backfired. Each failure became a lesson, each success a hard-earned victory on the path to mastering the dark arts.

      When he launched his first app a year later, he embedded occult code that would persuade potential buyers to download it. The apps incredible success secured the financial foundation on which Omicron could be built.

      With Zagan’s rise to power, the programs grew more elaborate and complex. The years of experimentation had all led up to his latest brainchild — an occult reality-hacking program so grand and visionary it would put all his past efforts to shame. This latest code would assure Omicron’s continued rise in the marketplace and allow him to crush his enemies.

      Only a couple more sacrifices would be needed before his masterpiece was complete. Soon he would gain the ability to manipulate the physical world in ways his earlier self wouldn’t dare to imagine.

      But first this problem would have to be dealt with. He’d worked too hard to let one tiny setback faze him. Whoever had killed his men would soon be experiencing the full power of Omicron’s occult algorithm. The next stage of the plan was only hours away. Why not use the opportunity to draw out the enemy? As he sent out texts to his followers, he made sure to include the cultists killed by the masked man.

      Zagan was about to leave the auditorium when he experienced a sudden, sharp itch on his forearm. The binary tattoo had been strangely irritated for days now. He scratched the inked flesh and this time his nails came up red with blood. But it wasn’t the sight of red that made his eyes light up. Under the bloody skin, rods of gray steel had replaced bone and muscle tissue.

      Initial horror turned to dark wonder. He’d instructed the program to make him physically stronger, and the program was finding a way. Hacking reality. Changing him. Reshaping him into a creature as powerful as the cyborg from the future that had fired his imagination all those years earlier.
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      Detective Jessica Serrone blinked and shielded her eyes against the blinding sunlight as she walked up to the eco-house. Two uniformed officers stood guard at the front entrance. They exchanged quick greetings and stepped aside, granting her access. She didn’t have to flash her badge, as the men recognized her.

      Serrone wasn’t someone you easily forgot. A German-Mexican heritage had given her both height and striking, exotic looks. Well-defined Aztec features projected a regal quality. Some of the less politically correct officers had started calling her Pocahontas behind her back. Serrone didn’t mind. There were worse things than being nicknamed after a hot Disney princess.

      Once inside the house, she approached the first body and tried not to disturb the forensics team hard at work. Serrone spotted a knife next to the corpse. The dead man must’ve dropped it a second after his neck was snapped.

      Another detective sidled up to her. With his ruddy features, Detective Nathan Grell formed a sharp contrast to Serrone’s caramel complexion. “Girlfriend of one of the stiffs called it in. Says he’d been acting a bit weird as of late. When she didn’t hear from him last night, she got scared and let herself in. Two more guys upstairs. Hope you didn’t have your breakfast yet. It gets gory once you reach the living room.”

      “Thanks for the warning.”

      Detective Serrone kneeled before the victim. Longish hair and a goatee hid most of the dead man’s acne scars. His wide-eyed stare seemed to follow her as she examined the body. She caught a glimpse of black ink on the victim’s forearm – a series of ones and zeroes. She pulled back the sleeve and inspected the full sequence. By now she was familiar with the binary number. It had become the signature for these occult attacks. The only time she’d seen it outside of a crime scene was when they fished the three suicides out of the Bay.

      The popular theory going around suggested that the tech workers had engaged in a murder-suicide pact. But now there were three more bodies. She somehow doubted this cult member had broken his own neck.

      Serrone shifted her gaze to the latex robot mask. Talk about the perfect accessory for a murderous sci-fi cult. She made a mental note to track down suppliers that sold the masks in question.

      “I guess Halloween came early this year. Think they got the three-for-one special?” Grell said.

      Serrone didn’t smile. This case was becoming more out there with each passing day. The cult theory had been initially met with skepticism. Serial killers were part of the mainstream nowadays, but cult killings veered into the weird and carried the whiff of homegrown terrorism. As the bodies kept piling up and the crimes grew more elaborate, her superiors couldn’t ignore the mounting evidence.

      The notion of a dark cyberpunk cult might sound fantastical, but it also made sense in a weird way to Serrone. San Francisco was a Mecca for anyone who wanted to make computers their career and possessed the technical talent to back up that ambition. A computer-science aesthetic would be a powerful hook for the designated target audience. Satanism, with its traditional occult trappings, was so last century. Binary numbers that spelled out 666 might be the kind of crazy twist on an old formula that would appeal to San Francisco’s tech elite.

      Serrone rose and followed Grell into the adjoining living room. A different scene awaited her in here. Blood speckled the plastic tarp spread out on the floor. The donors still wore their robot masks, one sporting a cyclopean eye where the round had entered. “Looks like these two were caught off guard. One was taken out by a headshot, the other fella appears to have offed himself. Nasty piece of business.”

      Serrone eyed the tarp. “They were interrupted.  What I want to know is where’s the victim and who’s our vigilante with the itchy trigger finger?”

      As she posed the question, a theory was already forming in her mind. The kills were clean, clinical. The work of a professional.

      Perhaps the work of a Special Forces soldier out for payback?

      Her thoughts turned back to the shellshocked military man she’d faced in the interrogation room a few days earlier. When she first laid eyes upon Talon, she had experienced a disturbing sense of déjà vu. Her gut immediately pegged the shell of a man before her as a soldier. His hair was longish and his leather jacket and jeans were a far cry from military fatigues, but she couldn’t shake the feeling. Maybe it was the way he carried himself or the intensity of his gaze, but on a subconscious level he reminded her of her Marine husband.

      Bobby had been killed by an IED in Afghanistan, two years ago, leaving her a single mom with a young daughter that she was raising on her own. Even stranger was the simultaneous sensation that she was staring at herself. For months the same empty expression had gazed back at her from the mirror.

      Losing Bobby hadn’t merely signaled the loss of a lover and best friend but also the end of all her hopes for the future. She knew she might be projecting her own feelings onto the situation, but the memory of the grieving soldier had haunted her ever since.

      His file was redacted, which suggested special ops. Possibly a Seal or Ranger. A professional warrior who’d returned from battle to spend time with someone he loved, only to realize death had followed him home.

      Had Mark Talon chosen to take that pain and redirect it at the men who’d murdered his girlfriend? It seemed like a far-fetched notion but the bodies sprawled on the floor told their own blood-soaked story. She made a mental note to pay Talon a visit. She was doubtful that anything would directly link the soldier to these murders, but maybe a part of her wanted to peer into those enigmatic eyes again. Did she secretly hope the ghost of her old lover might glance back at her once more?

      Grell sidled up to her and pulled her back to reality. ”Check this out.”

      Serrone followed him to a nearby computer workstation. The Omicron desktop was on and logged into Facebook. It showed an instant message: “3 PM. Apple Store on Freemont. Hope to see you there.”

      Serrone realized that the message had come from a Facebook user named Jenna, a smiling twenty-something. Like the dead coders with the bloody Halloween masks, she worked in Silicon Valley. Had one of the victims been cheating on his girl with this woman? Or could there be more to the meeting? Did the cult gather at Apple Stores to spread its wacky gospel and recruit new members?

      “What do you make of it? Think it’s related to this cult, or was robo-boy breaking hearts online?”

      “I don’t know,” Serrone replied. “It can’t hurt to crash the party and see who shows up.”

      Had they finally caught a break in the case?

      Serrone sure hoped so.

      

      ***

      

      Talon’s wish for a night unencumbered by nightmares was not to be. As soon as he closed his eyes, he was back in the barren mountains of Afghanistan. In the dream the Taliban fighters closing in on his position wore the skull-faces of robots and no matter how many rounds he pumped into the mechanical hordes, they just kept coming. Bullets tore into steel bodies, ripping out chunks of flesh wrapped in sizzling circuitry. The battlefield choked with the endoskeletons of the undying horde. For every inhuman fighter that succumbed to his firepower, another took its place.

      The cybernetic terrorist army inexorably overran Talon’s position and closed in for the kill. As a robotic hand snapped out at him, mechanical fingers closing around his throat, he was jolted from the apocalyptic nightmare.

      Heart pounding, skin sheathed in sweat, the salt of his perspiration stinging his lips, he rose and checked the time. It was past ten o’clock. Despite the night terrors, he’d managed to get a few hours of sleep.

      A new day awaited. A new battle.

      For a second Talon wanted to ring Casca. Could he go it alone? Why had he turned his back on the billionaire? The answer was simple. Casca’s beliefs in the supernatural made him question their partnership. An alliance had to be built on mutual trust; could he trust a man who thought demons and magic were real?

      Talon showered and got dressed. He happened to glance at the dead cultist’s cell phone and homed in on the latest message. The sender was a girl named Jenna. She had sent the text about an hour after Talon put a bullet in its recipient’s brain. “3 PM. Apple Store on Freemont. Hope to see you there.”

      Who was Jenna? Another member of the cult, or was this an unrelated gathering? It could be a trap, but it wasn’t like this meeting was taking place in some deserted back alley. You couldn’t find a more public place than an Apple Store if you tried. He was going to scout the Omicron campus regardless, and the Freemont Apple Store was only about ten minutes away.

      He left the studio and spotted Erik washing his battered Mustang in the driveway. Talon took the man’s willingness to take pride in his ride as a positive sign. Hopefully Erik was getting his act together.

      “How goes the hunting?” Erik asked.

      “It’s started.”

      “Feel free to share.”

      Talon brought his buddy up to speed. He made it a point to leave out the occult program or the details surrounding Casca’s past. When he got to the business of the Tarot card, Erik shook his head but couldn’t wipe the wild grin off his face. “I bet they’re starting to hate you.”

      “About time.”

      Talon turned toward the Ducati and Erik touched his arm.

      “Whatever you’re up to, be careful.”

      “Ten years of playing in the terrorist sandbox, and I’m still here.”

      He winked at Erik with a cocky grin and cranked up the bike.

      About an hour later he reached the Omicron campus. He parked his wheels and proceeded on foot. Circling the campus, he counted about 12 buildings interspersed with green spaces. He passed a running track, a gym and a vast cafeteria. The only area open to the public was the company store.

      As he sauntered past the main building, he inspected the security guards posted in the lobby. He counted four men near the reception desk. Getting to Zagan would be a challenge, but not impossible. He’d find a way. After another hour of navigating the campus, Talon wrapped up his reconnaissance and headed for his next stop.

      It was about five minutes before three when he closed in on the Apple store and spotted a familiar face: Detective Jessica Serrone. Immediately he turned away, shielding his features before she could spot him.

      Taking a few steps back, Talon planted himself next to a tree and kept his head low. Behind the store’s glass wall, a male detective trailed Serrone. They knew about the text message, Talon realized, but didn’t quite know what they should be on the lookout for.

      That makes two of us, Talon thought.

      Inside the store the iPads, iPhones and various other Apple products were fully on display in the high-ceilinged, brightly lit venue. The multiplicity of screens flashed and flickered with the promise of progress. Blue-shirted salespeople offered helpful advice and scanned credit cards with their smartphone apps. From his position Talon couldn’t quite make out the Genius Bar and the classroom area. His gut told him that any meeting would be taking place in the back of the store.

      Nothing was setting off any of his alarm bells. Yet. What had he expected? Watching Serrone as she navigated the crowds, he recognized a similar disappointment on her face. The text message lead had turned into a bust.

      Talon tilted his head to his motorcycle… and that’s when the world descended into madness.
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      Detective Serrone navigated through the bustling Apple Store, Grell at her side. Her eyes were roving but she didn’t know what to expect or look for. According to the text, the dead cultist was supposed to meet someone at the store at three o’clock, but the how and why remained a mystery. Jessica marveled at the latest iPhone model and realized she was way past due for an upgrade. Her four-year-old phone had officially attained fossil status.

      Grell nodded sagely, as if he could read her mind. “You need to get a new phone, kid.” Grell was a self-proclaimed gadget freak and wouldn’t be caught dead with outdated tech.

      “My phone works fine,” Jessica said.

      “Your phone is disturbing to me and all these good people working here.”

      “I can send texts and make phone calls. Do I need anything else?”

      “You’re an old soul,” Grell concluded.

      Maybe I’m a single mom raising her seven-year-old daughter on a cop salary, Serrone thought, but kept her mouth shut. Grell meant well.

      Serrone approached the Genius Bar as it turned three. Friendly, smart men and women in blue shirts manned the long table, offering help to the never-ending parade of customers. Serrone’s gaze lingered on the logo of the three electrons orbiting an atom – strange that she’d never paid attention to it before.

      To her left was a small space reserved for teaching a variety of workshops. It was deserted except for the elderly gentleman catching his breath in one of the empty chairs.

      Jessica battled her sense of disappointment and chewed her lower lip, a bad tick she’d developed since the death of her husband. Had she truly expected to stumble upon a secret cult meeting in a bustling retail store? She cursed herself for having wasted their precious time with this nonsense. Judging from the sour expression on her partner’s face, he must’ve come to the same dour conclusion.

      “Everything seems pretty normal.”

      “No shit.”

      Jessica circled the store one more time, her eyes taking in each patron, analyzing every detail about them. There was a young female college student with curious eyes and way too many piercings; a middle-aged African-American male with dreads; a stylishly decked-out gay couple in their late twenties. The faces after a while became a blur, a cross-section of America. Most of them were well-dressed, enthusiastic, filled with excitement and curiosity about the abundance of technological marvels surrounding them.

      Serrone was about to call it a day when her face stared back at her from one of the iMacs. Someone had switched on the computer’s webcam. Her gaze roamed the store and spotted a customer switching on webcams, one after another.

      Strange.

      She turned, eyes scoping. Everywhere the scene repeated itself. She counted about thirteen people making the rounds, moving from desktop to desktop, laptop to laptop, iPad to iPad, iPhone to iPhone in an eerie quest to activate the cameras on all the devices. The maneuver seemed weirdly synchronized and choreographed, almost as if the customers involved were communing with one another on a telepathic level.

      What’s going on here?

      Serrone’s stomach tightened with a dawning realization. All these people must’ve received the same text message. The insight triggered two words.

      Flash mob.

      As soon as the idea occurred to her, the first of the suspicious customers whipped out a six-inch blade and drove it into a blue-shirted sales person.
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        * * *

      

      Talon’s pulse quickened as the knife plunged into the unsuspecting man’s back and his blue shirt turned red. Shock gave way to pain and the man’s lips distorted into a scream. The knife went in again and again. This was the beginning of the horror. More customers pulled out blades and stabbed the people closest to them. Knives flashed and found soft flesh.

      At the center of the savagery stood Serrone and her partner. They drew their firearms and a second later, a bullet bounced off the Apple Store’s storefront window, spiderwebbing its bulletproof surface.

      The rising tide of violence galvanized Talon into action. He donned his balaclava mask and pulled the Glock from his shoulder holster. An instant later, he powered through the store’s front entrance. To his right blood geysered from a knife wound and hit the 15-inch MacBook Pro. As he advanced, his image mirrored him on the various computer screens like a digital shadow.

      A chill jolted down Talon’s spine. The webcams were on and streaming the bloodbath online. Were coders less than two miles away working on their twisted occult program?

      Rage boiled up as he leveled his Glock and stopped one knife-wielding assailant with a clean shot to the shoulder. Blood sprayed. The impact made the attacker drop the red-stained blade, but he barely responded to the wound.

      There was no time to ponder this eerie phenomenon as another cultist rushed him, a big man who carried as much muscle as flab. The man moved fast for someone lugging his bulk. Sharp steel slashed the air, coming up fast. Talon snatched a nearby laptop and blocked the incoming blade. The impact rattled the keyboard, traveling up his arms. Once, twice, before he whipped the laptop right across the attacker’s face.  The man’s head snapped back as Talon brought the computer full-force down on his head. The fat man crumpled like a downed mastodon.

      Talon spun around. There were so many attackers, so much blood, that it became hard to distinguish friend from foe. For a second he felt like he’d stepped into a zombie flick.

      The freakiest part for Talon was the utter lack of emotion driving the cruelty. The faces of the knife-wielding killers remained expressionless. However, their eyes shone with a merciless fanaticism. An army possessed.

      Talon targeted knees and arms, disabling the mad horde as best he could. Something about the inhuman fanaticism fueling the attacks made him hold back and not use lethal force. He couldn’t shake the feeling that these people weren’t in control of their actions. For a moment he almost wished there was some sort of supernatural explanation for this madness.

      A bestial shriek cut through the Apple Store as another man tried to tackle Talon. He felled the fanatic before the tip of his knife could run him through.

      The Apple Store had become a warzone, recalling the crazed aftermath of a suicide bombing. The smoke of gunfire clouded the air and the screams took over. The wounded and dying were everywhere – employees, cultists and customers.

      He spotted Serrone. For a beat their eyes met across the devastation inside the Apple Store. Her gaze reflected terror and shock. Her partner’s body lay slumped to her side, hemorrhaging red.

      Talon grew still as a fanatic rose behind Serrone. He clutched the hilt of his blood-caked blade with both hands, about to plunge it deep into her back.

      Talon squeezed the trigger and half the fanatic‘s face erupted in a bloody cloud. Brain splattered a 5k Retina display as the impact spun the man around in a grotesque pirouette. He collapsed in a lifeless heap.

      Serrone lowered her weapon, knowing the masked man’s quick action had saved her life and turned toward her downed partner. Grell gasped and exhaled blood. Sirens keened in the near distance and a crowd was gathering at the front entrance. Any moment now cops would pour through those doors and another kind of hell would erupt.

      Talon needed to get out of here. Now.

      As he scanned for a rear exit, he spotted one of the knife-wielding attackers melting into the background. This man was making his getaway. He traded a final glance with Serrone before rushing past her, sprinting after the last fanatic.

      The man vanished through the back door and Talon stayed right on his ass. Seconds later, they were out in the store’s back parking lot, the sun baking down on them.

      His quarry slowed his gait and dropped the bloody knife between two parked cars. The man was doing his best to blend in with the gathering crowd of curious onlookers.

      Talon followed his example, having removed his mask seconds before stepping into the lot. He moved briskly, eyes on point, never losing track of the target navigating his way through the throng.

      The cultist advanced toward a white Tesla. Talon waited for him to slip into the driver’s seat before he opened the passenger door and got inside. The bore of Talon’s Glock dug into the man’s chest.

      “Drive.”

      The man slowly complied. Not every Jihadist was a suicide bomber and the same held true for these cultists - this fanatic came with a will to live. A plan was forming in Talon’s mind. And this guy would help him carry it out.

      Talon had been looking for a way into Omicron.

      He’d found it.
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      The cultist kept his eyes on traffic, all too aware of the gun pressed against his ribcage. One wrong move and he was history. Ten minutes had passed since the vicious attack on the Apple Store. Odds were good that the coders might still be inside the auditorium, drawing inspiration from their twisted muse. A perfect opportunity to drop by and share some quality time.

      Talon palmed the cultist’s Omicron identification badge. His name was Richard Webb. “So tell me, Richard, what goes through a crazy person’s head? Are you like, ‘man I’m a psychotic fruit loop, today is a beautiful day to go stab some innocent people?’”

      “We mock that which we don’t understand.”

      “A true believer, huh? I wonder what your leader will have to say when he finds out you didn’t have the guts to off yourself like the others.”

      “We all serve in our own way.”

      A nervous shiver rippled through Richard’s features and Talon smiled. The enemy hiding behind the robot masks was all too human.

      “Turn right.”

      Richard did as he was told and the Omicron campus jumped into view. They drove into the parking structure and Talon commanded Richard to swipe his badge. The security gate rose, offering them full access.

      Richard parked the car as instructed. Talon grabbed the cultist by the collar and kept the gun trained on him as they both got out of the Tesla on the passenger side. There was a bank of elevators about forty feet away. An empty chair flanked the steel lift, but there was no sign of a guard. “How many guards are in the lobby?”

      “About four.”

      Not an ideal scenario, but it could’ve been worse.

      Talon didn’t know who belonged to this cult and who didn’t. He wasn’t eager to kill any innocent bystanders.

      “Walk next to me. Pretend we’re having a wonderful conversation. If you do anything fishy, I’ll shoot you. If you call for help, I’ll blow your fucking brains out. Got it?”

      Richard nodded and swiped the card. The elevator doors split open. Seconds later, the lift ascended.

      Talon studied his hostage and wondered what could have pushed him into this madness. The dark power of any cult comes from its message, Casca had said. But what was the message here? How could such fanaticism find fertile soil in the homeland?

      The elevator door zoomed open. They stepped out onto the ground level. A cathedral of glittering glass and brushed steel awaited them. Exotic plants abounded, creating the illusion of walking through a giant greenhouse. Could this tranquil environment truly harbor a killer cult?

      It boggled Talon’s mind.

      Ahead of them, Talon took note of the guards. Four men wearing suits and ear-mics manned the security desk. This would be the tricky part.

      Richard flashed them a quick smile and the guards didn’t pay any more attention to them. He was just another worker returning from a long lunch.

      Richard was playing ball. Smart man. Seeing his buddy’s brain splattered on an iMac like a Jackson Pollock painting had left a lasting impression.

      They crossed the atrium-sized space of the lobby. Talon caught glimpses of the upstairs offices, the glass walls putting them on display as if they were all inside a big aquarium. For a beat he wondered if the cult membership came with Omicron shares and a medical plan. Talon smiled grimly. Nice to know his dark sense of humor was intact. It had helped him through some tough patches over the years.

      Talon spotted more powerfully built guards fronting the auditorium’s main entrance. Remembering that Becky mentioned a back door leading to the assembly hall’s balcony, he ordered Richard to show him the way. They closed in on a glass elevator that was tinted blue. A minute later they got out on the second floor and headed for a door located at the end of the hallway.

      Richard swiped his security card and the door swung open. The moment they stepped inside, Talon rammed the butt of his Glock against the back of Richard’s head. The cultist slumped to the ground, down for the count.

      For a second, Talon considered his next move. His stomach churned with uncertainty. It almost felt too easy but he’d come too far to turn back. He shot a final glance at Richard’s unconscious form and moved deeper into the darkness.

      Body coiled and gun up, he advanced toward the edge of the balcony overlooking the cavernous amphitheater below. About 80 of the 300 seats were occupied with coders. They faced the screen and its images of violence with hushed, religious awe. Cameras streaming images from the store, the programmers kept tapping their keyboards while cops and emergency workers rushed back and forth on the giant screen. The scene reminded Talon of the aftermath of a battle. He rapidly scanned the streaming images for Serrone but saw no sign of the detective. Talon’s eyes shifted from the screen to the man who commanded this unholy gathering.

      Zagan.

      Their leader fronted his audience, a magnetic presence in his robot skull mask. Talon sighted the man with his Glock. He was about to squeeze the trigger when Zagan fixed his gaze on the balcony. Almost as if he could detect Talon in the dark…

      As if to confirm this suspicion the jumbo screen went black and filled with a new, even more shocking image. Talon’s blood turned to ice as he took in the new feed. A familiar face stared up at him, blood staining broken teeth, hair matted crimson. It was his friend Erik, cultists hovering at the edges of the frame, knives out.

      Zagan’s voice rang out. “Welcome, Sergeant Talon. So nice of you to join us.”
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      Talon’s fingers tightened around the grip of his Glock. He’d walked into a trap! The cultist playing along, the relative ease in getting past the guards – it was all part of a well-orchestrated charade. His thirst for revenge had blinded him to the reality that should’ve been obvious. He’d underestimated the enemy, and now both he and Erik were about to pay a steep price for his carelessness.

      How did Zagan know his name? How had he connected him to Erik?

      He pushed these questions aside and allowed his body to jump into action. The gun came up as the first knife closed in on Erik.

      Oh God, not again…

      Talon’s helpless rage detonated. Driven by pure reflex, he sighted down on Zagan and emptied a full magazine into the man. The hail of bullets caught the Omicron CEO in the throat and forehead, whipping his head back in a cloud of blood. The cult leader went down hard.

      Talon slammed a new magazine into his Glock and left the balcony with quick strides. He tore past an unconscious Richard, fighting back the temptation to finish off the fanatic. He’d need every bullet he had if he was going to fight his way out of the Omicron complex.

      Talon burst through the exit and sprinted down the long passageway, eyes scanning his fishbowl surroundings. Armed security people approached from the other side of the atrium, guns ready.

      He had to get out of here and contact Casca. Maybe Erik might still have a chance if help arrived on time. Bypassing the elevators, he headed for a nearby exit that led to the stairs. Moving, moving. He pushed through the door and found himself…

      Back in the auditorium.

      For a moment the world tilted and shifted and unhooked from reality. He’d covered about two hundred feet, so how could the door at the far end of the hallway lead him right back to where he started?

      Erik’s terrified features filled the mammoth screen. Shifting his gaze away from the video, it landed on Zagan who had risen to his feet again. The cult leader was still alive?!

      Impossible.

      For a second Talon’s training failed him and terror seized hold of his mind. There had to be a rational explanation for what he was experiencing. They must have drugged him somehow. Maybe slow-acting toxin, most likely airborne, had filtered into the balcony through the ventilation system.

      Who was he kidding? The theory didn’t sound convincing. Casca’s voice drowned out his halfhearted attempt at rationalizing the impossible.

      The supernatural and its agents of darkness are real.

      A meltdown wasn’t going to help him get out of this predicament. He fought the fear and replaced it with anger directed at Michelle’s murderers who’d now gone after his friend too. Not knowing what else to do, Talon stormed out of the auditorium, rushing down the passage once again. Instead of heading for the staircase this time, he kept on going. He made a sharp left turn and… stared down a corridor stretching into infinity.

      Reality whiplashed.

      Talon pivoted and was confronted with another endless hallway with no end in sight. The hallways extended endlessly before him, the entire building transformed into a surreal maze that would make M. C. Escher jealous.

      Desperately trying to blink away the madness, Talon staggered toward the nearest elevator. In the distance, he spotted a phalanx of fast-approaching figures. Omicron’s security team. He leveled his Glock and froze…

      Another impossible sight raked his sanity and strangled all thoughts. He knew these guards, had served with them, fought with them. He’d seen them die.

      Zagan’s security team was made up of his fallen comrades in arms. On his right was Sgt. McComery. Killed by a sniper bullet in Fallujah. To his left, Robert J. Walker. Torn apart by a roadside bomb on the dusty roads of Kabul. At the center of the undead trio was one of his closest friends, Michael Dugan, who’d taken a bullet meant for Talon and succumbed to his wounds in the stark mountains of Afghanistan. Was he going insane?

      The dead soldiers raised their firearms and locked in on him.

      Talon hesitated. It’s a trick, an illusion…

      Bullets punched the air and Talon automatically returned fire. Lead ripped into the guards wearing his dead friends’ faces. Talon stifled a scream as he felt the impact of each bullet on his own body. He looked down at his chest and saw blood oozing from ragged holes in his torso.

      Talon spit blood and turned away from the dead guards, the once-again lifeless eyes of his old friends haunting him. Under his feet, the shiny floor shifted and undulated, distorting and changing texture. It was turning syrupy as physical reality turned against him. With each successive step, he sank deeper into the swamp-like floor.

      Talon’s gaze became wild, ticking back and forth in a frenzied attempt to make sense of his warping reality.

      Another figure appeared. The master of this nightmare. Zagan.

      The Omicron CEO loomed before Talon, now an impossibly tall, otherworldly presence, strangely distorted as if Talon was viewing him through a funhouse mirror. The man tore off his robot mask to reveal the gaping holes where Talon’s bullets struck him earlier. Under the gory skin, Talon saw glimpses of silver gray that hinted at a metallic death skull lurking behind the flesh-and-blood façade.

      The man had become the mask; the mask was becoming the man.

      A second later, the swirling floor engulfed Talon, erasing the world in darkness.
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      They called him the devil soldier.

      Zagan’s head-of-security, Fisher, had earned the nickname in Fallujah when his Marine division came under heavy fire. With the casualties in his unit mounting, Fisher started praying. First to God, but the Almighty refused to answer his calls for help. All around him, bullets kept felling good men. The dust of the desert city turned red with their blood.

      Desperate, his fury growing, Fisher kept whispering new prayers. Prayers directed at the Prince of Lies.

      Thirty minutes later, reinforcements arrived in the besieged city and the tide of war turned. As superior firepower tore the Iraqis apart, Fisher switched his allegiance to a new master.

      Stumbling through the battlefield, bleeding from various wounds, his skin baking in the desert heat, he sought out his enemy. He found one bullet-ridden Iraqi, head held high despite his sorry state. His defiance dissolved into an expression of agony as Fisher sunk his Ka-Bar into the man’s throat.

      As the Iraqi soldier perished in the blood-soaked dust, Fisher pledged the fallen enemy’s soul to his dark savior.  Later that evening, he stripped off his armor and fatigues and, using his Ka-Bar, he carved a pentagram into his chest.

      It was a token of his newfound devotion to the forces of darkness.

      Within a year he received a dishonorable discharge for his actions. Fisher worked odd jobs when he returned to San Francisco, mostly as a bouncer in seedier nightclubs. His chance for redemption came when Zagan hired him as his head-of-security.

      Almost immediately he felt a kinship with his new employer. They both served the same dark master, in their own ways. Consequently, Omicron’s new enemy was his enemy. Fisher promised to make the masked man who’d slaughtered three true believers pay dearly for his insolence.

      The brazen attack, as well as the willingness to take lives and resort to guerilla tactics, indicated the work of a fellow professional. The ferocity of the Tarot warning suggested a personal vendetta.

      This assassin must be connected to one of the victims, Fisher thought.

      His next step was to review the cult’s recent victims. Michelle’s soldier boyfriend jumped out at him from the start. The photographs of Mark Talon that accompanied the reports of Michelle’s murder gave him a bad feeling. The man’s hollow gaze spelled trouble to Fisher’s battle-hardened mind. This was a foe to be reckoned with. He needed to learn more about the man and his relationship with Michelle.

      Fortunately, they still had the reporter bitch’s laptop.

      A few hours after Talon sent his declaration of war, Fisher was going through Michelle’s email accounts. He quickly located her correspondence with Talon. It painted a pretty clear picture of their intense relationship and also provided clues as to what sort of man Omicron was up against.

      Fisher’s eyes lit up at the mention of Delta. This wasn’t some cowboy with a death wish but one of the best-trained military men in the world. A true challenge.

      Fisher loved a challenge.

      Perusing the emails, another name kept popping up. Erik. A friend of Talon’s who lived in Oakland. Was Talon holing up with his old war buddy? Only one way to know for sure… Fisher palmed his phone and alerted the security team. There was work to be done.

      The next day, he pulled up to Erik’s rundown Oakland home. He told the three members of his crew to stay in the car while he scoped out the property. Erik’s freshly washed car was still drying in the early afternoon sun as he snuck into the yard. Unbeknownst to him, he’d missed Talon by just thirty minutes.

      He scanned the weed-infested backyard and spotted a shadowy shape flitting past the window. Someone appeared to be home. Good. He hugged the side of the house. Advancing with caution, he located the guesthouse in the back.

      An instant later Fisher was picking the guesthouse door’s lock. It opened with a rasp and he breached Talon’s makeshift command center. One glance at the occult literature splayed out on the wooden desk convinced him that he’d come to the right place.

      Curiosity piqued, he checked the laptop and scanned its history. Articles on Omicron abounded. There were also a few stories about a Silicon Valley billionaire by the name of Simon Casca. Interesting. He would have to review this information more carefully and let Zagan know about Casca. First though they would deal with the man in the house.

      He drew his cell and contacted the team. “We’re going in.”

      

      ***

      

      The bottle was calling him.

      Erik’s promise of sobriety was crumbling. Everywhere he turned, reminders of his addiction screamed out at him. Crushed beer cans. Empty whiskey bottles. He had wisely poured out all the booze in the house… Except for the flask he kept stashed in his parents’ bedroom. He had spared it for a moment like this.

      A moment when the overpowering thirst would come.

      As he climbed the stairs, Erik’s tongue flicked over his lips in growing anticipation. He could already taste the liquid’s warming sting.

      One drink.

      One drink wouldn’t hurt anyone.

      He thought that helping Talon would defeat his demons. But Talon wasn’t involving him in his new mission in any substantial way. Talon might claim he was being protective, but Erik knew the truth. Talon didn’t trust him. The soldier he once was now buried under too much booze and bad food.

      I’m useless. Dead weight. And Talon knows it.

      The thought brought back all the old feelings of guilt and self-hatred. His somber mood weighed on him. But it was nothing a stiff drink (or two) couldn’t cure. It would clear out the bad wiring. Get him back on track.

      Erik was about to climb the stairs and give in to his addiction when he heard a noise from outside. It sounded like someone was at his back entrance. Was someone attempting to burglarize his place?

      He stole a quick glance through the bedroom window and spotted two men picking the lock outside. In their suits and shades, the two would-be intruders reminded him more of Feds than any of the local neighborhood punks.

      A dark realization edged into his awareness. Talon’s new enemies had found them.

      Erik ran through his options.

      His first instinct was to go for his Glock. Unfortunately, Talon had his gun. Calling the cops would be the next logical move, but his cell was downstairs in the living room. Probably buried on his couch somewhere. Shit.

      He could wait for these guys to break into his house, or he could make a run for the phone. He might even have enough time to snatch a knife from the kitchen cupboard.

      Storming down the stairs, he realized he wasn’t afraid and his thirst was gone. A different Erik was in the driver’s seat now. This Erik had fought off six armed Iraqis with only a bare knife. He had commanded the respect of his unit. This Erik had been a man Talon was proud to call his friend.

      Welcome back, brother.

      He had barely reached the foot of the stairs when the front door swung open and two men stormed into his home. In his mind, Erik felt like a soldier again, but his body sagged under the last few years of self-abuse. He couldn’t generate the same speed and power when he threw the first punch and missed his target by a wide margin.

      Unfortunately his opponents were trained professionals. It all happened so fast. Before he knew it Erik was sprawled on his dusty, stained carpet.

      A boot kicked him in the mouth, followed by the coppery flavor of his blood. More kicks came in quick succession, landing against a belly turned to mush. He hunched over, gasping for air. But he didn’t scream. There was still no fear. He’d been waiting to meet his maker for quite some time now.

      Erik had lost count of how many times he’d considered eating a bullet. The sole reason he’d never gone through with it was his mom. He wouldn’t want the world to think Mrs. Garrison had raised a quitter.

      Erik had a pretty good idea what was going to happen next. He was ready.

      Bring it on, you bastards!

      The big man in the group of home invaders — Erik instantly pegged him as military — nodded to his men. The youngest member of the group, a punk who couldn’t be older than twenty or so, approached Erik. Knife out.

      Let’s see if the kid has it in him, Erik wondered.

      Steel flashed and descended in a hypnotic arc. Sharpened metal sliced through two years of junk food and booze.

      The little fucker actually has the cojones to stick a man — look at this shit!

      The area where the blade had entered felt cold, but Erik experienced no pain. At least not yet. Wasn’t adrenaline wonderful? The wound felt almost like being stung by a bee. The kid registered no emotion as he hovered above him. His bland indifference gave Erik the necessary kick to respond and probably explained what he did next.

      Erik’s fingers closed around the knife in his belly and pulled it out of his flesh. He saw shock in the young man’s face, which deepened when the same knife sliced open his thigh in a stream of red.

      The cultist stumbled aside with a cry of pain.

      Erik grinned and in that moment he was back in Iraq, nineteen years old. Young, dumb and full of cum. Ready to face any enemy and endure any hardship. The moment was shattered seconds later as more blades went to work on him, but it allowed Erik to flash a bloody grin at the cameras recording his remaining moments.

      “I hope Talon sends every one of you bastards to hell,“ he hissed before all strength left his bleeding body and blackness claimed him.
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      Talon drifted through the void. An impenetrable blackness, defined by a perfect silence that was finally broken by a familiar voice. “The dangers of the occult are real.”

      The billionaire’s words pierced the silence. It drove home a truth that was growing more pervasive in his mind. Zagan wasn’t like any opponent he’d faced before.

      You’re in way over your head, kid.

      His refusal to pay heed to Casca’s wisdom would now cost him dearly. Ignoring intelligence on the battlefield carried with it dire consequences.

      Without warning, the darkness lifted. Waves of phosphorescent green light engulfed him. Talon was back in Omicron’s assembly chamber. He was bare-chested and tied to a chair facing the stage. Zip-ties cut into his wrists.

      The vast screen was unspooling Erik’s final moments once more, a terrible, sickening loop. As Erik’s screams reverberated throughout the cavernous auditorium, Talon jerked against his restraints, shaking with rage. “You fucking cowards, I’ll kill you all!”

      Talon craned his neck and spotted a small army of computer programmers seated in the rows behind him. Fingers drilled the keys of their laptops, blank eyes in the thrall of some ungodly spell. How could so many people remain indifferent to the violence onscreen?

      “I see you’re awake, Sergeant. Good.”

      Talon spun toward the direction of the voice. Zagan lurked in the shadows, a silhouette outlined against the flickering screen. He stepped into the light, his ascetic features coming into view. The knife in Zagan’s hand promised Talon a painful, drawn-out end.

      Talon steeled himself for the torture ahead. To meet death in battle was different than being captured by the enemy and becoming their helpless plaything. Any man could be broken, and Talon held no illusions that he would prove the exception to that rule. Nevertheless, he met Zagan’s gaze without flinching.

      “Years ago, I worked on a first-person shooter called Hell World,” Zagan said. “It featured soldiers battling demons. Pretty cutting-edge for its day. In the game, the military always defeated the hordes of hell. Too bad we’re not playing a game, huh?”

      Zagan took a step closer. Talon strained against his ropes. They didn’t budge. “I know you’re working with someone. Behind every good soldier is a great general pulling the strings. Someone has been helping you.” He paused for a moment before asking, “Who is Simon Casca?”

      “I’d be careful with that knife. You might poke your eye out.”

      “Still cracking jokes in the face of defeat?”

      “I have a hard time taking anyone seriously who wears a Halloween mask.”

      Zagan stopped his advance for a beat. His smile was now replaced with a flicker of anger. Good. Perhaps if he played his cards right and provoked Zagan enough, the Omicron CEO would kill him and skip the torture.

      “I know what you’re trying to do, but it won’t work. You’ve seen firsthand what my program can do. Soon I’ll be able to manipulate reality like no one has ever done before.”

      “Maybe try to fix male-pattern baldness, for a start. Might do wonders for your look.”

      Zagan’s hand shot out at Talon‘s throat, fingers digging into his windpipe. Up close, Talon caught a full view of where his bullets had struck the man. Or was Zagan still a man at all? Steel shimmered inside the wounded tissue. What was the Omicron CEO turning into?

      “I’m changing,” Zagan explained, almost as if he could read Talon’s thoughts. “Growing stronger with each sacrifice.”

      Talon gasped for air.

      “Each kill.”

      Zagan released him and Talon struggled for air. He was still sucking in gulps of precious oxygen when Zagan dug the point of the knife into his bare chest. Talon’s muscles tensed against the assault and his lungs bellowed with agony.

      “The best way to defeat someone is to make them serve you.”

      Talon screamed more with rage than pain as Zagan drew the slicing edge over his chest. Another cultist filmed his ordeal and streamed it to the assembly hall’s viewing screen. These bastards were coding away to the accompaniment of his personal agony.

      I’m going to kill every one of you fucking assholes, Talon thought as he gnashed his teeth with fury. The meaty stench of blood impregnated the air. He felt its warmth streaming down his exposed torso.

      Zagan proceeded with his grisly work, inflicting one cut after another. Talon’s bare skin had become the canvas for Zagan’s madness. Blood dripped down Talon’s mutilated torso, staining his pants. Zagan kept slicing away with precision and a focused intent.

      A minute later Zagan took a step back to inspect his handiwork. Talon peered up at his own battered image. His torso hemorrhaged an inverted pentagram. The bastard had branded him!

      “I’ll kill you.”

      “Oh, you’re wrong about that, Talon. You’ll serve me. You’ll serve the darkness. Sooner than you think.”

      The cultist with the cam zoomed in until the inverted star on Talon’s chest completely filled the giant screen. A beat later, the image was replaced with roiling streams of code. The occult algorithm.

      Talon averted his gaze but the waves of code seemed to pursue him like the floating images in a 3-D movie. Rising tides in a digital ocean. Once again, reality had ceased to obey the laws of physics.

      Help me!

      Memories fused with the supernova of data streaming through his brain. Sanity buckling despite his best efforts, Talon struggled to cling to something tangible, something real that would ground him.

      War had taught him not to waste precious energy obsessing over details that were beyond his control. It was a lesson he’d learned during an Alpine mountain climbing exercise. He foolishly hazarded a glance upward and literally realized his whole life dangled on a six-inch metal spike. Panic gripped him. Fortunately one of his climbing instructors pulled him aside and told him to narrow his reality to a three-foot radius. The message was clear; he should live his life trying to affect what was within three feet of him and nothing else. Focus on that which you can control and ignore the rest.

      Easier said than done.

      Applying the philosophy, Talon concentrated on his breathing. He inhaled through his nose for a count of four… Held his breath for four seconds… The point was to breathe deeply and methodically, completely filling and emptying his lungs during each cycle. The technique worked somewhat, but the data floating around him remained. With each inhalation, he breathed in the program. Line after line of code. His frame convulsed.

      Someone make it stop. Please, make it stop!

      All thoughts ceased. His reality was reduced to the shining vision of an inverted pentagram, which now hovered on the giant screen before him. A beacon showing him a new way. A path toward redemption. Toward the darkness.

      Talon never felt Zagan’s men cut his zip-ties, never experienced his body rising and straightening as he slipped his jacket over his bloody chest.

      Never saw Zagan lean into him.

      All he remembered were the words his new master whispered into his ear. “Kill your general.”
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      Images of the Apple Store massacre flickered over Simon Casca’s 90-inch plasma-TV screen. His stomach churned as he sat in his office and absorbed the horrific story. Casualty numbers kept being adjusted, but at least eleven people were dead and an equal number were in critical condition. Video of the attack dominated all the major news networks. This was a global case now and speculation ran rampant as to the identity and agenda of the killers. Terrorism was on everyone’s lips, but Casca knew better. Zagan’s cult had struck again.

      Footage of a masked rescuer suggested that Mark Talon had crashed Omicron’s party. God, how Casca wished the Delta operator would return his calls. The bloodbath at the Apple Store confirmed his worst fears. The actions of this killer cult were escalating.

      Casca turned off the news and shifted his attention back to his desk. The cultists’ laptop was running the program segment and eerie streams of code slithered over the screen. Becky had assisted him all day long, but she was now asleep in one of the estate’s many spare bedrooms. Analyzing the incomplete code had offered invaluable insights into the challenge they faced. It was far worse than expected. The world was in terrible danger.

      For years Casca had anticipated a devastating occult attack. Reports of global occult activity were popping up on a daily basis. Warlords indulging in voodoo, biker gangs and drug cartels practicing satanic rituals, South American cartels tapping into Santeria… The list went on. Small, isolated incidents that when added up could produce a disturbing cumulative effect. It didn’t bode well for the future.

      And now this computer cult had arrived seemingly out of nowhere. In Casca’s mind, it represented the greatest threat he’d faced so far.

      The billionaire stifled a yawn and downed his fourth Americano of the night. His body and mind protested, craving sleep, but there was no time for rest.

      Casca decided to stretch his legs in the vast occult library adjacent to his office. His muscles ached and the physical activity might ease his anxiety. There was something terrifying about being here late at night, but Casca drew a strange comfort from the creepy surroundings. Ghosts haunted this space. Not in a literal sense — the ghosts here were only in his mind. His sister had drawn her last pain-filled breath within these walls, twelve years earlier.

      In those days the books lining the shelves had been quite different, but the space was still a library. It was here where he first saw the entity that had set him on his current path. He’d received a glimpse of the abyss that day but instead of retreating, he chose to venture deeper.

      A psychologist would’ve said Casca was trying to conquer his fears and atone for his inability to save his sister. A form of survivor’s guilt, perhaps. By facing the darkness he might find a way to master it.

      That’s why he’d never moved and tried to put any distance between himself and his memories. The library served as a constant reminder of what lurked in the shadows. It had become his personal Ground Zero, focusing his obsession and giving shape to the mission ahead.

      For twelve years Casca had studied every occult tradition known to man, delving into mysteries that should remain out of the reach of mere mortals. His wealth put him in a unique position, allowing him to indulge this obsession to a degree impossible for the average person.

      But somewhere along the line Casca had reached an impasse. Studying the occult had ceased to be enough for him. What good was knowing the enemy if one never engaged him in battle? The years of silent contemplation were over. The time had arrived for direct action. A war was coming. Not a war where armies would clash on the battlefield. This would be a shadow war unfolding beneath the surface of normal society.

      Casca was ready for the battle ahead. He had the will and the resources, but he was no soldier. At one point he’d contemplated using mercenaries. Financing a private army to battle this dark foe sounded good in theory, but less so in practice. Mercenaries would throw his money back at him once they knew what terrors they were up against. This wasn’t a conflict that could be won by hired guns. He required someone who shared his dedication. Someone who understood that dark forces were gathering and needed to be stopped at all costs. Someone like Talon.

      Casca had recognized the man’s potential from the moment he first laid eyes on him. Talon was the knight he’d been searching for. The warrior who could take the fight to the enemy. They were both victims of the occult; they both brought their own specialized skills to the table. Together, they would be able to turn the tide in this conflict. Or so he hoped.

      Now it appeared that he was losing the man. He blamed himself for pushing Talon away. He’d moved too fast. No one in their right minds would accept the dark truth without experiencing it firsthand.

      Casca’s eagerness had betrayed him and put the whole plan at risk. He prayed that the situation was reversible. Unfortunately, Talon’s unwillingness to answer his calls didn’t bode well. Either he had permanently turned his back or, worse, he was now in the hands of the enemy.

      The latter possibility filled Casca with even greater dread. He needed the soldier to crush this cult.

      Casca was yanked from his thoughts by his chirping cell. It was Jackson, one of his security men. “Mr. Casca, Talon has returned.”

      Casca’s face flooded with relief.  The incident at the Apple Store must have brought Talon back to his senses. Maybe he finally recognized that together, they stood a far better chance of defeating Zagan.

      “Send him in.”

      The phone went dead.

      Casca navigated the maze of shelves and occult objects until he reached the library’s main chamber. Jackson and Talon grew visible in the near distance.

      “Talon, it’s good to see you…” The words trailed off as the Delta operator’s hand came up in one smooth motion, Glock leveled. A stunned Jackson went for his gun but Talon viciously pistol-whipped him. The guard lost his balance and slammed into one of the occult display cases in an explosion of glass.

      Talon sighted down on Casca and unleashed a fusillade of lead. Bullets strafed the air and perforated a row of books. The mysterious tomes erupted in clouds of paper and shredded binding. Talon emptied the magazine as Casca retreated into the aisles of the library.

      Zagan must’ve somehow gotten to Talon. Casca had speculated that the cultists were under some form of supernatural control. Talon’s conversion suggested that this was indeed the case.

      What could he do? Casca didn’t stand a chance against a super-soldier like Talon. He kept a gun in his desk drawer, but he doubted that he’d get the opportunity to draw it without being struck down first.

      He had to find a way to reach Talon. To break the spell he was under. If he could make it back to his office, there might be a way. This mad gamble was his best shot at saving both Talon and himself.

      More bullets lashed the air. Two more display cases exploded.

      Casca scrambled into his office, heart pounding as Talon gained behind him. He surged toward his laptop, the screen still flickering with occult code. He reached the computer just as Talon stepped into the office, gun up.

      Casca regarded the Delta operator. Some force had drained all the humanity from Talon’s eyes and filled the void with lethal intent.

      “Talon, this isn’t who you are! Zagan murdered Michelle! You must fight this…”

      For a moment, the gun wavered in Talon’s hand, but the hesitation didn’t extinguish the fearsome darkness in his slitted gaze.

      Talon brought up his gun.

      Casca punched the laptop’s play button, streaming the terrible footage he’d discovered on its hard drive earlier that day to the 90-inch plasma TV-screen in his office.

      As the big-screen TV ignited to life with the laptop’s video images, Talon pulled the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Talon’s world had become a place of darkness. A world where all his thoughts were drowned out by the occult program. For a split second, though, Casca’s words almost seemed to make sense. What was his target talking about? Who was Michelle? In the far recesses of his mind, a memory stirred but was quickly suppressed. He served Zagan. He served the darkness. The billionaire’s words were meant to confuse him. Distract him from his true purpose. They were nothing but a pack of lies. Weak attempts at throwing him off.

      He raised the Glock. His fingers whitened on the trigger. And that’s when a familiar face splashed on the monitor.

      Why did he recognize this woman? There was something familiar about her. Hooded attackers wearing silver robot masks surrounded her. A quiver ran up his arm as he fired. His aim was off and the bullet missed Casca, shattering the illuminated globe instead. The bullet punched a giant hole into the Atlantic and the globe’s light extinguished.

      The images on the plasma screen were affecting him somehow. Doubt coiled up inside him. This time it took root and began to spread.

      Talon stared at the scene playing out on the display. His breath hitched as the first knife plunged into the hapless female. The shakes traveled up his arm until his whole body was trembling. Was that a tear forming in his eye? It couldn’t be.

      His mind reeled and recoiled. Confusion and darkness gave way to dawning understanding. He remembered how he knew this woman… her voice was so familiar…

      Michelle.

      The name wormed its way through his consciousness, an echo of another life.

      My Michelle…

      She was in danger. The men onscreen were hurting her. Killing her.

      They killed her!

      Understanding shattered the darkness inside him and clarity returned with each successive thrust of the knife. As Michelle’s life ran out onscreen, Talon dropped the gun. The Glock hit the carpet with a thump that reverberated all the way into his soul. Casca’s voice sliced into his awareness.

      “Talon, these monsters killed your Michelle.”

      No!

      “They’re using you.”

      This can’t be.

      “Are you going to let them get away with murder?”

      NOOOOOOO!

      A pitiful scream of unbridled anguish welled up and broke free from the depths of his darkest pain. Seeing Michelle die again shattered his defenses, stripped him of his emotional armor, tore through skin, muscle, sinew and bone straight to the core of his being.

      Talon collapsed to the ground, sobbing. The video ended. Silence descended over Casca’s office.

      The man who lowered his head had been Zagan’s servant. The man who stared up at Casca was the occult assassin. ”Help me kill these bastards.”
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      Waves of agony rippled through Talon’s scarred chest. The inverted pentagram throbbed, the anguish like a physical manifestation of his pulsing rage. Zagan had taken away everything that mattered. His friend. His lover. His soul. Thanks to Casca, the Omicron CEO had ultimately failed on the last count.

      Talon stole a glance at the billionaire’s security guy, Jackson. The man was massaging his bruised jaw. Talon had no memory of clocking him but was grateful he hadn’t resorted to lethal force. Perhaps on a subconscious level he’d been exerting control during his own possession, reigning in the violence in some way. Nevertheless, if it hadn’t been for Casca’s quick thinking he would’ve succumbed to the power of the occult algorithm.

      He would have taken life in the name of Zagan’s cult.

      The billionaire pointed at the laptop on his oak desk. It was running the code segment. Talon’s instinct was to recoil from the shimmering data, but Casca had reassured him it was safe. This was a small part of the program that couldn’t exert any supernatural influence over him.

      “So run this by me again,” Talon said. “How is this software allowing Zagan to control reality?”

      “The program is tapping into occult energy. It might help to think of it as a 21st Century version of a spell. The incantations embedded in the computer code are written in demotic, an ancient Egyptian language used in rituals to raise demons from the netherworld.”

      “The netherworld? You mean like hell?”

      “In a manner of speaking. Mind you, we’re not talking about Satan or the Judeo-Christian hell here.”

      “So what are we talking about?” Talon was doing his best to reign in his impatience. He wasn’t used to not being in control.

      “The darkness.”

      Talon cocked an eyebrow.

      “I don’t know if there’s one absolute truth in this world,” Casca explained. “What I do know is there’s good and evil. Two cosmic forces coursing through our universe, in constant conflict. The light and the dark. All cultures have interpreted these forces in various way. Their poets dreamt up names, their artists gave it form, their priests conceived rituals. The demons and monsters and mythologies of the popular imagination are man’s attempt to grasp the darkness, a power beyond our knowledge and understanding.”

      The old Talon would’ve groaned at this point, but his recent experiences had changed his attitude. All this occult stuff was still giving him a headache but he couldn’t deny the nightmare he’d lived through.

      “So this darkness or demon is taking over Zagan?” Talon asked.

      “Based on what you’re describing, it appears that way. Zagan has become the vessel for a supernatural entity’s return to the material world.”

      “Why does an ancient demon return as a cyborg?”

      “The demon doesn’t choose his form, the adept does. Its final manifestation is filtered through Zagan’s mind and psychology. His dreams, his nightmares.”

      “Why does Zagan want to be possessed by this entity?”

      “Oh, he doesn’t.”

      Talon knitted his brows. Casca was losing him.

      “Zagan believes he’s controlling the darkness, when in fact it’s controlling him. It’s given him a taste of power so he’ll finish the program.”

      “In other words, he’s being played.”

      “Exactly. The darkness needs Zagan and his followers to fall. One last sacrifice is needed to complete the program and assure the demon’s manifestation in our reality.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? Omicron is headed for a Jim Jones-style mass suicide?”

      Casca nodded gravely. “The Apple attack proves that Zagan is losing his sense of self-preservation. It’s only a matter of time before the authorities put it all together and come after him. A final showdown approaches.”

      “And once this final sacrifice completes the program…”

      “The demon will permanently enter our world. And it gets worse.”

      Talon groaned. “You gotta be kidding me.”

      “Becky managed to identify the code segment. It’s part of Omicron’s new operating system. Scheduled to automatically update at noon today, on all their devices.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “This program will raise demons from the darkness. Occult ritual updated for a new millennium and transformed into a computer program. Once it’s out there, it can be replicated indefinitely. Anyone who comes in contact with the code will be able to raise and channel these entities, just as Zagan did. The program will be impossible to destroy, unless you track down each and every device and destroy them all.”

      Talon cracked his knuckles and a bead of cold sweat pulsed down his face. Casca’s message was coming through loud and clear. If Zagan’s program went live, it could mean the end. For everyone.

      “Let’s get to the fun part. How do we destroy this fucking program?”

      “We hit the Omicron servers.”

      Talon pondered this for a moment. “Which means I gotta go back in there.”

      “It’s the only way to end this thing.”

      Talon pointed at his brutalized chest. “I’m one of them now. Should make it easy to get past security. But what if Zagan pulls off another magic show?”

      “I might be able to help you out on that front.” Casca removed a circular pendant from his drawer. Inside the circle was a five-pointed star.

      “I think I got my own,” Talon said.

      “This one is a little different,“ Casca said with a smile. “People see the pentagram as a representation of evil, but nothing could be farther from the truth. The five points represent the five senses, the five wounds of Christ, the five virtues of knighthood…”

      “I get it. The pentagram can be a symbol of good. So how does it get such a bad rap?”

      “In the 19th Century the interpretation changed,“ Casca explained. “With a single point facing upwards it was considered good, the spirit ruling over the element of matter.”

      Casca turned the pentacle upside down and now it resembled Talon’s scar. “A reversed pentagram, with its two point upwards, became a mark of evil because it overturns the proper order of things, putting matter above the spirit.”

      “So what am I supposed to do with it?”

      “The pendant dates back to the Sumerian period. It represents a powerful force of good. Wear it when you face Zagan and his power over your senses will diminish.”

      Talon touched the pentagram amulet, not quite convinced. The metal was cool to the touch. No magical electricity here. Nevertheless, he pocketed the item. He would need all the help he could get.

      “Anything else?”

      “Let me show you something.” Casca rose from behind his desk and walked back into the library. Talon trailed him. The place didn’t seem all that eerie any more. Compared to some of the shit Talon had experienced back at Omicron, Casca’s library was downright cozy.

      “By the way, sorry for being a dick earlier,” said Talon. “You were trying to warn me, but I wouldn’t listen.”

      “I must apologize too. My over-eagerness got the best of me. You weren’t ready for the truth.”

      “I am now.” There was determination in Talon’s voice.

      Casca stepped up to one of the display cases. Talon leaned closer. Contained inside the glass case was a dagger inscribed with strange occult symbols.

      “Do you like horror films?”

      “You mean when I’m not living in one? To be honest I prefer comedies.”

      “No accounting for taste, eh?” Casca grinned. “I assume you’re not familiar with the seven blades of Megiddo, from the Omen series of films?”

      Talon shook his head. “You assume correctly.”

      “In the movies, seven sacred blades were created in Megiddo, the birthplace of Christianity, from the material of a comet. These magic blades could kill Satan’s progeny. The Antichrist.”

      “Lovely. Don’t tell me this is one of these blades.”

      “Oh no, the blades are made up. Pulled from the imagination of some Hollywood screenwriter. But the idea was inspired by this particular item…” Casca pointed at the knife in the case. “The demon slayer.”

      Talon eyed the knife more closely. The craftsmanship was impeccable. Its polished steel glittered in the library’s recessed lights. Symbols were inscribed on the blade and the handle was fashioned from the bone of some animal.

      “The demon slayer goes as far back as Babylonian times.”

      “How much did this toothpick set you back?”

      “Let’s say it made for a nice tax write-off, and leave it at that.”

      “Does it work?” Talon asked.

      “It works.”

      Talon studied Casca, but the billionaire didn’t add anything else. Talon sensed that there was a story here but it wouldn’t be told today.

      Casca opened the display case and handed Talon the knife. Demon Slayer. The weight of the ancient blade felt weird at first but seemed to adjust to his hand and grip, almost as if it was becoming an extension of his being.

      He slashed the air a few times, testing how it felt in his hand. Could eight inches of pre-Christian steel stop a monster like Zagan? Talon wasn’t quite convinced. But he had come to trust Casca.

      “Between the demon slayer and the amulet you have a fighting chance at stopping Zagan.”

      “That’s all I’m asking for.”

      Talon was about to get his rematch with Zagan.

      This time around, only one of them would be left standing.
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      Talon strode into the Omicron lobby around eleven o’clock. The demon-slayer blade was securely sheathed under his jeans, amulet stashed in the pocket of his worn leather jacket.

      Talon fixed his attention on the guards fronting the reception desk. Two of the men were approaching fast, expressions serious and focused.

      Instead of presenting a security badge he opened his jacket, revealing the dried, crusted blood of the pentagram scar. His express ticket to hell.

      The guards relaxed. These weren’t polished GQ types, as he had first thought from a distance. They had cleaned up pretty well, but there was a toughness and an edge to these men. Former bikers or vets. Rough types with hard faces, ropy muscles and cold eyes. The suits and ties couldn’t hide all their tats and scars.

      Was the security staff under the spell of the occult algorithm, or true believers of the darkness? Talon wasn’t a gambling man, but he’d bet on the second explanation with them.

      One glance at his pentagram and the guards backed off.

      “I’m here to see my master,“ Talon said, doing his best to stay in character without overplaying his hand. One of the guards sidled up to him and indicated that Talon should follow him. He fell in step with the guard as they headed toward a bank of elevators.

      Thanks to his last, rather memorable visit, the glass palace had lost much of its luster. He’d seen the true face of Omicron — the evil that lurked behind the polished surface.

      Becky had informed them that Omicron’s server maze was located on the lower level. Access was granted to the top coders and security staff. The guard walking Talon to the elevators was his way in.

      As soon as they stepped into the lift and the door zoomed shut, Talon grabbed the man’s neck and smashed his head against the elevator’s control panel — full force. Ignoring the cams, he pulled the slumping guard’s head back by his hair and pressed the demon-slayer blade against his carotid artery. Talon didn’t know if the knife actually possessed the power to slay monsters, but it sure as hell would have no trouble opening up a man’s throat.

      “Slight change in plans. Last time I asked for the tour, they skipped the basement.”

      “Fuck you…” The guard’s words were cut off as his forehead connected with the elevator wall again. Talon tore the security badge from the guard’s breast-pocket and inserted it into a slot. A panel slid open, revealing a biometric touch screen. He pushed the groggy guard in front of the screen. A beam of light zipped over the monitor, scanning the guard’s eyeball. A second later, a touch-screen flashed into view. Talon selected the basement and the elevator hummed to life.

      “Your friend begged for his life, ya’ know,” the guard mumbled under his breath.

      Talon grew still as he tilted his head at this. Blood trickled down the guard’s broken nose as his mouth creased into a dirty smile. “He squealed like a pig—“

      The words died on his lips as Talon drove the blade through his ribcage, straight into his heart. The guard spat at him with his dying breath before staggering away.

      A red circle was widening where the knife had entered. He slid down the wall, trailing a smear of blood, and crumpled on the elevator floor in a widening pool of gore.

      Fuck! Talon cursed himself. He’d originally planned to keep the guard alive, at least until he was inside the server farm. Studying the dead guard, Talon did recognize him as one of Erik’s killers. Wherever Erik might be, Talon knew he was grinning like a schoolboy.

      This one’s for you, old friend.

      The elevator stopped and the doors parted. Talon stepped into a narrow hallway and navigated through another doorway that required the guard’s security badge.

      Two IT engineers faced a bank of monitors inside a glass-enclosed control deck overlooking an endless maze of servers. They gazed up at Talon with surprise. One of the IT guys reacted immediately and sprang to his feet, knife up. Talon grabbed a nearby coffee pot and hurled its boiling contents into the IT guy’s face. The IT guy screamed and backed away.

      The second engineer whipped out a blade, his binary tattoo exposed as he rushed Talon. The Delta operator stepped aside and yanked the engineer’s arm back until it snapped. The knife went flying.

      Three punches later and the engineer had joined his buddy on the ground.

      A second door whirred open. Talon advanced into the server maze. A knight entering the lair of the dragon.

      The server farm stretched out before him, a cold, sterile maze of pulsing technology. Talon’s footsteps echoed eerily as he penetrated the otherworldly computer labyrinth. The marble black servers that dotted the white, cavernous space made Talon think of electronic coffins in a mausoleum. Glittering futuristic graves containing the remains of some computer race of the distant future.

      Talon didn’t know which of the black monoliths housed Zagan’s demonic program, but it didn’t matter. He would blow the whole basement sky-high. Moving with speed, all too aware that the clock was ticking, he set his C-4 charges and armed them. One after another, the lights on the explosives glimmered red while the remote detonator remained secure in his jacket pocket.

      The plan was to set off the C-4 and get the hell out of here. But if his enemy left him no choice, Talon was prepared to die in this basement. Whatever ancient entity Zagan had brought back to life couldn’t be allowed to return to the 21st Century and multiply. The world had enough problems without having to worry about a demonic invasion.

      Talon had set about eight charges when the hairs on his neck and arms stood up. Something had changed inside the server maze. He shivered and realized the temperature had dropped by ten degrees or more. He peered down the spooky, abandoned hallway. The computers shined with an unnatural life and the ventilation system hummed forebodingly.

      He was about to shift his attention back to the task at hand when reality tilted once more. Something unnatural was unfolding at the end of the server passageway. For a second the air rippled and thin tendrils of condensation snaked around the monolithic computers. A fog was forming, and spreading rapidly.

      The old Talon would have stared with incomprehension at the surreal spectacle. The new Talon had been waiting for Zagan to make his move.

      Talon’s fingers closed around the pentacle and draped it over his neck.

      “This had better work.”

      Ahead of him, the ghostly fog swirled and parted, revealing a new arrival on the scene.

      Zagan.
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      Serrone entered the police morgue, her head pounding. She’d snacked on Ibuprofen for breakfast and washed the pills down with about a gallon of coffee, but still she was running on fumes.

      Her stomach lurched as she eyed the bodies laid out on a series of slabs. A morgue attendant and three pathologists worked the tables, engaged in the thankless task of separating the cultists from the massacre victims. The killers were civilians too. All races, ages and religions were represented and connected by one identifying mark — the binary tattoo etched on their forearms.

      A clear pattern was emerging among the attackers. The majority of cultists worked at Omicron. This couldn’t be a coincidence. There had to be a link to the tech company.

      Making things worse, the whole case had gone nuclear. It was world news now and only a matter of time before the FBI and Homeland Security joined the party. Serrone was almost hoping they’d pull her off the investigation and assign some hotshot Fed to head the case. What she’d seen at the Apple Store wasn’t like anything she’d ever experienced or wanted to experience again. At least her partner, Grell, was now in stable condition.

      While the brass figured out what the next official move should be, Serrone was going to check out their sole true lead. Omicron. She was going to visit the company’s headquarters in Silicon Valley and begin asking the hard questions.

      With any luck, those questions would make the right people uncomfortable and someone would start talking. No way all these employees belonged to a cult without someone else at the company being aware of the situation.

      She nodded at Detective Dawson to join her. The man was in his early forties, a good cop but a bit too by-the-book for Serrone’s taste. A close friend of Grell’s, he was itching to get to the bottom of these murders. That made him a perfect ally.

      As they drove to Omicron, Serrone called her house and managed to get her daughter on the phone. Seven-year-old Casey was getting ready for school. Serrone’s mother had been nice enough to watch Casey last night when it became clear she would be pulling overtime.

      “Hi Mom, is everything okay?”

      It was great to hear her daughter’s voice. The kid seemed to have the wisdom of someone five times her age. “Honey, mommy is fine. I just need to wrap up something at work. By the time you’re home from school I’ll be back, I promise. We’ll grab dinner tonight, your pick.”

      Casey paused on the other end, almost as if she doubted the veracity of her mother’s words. It broke Serrone’s heart. Sometimes she hated being a cop.

      As she hung up the phone, Serrone fought back a wave of anxiety. How could she do this to her daughter? The poor kid had already lost her dad. Why did she have to be cursed with a mother who carried a gun to work?

      She bit her lip and took another sip of coffee, welcoming the bitter taste on her tongue. She eyed the officers in the car and realized that she missed Grell’s entertaining banter. He could be an opinionated ass, but he made her laugh. They were a good team.

      Unfortunately, despite his good intentions Dawson was blessed with the personality of a valium.

      About forty minutes later, they pulled up to Omicron and got out of the vehicle. Sunlight sparkled on the company’s logo, above the main entrance. Plenty of people in Serrone’s circle swore by Omicron’s technology. Omicron is even better than Apple! Whatever. In her mind Omicron was just another Silicon Valley tech conglomerate making stuff that encouraged people to stare at their devices instead of paying attention to each other.

      After some back and forth with Omicron’s overeager security staff, they were finally escorted to the offices of Travis Hockney, Senior Vice President of Public Relations. Serrone planned to ask him if the leadership at Omicron was aware of a cult recruiting their workers? Had Hockney seen any employees sporting the binary tattoo?

      As they crossed the vast atrium of the high-tech palace, Serrone marveled at the building’s breathtaking architectural design. The bright and airy environment struck her as the ideal workplace, a far cry from her cramped gray quarters at the police department.

      They walked through an entertainment room where workers depressurized. There were foosball and Ping-Pong tables alongside arcade games from the 1980s. Another doorway led to a large office space lined with cubicles.

      A young, attractive woman stepped up to them. “Hello Detective, my name is Stacy and I’m Hockney’s assistant. He’s taking a call but will be right with you. Would you care for a water or juice while you wait?”

      Serrone asked for an energy drink instead. Today wasn’t the day to quit bad habits. As they waited, she studied the workspace more closely. Hockney’s office was a separate room at the far end of a much larger work area. Men and women, most of them in their twenties and thirties, faced their computer stations. The desks were decorated with toys and other examples of geek culture. Serrone saw a Star Wars screensaver and action figures from some comic-book flick.

      These Nerf-ball warriors didn’t strike her as vicious killers, but she’d felt the same way about the attackers back in the Apple Store.

      As Serrone sorted through these impressions, all activity in the office suddenly ceased. No typing, no phone calls, no conversation. Everyone sat ramrod straight in their Aeron chairs, eyes fixed on their screens.

      Curious, Serrone took a step closer. To her surprise, all the monitors showed the same strange stream of data. She leaned forward, hoping to get a reaction from one of the workers — perhaps a hello or some form of acknowledgement — but the Omicron tech-heads remained in their drone-like trance state.

      Serrone was getting a bad feeling about this place, once again reminded of the blank fanaticism she’d encountered during the attack on the Apple Store. She chewed her lip and balled the keychain in her pocket until her hand hurt.

      “This is ridiculous,” she said to Dawson, who projected a calm rivaling the monk-like Omicron workers. “How long are they going to keep us waiting?”

      Dawson shrugged in response. Serrone shook her head and scoped the office floor for Hockney’s assistant. The young woman seemed to have vanished into thin air.

      Fed up, Serrone pivoted and strode briskly toward Hockney’s office. She knocked on the closed door. No one answered. She repeated her knocking. Still no response.

      Impatience boiling over, she pushed into Hockney’s office to find him slumped back in his chair, shirt soaked with blood, a wide gash in his throat.

      Jesus…

      Serrone went for her pistol. Weapon out, she circled the desk and glimpsed Hockney’s assistant hemorrhaging red on the hardwood floor. Her legs twitched, heels bobbing up and down. Hockney must’ve assaulted her first before killing himself.

      Next to his lifeless features, the same strange computer code slashed over his monitor. Serrone’s blood turned to ice. The horror she’d first experienced in the Apple Store had followed her to Omicron.
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      Talon and Zagan faced each other in the server maze, about a hundred feet between them. Two classic adversaries gearing up for the bitter, final confrontation. Zagan’s physical condition was worsening at an exponential rate. The skin of his face was stretched taut and pockmarked by a shimmering patchwork of circuitry. Steel fingers pierced through a fraying layer of broken skin and made his hands look like bloody gloves worn by a robot.

      Advancing down the corridor of servers, the flickering lights on the explosive charges extinguished one by one as soon as Zagan passed them. His mere presence was manipulating the material world.

      Talon’s heart sank.

      “I don’t know how you broke free of my program, Sergeant, but you’re too late.”

      We’ll see about that, Talon thought.

      The fog thickened and the temperature dropped a few degrees. Casca had said the pendant would protect him from Zagan’s reality hacks, but so far it was doing jack shit.

      Talon’s hand came up with the Glock in it and he started firing into the demonic cyborg-creature closing in on him. Bullets might be useless against his enemy, but Talon didn’t want Zagan to catch on that he might have an ace up his sleeve. Lead slammed into Zagan in hot spurts, each round connecting with its target in a fiery eruption of flesh and steel. The bullets stitched bloody patterns on his chest. It barely slowed down the monster’s inexorable approach.

      Talon replaced the magazine in his weapon with a metallic snap. For Talon to use the Demon Slayer, Zagan needed to move in closer. As long as Zagan felt secure in his superiority, it would be easier to lure him into a close-combat situation. Talon prayed that Casca’s fearsome knife would prove more effective than his talisman had.

      His thoughts were interrupted when the roiling carpet of frosty mist engulfed him, erasing Zagan from view. The freezing fog swallowed the blinking servers, too. He tried to focus on his other senses. Were those incoming footfalls?

      Talon squinted, desperately hoping to pierce the thick fog. He sensed more than saw vague movement, but it was too late. A fist popped out of the mist and found him. With the force of a brick slamming into the side of his face, Zagan’s inhuman punch hurtled him through the air.

      Talon crashed into one of the servers. The sharp impact rattled his bones. Fuck… He never saw the attack coming. Zagan had struck seemingly out of nowhere. At this rate, the fight would be over before it started.

      Zagan was closing in fast. Another attack was surely just a second away. Talon whirled as Zagan’s metallic foot shot out at him from the icy fog. It hit the space where his head had been an instant earlier and pulverized the server in a shower of sparking electronics.

      How did one fight an invisible, superhuman enemy? Talon’s surroundings swarmed with shadows. His senses struggled to penetrate the layered gloom. The mist rippled and Zagan’s skull-face thrust toward him with ferocious speed. The head-butt sent Talon reeling backwards several feet.

      Crimson sheeted down his face and the taste of iron coated his mouth. He spit blood and realized one more attack like the last one and he’d be done for.

      He needed to fight back. Somehow. But merely grazing Zagan with the Demon Slayer would alert his adversary of the magical weapon in his arsenal. He’d have to play his cards right and strike only when he spotted a real opportunity to do some damage.

      He had to buy himself some time… Get Zagan to reveal his position in the living fog. Talon thought he’d gotten to Zagan the other day. The right words might trigger a similar intense psychological response.

      “You’re being played like a chump.”

      No answer.

      “You think you’re controlling this power, Zagan, but you’re not. The darkness is destroying you.”

      “The darkness serves me,“ Zagan hissed, rage pulsing. At least a reaction. Good. “It’s making me stronger.” Each word sounded like it was being torn from Zagan’s throat, the transformation distorting his voice.

      “You’re fooling yourself. This entity is killing you. You’re dying.”

      Air whistled and Talon jumped aside. The disrupted fog swirled and Zagan smashed into another server.

      Okay, finally we’re getting somewhere…

      As this hopeful thought cut through his mind, the amulet around his neck suddenly lit up. The wave of occult energy warmed his flesh, but there was no pain. Electricity burst from the pendant and rippled through his body. An instant later, the fog parted and there stood Zagan, mere inches from Talon’s face, gearing up for his next attack.

      Damn, it does work!

      Zagan’s iron fist blasted at him and Talon sidestepped the deadly blow with trained grace, drawing the Demon Slayer in mid-movement. The knife came up and scythed across Zagan’s throat from left to right. For a stunned beat, the Omicron CEO stood there. Then he took two weak steps back and his second mouth spouted blood. It splattered the steel servers and pearled on the pristine white floor. Disbelief flickered across Zagan’s features. How could the blade harm him when bullets had failed?

      Talon assumed a close-quarters fighting stance, but it was too late. Zagan had regained his bearings. His arm lanced out with pneumatic force. Fingers powered by superhuman strength snapped around Talon’s wrist, squeezing until the viselike grip forced him to drop the Demon Slayer. Zagan kicked the knife aside and with devastating force rammed Talon into one of the servers.

      What happened next turned even Talon’s battle-hardened stomach. Zagan’s fingers dug under the flaps of skin lining his gushing throat and pulled off his face in one violent motion. It felt like a mask coming off, the shocking act exposing glistening bone and shiny musculature interspersed with dull steel and glittering cybernetics. A steel skull sheathed in slick gore and patches of oozing tissue glared back at Talon. The wet eyes boring into him were still organic. A demonic fusion of man and machine had taken place.

      Zagan was wounded but a long way from being defeated. Talon had to get his hands on the Demon Slayer, which now rested about ten feet from where he stood.

      Talon scrambled past the servers, heading for the knife. He never made it.

      Zagan bolted forward and closed the gap between them before Talon could reach the supernatural weapon. Lightning fast, Zagan’s arm flashed and he seized Talon’s throat. Feet dangling above the floor, the Delta operator desperately choked for air. The bones of his neck cracked. A few ounces of pressure and it would all be over.

      He only dimly discerned Zagan’s next chilling words. “I pledge your soul to my master.”
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        * * *

      

      Serrone burst out of Hockney’s office, one hand clutching her gun and the other nervously palming her phone. She was calling for backup but so far failing to get through. How was she not getting a signal in one of the most wired places on the fucking planet?

      Dawson stared at her wide-eyed. “What’s going on?”

      “Phone’s dead and something is messing up the Wi-Fi, if you can believe that. We better get the hell out of here and call for backup. Hockney and his assistant are dead.”

      “Oh shit.” Dawson craned his neck to catch a view of Hockney’s office and shuddered at the sight.

      Nice to see that the man has a pulse, Serrone thought crazily.

      “Let’s go.” She grabbed Dawson’s arm and pulled him into motion. Dawson fell in step with her, both glad to be leaving the eerie cubicle area behind.

      All the engineers remained frozen in tableau as they surged past them, hypnotized by their machines and oblivious to the officers’ presence. How long before they snapped out of their unnatural trance and turned into a murderous mob? Serrone couldn’t explain it logically but she sensed that the program must be the source of this madness. Somehow it was exerting a terrible pull on these people.

      Guard up, Serrone and Dawson crossed the vast atrium. The previously idyllic setting was now filled with hidden horrors and dark potential. What other dangers lurked behind the cheerful facade?

      They had almost reached the front security desk when a strange whistling sound cut through the air, followed by a thump. Serrone whirled. A body lay sprawled on the lobby floor in a broken, bloody mass, face planted in the floor and features caved in. At first Serrone didn’t quite grasp what she was staring at. How had this person died? She trailed Dawson’s sightline as he tilted his head up at the upper floors.

      Omicron workers loomed on the second and third-floor catwalks. They were in the process of climbing over the glass railings. A frightful realization hit Serrone. The pulped worker beside her was a jumper and these other tech professionals were about to join the first suicide.

      No… Don’t do it…

      Serrone mouthed the word “no” but her trembling lips produced no sound. She averted her gaze as two more cultists hit the hard lobby floor with a wet splat and the sickening crunch of bones breaking.

      Oh my God…

      She spun toward the security guys. They’d all drawn their guns. One man fired, hitting Dawson before pointing the pistol at his own temple and pulling the trigger. He went down in a spray of red, his brain savagely splattering the terminals of the security desk. Two more pops followed in quick succession as the other two guards blew their brains out and collapsed.

      Terror flared in Serrone. She wished with all her heart that she’d never come to Omicron today. Wished she was at home, feeling the warmth of her daughter’s cheek against her own and tousling Casey’s soft hair instead of clutching the cold grip of her pistol.

      She struggled to suppress her mounting panic. One look at poor Dawson told her that any help would come too late. She was still rooted in place when approaching footfalls rattled the blood-clotted lobby. Three engineers were zeroing in on her with determined strides. They all wielded blades in their outstretched hands and were closing in fast. Even more disturbing, the incoming horde was cutting off the entrance, her one way out of this madhouse.

      Serrone fired away and the three cultists spun around in an explosion of brains and blood. Their bodies were still twitching as six new cultists took their place.	Serrone knew she was doomed. She wouldn’t be able to hit every one of her pursuers before they reached her. The unstoppable throng surged forward and she started running.

      They were herding her toward the assembly hall located at the other end of the lobby. No choice but to play along. She kicked open the wooden door and powered into the auditorium, determined to blow away anyone lurking in the shadows. To her relief, the narrow aisle leading into the assembly hall was deserted.

      She slammed the door shut and moved deeper into the vast space. She soon recognized that she wasn’t alone in the cavernous chamber. An audience of engineers hammered away on their laptops while images of the progressing mass suicide filled the screens before them.

      A snapping sound behind her made her spin away from the screen. A programmer had closed his laptop lid. The scene repeated itself as other engineers sealed their computers and rose to their feet, their empty eyes fixating on her now. She held up her pistol even though she knew this crowd wouldn’t be intimidated by the weapon. These men and women were beyond reason. Beyond any instinct for self-preservation. These were slaves to a digital master she couldn’t comprehend. She was up against a seething mob of fanatics who all shared the same goal…

      Murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon felt his life draining away.

      The tendons in his neck stood out like cords and his temple pulsed. Zagan’s nightmarish robot skull-face dripped gore. The one weapon that could offer Talon a fighting chance remained tantalizingly out of his reach. He was about to succumb to the inhuman pressure on his windpipe when his darkening gaze landed on...

      Michelle.

      She had materialized about thirty feet behind Zagan. This wasn’t the broken woman who’d perished in his blood-soaked arms. This Michelle was a vision to behold. She looked the way she did when he proposed to her in the park. Beautiful. Untouched by death. Full of life.

      Sadness welled up inside him but he drew a strange comfort from the idea that they might be reunited soon. To his surprise, instead of welcoming the possibility of his passing, Michelle whispered one word that changed everything.

      Live.

      Talon’s bloodshot gaze traveled back to Zagan. He took in the pulsing servers. Remembered the stakes. This wasn’t about him or personal vengeance any longer. Three hundred Omicron workers were in danger of committing suicide. Who knew how many lives would be lost if this hellish program infiltrated the operating system of every Omicron device in the world?

      Talon had dedicated his life to keeping his country safe. He’d sworn to protect America against all enemies, foreign and domestic. Zagan couldn’t be allowed to win.

      Tapping into the last of his dwindling reserves of strength, Talon reached for the pentacle around his neck and pushed it against Zagan’s hand, hoping this desperate move might have some sort of effect.

      As soon as the amulet made contact with Zagan, he roared with savage agony and let go of Talon. The Delta operator crashed to the floor and rolled away. He scanned his surroundings and locked on the Demon Slayer. Killer instinct flashed in his eyes as he scooped up the magical knife. Tapping into his rage, he honed his fury until its razor edge rivaled the blade in his hand. This was for everyone Zagan had sacrificed in his mad quest for power.

      For Erik.

      For Michelle.

      His hand tightened around the blade and spun, steel slicing in a lethal arc. He slashed Zagan’s chest, once, twice before driving the weapon deep into the cyborg-demon’s chest. The Demon Slayer penetrated metal, circuitry and tissue to find the abomination’s pulsating heart.

      Zagan bellowed and the server room shook with his roars of pain. He stumbled back and clutched the hilt of the blade sticking from his chest. Before he could liberate it from his flesh, Talon’s leg flashed out in a roundhouse kick that drove the handle of the knife even deeper into Zagan’s ribcage.

      A second later, the charges ignited back to life and the ticking countdown resumed. Weakened by the attack, Zagan’s power over reality was growing more tenuous.

      Two minutes left before the explosives would go off - two minutes for Talon to get the hell out of here.

      Talon spun around and dashed toward the control deck. As he sprinted down the passage of pulsating servers, he searched for Michelle but saw no sign of his love. Had a trick of his imagination conjured her into existence? Or had Michelle somehow communicated from the beyond? Talon didn’t have the answer. All he knew was that her presence, imagined or not, had given him the necessary strength he needed to defeat Zagan.

      Talon reached the elevator and punched the call button. Sensing movement behind him, he pivoted toward his pursuer. The biomechanical monster lurching toward him was barely human, a cyberpunk nightmare of fizzling robotics and bleeding meat.

      Talon squeezed off round after round, pumping lead into the withering demon. The fusillade sent Zagan stumbling backward.

      The elevator doors slammed shut just as the first charge went off. Metal warped under the blast and Zagan’s bestial shriek of defeat gave way to the deafening sound of an enormous explosion.

      Shockwaves rattled the lift, but it continued to ascend. A beat later Talon spilled into the atrium of the Omicron lobby.  Two steps farther from the destruction, the rest of Talon’s explosives erupted in the basement below. The floor shook and trembled. Tile beneath his boots cracked and spiderwebbed. Shockwaves rippled through the structure and shattered windows. It rained glass.

      And then it all stopped.

      The lobby had been eviscerated and resembled a battlefield of fractured glass and broken humanity. Talon stumbled and staggered through the gutted atrium when he heard a round being fired.

      

      ***

      

      The horde was closing in. Circling and circling. They had become part of the occult program, a physical extension of the code.

      Serrone squeezed off round after round but the shots echoed impotently in the auditorium. No one gave a shit about the gun in her hand. She was outnumbered and a few bullets shy from being out of ammunition.

      She doubted that her predicament would be any different if she were facing a smaller group of fanatics. These people experienced no fear. They didn’t care about their own survival. All that mattered to them was making a sacrifice to whatever unholy deity they worshipped. Her best option was to save the last bullet for herself but unlike the raging cultists, she had a reason to live. That reason was named Casey and she was seven years old and Serrone had promised to have dinner with her tonight. It couldn’t end like this. She couldn’t let Casey down. Not again.

      Serrone was a tough woman but she could feel the hot tears welling up in her eyes. Going out like this just wasn’t fair.

      The mob was almost upon her when a loud explosion rocked the Omicron building, shaking the foundation of the structure. For a moment, the images on the large screen fritzed out, turning black, and she could hear glass pulverizing outside the auditorium.

      Serrone was still trying to make sense of the sounds of destruction when the horde ceased its approach. They jerked up straight and slumped in unison as if a switch had been flipped. The cultists suddenly didn’t look bloodthirsty anymore. Their faces wore expressions of shock, panicked eyes studying the knives in their hands. Stunned by their actions. Somehow the spell had been broken.

      Taking in the change, Serrone allowed herself to experience an emotion she thought she’d never feel again: hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Fisher couldn’t believe what was happening. The explosion had solidified his growing dread. The servers had been breached. This disturbing insight was followed by another development. His fellow cultists were dropping their knives and returning to their senses. There was only one explanation…

      Talon.

      They’d been so close to completing the program. Rage flared inside Fisher and he swore he would find the man and teach him the true cost of his victory. Fisher would rebuild, gather a new flock. Omicron could not be stopped.

      As these thoughts of vengeance consumed his mind and heart, footsteps echoed in the lobby below. He peered over the railing and saw Talon stumble from the elevators. Fisher’s lip twisted into a cruel smile. Payback’s a bitch.

      He wished he could announce himself to his enemy, to make him suffer, but he expected Talon to be armed and wasn’t taking any chances.

      He sighted down on Talon.

      Fired.
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        * * *

      

      A muffled scream followed the explosive crack of the bullet. Talon whirled and saw Fisher spill from the first floor and crash to the lobby. The man’s body jerked upon impact and grew still.

      Who did he have to thank for saving his life?

      Footfalls behind him. Talon turned. Staring back at him was Detective Serrone, gun leveled. Her hair was pasted to her forehead, features coated with perspiration and exhaustion. Who was he kidding — she probably cut a better figure than he did.

      For a moment their eyes locked and Talon remained unsure of the detective’s next move.

      “What happened here today?” she asked.

      Forgoing long-winded explanations, Talon said, “Evil was defeated.”

      His words seemed to satisfy Serrone. At least for now.	The detective had saved his life. He would never forget her. Eying Serrone he said, “Thank you.”

      Talon walked away from the detective, her eyes convincing him that she wouldn’t shoot him. She knew he was one of the good guys.

      He staggered out of Omicron. Sirens keened in the distance as he stumbled to his motorcycle. He feared that in his battered state the cops might stop him, but he would have to chance it.

      He swung onto the Ducati and shot out of the Omicron parking lot. He was long gone by the time the authorities arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon didn’t remember how he got back to Casca’s estate. He later was told that he collapsed from blood loss as soon as he parked his bike. For two straight days he slept, lost to the darkness that came with deep exhaustion.

      Upon waking, he vaguely recalled some of his nightmares. Michelle was in most of them. There was also a dim recollection of a doctor checking in on him, but perhaps he’d imagined the man. Reality and imagination had fused while his body was recovering.

      The first change he noticed when he finally woke up was that someone – most likely the doctor in his dreams – had stitched up the wound on his chest. There would be a scar in the shape of the inverted star, no doubt about it. It would serve as a constant reminder of the evil he’d confronted and defeated in San Francisco.

      There would be other enemies. As long as ruthless men could master the rituals of the occult, they would tap into its unspeakable power. Talon had received a glimpse into an alien world and come to realize that the universe was far grander and more terrifying than he could’ve imagined.

      After he showered and shaved, Casca brought him up to speed. Becky had returned to her life secure in the knowledge that this cult was history. The Omicron story still dominated the news channels. Experts left and right speculated about how this techno-cult could have gained such a hold over the minds of its followers. Deepening the mystery was the fact that many of the cultists suffered from a form of amnesia, or so they claimed.

      Books would be written about the computer cult. Experts and pundits would be debating the case for weeks to come, at least until the next big disaster drowned out the chatter.

      “Your two weeks are almost up, Sergeant,” Casca said. “Time to report for duty soon.”

      Talon shook his head. “I won’t be going back.”

      “I’m resigning from Delta.”

      Casca cocked an eyebrow.

      “There are plenty of good men fighting the war on terror. My services might be needed on another front.”

      “You think you’re the guy who’s going to save the world from the boogeyman?” Casca asked, echoing Talon’s earlier question.

      “Perhaps we can save it together,” Talon replied.

      They both grinned.

      “Did we destroy the program?” Talon asked.

      “I believe so.”

      “Where do we go from here?”

      “I’ve been hearing some disturbing stories coming out of Milan. Someone is abducting tourists and leaving dead bodies behind… Bodies with pentagrams carved into their backs.”

      Talon winked. “I always wanted to visit Italy.” His face grew serious as he continued. “I became a soldier to keep this country safe. My job hasn’t changed. Only the enemy.”

      “Let’s head inside and I’ll show you the reports. See what you make of it.”

      Talon and Casca turned toward the estate.

      They’d won a victory against the darkness, but the war was just beginning.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      
        
        Who am I and what to read next?

      

        

      
        Hi guys, I hope you had fun reading the story you just finished. I figured this might be a good time to tell you a little about the man behind the words.

        I’ve been at this writing game for a while and started in screenwriting in Hollywood. Well, technically I started in high school, publishing little story pamphlets, but let’s not go there. I had an eight-year run in the film industry. working on such projects as Anaconda 2 and Return to House on Haunted Hill. During this time, I sold a bunch of projects, most which never saw the light of day. Pretty frustrating for a creative, even when the check clears.

        Perhaps that’s why I turned to books. As a creator of stories, it’s important for me to get them out into the world. And that brings me to all my current book projects. As you might have noticed, I have many series out there, so it might be a bit challenging to figure out which one to pick up next.

        All my Urban Fantasy features horror elements. None of these series feature a talking cat or demon bartenders. The tone is more Constantine/Hellblazer/Supernatural than Dresden Files. You could call it Urban Fantasy Horror (UFH) or Dark Urban Fantasy. I like the stakes to be high and the paranormal elements to be genuinely scary. Shadow Detective and Night Slayer are my series with the strongest Urban Fantasy flavor.

      

        

      
        The Night Slayer Series:

        A sorceress recruits a SWAT Team Commander to help her in a secret war against a magical cabal.

        This one is a high-octane Dark Urban Fantasy. The hero is learning magic, there are vicious beasts of all sorts, and the action is big and loud. There is a touch of horror, but the emphasis is on action and monster hunting. Overall this series is a fun, fast-paced romp with both strong male and female leads. Currently there are three books out, which are also available as a boxed set. Should appeal to fans of Hexecutioner and Occult Assassin.

      

        

      
        The Hexecutioner Series

        In the real world, he is Special Agent Jaxon Weylock, FBI profiler of human monsters. But in the shadow world where supernatural beasts prey on the innocent, he is the Hexecutioner, punisher of otherworldly evil.

        If you like The Witcher, The Crow, or Constantine but want a quick read you can enjoy in one sitting, consider checking out the Hexecutioner. The series consists of short novellas that feature diabolical villains who receive their dark magic comeuppance once the Hexecutioner finishes with them. This is pure dark fantasy horror and should appeal to fans of all my other series, but especially The Paranormalist, Night Slayer and Occult Assassin.

      

        

      
        The Paranormalist Series:

        The son of black magic cult leader grows up to become a paranormal investigator and demon hunter.

      

        

      
        This will be right up your alley if you like supernatural action thrillers. Again, the hero is not a mage but a regular man who uses his occult expertise and the magical power of his father’s sacrificial blade to hunt monsters. The supernatural is treated seriously and there is a scare factor here. If you like such shows as Kolchak, The X-Files, and Supernatural, as well as books like Jeremiah Hunt or Necroscope, I think you’re going to enjoy this. The horror is a little stronger in this one than Shadow Detective; it’s Dark Fantasy Horror combined with some paranormal sleuthing. Should appeal to readers of Shadow Detective.

      

        

      
        The Shadow Detective Series:

        A young man’s parents are murdered by demons and he devotes his life to becoming a monster hunter who helps the authorities solve supernatural crimes.

      

        

      
        This is my longest series to date and probably the most fun. For fans of Dresden Files, Constantine, Supernatural, and the Demon Accords. There is more magic in this series, wielded by both the good guys and the bad ones, with a darker edge than many UF series out right now. The supernatural villains are dangerous and scary, and the humor comes from the banter between the leads. The series features plenty of action, snark, shocking twists, and moments of horror. This series will continue as Shadow Cop in 2021, so best to catch up now.

      

        

      
        Monster Heroes: (now a Boxed Set):

        My standalone or limited series featuring monsters who fight on the side of the good guys. These consist of Fear the Light (vampires solving the murder of the undead master who also happens to be Dracula), Panther Curse (a were-panther action adventure) and Gargoyle Knight (think a cursed Highlander ends up coming back to life in modern times).

      

        

      
        These are mostly fast-paced, Dark Urban Fantasy, with Fear the Light having a strong murder mystery vibe. If you want to get a taste of my work, grab the boxed set!
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            The Mission

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        After a decade spent fighting the enemy abroad and keeping his country safe, Delta Force Operator Mark Talon is ready to settle down with the love of his life. But Talon’s world crumbles when his fiancée becomes the victim of a murderous cult.

      

        

      
        In the wake of his terrible loss, Talon dedicates himself to a new mission – hunting down twisted occultists around the globe and stopping them before they can unleash the forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting world.

      

        

      
        In Apocalypse Soldier, Talon’s quest for vengeance will take him to the scorching deserts of Arizona…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Father Robert Cabrera was deep into the Eucharistic prayer when a loud banging noise cut through the quiet of the church, followed by a shrill scream. A shocked murmur spread among the congregants as their eyes found the team of heavily armed black-clad men filing into the church. The commandos moved with military precision, their features obscured by ski masks and their machine guns leveled. Boots echoed menacingly on the stone floor as they worked their way toward the altar, like shadows come to life.

      Nothing he’d seen in his last three decades as a man of the cloth had prepared Cabrera for the surreal sight before him. Over the years he’d witnessed some incredible horrors, but the invasion of his church by a paramilitary force wasn’t one of them.

      Cabrera put down the chalice and signaled his terrified flock to remain calm. His faith was strong, but he knew God wouldn’t intervene if these men decided to open fire. Who were these masked men? Were they hoping to burglarize the church? Thieves would be smart enough to avoid Sunday Mass and pick a day when fewer witnesses would be present. The timing of the assault had to be deliberate; someone was planning to make a statement.

      A thick bead of perspiration rolled down Cabrera’s face. He glanced up at the large cross behind him, as if seeking a divine explanation for this affront against his congregation. The cross stood silhouetted against a skylight that offered a spectacular view of the shimmering desert landscape beyond. Tourists came from far away to attend Mass in the landmark chapel. Experiencing a sunset from inside the church, the huge cross starkly outlined against fiery light, could have a powerful effect on both believers and non-believers alike. Unfortunately, the view provided little comfort during this moment of crisis.

      Three armed men circled Father Cabrera, allowing a fourth man to step forward. The deferential treatment he received from the militia suggested that this was the group’s leader. He was bigger than the others, about six-three and 260 pounds of granite muscle. He carried himself with the authority and confidence of a man who was aware of his power.

      The imposing masked figure addressed Cabrera in a surprisingly soft-spoken voice. “Take us to the back, where your computer is located, Father.” The addition of his title sounded more mocking than respectful.

      For a second Father Cabrera stared at the mountain of a man with a dumbfounded expression. Was this what it was all about? What information contained in the church computer could motivate such a brazen assault? A loud barrage of gunfire, aimed at the ceiling, silenced his thoughts. Another panicked cry emanated from the roomful of worshippers.

      The icy eyes peering from the shooter’s ski-mask suggested that it wouldn’t take much for the man to point his automatic weapon at the crowd of parishioners. Without further thought, Cabrera’s body jumped into motion. “Follow me.”

      The leader and two other men fell in step and followed Cabrera to the back of the church. They passed through a wooden door and down a narrow corridor that led into the rectory, which was part office and part living area. It literally took Cabrera less than two minutes to get out of bed in the morning and make his way into the church.

      As soon as they stepped into the priest’s small office, the leader pointed at the aging PC on its small desk.

      “What do you want?” Cabrera inquired in a surprisingly calm voice. He wasn’t afraid for himself; he was only worried about the innocent souls under his protection.

      “I’m looking for Nicole Robertson,” the leader replied.

      The request hit Cabrera with the force of a punch. He finally understood what these men were after.

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Cabrera lied. The leader nodded at one of his associates, who uttered something into his headset mic. Gunfire from inside the church made the walls of the rectory vibrate. A feeling of dread coiled around Cabrera’s throat and he bristled with helpless rage.

      The big man confirmed what Cabrera already suspected. “One of my soldiers just shot a member of your flock. Every time you lie to me, another innocent will perish.”

      Father Cabrera shook his head in dismay. “Please, don’t…”

      “No one else will be hurt if you cooperate. It’s completely up to you.”

      Cabrera swallowed hard. Innocent lives were at stake. He had no choice but to give them what they’d come for.

      Nicole Robertson.

      A name he’d never forget no matter how hard he tried. Eight years earlier, he’d borne witness to true evil. Now it was catching up to him. This pack of wolves somehow knew about his connection to Nicole.

      His fingers flew over the keys of his computer as he accessed the database. The slightly faded photograph of a fifteen-year-old girl flashed onscreen. The girl was on the cusp of being a woman, practically still a child — the very picture of teen innocence. She bore little resemblance to the Nicole of Cabrera’s nightmares.

      Immediately, one of the intruders stepped up to the terminal and took a screenshot of Nicole’s file with his cell-phone cam. “Thank you, father,” the leader said as he leaned closer, his masked head hovering over Cabrera. Inhuman eyes glared back at him — the pupils and iris were pure obsidian. This gaze lanced him through and through, peering straight into his soul.

      The leader nodded at one of his soldiers. The follower produced a sharp hunting knife and brutally yanked the priest’s head back. Instead of seeking out the vulnerable jugular vein, the blade instead drew across the stunned priest’s forehead in two quick strokes. There was no pain, at least not at first. Cabrera experienced the cold sensation of steel raking his skin before warm blood sheeted down his face.

      Red drops pearled on the keyboard and computer screen. The knife-wielding soldier roughly pulled Cabrera to his feet and shoved him out of the rectory.

      They returned to the church.

      Cabrera’s heart sank as his gaze landed on the inverted pentagrams and other demonic symbols now tattooed on the walls of the sanctuary. The paramilitary force was in the process of vandalizing the house of God. Two men finished flipping the large cross behind the altar on its head, transforming a holy image into a symbol of evil.

      Dear God, this can’t be happening…

      His pulse quickened when he spotted the dead congregant sprawled on the floor in a widening pool of blood. Some churchgoers were crying while others had retreated into a mask-like catatonia.

      “I gave you what you came for. Please, I beg of you, spare these poor people.”

      The words died on his lips as the gunmen raised their weapons and targeted the innocent believers frozen behind the pews.

      Please, God, don’t let them do this…

      The leader turned toward the terrified believers and removed his ski-mask. The features previously hidden beneath the mask were as monstrous as the coal black eyes had promised, the skin a burnished red. Part man, part demon.

      The crowd gasped with horror and an icy hand clamped around Cabrera’s heart.

      He isn’t human, he thought.

      The booming voice of Amon, the apocalypse soldier, reverberated through the church. “I pledge all your souls to my master.”

      “No!” Cabrera’s lips distorted into a scream and he jerked his head away in terror as the nave erupted in deafening gunfire. The fearsome barrage splintered pews and shattered statues of the saints. The vehement fusillade found man, woman and child, making no distinction between sinner and saint. Blood flowed freely. The Devil himself had come to Father Cabrera’s church, eager to claim every innocent soul inside its hallowed walls.
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      The terrified young man stared up at his captors with numb terror. Colton felt the familiar anticipation building in his hammering heart. The man was stripped down to his underwear, his body pockmarked with scars and bruises. A strip of gray duct tape covered his mouth and only weak, muffled sounds escaped from his throat. His hands were bound behind his back and his prone, battered form was sprawled inside a large pentagram painted in chicken blood on the stone floor of Colton’s spacious wine cellar. Animal blood to initiate the sacrifice, human blood to complete it. Black candles stood at the five points of the star, enhancing the medieval atmosphere of this dank underground space. Soon enough the lights would be dimmed, the wicks lit. Only then would the dark ceremony begin.

      Five days earlier, the hapless young man — his name was Jeff — had been a bundle of excited energy filled with dreams of Hollywood glory. Just another good-looking kid chasing fame and fortune in the city of broken dreams. Colton spotted him on Hollywood Boulevard one night, stumbling down the Walk of Fame in a buzzed daze. The kid seemed hypnotized, his eyes screwed up as if he was hoping to come across his own name next to all the legends.

      Jeff’s lopsided grin was unmistakable. It was the expression of someone thrilled to be in Los Angeles, looking forward to a future full of endless possibilities. They were all so desperate to escape their mundane little lives and boring hometowns, to literally reach for the stars. As if solely buying a bus or plane ticket could ever be enough to bring you closer to your dreams.

      Colton had seen it innumerable times. The rush of being in Tinseltown would soon give way to a crushing parade of dead-end jobs that would barely keep Jeff afloat. Maybe he’d get lucky, book a commercial or score some extra work. But he’d be competing with a million other bright-eyed kids all chasing after the same elusive goal. With time, those eyes wouldn’t shine so brightly, the hope would fade, and the dream would evaporate in the rear-view mirror of his fading youth.

      In a sense, Colton was sparing young Jeff the inevitable series of disappointments and setbacks and offering a quick exit instead of a slow, soul-crushing decline.

      He sidled up to Jeff in his Lamborghini and struck up a conversation. He could see the thoughts swirling behind the aspiring actor’s face. Was Colton a producer who could offer him a shot at stardom, or just some sick Hollywood slimeball looking for sexual favors? Colton told Jeff to look him up on IMDb if he questioned his motives. He said he’d produced a string of successful B horror flicks and knew talent when he saw it. If Jeff’s acting chops matched his looks, the kid would have a bright future in this town. Colton considered himself an astute judge of talent who’d given countless actors their first break, over the years.

      He was telling the kid exactly what he wanted to hear and it was sure-as-hell working. Temptation gave way to caution as Colton’s slick wheels and credentials erased all doubt as to his true intentions.

      Half an hour later, they pulled into the driveway of Colton’s sleek six-million-dollar Hollywood Hills mansion. He invited Jeff up for an audition and a drink. Perhaps the kid figured Colton might try some funny business, but he was willing to take a chance in the name of art.

      As Jeff scanned his sides and took another gulp of gin and tonic, a wave of exhaustion hit him. The alcohol had masked the sedative in his drink. Rubbing his suddenly heavy-lidded eyes, Jeff reclined on a luxurious couch. Seconds later, he was out for the count.

      Jeff had passed his audition with flying colors and landed a starring role in Colton’s upcoming performance piece. Being locked up in the mansion’s wine cellar for a week rapidly eroded what was left of the victim’s spirit. Incessant beatings and prolonged torture transformed a cocky actor into a haunted shadow whose blood-caked features projected grim acceptance of his impending fate.

      His head hung low now as he faced the ring of visitors gathered this evening at Colton’s mansion. There was a studio executive Colton had known since his first internship at Universal 30 years ago; a TV actor battling addiction and depression; and a couple of out-of-work writers. Once upon a time, they’d all ventured from different parts of the country with hopes of reinventing themselves in La La Land. Unlike poor Jeff, their dreams had come true. But they also had to learn another bitter Hollywood lesson. Stardom could be fleeting. One day a hot commodity, the next a has-been. The town worshipped success and was terrified of failure.

      Like his industry friends, Colton would rather die than lose everything he had worked so hard to build. Jeff’s sacrifice would buy them more time at the top of the Hollywood food chain.

      Colton extricated a curved blade from his robe and shifted his attention back to the young actor currently slumped in the middle of the black pentagram. The sight of the blade rekindled the primal terror in Jeff’s expression. His muffled sounds grew more desperate and he tried to wiggle out of the sacrificial circle, despite his restraints. It was pure reflex, the body refusing to accept the inevitable. They always fought to the bitter end, not realizing the fight itself fueled the power of the sacrifice.

      Colton leaned closer and the knife’s point touched Jeff’s neck. He grew still, the contact of the razor-sharp steel against his skin freezing him. Were those tears rolling down his cheeks? What a performance! Maybe Jeff could have made it big, after all.

      Colton tore the tape off Jeff’s mouth and his parched tongue managed a strangled croak. Colton wanted to hear Jeff scream. He’d spent a small fortune soundproofing the cellar, so he figured he might as well get his money’s worth. He drew the serrated edge over Jeff’s pectoral muscle, drawing the first hint of crimson.

      Jeff gasped in pain and now his words and tears flowed in earnest. “Please, mister, you don’t have to do this...”

      The kid’s pleas were pathetic. Did he really believe he would be spared at this point? Man’s capacity for hope never ceased to amaze Colton.

      “It will be over soon.”

      The kid choked, reduced to a blubbering mass. Colton’s icy expression spoke volumes. There would be no mercy…

      He began to utter words in Latin, initiating the ritual. Blood would run. The old gods would be appeased, at least for a while.

      The knife touched Jeff’s throat…

      And that’s when the recessed lights in the stone ceiling went out and the cellar was suddenly drenched in darkness. Confused murmurs drowned out Jeff’s pathetic sobs. Was it a power outage? Talk about terrible timing…

      A series of muffled pops cut through the dark and screams erupted. It took Colton a beat to realize the death cries didn’t come from Jeff but from the members of his cult.

      Fear gripped him. They were under attack?! His bodyguards and security system should have alerted him of any potential intruders. And cops would’ve asked them to surrender first before shooting. No, something else was going on here.

      Something beyond his experience.

      More cries interrupted his thoughts and gave way to an eerie silence. The sound of his terrified breathing filled the wine cellar. Colton clutched the knife in his hand with sweaty fingers. If only he could see his enemy…

      He crouched on his haunches and located one of the candles. Using a lighter, he lit the wick. The flickering flame faintly illuminated the wine cellar, carving a small corner of light from the darkness and exposing the bodies of his slain flock. The dead cultists formed a grotesque circle around the pentagram with the terrified young man at its center. Their blood flowed freely, pooling on the floor and mixing with the chicken blood of the sacrificial circle. There was no sign of any attacker.

      A sound made Colton whirl.

      The murderous intruder was here with him in the dark cellar. Cloaked in shadow. He’s drawing this out, Colton realized as he brushed salty perspiration from his face.

      “Who the fuck are you?” His voice could barely keep his mounting panic at bay. The knife in his hand seemed like a sick joke. And as mortal fear threatened to get the better of him, he was struck by sudden inspiration. This killer was here to save the boy. And that meant Colton might have a potential hostage.

      With two quick steps he was upon the sacrifice, nine inches of steel pointed at Jeff’s carotid artery. There was another muffled pop and the sensation of his hand being whipped back by an invisible force, followed by the knife clattering against the floor. Colton’s eyes went wide as he stared at the rapidly hemorrhaging hole in the palm of his hand.

      Clutching his gushing wound, Colton’s eyes locked on the outline of the shooter. The figure stepped into the faint circle of light cast by the black candle. A tall, muscular man garbed in form-fitting combat black stood revealed. A balaclava obscured his features and he was wearing a pair of night-vision goggles that gave him an insect-like, otherworldly appearance. One gloved hand kept the silenced Glock level while the other removed his night-vision goggles. Colton wished he hadn’t. There was a merciless edge to the man’s cold-blooded gaze.

      “Killing me won’t defeat the darkness,” Colton stammered, trying to be brave.

      “It’s a start.”

      And with these words, there was a muffled cough and Colton’s world turned as black as his soul.

      

      ***

      

      The bullet hit Colton in the head, exactly where Talon had aimed. Blood, bone and brains showered the floor and the body joined the other dead cultists on the wine cellar floor.

      Talon stepped over to Jeff, who eyed his savior with a shell-shocked, terrified expression. The dark-clad assassin cut as disturbing a sight as the dead cult members. Talon scooped up the blade Colton dropped a moment earlier. Jeff pulled away from him, mistaking his intention.

      “Don’t worry, kid, I’m here to help.”

      His voice managed to calm Colton’s captive for a second. Talon leaned closer and cut the restraints. As Jeff massaged his numb limbs back to life, Talon snatched a cell phone from one of the dead cultists and dialed 911. As soon as the operator picked up, he informed her about the murders and offered up Colton’s home address.

      Talon killed the call just as the operator asked him to identify himself. Time to get moving. His work here was done. Jeff was safe and this murderous pack of freaks would never take another life again.

      Talon turned away from Jeff. “Thank you…” the young man said in a hollow voice, but Talon was already out the door. He reached the upstairs living room, walked past the lifeless bodyguards who were still clutching their firearms in death and stepped through the home’s rear exit. He couldn’t help but notice the luxuries that filled the opulent home. Priceless sculptures, original artwork, expensive furniture. Wasteful material possessions bought with the blood of others.

      Talon passed the swimming pool in the back, where moonlight shimmered on the water’s calm surface. How many dreams had been shattered to maintain the sick movie producer’s lavish lifestyle? Talon could feel anger rising inside of him, and he forced himself not to dwell on it. Justice had caught up with the producer and soon the world would know the terrible truth. Colton got what was coming to him.

      Talon merged with the night as he made his way down the wooded hillside, using the trees and scrub as cover. With his black clothing he was as good as invisible to the naked eye. He arrived at the bottom of the incline, where a rental car registered under a fake name was waiting for him. Moments later, Talon was navigating the steep mountain roads on his way back to the glittering lights of Hollywood.

      As he shot down the hill, Talon’s thoughts turned to the young man’s life he just saved. He should feel a degree of satisfaction, shouldn’t he? An innocent was spared a terrible fate, but the operation had failed to calm the churning rage at the center of Talon’s being. Nothing seemed to appease his anger nowadays. Was he approaching burnout?

      Following the events in San Francisco, Talon had been hunting cultists non-stop, while internalizing every occult book Casca sent his way. He now knew more about Satanic rituals than he did about American politics or which team was favored to win the Super Bowl. Talon had sacrificed any semblance of a personal life for this new mission. He wondered if the growing sense of isolation was wearing him down. Perhaps he missed the unit, the brotherhood of his military service and the sense of camaraderie created when one spent every waking hour with the same group of people.

      By now most of his friends knew what had happened to Michelle. Not a day went by where he didn’t receive an email or a text from one of his military buddies. The heartfelt emotion of their messages was appreciated, but it didn’t extinguish the dark fire burning inside him. Talon sensed that he should try to reach out to his brothers but every time he picked up the phone, he found a good reason to talk himself out of it. What was there to chat about? “Oh, life is good, I’m moving on, killed a bunch of civilian demon worshippers today — how are things back at Fort Bragg?” A great divide separated the man he once was from the man he’d become.

      Talon’s cell chirped and he scanned the incoming text message. It was from none other than Simon Casca. The billionaire was in Los Angeles and wanted to meet him the next day for breakfast. Casca’s presence could mean only one thing — the services of the occult assassin would soon be needed once again.
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      It was nine o’clock on a Monday morning and while most Angelinos were still fighting traffic on their way to work, Casca was welcoming the new day with a Mimosa at the intimate Chateau Marmont restaurant. Designed to evoke a French chateau, the legendary Sunset Blvd hotel was located a 5-minute walk from the Laugh Factory and about three miles from the high-end shops on Rodeo Drive. Sitting next to him at the bar were two women who wouldn’t have looked out of place in a Sports Illustrated swimsuit calendar. He’d run into Autumn, the tall, tanned blonde, while hitting the Hollywood clubs the night before. It hadn’t taken too much effort to persuade her to spend the night at his luxury suite. Being a good-looking billionaire who could crank up the charm did wonders for one’s social life. The mention of Talon had motivated her to invite her best friend Lynn, a fellow out-of-work actress/model, to join them at the hotel bar for a quick breakfast cocktail.

      Normally Casca reserved his drinking for later in the day but these two alluring party girls were on a different social schedule.

      Simon Casca represented a study in contrasts, a fact that was not lost on him. He was part reckless playboy and part intellectual bookworm who spent his days deciphering ancient tomes on the occult. His wealth allowed him to indulge in a hedonistic lifestyle that he knew his late father would disapprove of. Women, alcohol and fast cars provided a brief distraction from the trauma of his past and the terrors he knew lurked in the shadows all around them. A temporary escape from the demons that haunted him. It didn’t matter how many beauties he bedded, drinks he knocked back or expensive sports cars he added to his growing fleet; the nightmares always returned.

      During those moments late at night when sleep wouldn’t come, his mind would turn to that fateful day 12 years ago when the darkness first entered his life. Casca would see the bald, heavily tattooed cultist who’d shattered the perfect, idyllic existence of his privileged youth. He would see the man drive the blade into his terrified sister’s chest while uttering guttural words in an ancient and terrible tongue. And as the life ran out of his sister’s heaving form in a river of red, the dark apparition watched from afar — an entity not of this world or time, but eternally haunting the borderlands of his awareness.

      No amount of booze or sexual escapades could ever fully erase the horror of the memory.

      Lately, though, Casca was growing increasingly impatient with his own decadent lifestyle. He still appreciated the momentary reprieve that earthly pleasures could provide, but he found himself devoting more and more of his spare time to his esoteric interests. Demonology, ancient religions, FBI reports on recent cult activity and occult crime; delving into these fields dominated his waking hours. Maybe if he could come to know the unknowable and master the forbidden knowledge beyond the grasp of most men, then his nightmares might stop.

      So far, it had worked at lot better than his mad pursuit of earthly pleasures. The more he learned about the dark forces, the less sway they held over him.

      Casca smiled at the two beauties even though his mind was still somewhere else. They were talking up a storm, trying valiantly to hold his full interest, but spicy Hollywood gossip couldn’t compete with the mysteries of the paranormal. Seducing Autumn the other night had been more of a reflex action than real desire. It was becoming increasingly clear that the last few months had irrevocably changed him. The mask of the playboy was crumbling.

      Ever since joining forces with Talon in San Francisco, Casca had been reading a lot about soldiers and getting to know many veterans in his quest to get a better feel for the Delta operator. Talking to these warriors made him wonder why so many of them were willing to repeatedly put themselves in harm’s way. The answer he kept hearing was that they missed the sense of mission and purpose their service provided. After the drama of war, returning to civilian life seemed meaningless and empty, dominated by mundane goals and distractions that paled in comparison to the life-and-death decisions that defined the battlefield.

      Casca was beginning to understand how veterans must feel. Declaring war against the forces of darkness had given him new purpose and direction. The last three months were the most thrilling and terrifying of his life. After defeating Zagan, Casca had turned to other reports of occult crimes. So far, none of the cases had involved real black magic and the cultists were easily dispatched. The perverted Hollywood cult was just the latest in a long string of similar cases. Innocent lives were saved and monsters in human disguise would never harm another innocent soul again. But the real danger of the darkness remained. It was only a matter of time before one of these sick practitioners of the dark arts would succeed where the other dabblers had failed and tap into a vast power that bullets alone wouldn’t be able to stop.

      Both Autumn and her friend Lynn reacted to something, eyes widening. Looks like the guest of honor is here, Casca thought as he scanned his Apple watch. Two o’clock, on the dot. Talon wasn’t the tardy type.

      “He’s standing right behind me, isn’t he?” Casca asked his female companions with a sly grin. The girls giggled. Casca turned and flashed his new partner a broad smile. He’d hoped that Talon might show some interest in Autumn’s friend, but the military man’s face remained indifferent as he shot the two intrigued beauties a blank look. Casca didn’t expect Talon to fall in love; his wounds were still too fresh, but he was still a man and a man had needs. The momentary comfort found within the arms of a beautiful woman was the least he could offer this dedicated warrior.

      Casca worried about Talon’s mental well-being. He’d become a man possessed, embarking on one mission after another with no time for a break or chance to reconnect with his own humanity. He’d talked to enough veterans who suffered from PTSD to recognize the symptoms. Talon had managed to remain unscathed by ten years of conventional warfare, but this new conflict had marked him. And who could blame him? Losing his fiancée, discovering that dark forces operated in the shadows of the world, surviving a possession; the cumulative effect of these horrors inevitably took their toll.

      Casca couldn’t have chosen a better soldier in his war against the darkness. The man was a born warrior, but Casca worried that Talon’s obsession might destroy him if he wasn’t careful.

      Without even blinking Casca handed the women a wad of cash. “You ladies have a good time now.” The promise of an unexpected shopping spree lifted the head-turners’ spirits and they sashayed off, drawing admiring glances from every male they passed.

      “I see you’ve been enjoying L.A.,” said Talon.

      “So have you.” Casca pointed at the TV news reports about the dead producer that seemed to fill every screen behind the bar.

      Talon’s expression darkened as he took a seat at the bar. “This isn’t a game. Sometimes I’m not sure you’re aware of that.”

      “I’m not trying to make light of what you do. I thought you might appreciate a break from the grind, that’s all. Last time I checked, even soldiers took R&R days.”

      The muscles in Talon’s jaw worked furiously before relaxing. “Sorry. You could be right.”

      “Can I order you a beer, at least?”

      “Sure. I’ll take a Heineken.”

      Casca smiled and nodded at the bartender. Less than a minute later, Talon was taking a swig from his beer.

      “I know how much this war means to you. Just remember this isn’t a sprint, but a marathon, Sergeant.”

      “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

      “How have you been sleeping?”

      Talon took a deeper swig of his drink and said, “What do you want me to tell you? That every time I close my eyes I don’t see her dead face? That I don’t wake up in the middle of the night and expect to find her next to me?”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “Get one thing straight, Mr. Casca. I don’t need a therapist to hold my hand and talk about the shit that keeps me up at night, and I don’t need a cheap lay…”

      “How about a friend?”

      Talon held Casca’s gaze for a beat before he said, his voice pitched low, “All I need is for you to tell me where these sick fucks are and provide me with the firepower to wipe them from the face of the Earth.”

      Talon’s voice trembled with a dark edge; he was a man consumed by demons. Time hadn’t healed his wounds but instead seemed only to have deepened them. Casca wanted to help the soldier, but Talon would have to want to help himself first.

      In a tone that was all business, Talon asked, “So what you got for me?”

      “In the last week, three priests were murdered across the country. One in Miami, another in New York City. The latest assault happened during Sunday Mass at a church near Tucson and resulted in the indiscriminate slaughter of an entire congregation. Twenty-seven dead, machine-gunned by their attackers.”

      Casca paused, the enormity of the massacre sinking in. The dark flicker in Talon’s eyes indicated that he shared his outrage. “The FBI is investigating as we speak and my source in the Bureau informed me that certain details of the crimes suggest an occult connection.”

      “What sort of details?”

      “The killers left what appear to be demonic sigils at the crime scene.”

      “Just remember, I’m kinda new to all this stuff. What’s a demonic sigil again?”

      “The term sigil comes from the Latin sigillum, meaning seal. They are symbols representing both angels and demons. They’re used in occult rituals designed to conjure forth such entities.”

      “So this cult is trying to summon a demon with these crimes?”

      Casca picked up the skepticism in Talon’s voice. Despite his experiences with Zagan, the soldier was still adjusting to this new world he’d stumbled into. Talon was a realist and bristled at the more outlandish, metaphysical parts of this new conflict.

      “Possibly. Identifying the sigils will give us a better idea what we’re up against here.”

      Another thought occurred to Talon. “Isn’t such a public attack out of character for a cult? I thought they preferred to do their killing in secret.”

      “You’re right. They’re operating more like a terrorist group than a traditional Satanic cult. And they don’t seem to care that they have the Feds breathing down their necks.”

      “Sounds like they’re looking for some sort of showdown with the authorities,” Talon said. “Any theories as to why these priests were targeted?”

      “Good that you ask. It took some time and digging, but I found a link. These priests all received specialized training in Rome at a conference held at the Pontifical Regina Apostolorum University.”

      A smile touched Casca’s lips. He was pretty satisfied with his own bit of detective work on this one.

      “What type of training?” Talon asked.

      “Training in how to perform exorcisms.”

      Talon digested this for beat, rolled his eyes, and said, “Let me get this straight – the cult is targeting exorcists?”

      Casca nodded. He’d wondered what the cult could gain from such a strategy, and he had yet to come up with an answer. Learning more about the sigils left behind in the Arizona church would hopefully shed light on the matter. “The last priest, a Father Cabrera, was spared,” Casca said. “He’s in stable condition at a local hospital.”

      “Sounds like someone has a guardian angel watching over them.”

      “I want you to head out to Arizona, take a look at the church and maybe have a little chat with Cabrera, see if he has anything to say. Your flight leaves in three hours from LAX and I have a car waiting for you outside. My assistant will email you all the other details. Everything you need will be in Tucson once you arrive.”

      In other words, he had already booked a room at the Holiday Inn near Tucson International Airport where a suitcase filled with a small arsenal and kit would be waiting for Talon.

      Talon drained his beer and rose from his chair. “I guess it’s good that I pack light. I’ll call you when I get there.”

      “One more thing…”

      Talon paused.

      “If you ever need to talk — I mean, not just about a mission...”

      “I know how to reach you,” Talon finished. The Delta operator winked and his hard expression softened, offering Casca a glimpse of the man he’d been before the horrific events in San Francisco. “I’ll let you know once I get to Arizona.” With these words, Talon walked out of the lobby.

      Staring after him, Casca wondered what sort of evil awaited Talon in Arizona. He clenched and unclenched his hands, unable to shake a rising sense of foreboding.
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      Talon arrived in Arizona at 2.45pm and he pulled up to the scene of the massacre about an hour later in the Jeep Wrangler Casca had reserved for him. The cross atop the church’s bell tower shimmered in the unforgiving desert heat as he strode toward the structure.

      The house of God was located five miles south of Tuscon and faced the endless stretch of barren, arid terrain, the back of the building framed by craggy, scrub-covered mountains. Beads of perspiration pearled on his face and his boots trailed dust. He could almost taste the baking heat as it singed his lungs with each successive breath he drew. The temperatures were approaching 100 degrees and for a surreal moment, Talon felt like he was back in the Middle East. The training, the war, his old mission; it all seemed a lifetime away. Where once he dealt with Taliban fighters, insurgents and dangerous hostage situations, his days were now filled with Satanists and occultists. His world had changed and there was no turning back now.

      He’d devoted most of his adult life to protecting civilization from the forces of chaos. But sometimes the greatest dangers came from within. Civilized men could become their own worst enemy by underestimating barbarians and forgetting the hard-earned battles and wars that had made modern society possible.

      Sometimes the same held true for soldiers. Had he become his own worst enemy, oblivious to how this new conflict was affecting his mental state? Casca seemed to believe so, and he was probably right. Talon’s buddy Erik was only one of the many brave men who’d succumbed to battle fatigue and the stress of combat. Most people seemed to think that PTSD was triggered by one single traumatic event, a horrific memory that had to be dealt with. But Talon had seen way too many military personnel suffer from the affliction who had never engaged in direct combat. PTSD was far more insidious and could sneak up on you, the cumulative result of a series of events that could irrevocably shift a person’s worldview.

      Americans in general believed in a civilized, rational universe, a world where good triumphed over evil and people lived meaningful lives and pursued their dreams. War could reveal a different truth. By living in a dark world of constant death and brutality, a new worldview could take over — one where nothing made sense, random violence shaped reality and good people perished while monsters flourished. It was the recognition of this new reality, a loss of meaning and the possibility of an uncaring, indifferent universe that sucked so many cops, soldiers and even medical professionals into its dark vortex. Feelings of helplessness were only compounded by a realization that the world was a far scarier place than they ever imagined.

      Talon had never succumbed to such a shift in perception. Being the son of a diplomat, he’d spent his formative years traveling all over the planet. Witnessing the injustices of the world at a young age opened his eyes. Government policy and ideology shaped reality. Some policies made life better for its citizens; some made it unbearable. Freedom was a precious flame that could easily be extinguished and become a victim of the universal laws of entropy and barbarity. Warriors were the frontline against such forces. Savage violence had to be met with better violence in order to maintain order from the chaos. He never questioned his military mission because he always knew what he was fighting for.

      Or so he thought…

      The last few months had been an eye-opener, forcing him to shift his perceptions and beliefs in a fundamental way. San Francisco and the Omicron cult had exposed him to a different kind of evil, and this new insight coupled with losing Michelle was eating away at him. He’d always known the world could be a dark place, but now that darkness had sprung claws. Instinctively he knew that he couldn’t maintain his current pace. As Casca put it, even soldiers received R&R days, and Talon was overdue.

      As the church drew closer, Talon took note of the police ticker tape that barricaded the entrance. The reporters and news-vans were long gone. The horror of the massacre had already given way to new tragedies. Talon checked the main entrance and found it locked, a wise precaution to keep morbid thrill-seekers from entering the crime scene. He circled the structure and approached a small door on the north side. He was trained in the art of breaking down locks and the back door should prove less challenging to breach than the front entrance. To Talon’s surprise, he found the small door unlocked.

      What did they call the rear entrance of a church again? The Devil’s Door? The thought made him grin. He’d been reading too many of Casca’s books. According to medieval legend, the north face of a church belonged to the Devil. Medieval people believed that baptisms drove out the demons residing inside children and the demonic forces would need a back door to escape the church.

      A few months earlier Talon would’ve shaken his head at a bit of superstition like that, but he wasn’t laughing any longer. Devils were real. Casca called it the darkness, an evil force coursing through the universe in direct opposition with the light.

      Legend and culture determined how this darkness manifested itself. Zagan had called up a cybernetic monster back in San Francisco, but a devout Catholic might conjure Lucifer or one of his minions. Each culture tried to grasp the darkness as best they could, but this was a mystery not one single religion or mythology could fully define. This trippy New Age conceit almost made sense if one could accept the possibility that evil forces do exist.

      Talon pushed the door open. Rank air greeted him as he entered the building. A narrow corridor extended into the darkness and he switched on his cellphone’s flashlight. Light lanced the dusty blackness. Talon navigated the corridor, which led him straight into the sanctuary. The wasteland of shredded pews and broken saints offered a grim testimony of the atrocities committed here. Dark stains scarred the floor. The blood of innocents had flowed freely.

      Inhaling sharply, he noticed a stale, cloying heaviness to the air that made breathing difficult. It was almost as if the souls of the murdered congregants still lingered in the air, weighing it down with their tormented presence. On a logical level, Talon knew that the atmospheric conditions were a consequence of the doors being sealed while desert heat beat down on the building. But that didn’t stop his mind from playing tricks on him.

      Enough sunlight shafted through the stained-glass windows for him to navigate the church, and he turned off his light. It had been years since he set foot in a place of worship and he felt like an intruder. In the last decade, he’d said his fair share of prayers over the graves of fallen comrades. But with each year of combat, the words of those prayers only seemed emptier. War had shaken his trust in an all-loving God. After the events in San Francisco, he didn’t know what to believe.

      Talon walked away from the windows and approached the altar. The inverted cross loomed like the flagpole of some conquering army; the cult had claimed this holy ground for their own unholy purposes. He approached the demonic sigils spray-painted on the walls. Inspecting the area, he counted seven different symbols.

      Talon had brushed up on the subject on the flight over here, so he knew that each sigil represented a different demon. Nevertheless, his knowledge was pretty limited – this was Casca’s area of expertise. Talon took pictures of the sigils with his phone and sent the images to Casca. Hopefully the billionaire could make sense of it all.

      Talon was about to leave the church when the sound of sobbing suddenly gave him pause. He peered into the dim surroundings, dust motes dancing in the gloomy light. It didn’t take him long to identify the source of the sound. A lone figure sat in one of the perforated pews, hands steepled in silent prayer. The figure was masked by shadows, but a muffled sob gave away the woman’s presence. As he approached, she stared at Talon with big eyes.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      When Talon didn’t respond, she said, “My husband was here when it happened. I was feeling sick that morning and decided to sleep in…”

      She broke off. Talon understood. The woman must’ve entered the church the same way he did, seeking some form of communion with her deceased husband. Talon knew ghosts were real because they existed in the hearts and minds of those who’ve lost someone. What he did next surprised him. He knelt next to the grieving woman and, blocking out the panorama of destruction around them, joined the woman in prayer. He hadn’t prayed in months, yet the words flowed easily from his lips.

      Talon prayed for the dead.

      Prayed for Michelle.

      Once done, he made a silent promise to himself. He’d make the monsters responsible for this slaughter regret the day they ever set foot inside the church.
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      Father Cabrera steeled himself for the worst as he followed the two strong-looking male orderlies through the stark psychiatric wing of the Oasis Behavioral Health Treatment Center. Sunlight shafted through a lone window at the far end of the sterile corridor, painting shadows over the oppressive walls. The teen patients remained hidden from view behind the doors that lined the hallway. The overpowering scent of Lysol permeated the ward, almost as if the cleaning staff believed their efforts could both scrub out stains and cleanse the ward’s troubled inmates of their demons.

      And that’s why Cabrera was here today, decked out in his full vestments and carrying an exorcism kit.

      Demons.

      Her name was Nicole Robertson, age fifteen. A month earlier, she’d made a terrifying splash on the Internet when she slit her dog’s throat and painted demonic symbols on her body. She filmed the horror with her brand new iPhone 1 and uploaded the video on an increasingly popular new website called YouTube. Within hours of the footage hitting the Web, the police arrived at her house and she was committed to the Center.

      Nicole wasn’t responding to medication, and her madness had only deepened since arriving at her new home. Nicole’s desperate parents contacted the Church for help. They believed that sinister forces were at work within their daughter.

      Cabrera’s first instinct in such cases was to look for a psychological explanation of the problem. Abuse, a stressful living situation, bullying at school; any of these factors could push an impressionable teen to the edge. But after talking with Nicole’s parents, he concluded he was dealing with good, loving people at wit’s end. Nicole was a popular, well-adjusted, attractive young lady whose behavior had transformed overnight.

      Her parents’ despair, coupled with the savage, occult undertones of the YouTube video, convinced Cabrera to check in on the girl. After visiting her three times over the last week, he’d concluded that a demonic entity was indeed responsible for her shocking behavior.

      The orderlies stopped in front of Nicole’s room. One unlocked the door, his keys rattling in the silent hallway. The lock turned with a rasp and the door swung open. The cell beckoned. As Cabrera stepped into the padded room, a wave of cold air hit him. There had to be at least a ten-degree difference between Nicole’s room and the rest of the ward. Eyes still adjusting in the dim light, he heard Nicole’s voice before he saw her.

      “Father Cabrera, please forgive me, for I have sinned.” The words were followed by a guttural, amused cackle.

      The straitjacket-wearing young woman crouched in the far corner and snarled mockingly at Cabrera. Unwashed hair caked her forehead, slitted eyes hinting at a malevolent cunning. He knew from reports that terrible scars defiled Nicole’s body but her white sweats and restraints hid the marks of the beast.

      The occult symbols weren’t restricted to the canvas of her body, but extended to every available surface of the padded room. Etched in blood and excrement, the blasphemous messages made Cabrera shudder. At first the orderlies had hosed down the walls, but the unholy graffiti kept returning and they’d finally given up. Even putting Nicole in a straitjacket hadn’t put an end to the phenomenon. A terrible supernatural force was at work here.

      “My sins are many, where should we begin…?”

      Cabrera didn’t verbally engage the entity. The time for words was over. Tonight he would be going to war with the demon. He opened his leather satchel and nodded at the two orderlies to close the door. They would remain at his side in case something should go wrong. Their eyes flitted nervously around the dark, foul-smelling cell, perspiration beading their faces.

      This is definitely their first exorcism, Cabrera thought. Not that anyone could ever get used to what lay ahead.

      He removed a Bible, vials of holy water and a golden cross, which contained bone fragments from nine different saints. These were essential weapons in the arsenal he’d bring against the vile creature residing within Nicole.

      “I see you came prepared today, Father. Finally convinced yourself you aren’t dealing with some head-case with daddy issues?”

      “There is no sanctuary for you here.”

      Cabrera flipped open his Bible and began to read. Nicole squirmed and writhed on the padded floor.

      As Cabrera’s voice picked up in speed and volume, he splashed Nicole with holy water. A monstrous howl exploded from her throat and the orderlies backed away, their terror growing.

      “In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit…”

      Nicole’s seizures gained in intensity. “The child belongs to me,” the inhuman voice proclaimed.

      “…Deliver us from the evil one.”

      Cabrera held up the cross and Nicole reared back. Her hissing ceased and gave way to a nerve-shredding bellowing sound, more animal than human.

      Words of prayer flowing from his lips, Cabrera approached the writhing young woman on the floor. This was the most dangerous part of the ritual. It necessitated direct contact. Timing and focus would be crucial. One single misstep, and the exorcism would falter.

      He raised the cross, which was his most powerful weapon against the inflicted, and pinned it to Nicole’s forehead. There was no sizzling flesh, as the movies would have the public believe, but the contact triggered a violent reaction in the possessed. Nicole began to snarl and spit, nostrils flaring. Her eyes rolled back, revealing black sclera.

      “The power of the Almighty commands you!”

      Nicole’s head reared back, accompanied by the cracking of bones. Her mouth widened and something dark and inhuman slithered from between her bloody lips.

      Cabrera fought back revulsion as he watched a black scorpion crawl from Nicole’s open mouth and slither up the wall of the padded cell. A shrill scream exploded from Nicole’s throat and she slumped forward, completely spent.

      Cabrera’s heart hammered as the fast-moving scorpion scurried away from Nicole. He couldn’t let the demon escape. Even though he was in his mid-forties, Cabrera kept himself in peak physical condition. Running and boxing were part of his daily regimen. He depressed a switch on the cross and a blade snapped out at the bottom. Moving with the speed of a man half his age, he drove the blessed blade into the escaping scorpion. The entity squirmed but couldn’t resist the crossblade’s holy power for long. Stinger flailing helplessly, it dissolved into thin air.

      It was over. Once again he’d racked up a victory against the forces of darkness…

      Sudden movement behind him made him wheel toward the two orderlies. They glared back at him, their faces now transformed into snarling, demonic masks.

      A powerful pair of hands sprouting claws snapped out at him and closed around his collar, squeezing. A choked garble escaped from his lips as this vise-like grip cut off his oxygen supply. The world grew dark around the edges, reduced to the two red-skinned devils with obsidian eyes.

      Like the soldier in the church…

      Cabrera screamed.
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        * * *

      

      His eyes snapped open and he awoke inside a hospital bedroom that only vaguely recalled the padded cell from his nightmare. A narrow beam of sunlight trickled through a curtained window to his right. A clock informed him that it was around five thirty and he spent most of the day asleep. His throat felt parched and he reached for the water bottle resting on the nightstand.

      “Father Cabrera, we have to talk.” The male voice startled the priest and he almost dropped the water bottle. Cabrera turned toward the stranger, who cut a dark silhouette in the dimly illuminated hospital room. Though he wore scrubs, the steel in the stranger’s eyes didn’t promise a good bedside manner. Cabrera’s instincts told him this man was no healer.

      Weirdly enough, he didn’t feel afraid. After witnessing the massacre in his church the other day, his capacity for fear had changed. Like a captain insisting to go down with his ship, he’d wanted to join his congregants in death. But the demonic soldier had let him live. One lone survivor to spread the dark tale of what had happened that day, forced to carry the guilt of having been spared when others perished.

      Cabrera hadn’t talked with anyone yet about what had happened back at the church. He’d been in and out of consciousness ever since they brought him to the hospital. The last time he woke, an FBI agent had dropped by to check in on him but he’d still been too groggy to talk. The agent – what was his name again, Doyle? - had promised to return later but the man standing in his room wasn’t him.

      “Who are you?” Cabrera asked.

      The stranger took a step toward the bed. The sneakers of nurses would squeak on the rubber floor but the stranger made no sound as he closed in, displaying an almost preternatural economy of movement. He eased from the shadows and rough-hewn features complemented by a lean, wiry build came into focus. The gray eyes were those of a killer, even though Cabrera sensed that the man hadn’t come for that purpose. If the stranger wished him ill, he never would have awoken from his slumber.

      Cabrera wondered for a second if the man might be another FBI agent who worked with Doyle, but a special agent wouldn’t wear scrubs. Only one reason explained his attire. The stranger was trying to blend in and avoid undue attention from the hospital staff. Requesting a formal visit would have meant answering questions, and this man looked like he cherished his privacy.

      “I’m sorry about what happened at the church.”

      “Thank you, but you still haven’t told me why you’re here.”

      The man’s gaze lingered on the scar that the demonic soldier had etched into Cabrera’s forehead — an inverted cross. Branding him with the mark of their cause and ensuring that he could never again offer comfort or forgiveness as a priest. He had only been allowed to live as a reminder of their ungodly power.

      “All you need to know is that I’m trying to stop the men that attacked your church. What did they want from you?”

      Cold determination shone in his eyes. There was a grim certainty in the stranger’s voice, and bleak commitment. That’s when it hit Cabrera. The man had to be military. It seemed so clear now. His ramrod-straight posture, his no-nonsense bearing, the way he’d positioned himself where a stray nurse wouldn’t spot him if she should pop in unexpectedly. Watchful, alert, one with his surroundings. And this insight brought another question to Cabrera’s mind. What kind of war was this soldier fighting?

      Cabrera sensed that this man would never share his secrets, but he also knew the soldier was telling the truth. For whatever reason, he wanted to avenge the dead congregants.

      Cabrera took a deep breath and spoke. “I believe these killers were soldiers.”

      The man grew pensive as he processed this information and arched an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”

      This was the first time Cabrera had discussed the massacre and waves of anxiety washed over him. He thought of the woman the demon soldier was looking for. She was in terrible danger. Someone had to warn her…

      “There were about fifteen of them, all following the orders of one man,” he said. ”The way they moved, the way they killed… I’ve done missionary work in Somalia and I’ve confronted my fair share of armed militia. These men were professionals.”

      The stranger considered this for a moment before he said, “I know about the training you received in Rome. Two other priests with the same training were murdered within the last week. Why are you alive?”

      I was spared because the devil knew death would be a mercy, Cabrera thought, but instead he said, “I gave them what they were looking for.”

      “Go on.”

      The words flowed easily. Cabrera told the stranger about the demon that had invaded the sanctuary of his church and turned it into a killing field. He also told him about the young woman whose soul he’d saved eight years earlier. Whose soul might once again be in need of saving.

      Nicole Robertson.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Around the same time that Talon entered Cabrera’s hospital room, Nicole Robertson received a text from her roommate and best friend, Ashley. “Hitting Hal’s for happy hour drinks. You down?”

      Nicole yawned, downed her eighth or ninth cup of coffee for the day and responded, “Count me in.” A drink or two would put the challenges of her new job in perspective. Her first year as a hospital RN was making her miss college. At the end of the day she felt drained and before starting a shift, she’d wake up in the middle of the night full of anxiety, wondering about facts and procedures she needed to remember. The demands were overwhelming and she was beginning to understand the high turnover rate among new nurses.

      School hadn’t quite been able to prepare her for what the actual job entailed. There were so many different types of patients that required her attention, and each day brought new lessons. But she was hanging in there. As one of her teachers used to say, “Nursing is an art, a science, a way of life and a privilege.” Nicole saw it as a calling. She wanted to help people and despite the long hours and lack of sleep, she could feel her confidence growing. The work was tough, but rewarding.

      She wrapped up her charting, slipped out of her scrubs and clocked out. She was looking forward to some downtime with her roommate. Even though they shared the same living space, they barely saw each other nowadays. Ashley worked nights at a restaurant while Nicole disappeared for twelve-hour shifts during the day. An evening out to have some fun and catch up was long overdue.

      She wished her co-workers goodnight and strode through the wing of the children’s ward. Before leaving, though, she couldn’t help but check in on her newest patient one last time. Manuel Rodriguez was seven years old, but the serious expression on his cute little face gave him the gravity of an adult. He was scheduled to have his tonsils removed the next day and when she entered his room, his contemplative, concerned gaze met hers.

      “Shouldn’t you be asleep?”

      Manuel looked up from the Batman comic book in his hands and a hint of a smile lit up his face. They’d become best buds rather quickly. Manuel’s mother worked two jobs; Mrs. Rodriguez was a nanny during the week and cleaned houses on the weekends. Manuel knew his mom worried about the cost of his hospital bills and didn’t feel good about leaving her little boy on his own for his first surgery. Ironically enough, Manuel worried more about his mom worrying about him than he did the surgery itself. Seeing him trying to be tough and brave touched Nicole’s heart and all she wanted to do was give the kid a warm hug and reassure him that everything would be okay.

      “Tomorrow is a big day. You should get some rest.”

      “I’m not feeling sleepy.”

      Nicole could relate to his insomnia. She’d spent countless sleepless nights over the years, her mind drawn back to a past she’d rather put behind her for good.

      “Want me to read you something?”

      For a moment the boy’s eyes brightened, and he nodded enthusiastically. Nicole grabbed the comic and dived into the story. She hated to keep Ashley waiting, but she’d feel worse knowing that little Manuel spent the night before his surgery wide awake. Fortunately, her roommate knew how to entertain herself – the girl wasn’t exactly shy.

      By the time Nicole had finished reading the comic, Manuel was fast asleep. Smiling, Nicole dimmed the lights and snuck out.

      She scanned her phone as she rode the elevator down to the parking structure. The text from Ashley read: Making new friends – hurry. The message was accompanied by a selfie in which she posed with two attractive young men. As expected, Ashley wasn’t wasting any time. She’d found some boys. Cute boys, too.

      Damn, she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d gone out on a date, her social life was pretty much non-existent nowadays. Suddenly nervous she got into her Nissan Sentra and studied herself in the rear-view mirror. She looked like crap. Doing her best to ignore the bags under her eyes, she straightened her hair while she re-did her make-up. She was wearing jeans and a stylish blouse. Not her hottest outfit by a long shot but she didn’t want to waste time heading back to the house she and Ashley rented twenty minutes outside of downtown Sierra Nogales. The town was located right near the US-Mexican border and counted a population of 9000. She’d moved here right after she wrapped up her nursing degree at the University of Arizona. The place was a sleepy, close-knit community, a far cry from the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles where she’d grown up.

      She had found something in Sierra Nogal that had eluded her back home. Peace. Maybe even the possibility of future happiness.

      She started the Nissan and drove to Hal’s, a local dive bar located only twenty minutes from the hospital. Aerosmith blared from the jukebox as she set foot in the crowded bar. Ashley was in the back, busy playing pool with the two guys from her selfie, completely at ease with all the male attention. Sometimes Nicole wished she shared her confidence when it came to boys.

      Here we go, she thought.

      She ordered a Budweiser, took a deep sip and headed over to the pool table. Her roommate enthusiastically waved her over. “There she is. Save any lives today?”

      “No, but I did clean out a couple of bedpans… And spent fifteen minutes trying to find a vein.”

      “Okay, gross, too much information. By the way, this is Paul, and this is Rob. Fellas, meet my roommate Nicole.” The two men were tall, fit and handsome. Nicole drained the rest of her beer, made eye contact with the bartender to indicate she would need another drink, and joined the game. Part of her would rather just sit down and chill out, but the odds were good she might nod off, despite the blaring jukebox and raging pheromones. The adrenaline of the game combined with the masculine energy around her kept Nicole on her toes. By the time the last ball clacked into the pocket, she had enjoyed her second beer and was starting to feel pretty good.

      God, I needed a night like this. Nevertheless, she experienced a pang of anxiety when Ashley suggested that their two new friends join them at their place, for a round of drinks. A buzzed Ashley winked at her conspiratorially and whispered, “Live a little, girl.”

      Nicole grinned. Tonight she’d follow Ashley’s advice. Lately her life had been reduced to work, work, work. Time for her to come up for air and have some honest-to-God fun.

      They stumbled into their two-bedroom rental home, laughing. Ashley offered everyone shots while Nicole plopped down on the couch. On second thought, bad idea. She was hit with a wave of drowsiness. Rob sat down next to her. Within seconds, his strong arm was wrapped around her shoulders and she was wide-awake again. Ashley squealed playfully as Paul disappeared with her into her bedroom.

      Nicole wasn’t big on casual hook-ups. As a nurse she was a little too aware of the various diseases floating around out there. But between the alcohol and her long period of celibacy, she decided she might make an exception tonight. Rob smelled great and she could feel the play of hard muscles under his tight shirt. He kissed her face, his tongue tracing her neck while his hand unbuttoned her blouse… Whoa, this was happening fast. But she was enjoying herself and decided to go with the flow.

      Rob opened her shirt, his hand slipping inside, brushing over her skin…

      And paused.

      His fingers traced the webbed flesh of her scar.

      Nicole swallowed hard. She’d hoped the beers and the living room’s low lighting might not make him pay attention to the scar that ran from her belly button all the way to her pubic area. She always dreaded these first encounters, the questions that would come up and the lies she’d have to counter them with.

      “What happened?” was the standard opening salvo. Eight years ago, a demon claimed my soul and used my body as a scratching post. That’s what she wanted to shout in situations like this, but instead she would lie and say, “Car crash, banged me up pretty good.”

      Rob reacted differently than the others. His eyes gleamed with a strange sense of awe as he lovingly caressed her scar tissue. There was something almost reverential about the act that both turned her on and unnerved her.

      “I have a scar too,” he said.

      “From the war?”

      Rob told her earlier that he’d served in Afghanistan. With a warm smile, he shook his head.

      “Let me show you.”

      He unbuttoned his shirt. “I received this mark as a symbol of my devotion…”

      As he spoke, Nicole heard a muffled thump from inside Ashley’s bedroom and a strangled scream that turned into a pitiful whimper.

      The warm smile on Paul’s face had vanished, his expression now etched with fanatical glee. “We’ve been looking for you, Nicole Roberts.”

      The use of her real last name — the name she lived with for seventeen years before legally changing it to Nicole Stivers — chilled her to the bone. After the incident eight years ago, she’d become a target of every wacko ghost hunter or religious zealot out there. Changing her name was her way of starting over and regaining ownership of her life. But the past had a way of catching up with you.

      Rob finished unbuttoning his shirt. A scar in the form of an inverted cross ran from his collarbone all the way down to his belly button. Before Nicole could respond, Rob’s fist snaked out at her. The punch knocked her back into the couch. For a stunned beat, the room spun. The coppery flavor of blood filled her mouth and it propelled Nicole into action. Before Rob could strike her again, she rolled off the sofa, hit the living room carpet and feathered back to her feet.

      As Rob lurched toward her, Nicole’s mind grew calm.

      Eight years earlier a demon had violated her body and invaded her thoughts, nearly claiming her soul in the process. Her inability to defend herself had been the worst part of the ordeal. She swore to never be so helpless again, at least not against a flesh-and-blood opponent. She started taking self-defense classes and learned how to handle guns. Knowing Krav Maga was empowering, but a skilled male fighter wouldn’t just sit still and let her gouge out his eyes or kick him in the balls. A gun, on the other hand, was the ultimate equalizer in any fight, putting a 100-pound woman on equal footing with a 250-pound assailant. Her preferred firearm was the Glock 19, a compact version of the 9mm Glock 17, the favored sidearm of law enforcement. It was designed to reduce the amount of recoil experienced by the shooter, and the grip was fully adjustable. An excellent gun for a female and it could easily be concealed.

      She kept her Glock in the bedroom. Odds were good that Rob would catch up with her before she made it into the room and she’d fail to reach the weapon in time. How to slow him down? Struck with sudden inspiration, she snatched the vase from the end table and swung it at Rob with all her strength. The vase whipped across his face and snapped his head back. No sound escaped from his lips as he flew backward and slammed into the hardwood floor.

      Ashley’s screams intensified.

      Nicole had to help her friend. But first she needed her gun. Still a bit buzzed from the beers, Nicole stumbled into her room. Hands shaking from the fight, she reached the dresser, pulled out the bottom drawer and grabbed the Glock. She rushed toward Ashley’s room.

      In the living room, Rob remained sprawled on the carpet, still groggy from the blow to the head. Ashley’s screams were still building in intensity. Oh God, what is that psycho doing to her?

      She dreaded the answer but still managed to kick open the door to Ashley’s bedroom. The door swung back and she stepped inside, gun up and… froze. Ashley stared back at her with big wet eyes, lips quivering. A deep gash ran across her throat and spurted red onto her pink comforter.

      No…

      The light in her scared eyes was already fading. With one hand Paul finger-painted occult symbols on the wall in Ashley’s blood, while the other clutched a bloody knife. Paul turned. He was shirtless and sported an inverted cross on his chest, a twin to Rob’s scar.

      Knife up, he barreled toward her.

      Nicole trained with her Glock at least once a month and what happened next was automatic, more reflex than conscious action. She fired and the bullet tore through Paul’s inverted-cross scar almost dead center. The knife clattered on the floor as he went down.

      She’d expected her hands to tremble, but her grip on the Glock was rock steady. Gun out, she moved deeper into Ashley’s bedroom. She didn’t have to be a nurse to know the glazed expression on Ashley’s face meant that she was dead. Poor Ashley… She couldn’t be gone.

      Hot tears welled up and now her initial calm began to waver as the reality of what had happened came crashing down on her. Who the hell were these freaks? For years she’d worked hard to establish a sense of normalcy in her life, and just when she was beginning to feel hopeful about the future…

      All thoughts stopped when she recognized the image on the wall. Her parents had paid a small fortune in reconstructive surgery, but some of the scars of her possession ran too deep to be erased by a scalpel or a laser. The bloody symbol dripping onto the bedpost was identical to the occult sigil etched into her stomach.

      The mark of the demon.

      Oh my God, it’s starting again.

      For years psychologists had tried to convince Nicole that her feeling of being possessed could simply be explained away in psychological terms. To their way of thinking, she’d been going through a difficult phase. Nicole knew goddamn well that her experience hadn’t been some phase. She’d stared into the abyss and an unfathomable evil had risen from it to nearly consume her. It had taught her a vital lesson.

      Evil was real.

      The darkness was real.

      And now it was beginning all over again.

      She heard footsteps behind her and whirled, but the man sneaking up on her was faster. The butt of an AK-47 slammed into her head. Seeing the sigil of the demon oozing down Ashley’s bedroom wall had distracted her long enough to give the assailant the upper hand.

      She dropped to the floor, reality becoming blurry. She caught a brief glimpse of a man dressed in combat black, eyes peering from a ski mask like he was auditioning for the part of a burglar on some crime show.

      And then the world turned dark.
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      Special Agent Frank Doyle was on his way to question Father Cabrera when he spotted the male nurse emerging from the priest’s hospital room. The growing escalation of these crimes and their religious angle had necessitated the involvement of the FBI. As their resident expert on cult crimes and ritualistic Satanic abuse, Doyle had been tasked with the job.

      He’d met all the nurses and doctors responsible for Cabrera’s well-being earlier in the day, yet this man leaving Cabrera’s room was a stranger to him. There could be a perfectly innocent explanation for this newcomer’s presence, however, and at this point Doyle was still more curious than suspicious.

      The male nurse pivoted and walked down the corridor in the opposite direction. His gait was relaxed, deliberate. But Doyle’ alarm bells were going off. There was a coiled intensity in the man’s features, a lean, almost wolfish quality. He looked dangerous.

      Doyle decided to have a few words with the new face. “Hey, wait up… I want to talk to you about the patient…”

      The male nurse never looked back and never slowed down.

      Doyle followed. “Hey, I said hold on…”

      The man in scrubs disappeared around the next corner. Doyle loped after him. He came around the bend and saw the man vanish through a door that led to the staircase. At 33, Doyle ran every day and considered himself in better shape than when he first joined the Bureau. Picking up his pace, he sprinted and reached the staircase seconds later. His quarry was already a flight down, taking two steps at a time.

      Doyle pounded down the stairs. The male nurse disappeared through another doorway, and Doyle tore after him. Arriving in a deserted corridor, he spotted the stranger farther ahead, now striding briskly toward a set of double-doors.

      Doyle followed. He still hadn’t called for backup, partially because he was baffled by the situation. He drew his pistol, barged through the doors and entered the hospital morgue. Freezers lined the walls. Harsh, fluorescent light spilled down on the shroud-covered bodies resting on their shiny steel slabs.

      The dead triggered a flashback to the terrible scene he’d encountered in Cabrera’s church only 48 hours earlier. Walking into that defiled setting and taking in the bloody remains of the men, women and children sprawled among the pews like broken dolls had torn him up inside. He’d sworn right then and there to bring to justice the monsters responsible for these heinous crimes.

      Doyle took a few hesitant steps, moving deeper into the morgue. He passed the row of corpses, choking back the chalky taste in his mouth. A sudden noise made him whirl and he spotted one of the dead bodies rising from a table behind him. The revenant cast off its shroud, revealing the male nurse.

      Doyle leveled his pistol just as the man shoved a nearby gurney toward him. Wheels screeched over the stone floor as the gurney slammed into his stomach and the shot went wild. He gasped and desperately tried to regain his bearings but before he could, the stranger loomed above him. His attacker snatched Doyle’s arm and twisted until he released his pistol. It clattered to the floor.

      Before he knew it, Doyle was looking up at the muzzle of his own gun. The man’s penetrating gaze bore into him.

      “Who the hell are you?” Doyle asked.

      The stranger’s answer was to back away toward the exit and turn off the lights, plunging the morgue into blackness.

      Doyle followed the sound of the swinging doors, trying not to think about all the dead bodies that shared the darkness with him.

      By the time he stumbled his way out of the morgue, the stranger was long gone.
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      Casca arrived in Silicon Valley right on time to attend Xtel’s monthly board meeting. His father had built a technological empire in the early seventies and Xtel chips could be found in twenty-five percent of all computers on the market. It represented the source of Casca’s wealth and power, but he’d never fully embraced his legacy as CEO of a billion-dollar-plus conglomerate. Consequently, he wasn’t exactly enamored with corporate rituals and saw these meetings as a necessary evil, at best.

      Once in a while, though, the boss had to check in with the men and women who took care of the day-to-day operations of the company.

      Today was one of those days.

      Casca struggled to keep his mind on business matters, his thoughts repeatedly shifting back to the church massacre. On the return flight to the Valley, he’d speculated about the objectives of this cult. What would drive these fanatics to hunt down three exorcists?

      By the time he arrived at Xtel for the big meeting, there were seven new images on his phone. While his chief operating officer rattled off the latest sales figures, Casca stole quick glances at the pictures. The murderous cult had branded the Arizona church with seven sigils, each one representing a Judeo-Christian demon associated with the seven deadly sins: Lucifer for pride, Mammon for greed, Asmodeus for lust, Leviathan for envy, Beelzebub for gluttony, Satan for wrath and Belphegor for sloth. The sigils provided a better sense of the cult’s belief system, but still shed scant light on their goals.

      Perhaps Casca was giving these murderers too much credit by assuming they had an endgame of some kind. Maybe they just liked to sign their grisly handiwork with the signatures of demonic heavy-hitters. Casca knew Talon was planning to talk with the priest who survived the massacre. Hopefully Father Cabrera could answer some of their questions.

      The one-hour meeting felt like it was never going to end and Casca stifled a yawn on more than one occasion. He was eager to get back to his true calling. As the CEO wrapped up his projections for the coming quarter, his cell buzzed again. A text told him that Talon had talked to Cabrera and gotten a name.

      Nicole Roberts.

      Reading this gave Casca a jolt of adrenaline and all traces of weariness vanished. His breath hitched and he pursed his lips, his whole being surging with excitement. “The Exorcism of Nicole Roberts” was one of the most famous cases of demon possession in recent history. They’d written a book and even made a film about the incident. To the public it was just another exorcism tale supposedly based on a true story, but people schooled in demonology regarded it as one of the few genuine cases of possession reported in the 21st Century.

      Armed with this new piece of information, the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. The cult wasn’t hunting exorcists. Father Cabrera and the other priests had been a means to an end – the cult was after Nicole Roberts, a young woman who had been saved from the darkness. A shiver spiked up his back and a feeling of dread settled in. It all made sense now.

      Casca knew what these soldier cultists were planning to do…

      And it was far worse than anything he’d previously imagined.
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      Talon cursed under his breath as he dashed out of the hospital and jumped into the Jeep Wrangler. Running into the FBI agent was an unfortunate development. He’d hoped to stay under the radar, but now the authorities would know that a new player had entered the picture. He’d have to move fast.

      Arid expanses of desert stretched all the way to the pale horizon as he guided his rental past Tucson’s city limits. The wheels of his vehicle whipped over the heat-cracked highway while the white-hot sun bounced off the rocks and hills in shimmering phantom waves.

      Wiping sweat from his brow, Talon sent Casca a quick text and updated him on the situation. At least they now understood the agenda driving the cult. These cultists were looking for Nicole Roberts, who had legally changed her last name to Stivers. The attacks were beginning to make sense. The cult had targeted priests with a background in exorcisms, hoping to find the one who’d performed the ritual on Nicole. That information had never been disclosed publicly.

      They’d started in New York, worked their way south to Miami until they found Cabrera in Arizona. According to the priest, Nicole had recently graduated from nursing school and moved to the small Mexican border town of Sierra Nogal, population 9,000, located about two-hundred miles southwest of Tucson. Cabrera was privy to all this information because he’d continued to check in on Nicole over the years. He even believed that Nicole had gone to school in Tucson to be close to him. A precaution on her end, in case the demon should return one day.

      Unfortunately, her decision to share her plans for the future had backfired.

      Talon wondered how Nicole coped with the knowledge that evil could consume her life at a moment’s notice. A giant darkness hung over her, casting a deep shadow over her future. Despite these challenges, she was working hard to build a better life for herself. She struck Talon as a born fighter.

      Even though he didn’t know Nicole personally, he related to her on some level. A dark entity had invaded his mind in Silicon Valley, providing a mere taste of what the poor girl had gone through. His bodily possession had lasted less than a day, but the experience still haunted him. For a short period of time another intelligence had seized hold of his mind, poisoning his thoughts, turning him into a monster… Only the memory of his beloved Michelle had managed to break the spell.

      He couldn’t imagine what it was like for Nicole to share her body with such an entity for a prolonged period of time. He didn’t want to imagine it. Talon suddenly experienced an emotion he never had much time for in the past – anxiety. Hoping to distract himself, he checked the radio stations. A right-wing talk-show host went on about the evils of illegal immigration and Talon quickly turned off the diatribe. He was neither in the mood for music nor politics.

      Instead, he rang Casca. He might as well spend the duration of the ride talking to the billionaire and learning more about the woman this cult was hunting. After the third ring, Casca’s educated, refined voice filled the bouncing vehicle. There was a dark urgency in his voice. He skipped any small talk and got right to the meat of the conversation.

      “How well do you know the Bible?” he asked.

      “Talon comes from the Italian name Talone. That makes me Catholic and a former altar boy.”

      “Next you’re going to tell me that you wanted to become a priest?”

      “Hey, watch it now. I’m the one who cracks the jokes around here.”

      “Whatever you say, Mr. Talone.”

      Talon grinned despite himself. For a moment he could pretend they were just two buddies joking around. It once again drove home the sense of camaraderie missing from his new life, away from his Special Forces unit.

      The billionaire turned serious as he asked, “Familiar with Matthew 12:45?”

      “Despite my Italian heritage I haven’t attended Sunday school in quite some time.”

      “Verses 43 and 44 are the important ones. Matthew and Catholic demonology claim that when a demon returns to the same host, he will bring with him six other spirits, returning seven times as powerful as before.”

      That explains the seven sigils at the Church, Talon thought.

      “Have you ever wondered why most victims of demonic possession are teens?” Casca inquired.

      “I figured they’re the only ones willing to pay cash to see a horror movie in the theater.”

      Ignoring his crack, Casca continued. “You’d think a demon, an agent of darkness, would target political leaders, warriors like yourself, individuals capable of horrible destruction and harm. Yet they pick young people at the cusp of puberty, the poor and the desperate.”

      Talon mulled it over for a moment and said, “They make easier targets?”

      “That’s right. To break from the demons’ world into ours requires immense effort and the vulnerable soul of a child provides a beachhead from which a greater spiritual attack can be launched. It’s a first step for these parasites. The impressionable, ever-changing mind of a teenager becomes a gateway to our reality. Demons operate on the principle of preying on the weak so they can use them to take over the strong.”

      “Thanks for clearing that up. I’ll never look at The Exorcist in quite the same way again. But how does any of this apply here?”

      “The mass murder in the church and the slaying of the priest are all part of a larger ritual designed to draw this entity back to Nicole.”

      A chill rippled up Talon’s spine despite the searing desert heat.

      “This time around, the demon will return sevenfold. Making it pretty much unstoppable. If the cult succeeds, these seven entities will be able to find new hosts and begin to manipulate our world to their advantage.”

      Talon had barely managed to defeat one demon in Silicon Valley. Battling seven of these monsters seemed like an impossible challenge.

      “You must stop this repossession from happening, at all costs,” Casca urged.

      Talon frowned as a new thought entered his mind. “If repossessing a former host allows the power of a demon to grow, why doesn’t it happen more often?”

      “Driving out the demon strengthens the host to fight off future spiritual attacks. Think of it as surviving your first tour of duty. The experience hardens the victim. Most demons seek easier targets… But if someone could weaken the defenses of the once-possessed, through sacrifice, ritual and psychological warfare…”

      “The demon could gain access again.”

      “And once inside, it will have a far stronger hold on its victim, allowing other entities to pass through. At least that’s what all the books say on the subject.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t have to find out if the books are telling the truth.”

      One last thing was bothering Talon.

      “So these demons aren’t truly Judeo-Christian?”

      “Their names vary from one culture to another. Lucifer. Djinn. Orisha. Shedim. Vetalas. Different terminology for the same phenomenon. These entities are manifestations of the darkness, given shape and form by the occultists who are channeling the power.”

      “Okay, I get it, but why would a cross or holy water harm such an entity?”

      “How was the demon-slayer blade able to defeat Zagan? I don’t know exactly how it works, but if San Francisco has proven anything, we know it worked there. The spiritualists and occultists who created these weapons and designed these rituals found a way to access the light, similar to the way the cultists channel the darkness. A cross is just two pieces of wood, a vial of holy water just tap water blessed by a priest, and no matter how religious you might be, those items by themselves are useless against one of these creatures. But the same way the darkness can infect people and objects, so can the light. The exorcism ritual as practiced by the Church taps into that power.”

      “In other words, it works.”

      “Against one entity it does. Against seven, let’s say I’d rather not find out, despite my intellectual curiosity about the matter.”

      “I guess I’d better get to Nicole before the cult does,” Talon said.

      “No pressure, now.”

      “Cabrera believes that the demon already walks among us. He thinks a devil leads these men. He calls himself Amon. Isn’t that the name of a demon?”

      There was silence on the phone as Casca chewed it over.

      “There are many Amons in mythology. You have the Egyptian deity Amun, Amon of Judah, the 7th-century BC king and the demon Amon, the grand marquis of hell and commander of the forty infernal legions.”

      “Charming…”

      “Amon has the appearance of a wolf with a serpent’s tail according to demonology. I doubt Father Cabrera faced such a creature and lived to tell the tale.”

      “Okay, so what’s going on here?”

      “I don’t know what Cabrera saw but if it was a demon, it would wear a face of a man, not a monster. These creatures want to infiltrate our world, blend in. This cult leader sounds like he is hoping to be perceived as a devil even though he’s still a man.”

      Talon considered this. What Casca described was a common practice in war. Warriors went into battle wearing masks designed to transform them into something greater than themselves. Something more frightening.

      “You think we’re dealing with some crazy soldier who’s playing dress-up?”

      “That’s for you to find out.”

      “You do realize this cult has a head start… We might already be too late.”

      “Let’s keep a positive attitude for now.”

      “If I do get lucky and somehow manage to get to Nicole first, where do we go from there?”

      “Convince her to leave Arizona with you. She’ll be safe with me here in Silicon Valley. My security team will protect her from the militia. I also intend to contact Cabrera so he can begin the process of fortifying her mind against any renewed spiritual attack by the entity.”

      “Sounds like we have a plan. I’ll check in once I have a better idea what’s going on.”

      “Good luck,” Casca said and ended the call.

      Even though time was of the essence, Talon maintained the speed limit. Considering the small arsenal in the trunk of his car, he didn’t want to risk being pulled over. The cache of pistols, ammo, grenades and a submachine gun wouldn’t endear him to the local authorities. Even in Arizona.

      The sun had already set as he entered Sierra Nogal’s city limits. The jeweled lights of the city shimmered like flames in the evening. The town seemed like a place forgotten by time. A McDonald’s and Walmart, both built in the seventies, were the newest businesses. The streets he drove through were deserted and bathed in the orange hues of sodium-vapor of streetlights. Why had Nicole chosen Sierra Nogal to start her new life?

      She is still running, Talon thought. Instinctively trying to keep a low profile. And despite all her efforts, her past had still managed to catch up with her.

      He checked the time. It was around nine o’clock. Nicole would most likely be home by now. Her roommate, according to Casca’s information, worked nights. Talon decided to pay Nicole a visit and go from there.

      Following the directions on his GPS, it took him only fifteen minutes to find Nicole’s house. It was located near the main freeways but felt isolated. Palm and shade trees fronted a covered patio. He pulled up to the curb and parked the jeep. Most of his weapons stayed in the trunk except for the Glock in his shoulder holster and a Ka-bar strapped around his waist.

      Talon walked up to the apartment and rang the buzzer. No one answered. He stood near the door and listened intently. No sounds drifted from inside the house. His gut told him that no one was home and he began to quickly pick the front lock. The lock was cheap and barely slowed him down. If people knew how vulnerable their dwellings were to a determined intruder, they’d probably invest in a better security system. Ignorance was bliss in this case.

      The door snapped open and Talon entered the silent, stuffy dwelling. One glance informed him he was too late. The living room was in complete disarray. An overturned coffee table and broken vase suggested a recent altercation. The cult had gotten to Nicole first. He spotted framed photographs of a tall, fair-skinned brunette. Attractive but with a vulnerable, haunted quality to her smile. There was a sadness and seriousness there that seemed at odds with her beauty. In some of the pictures she was hanging out with a shorter, olive-skinned female whom he assumed to be Nicole’s roommate.

      Talon drew his Glock and advanced carefully toward the open bedroom door. Death pervaded the air. The first thing he noticed as he stepped into the next room was a cow skull facing him from the head of the bed, bone flecked with crimson, long horns sheathed in red. The skull rested on a blood-drenched, headless female body. Demonic sigils marked the wall.

      Facing the mutilated woman before him made Talon think of Michelle, and his heart sank. Another casualty in this dark war. Anger rose within him and it took a concentrated effort to regain control over his emotions.

      Focus on the victim. On the mission.

      Was the dead woman Nicole? He studied the body more closely. The shorter build and skin tone seemed to rule out Nicole. Besides, this cult wouldn’t go through all the trouble of tracking Nicole down to just take her head. They had something far more spectacular in store for her.

      Nicole was still alive. For how much longer was anyone’s guess.

      Wary, Talon edged deeper into the room and spotted a dead man previously hidden by the bed. He was sprawled on the carpeted floor, sporting a red hole in his chest framed by the scar of an inverted cross. His wide-open eyes pointed emptily at the ceiling.

      Talon dropped to his haunches and inspected the body. How had the man died? Had he been shot in self-defense? More importantly, why had the cult left behind one of their own? Maybe it was a form of punishment for getting himself killed.

      He touched the man’s body. Judging from the warmth of the corpse, the man must’ve died within the hour. Dammit, he just missed them! If he’d been just a little faster…

      Had anyone heard the gun being fired? The lack of cops seemed to suggest otherwise. Or if they had, they’d failed to report it. One bullet going off in the Arizona desert could easily be ignored.

      Talon proceeded to analyze the man’s bare torso. He took note of the frog tattoo with the Roman numeral six hidden in the design. He recalled Cabrera’s words: “I believe these killers were soldiers.”

      The Navy Seal tattoo seemed to confirm the priest’s suspicion. Classic ink for the unit was a trident, but nowadays most operators avoided unit-identifying tattoos. If a mission went wrong and an operator ended up captured in a foreign jail, Special Forces tats would be brought to the attention of the intelligence service. Selling a cover story of being a student visiting a Third World country was tricky with a trident on your shoulder. Smart soldiers hoping to avoid waterboarding and electrical shocks steered clear of classic designs.

      If Cabrera was right about the cult, its members were all former elite soldiers. What would drive these men to unite under such a dark ideology? The question baffled Talon and was real cause for concern. He was up against professionals like himself. Men trained in the art of war who now served the darkness.

      As Talon took a closer look at the corpse, he caught a faint whiff of an earthy, sour odor. Investigating further, a thin crust of dried droppings clung to the soles of the dead SEAL’s shoes. He’d become intimately acquainted with the smell while riding horses in the mountains of Afghanistan during the war with the Taliban.

      This brought up an interesting question: Where would the cultists come in contact with horses?
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      As the sun set, the purple light took on a hint of orange, the desert cooling off quickly. The twenty-acre horse ranch squatted forlornly in the expanse of sage, pine, and cacti. At the center of the property, an old Victorian home with sandblasted exteriors and grime-covered windows sagged in the dust. A rattlesnake slithered through the sand, cutting a hasty retreat as two battered pick-up trucks pulled up to the ranch. Doors snapped open and four strongly built men emerged from the vehicles.

      The army of the apocalypse soldier.

      More men greeted them at the house with machine guns slung over their shoulders. Two wiry, compact soldiers carried Nicole’s unconscious form to the house. Their boots kicked up dust as they navigated the dirt road to a wooden barn, past the wreck of a rust-covered Chevy wasting away like a wounded beast. A few horses grazed inside a nearby corral.

      They entered the large stable where more black-clad cult members sporting AK-47s waited. Starlight bled through the rafters and played across the old oak beams and bales of hay. A pentagram drawn in animal blood covered most of the floor. The two cultists bound Nicole’s hands and feet with zip ties and lowered her in the red circle.

      She lay there for a beat before one of the soldiers splashed water from a canteen over her upturned face. Nicole woke in a flash. Her eyes flickered open as she wiped her face and coughed up water.

      Where am I?

      The smell of compost straw, wood, and human perspiration greeted her return to the waking world, and it almost made her gag. She soaked in her surreal surroundings, desperately trying to make sense of the nightmare she’d stumbled into. Masked men with machine guns encircled her, too many to count. Assault rifles were slung over their shoulders, and they all wore black ski masks.

      Who are these people?

      For years she’d suffered from PTSD. Nightmares, tremors, anxiety attacks—a whole slew of emotional problems had tormented her long after she’d walked away from her hard-earned battle with the demon. Time had healed some of the wounds, but the events back at her apartment viciously reopened them. The memory of Ashley bleeding out over her comforter cut through her mind, and tears started to flow.

      This couldn’t be happening…

      The door of the barn creaked open and the soldiers deferentially turned toward the new arrival. This man was larger than the others, taller and with a bulkier physique. Corded muscles and a massive chest bulged under a black shirt, but Nicole barely paid any attention to the man’s stature, transfixed by his face.

      The face of a monster.

      The features were brutally malformed and distorted with high, inhuman cheekbones and protruding Neanderthal brows. The skin stretched over the misshapen bones was the color of blood. The worst thing were the eyes, twin pools of black with no distinction between pupil and iris. As the figure drew closer, she made out the long incisors filed to sharp points and rows of metal horns poking from the bald skull.

      A demon made flesh.

      At first Nicole thought the man was wearing a Halloween mask. But there was fire in those black eyes. Most people would have cowered in fear in the face of such a monster. She was afraid—possibly terrified—but Nicole wasn’t like most people. She’d experienced true evil in her short life. She’d come face to face with real monsters, creatures no Hollywood special effects wizard could do justice to. Nightmares beyond imagination. This man was an impostor, a pretender to the title.

      Now that he stood at the edge of the pentagram looking down at her bound form, she realized the demonic visage hadn’t crawled out of the pits of hell but was carved into reality by the hands of a skilled plastic surgeon. Silicon to distort the skull and make it seem inhuman, dyes to change the hues of the skin and eyes, metal implants for the horns and teeth. Body modifications with a demonic twist.

      What sort of individual would subject himself to this type of radical transformation? Nicole didn’t doubt that this man who dreamt of being a monster was someone to fear. But she’d faced far worse.

      The leader nodded at his soldiers. Three of them peeled from the group and began to light the black candles that surrounded the pentagram.

      “What do you plan to do to me?” Nicole asked in a tightly controlled voice.

      The apocalypse soldier extricated a Ka-Bar as he stepped into the circle. He bent closer, and Nicole could see the subtle network of scars from his radical transformation.

      “You’ve shed blood and taken life, opening yourself to the darkness that once took root inside of you.” The voice was intelligent, almost refined, forming a sharp contrast to the bestial appearance.

      “Who are you?” she asked. She was surprised at how strong her voice sounded, her fear tightly kept in check.

      “I’m Amon, and these soldiers are my infernal legion.”

      The cult leader switched to a foreign language, guttural and timeless, and the itching sensation on her belly turned to outright pain. Her hand touched her scar and her fingers came up gloved in red. The old wound oozed the way it had on the day the beast’s talons had rent her vulnerable flesh. Drops of crimson hit the markings on the floor and became one with the pentagram.

      “You’re about to be reunited with an old friend,” Amon said, and the dark promise in his voice sent a chill down her spine.
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      The stars painted the white sands of the desert an iridescent blue. Laying flat on his chest behind a small ridge overlooking the horse farm, Talon scoured the terrain with a pair of night vision goggles. His keen hearing strained, growing attuned to the heartbeat of the night. The darkness throbbed and pulsed with movement and sounds. A sidewinder lisped in the blackness, and further off a pack of coyotes argued.

      Predators hunting for prey. Talon had joined their ranks.

      He was decked out in blacksuit and camouflage paint armed with his silenced Glock and Ka-bar. Extra magazines and grenades circled his waist while his Ka-Bar remained securely strapped around his leg.

      Ahead, a series of corrugated metal and sandblasted wood structures stood outlined in spectral green. Barbed wire enclosed the property. Vigilant guards patrolled the buildings, with the highest concentration of firepower near the horse stables.

      This is where the party is going down, Talon thought.

      He was about to go up against a team of professionals. Odds were high that the dead man in Nicole’s apartment wasn’t the sole operator who’d joined this cult.

      After leaving Nicole’s place, he’d used Google maps to locate farms around the outskirts of Sierra Nogal. It wasn’t like a crew of heavily armed men could all check in at a local Holiday Inn. A farm was isolated and could shelter a militia without drawing too much attention. It would make for a perfect forward operating base.

      His online search had produced quick results, identifying five farms in the area. One he’d ruled out immediately because of its size. Taking over a big farm would be too risky. Bigger operations tended to come with a large work staff and a fair amount of interaction with the outside world, which this group was most likely trying to avoid. They would’ve chosen a smaller, more remote ranch owned by people that wouldn’t be missed.

      The other three properties met these criteria, and Talon had checked them out one by one. The first place had turned out to be a bust. As he’d pulled up to the property, the middle-aged owners were just returning from the nearby riding trails. The second farm turned out to be a disappointment too. Even though it was way past midnight, he kept going. He didn’t know how long Nicole would have. According to Casca, killing one of the cultists had made Nicole more vulnerable to repossession. Time was of the essence. They’d have to get to her before the cult completed the ritual that would allow the seven demons to take hold of her.

      Fortunately, his luck had finally improved with the next destination. He spotted the fleet of pick-up trucks, motorcycles, and Hummers from a distance, guided his Jeep off the road and parked it in a gulley hidden by thick patches of shrubs and trees. He’d slipped out of the vehicle and advanced toward the horse farm, his dark clothing allowing him to blend in with the nocturnal desert landscape.

      And that’s how he found himself on this ridge studying his new enemy. The more he learned about the capabilities of this soldier cult, the more questions rushed through his mind. He now understood what they were after—but where had this band of soldiers turned Satanists come from? Did the men all belong to the same unit? And who was their leader, this monstrous figure Cabrera had described?

      The answers would have to wait for now as his thoughts shifted to the task ahead. He’d been watching the place for close to an hour now, doing recon and figuring out a plan of attack. Talon knew he was outnumbered. The element of surprise might be on his side, but their superior numbers would turn the tide of the battle in their favor. Marching in like Rambo would not work. He was up against a team of armed, most likely well-trained professionals.

      The idea was to strike fast, to slip into the barn and extract Nicole before they knew they were under attack. Stealth and misdirection would be required. The cult could be dealt with later when the odds were slightly more in his favor. Even though it was almost 5am, the farm was alive with lights and movements. Soldiers kept coming and going in the barn. It was obvious that the cult was building up to something big. Talon knew he’d have to make his move before the sun came up, use the cover of night to his advantage.

      The plan he’d cooked up with Casca was simple. Once the asset was secured, he’d make a go for a nearby private airport where one of Casca’s private planes would be waiting for them, fueled up and ready for extraction. The soldiers would undoubtedly attempt to hunt them down, but with any luck they’d already be in the air before then. At least that was the idea.

      Talon left the concealment of the ridge and moved toward the farm in a half-crouch, swiftly navigating the patches of sagebrush and rocky terrain. For a moment, he was back in Afghanistan, his muscle memory and training taking over. In Silicon Valley, he’d been out of his element, exposed and vulnerable in the urban landscape. But out here in the desert, he became just another hunter blending in with the darkness. He reached the fence that enclosed the farm and removed a pair of wire cutters from his belt. Minutes of working the barbed wire produced an entrance through the barricade. Luckily the fence wasn’t electrified.

      Once inside the property, Talon made a go for the stables. There was focus and purpose to his rapid movements and it took him less than a minute to reach the wall of the first building. He pressed himself against it and breathed deeply. Easing the silenced Glock from his holster, he edged forward, the barrel of the pistol nosing ahead, his senses locking on the enemies standing guard in the night. His muscles tensed in anticipation of the upcoming combat. He hadn’t been able to prevent Nicole from falling into the clutches of this cult, but he hoped he wasn’t too late to save her.

      Talon eyed the quiet, darkened windows of the nearby structures. Nothing moved. The guards circling the stables were no doubt keeping their eyes out for cops or federal agents who would announce their arrival with flashing red-blue lights and screaming sirens. They weren’t expected one lone soldier garbed in black to be sneaking up on them.

      One of the guards sensed his approach but reacted too slowly. Talon’s gloved hand closed around the guard’s masked face as the knife went in right below the base of the skull, severing the brainstem. He let go of the cultist, and a lifeless sack of meat and bone hit the ground. A second man responded and caught a flash of silver as Talon’s Ka-Bar shot toward him. A moment later he was choking on his own blood, his fingers helplessly clutching the hilt of the blade buried deep in his throat.

      Talon regarded the dead men, feeling nothing. They were enemy combatants in a war as savage as any being fought on the planet, one with even higher stakes. Silicon Valley had been his crucible. The man who had entered the Omicron offices had been a soldier; the man who had left that same building after defeating Zagan was the occult assassin.

      His gaze ticked toward the pick-up trucks parked near the stables and a dark smile split Talon’s face. He was looking forward to raining down some hellfire on these Satanists.
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      Nicole’s old nightmare had become her new reality. Her stomach burned with pain, her shirt drenched in red. Black candles flickered around the pentagram.

      The apocalypse soldier regarded her dispassionately while his army of black-clad soldier cultists ringed the unholy circle, mouthing words in a long dead language. The ceremony was going on for hours. The deep baritone of the man’s voice grew, building into a hymn of doom—a grave warrior chant calling forth an ancient evil. Her pain intensified with each successive word.

      That first year after her exorcism, Nicole had dreaded the return of the demon. Like a cancer patient who’d gone through a successful bout of chemo, she still doubted her recovery. One way she’d rebuilt her courage and self-esteem was through physical exercise designed to toughen her body. She’d started training mentally too, learning as much as she could about the occult. As a result, she was completely, horribly aware of what was happening to her.

      She understood all too well the significance of the inverted pentagram and the grim markings on the ground—these men were about to summon a demon. Not just any dark spirit, but the fearsome entity that had tried to destroy her eight years ago. If her feet weren’t tied, she would’ve stormed out of the circle despite the machine guns pointing at her, preferring to succumb to a hail of bullets than allow the darkness to infect her again. A quick end was far better than the hell in store for her if the entity broke through the veil.

      God, this couldn’t be happening. Not again.

      Her panic was growing and she fought back her terror best she could. The incessant chanting built in intensity. Nicole was tempted to close her eyes, but the guttural words would just continue to haunt her until something else joined her in that darkness. Something not of this world.

      No, hiding wasn’t an option.

      She had to face the demon head on.

      A fight awaited her. The biggest fight of her life. She needed to stay calm, to steel herself for battle if she was to successfully ward off his demonic force once it began to materialize.

      And materialize it would.

      She focused on the crowd, tried to keep her mind blank, and that’s when she saw…it.

      A dark silhouette peeled from the shadows.

      She blinked, thinking at first she was looking at one of the soldiers. But this outline appeared slightly elongated, lacking in detail, a shadow come to life. The cultists remained oblivious, unable to see the entity that had joined their circle. The demon revealing itself only to its intended target. She couldn’t avert her gaze, transfixed by the approaching horror.

      And as the shadow closed in on the pentagram, drawn to it like a beacon in the night, she saw the others. Six more dark silhouettes broke away from the walls, almost as if the shadows of the soldiers had come to unnatural life.

      All together she counted seven of them.

      Seven demons.

      Ice crept up her throat and her heart pounded against her ribcage. Something far worse than death was approaching, and there was no escape. How could she prevail against such superior numbers? She had failed to defeat one demon and now she was up against seven of them. Her lips quivered as she mouthed a weak prayer that was quickly drowned out by the rising voices of the cult. Dark triumph gleamed in the apocalypse soldier’s eyes. He’d recognized her mounting fear and understood its origin.

      The demon was among them, ready to claim its prize.

      A devastating sound like a sonic assault overwhelmed the chanting voices. It felt almost as if the outside noise had given voice to the terror and torment raging within her. What was happening?

      She felt heat wafting through the air and realized it was coming from outside the barn. The cult members’ joint ecstasy gave way to alarm and Amon’s chanting faltered. Even the advancing horde of living shadows seemed to pause.

      As Amon and his flock turned toward the barn’s exit, staccato bursts of machine gun fire sounded, followed by a second loud boom.
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      The detonator inside the plastic explosive fired and the pick-up truck went supernova, erupting in a volcano of steel and heat. A column of sooty flame geysered skyward before the gasses rushed back toward the center of the explosion, triggering a second, inward wave of energy.

      The conflagration lit up the night, singeing Talon’s eyebrows and driving the air from his lungs. As the last pieces of flaming debris slammed into the sandy terrain with devastating force, Talon slipped on one of the dead guard’s ski masks and snatched his AK-47. Flames painted his masked face crimson, transforming him into just another cult member

      His plan was simple. First, lure the enemy out of the barn with the explosion and slip inside during the confusion. Next, locate Nicole, extract her, and head to the airfield. He’d planted a total of five charges, hoping to take out the cult’s wheels. The only pursuit vehicles left would be the motorcycles.

      The first explosion definitely got their attention. Already, shouts sounded from within the stables as the cultists responded to the unexpected attack.

      He counted down the seconds to the next detonation. A few beats later, another charge went off, releasing nitrogen, carbon oxides, and other gasses at an explosive velocity of 8.092 meters per second. This time the C-4 vaporized a van and transformed the vehicle into a fearsome vortex of steel. Nearby, the fenced-in horses reared and whinnied in panic. He felt sorry for causing such distress to the animals, but he was certain they would be safe in their grazing area.

      Soldiers emerged from the stables, machine guns ready. Talon mirrored them, blending in with the crowd—just another soldier in the army of darkness responding to the surprise attack. More shouts cut through the night as they stumbled upon the dead guards. Two more explosions were timed to go off in one-minute intervals, so he would have to move fast.

      As the soldiers surged toward the blazing vehicles, Talon caught a glimpse of the towering figure in charge of this nightmare brigade. Even though he’d been forewarned by Cabrera’s description, the sight of the man-beast affected him on an atavistic level. Maybe it was his Catholic upbringing, but seeing the red-skinned, horned soldier quickened his pulse and turned his blood to ice.

      It required a concentrated effort to shake off the paralyzing wave of superstitious fear and focus on the inhuman figure. The first impression was that of a medieval demon made flesh. The roaring fires brightening the night only added to that impression. According to Cabrera, the cult leader believed himself to be Amon, a demon in command of an infernal legion. Talon wondered if this soldier of the apocalypse was channeling the darkness in the same way Zagan had in Silicon Valley. Was this black magic distorting malleable flesh? Or was it a form of extreme body modification, the work of someone trying to live up to some misguided ideal? The quickest way to test Amon’s powers would be to put a bullet into his head. It would be all too easy during the confusion. Unfortunately such a short-lived victory would most likely come at the cost of his own life. Despite having a clean shot, he resisted the temptation to pull the trigger.

      Talon averted his gaze to avoid catching Amon’s attention. From the corner of his eye, he watched as the cult leader with the devil face closed in on the nearest pick-up. This new charge was timed to go off any second now, and the blast would erase the monster from this reality. As the countdown ticked down, Amon advanced toward the truck and spotted the C-4. Instead of cutting a hasty retreat, he continued his approach.

      Amon kneeled before the charge, his massive hand with its elongated nails closing around the C-4 as it was about to go off. Talon waited for a boom that never came.

      He couldn’t believe it. How had Amon disarmed the explosive? And he was now turning his focus to the next bomb.

      He knows, Talon realized. Somehow he knows about the timing of the charges.

      Talon had no idea what terrible power fueled Amon’s abilities. He could theorize about what he’d seen ad nauseam with Casca once the girl was safe. For now, he needed to concentrate on his original objective.

      He pulled himself away from Amon’s magnetic presence and darted into the stables, moving with singular purpose. The supernatural events were irrelevant. All his energies were now fixed on the rescue mission.

      He passed the empty pens and brushed past a few troopers headed the other way. A sudden scream pierced the stables, and he realized he might be too late. The cry had come from the writhing figure at the center of the barn. Three soldiers surrounded Nicole, who was splayed out in a red circle, hands and feet zip-tied. She screamed again and shifted away from the edge of the circle as if she were facing down invisible assailants. Perhaps she was? Were demons drawing closer, visible only to the victim facing possession?

      The pentagram amulet around his neck heated up, singing the skin under his black shirt and making his chest hair stand up. Casca had given him the Sumerian pendant back in Silicon Valley, a relic that protected him from the influence of the supernatural while allowing him to sense the darkness. Without a doubt, black magic was at work here.

      The demons are here… I’m too late…

      The three guards barely paid him any mind, their wide eyes riveted on the squirming woman battling her phantom attackers. Their expression of dark wonder never even wavered, not even when Talon shot the first soldier twice in the chest. Two more muffled pops followed, and the other masked cultists collapsed onto the straw-covered floor. The woman in the pentagram barely registered the action, consumed with her own battle. As their eyes met, Talon recognized the terror and helplessness in them.

      A second later, Nicole’s gaze turned black and her lips distorted into a scream as she tore her zip-ties apart with inhuman strength. She took three steps out of the circle and collapsed, heaving and choking. The moment passed and her breathing normalized, her dark eyes clearing. No trace of the supernatural presence remained. She was simply a young, frightened woman who thought she was staring up at one of her hellish captors.

      There was no doubt in Talon’s mind that some evil force had briefly touched her. Had she repelled the supernatural invader? Or was her return to normalcy merely a brief interlude before the full-blown effects of possession took hold of her? These were questions that only Casca and Cabrera could answer with any degree of certainty. His job was to get her out of this place.

      Talon sensed she desperately needed to see a human face and pulled off the ski mask while offering her a gloved hand. She stared at him with blank incomprehension, face coated with perspiration, shirt stiff with dried blood.

      “I’m not one of them. I’m going to get you out of here. How badly are you injured? Can you move?”

      She didn’t respond. He had to tell her something to make her trust him and ensure her cooperation.

      “Father Cabrera sent me.”

      He eyes lit up at the mention of the priest’s name, his words finally reaching her.

      Right on time, too, as the yells were becoming louder outside the stables. The soldiers were returning.

      “Come with me.”

      Nicole took Talon’s outstretched hand, the shredded zip-ties still dangling from her wrist, and allowed him to pull her to her feet. Seconds later, they were running to the rear exit, sounds of the fast approaching soldiers growing louder behind them.

      

      ***

      

      One by one, her captors turned away from her, distracted by the attack. Nicole had no idea who or what was starting World War III outside the stables—and truth be told, she had bigger, more pressing concerns on her mind. The phantom shadows circling her showed no interest in the events transpiring beyond the walls of the stables. Their full attention was fixed on her as they continued their inexorable approach, drawing closer and closer. Amon shot her one final, knowing glance before following his men outside. He knows, she thought. He may not be able to see the demons but he senses their presence. Recognizes my fear.

      Only three soldiers remained as the others rushed out of the barn, the armed trio utterly oblivious to the advancing horror.

      Did the explosions mean that help was on the way? Had the cops, through some miracle, managed to track down her whereabouts? Yeah, right. Last time she checked, the police didn’t announce their arrival by blowing stuff up. Besides, even if the authorities were coming, they’d be too late to spare her from the gruesome horde closing in on the red circle.

      Nothing could save her.

      Nevertheless, she wouldn’t just roll over and do nothing. She strained against her zip-ties with all her might, surprised by her own will to survive. The entities approached in jerky, staccato jump cuts. They flanked the men guarding her for one second before popping up right in front of her.

      No…

      All rational thoughts gave way to explosive terror as the first of the spectral shadows lunged into the pentagram. The darkness was upon her. A final, desperate scream burst from her lungs as the shadow creature pounced. It felt like hundreds of knives tearing into her skin, setting every nerve ending on fire. The world turned gray and cold and dead, bleached of all color, a shimmering photo negative of reality.

      This is how these demons see our world, Nicole realized with a mixture of horror and morbid awe. The physical-spiritual contact with the demon erased the last eight years and she was fifteen again, her arms restrained by a straightjacket, her world reduced to the padded walls of her hospital room.

      The guards were pulsating bags of meat and bone, grotesque and half-formed to her changed perception. Sounds seemed amplified as the men’s hearts pounded away in their frail, mortal shells. So weak… so vulnerable. She felt sudden disgust at their base humanity, forgetting that she too belonged to this pathetic, stinking species of talking apes.

      Though Nicole fought against it, a cold, alien intelligence of pure evil was rearing its head and gaining control…taking over not only her body but her thoughts and feelings.

      Worst of all, the other shadows were closing in, readying themselves to follow their leader. She had barely survived with one of these demons inside of her. They would destroy her, tear her apart. They didn’t care if she survived the terrors that lay ahead. She was just a means to an end, a stepping stone toward possessing stronger vessels. The incessant demonic voices continued to rise in volume, drowning out her own, infecting her soul.

      Transforming her.

      She caught movement from the corner of her eye. The man was garbed like the other soldiers but there was something different about this newcomer. He was made from the same weak material as all the others, but there was also a power there, a darkness that immediately captured the interest of the evil forces inside her.

      The newcomer paused briefly, and they looked at each other. Fragments of thoughts danced at the edge of Nicole’s awareness.

      …The darkness has touched him…

      And then the man drew a pistol and shot the three guards.

      The soldiers were dead by the time they hit the ground. The voices of the demons surged at the man’s lethal efficiency.

      …He is worthy…

      Stop it!

      …He will be perfect…

      Shut up. Shut up. Shut up.

      …We will make him our own…

      LEAVE ME THE FUCK ALONE!

      Nicole heaved and writhed, muscles and bones twisting and contorting as if they were about to tear her ligaments apart, bending her near the breaking point. The zip-ties tore as a scream burst from her lips. And then…everything returned to normal. The strange whispers grew silent, her body once again her own.

      She was back in control—for the moment.
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        * * *

      

      Talon and Nicole ran toward his jeep. There hadn’t been any more explosions, and Amon and his followers by now probably knew that their prize was gone. With three of the trucks remaining untouched by the C-4 he’d planted, it would become a race to the airfield. One man versus the demon’s army.

      And speaking of the devils…

      Two of Amon’s soldiers peeled from the darkness. Talon’s Glock spit fire and delivered the devil worshippers to hell. Talon switched out the pistol for the AK-47 he’d appropriated from one of the guards. Now that he had Nicole, there was no further need for discretion. Increased firepower would be called for. The chase was on.

      Men ran from the stables, weapons ready. Talon spun around and swept the area with the AK-47, mowing down the first group to be foolish enough to come after him. The soldiers were thrown backward, tattooing the wooden walls red. The life in their surprised gazes dimmed while the burning wrecks flared nearby, painting the night the color of spilled blood.

      Talon pulled on Nicole’s arm, urging her to hurry. He tried not to dwell too much on what he’d seen in her eyes when he first stepped up to the ritual circle. They had barely traded a glance much less spoken a word since then. There would be time for chitchat later. Nicole still seemed to be in control of her faculties, and as long as there was hope, he would try his hardest to keep her safe.

      They dashed away from the horse farm as Amon’s powerful voice barked sharp orders and headlights speared the night. They reached the barbed wire where Talon had entered the property and darted into the sagebrush beyond. They were only a few minutes away from the jeep. His mind raced ahead. According to the map he’d studied earlier, the private airport was thirty miles away. It would be a literal race with the devil to see who reached the airfield first.

      Just another day in the field…

      The fence erupted as hell came down around them, and Talon flung Nicole to the ground. For a moment they didn’t move as bullets buzzed overhead. As soon as there was a lull in the shooting, Talon returned fire. He aimed low, hitting the legs of the incoming enemy. The men crumpled, their yells and curses music to Talon’s ears.

      Knowing that reinforcements were on the way, he sprung to his feet and pulled Nicole along. Without looking back, they sprinted through the darkness, the stench of cordite and burning gasoline following them. Behind them, trucks and motorcycles revved to life, and they picked up their pace.

      When they arrived at the jeep, Talon ripped the door open and Nicole wordlessly got in. As soon as the door snapped shut behind her, Talon got in on the driver side. Turning the ignition key, he scanned his rear view mirror. Headlights were approaching as the pursuit vehicles caught up with them. So much for having a head start. He pulled the screaming jeep from the gulley and headed for the freeway—an army led by a human monster hot on their tail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The first grey fingers of dawn backlit the mountains, the desert still cool.

      Talon mashed the gas pedal, driving way above the speed limit. The fanatics following him weren’t playing by any rules of the road, and being pulled over for a speeding ticket had become the least of his worries. He saw a procession of vehicles breaking over the horizon, rapidly gaining on them, their taillights streaked along the desert road. Talon counted five bikes, two pick-up trucks, one van and one Hummer.

      His cell phone chirped, and he scanned the incoming text from Casca. Talon had sent a message a few minutes earlier informing him that Nicole was safe and they were headed to the airfield. Casca’s response confirmed that the Learjet would be ready. Reassuring news. The big question was whether they’d reach the airfield before the cult caught up with them.

      Talon turned to his passenger. There was raw terror in Nicole’s eyes.	Dried blood and mud caked her drawn and haunted features. What had happened in the barn? Based on what he’d witnessed in the stables he feared the worst. Were the seven demons already inside her?

      “Who are you?” she asked, speaking for the first time since he’d pulled her from the barn.

      “The guy who is going to keep you safe from these fanatics.”

      She kept studying him, her intense scrutiny making him uncomfortable. For the last few months, he’d operated in the shadows, hunting his enemies without being seen or heard until it was too late. Striking like a phantom, delivering death. His ability to blend in and become invisible had been honed during his military career, but now he’d turned into a ghost in real life. Except for Casca, he’d avoided people since Michelle’s death. Having to face another human being and explain who he was and what he did made him realize how crazy and disconnected his life had become.

      “You said Father Cabrera sent you. How did he know?”

      Good question. Talon hated to lie, but he needed to tell her something that would make sense given the situation. A billionaire monitoring the world for occult threats and a soldier devoted to battling them might’ve stretched credulity.

      His eyes never left the road as he spoke. “Two days earlier, these soldiers attacked Cabrera’s church because they were looking for you. That’s how they were able to find you.”

      “But why?”

      Talon recapped what Casca had told him about the entities. With each word, her face grew paler.

      “I saw seven shadows back in the stables…”

      She broke off, unable or unwilling to describe the experience.

      He held her gaze for a beat before he said, “Father Cabrera will know what to do.”

      “He won’t. It’s too late. These demons…they’re inside me now. I can feel them.”

      There was a grim conviction in Nicole’s voice as she continued. “There’s only one way now. You can push me out of this moving car…or put a bullet in my head.”

      Talon’s face tightened as he roughly grabbed her shoulder, repelled by her suggestion. “Don’t even say it.”

      “It’s the only way. I’d do it myself, but they won’t let me. Their power over me is already growing. I can feel it.”

      “We’ll find another way,” Talon said tightly, shaken by the idea of another innocent being forced to pay the ultimate price to appease the forces of darkness.

      Almost as if Nicole could read his thoughts, she said, “There are far worse things than dying. Believe me. Do it now while there’s still time.”

      Disturbed by Nicole’s fatalistic words, Talon turned his focus from the road to the rear-view mirror. The cultists were gaining fast.

      “You’re a killer,” Nicole said. “I saw what you did back at the farm.”

      “Now you listen. Between Cabrera and my partner, we’re going to beat this thing.”

      She shook her head, and a lock of hair fell across her face. “Cabrera was up against one entity and it nearly killed us both.”

      She grimaced, seeming to wage a silent war with herself. “You failed to save your woman. Don’t let history repeat itself.”

      Talon recoiled from the words. Long seconds elapsed before he broke the silence between them. “How did…?’

      “I know nothing. I know everything. I know there’s only one way to stop this at this point. Please.”

      Talon clutched the wheel tighter, disturbed by what Nicole was demanding from him. The road unfurled before him at nearly a hundred miles per hour. The pursuit vehicles had grown larger behind them. Amon and his army were closing the gap even though he was driving as fast as he could. He almost wished these murderers would catch up with the jeep. He’d rather confront these cultists in a gunfight than contemplate Nicole’s chilling request for a second longer. Talon had spilled much blood over the years—but never from an innocent victim.

      “The evil inside me,” she said, “I’ve only caught a glimpse of it but I know this much: it plans on destroying this world. You must send it back to where it came from. Before it’s too late.”

      “We’ll find another way. You can’t give up hope…”

      Without warning, Nicole’s hand shot out and grabbed the Glock. She held the pistol at her own head for a terrifying beat before putting it back. She slumped forward, shaking.

      Talon took the gun from her limp hand, cursing himself for leaving it within reach.

      “They won’t let me do it. I belong to them.” She lowered her head in defeat and added in a voice that wasn’t completely her own.

      “We have returned sevenfold.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Peering out her window, Nicole saw the sun rising, haze already eating up the mountains to the east. Like the arrival of the new day, the change was speeding up with each passing second.

      Her thoughts and emotions were being analyzed and dissected by the seven entities that had infested her soul. They were tearing her apart from the inside. Invisible, clammy fingers probed her memories and dreams, testing her limits, her strengths. She’d worked hard to make herself stronger in case she should ever face the demonic entity again. But all her preparations were geared toward the spiritual assault by one demon.

      We have returned sevenfold, the voices kept whispering. Voices practiced at deception were now speaking the truth.

      How could she fight seven of these creatures?

      She belonged to them now, a plaything they could do with as they pleased.

      Struggling to remain in control, she regarded her savior more closely. He projected both sinewy, physical power and a practical intelligence, a capacity for violence tempered with a hint of sadness.

      He’s been touched by the darkness, the voices had whispered. Touched in what way? Was he like her? A victim of a demonic possession? Is that how he knew Cabrera? The possibility of meeting someone who’d gone through the same horrific ordeal held a strange appeal.

      Who was this man?

      As soon as she asked the question, a name popped into her head, the seething forces inside of her plucking the information right out of the man’s thoughts.

      Mark Talon.

      The hard features couldn’t completely hide the empathy simmering in his gaze. The way he looked at her, they way his fingers had closed around hers as he dragged her out of the stables. This was a battle-scarred warrior with a heart, capable of taking life but never drawing pleasure from the darker aspects of his work. He wouldn’t kill her as long as he believed he could still save her.

      He’s a fool! one of the voices hissed. Unwilling to embrace his potential.

      In her mind, she saw the face of a woman, beautiful, full of life. Then Nicole saw her blood-soaked body covered by too many stab wounds to count…

      Michelle.

      The demons’ preternatural powers of perception, their ability to sense weakness and pain, was growing within her, paving a way for the entities to seize full control over her. This man had lost someone who he loved dearly. Her murder was a terrible weight that threatened to crush him. But it also fueled everything he did. The demons wanted her to use the loss against him, to twist him to their dark purpose.

      Goddamn it, get out of my head! Leave me alone!

      She experienced a near physical sensation of the voices backing away from her own thoughts.

      They’d return all too soon, louder and more insistent than ever. The process of possession was advancing with the speed of an aggressive cancer, metastasizing.

      And there was absolutely nothing she could do.

      Grabbing her rescuer’s gun had quickly turned into a lesson of who was in charge here. No matter how hard she tried, she was incapable of pointing the pistol at herself and pulling the trigger.

      Nicole balled her hands into fists and pressed her lips into a tight line. She did her best to focus on outside stimuli, anything to escape from the wild thoughts and images surging through her head. Concentrate on the soothing warmth of the sun against your skin, the endless stretch of road, the majestic mountains shimmering in the heat.

      The convoy of vehicles was closing in on them at breakneck speed.

      Any second now, a masked figure would pop out of the incoming pick-up truck’s tinted widow and spray the road with hot lead. Almost as if Talon could read her fatalistic thoughts, he punched the gas, the jeep’s engine screaming as the speedometer shot past 100 miles per hour.

      Up ahead, across an expanse of desert, a cluster of lights marked the location of the airfield. It promised a chance of escape.

      “Listen carefully,” Talon said. “We’re going to pull up as close as possible to my friend’s plane, get out, and make a run for it. Odds are good our new friends will start opening fire. We’re not going to look back and we’re not going to stop running. Do you understand?”

      She nodded.

      There was a growing suspicion in Talon’s eyes and she didn’t blame him. Smart soldier. He’d be keeping an eye on her to make sure she didn’t turn on him.

      The jeep pulled off the freeway and blasted down a dirt road, the vehicle’s powerful tires raising up clouds of dust as it zipped through the entrance of the airport. They shot past parked aircraft and dilapidated hangars baking in the desert temperatures. At this time of day, the airfield was deserted except for the sleek Learjet taxiing down the runway toward them, the early morning sun gleaming off its brilliantly white surface.

      For a second, hope spike inside of her again. If they made it on the plane and managed to successfully take off, maybe they would reach Talon’s friend in time. But who was this mysterious friend? Judging from the twenty-one million dollar aircraft, he definitely wasn’t a priest or an exorcist. She looked up at Talon again, but this time the demons didn’t provide any more information. All she saw was a man steering a jeep with expert skill, seemingly hellbent on breaking the sound barrier. The visions had died down—for now—and she welcomed the brief interlude of normalcy. She knew it wouldn’t last.

      Behind them, their pursuers exploded through the flimsy fence that surrounded the small airport. Through the swirling sand, she spotted one of the soldiers poking up from a roof hatch. A rocket launcher rested on the masked man’s shoulder, but he wasn’t aiming at them. With horror Nicole realized the warhead was pointed at the incoming jet. Talon spotted the rocket launcher at the same moment as she did, the grim expression on his face mirroring her own.

      The RPG lit up and a streak of hot flame blasted toward the Learjet.

      In her mind’s eye, Nicole pictured the pilot’s reaction of terror in the face of onrushing death. An instant later, the world began to burn, and her slim hope of rescue would burn with it.
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        * * *

      

      Talon saw the blast in his mind’s eye seconds before reality caught up with his imagination. He had witnessed a fair share of explosions during his ten years as a professional soldier, but fire and shrapnel never lost the power to strike fear in the hearts of men. As the warhead zipped by overhead, his training kicked in. He swung the wheel around hard and hit the accelerator, the vehicle’s body shaking as the tires seized the runway and carved black treads.

      A heartbeat later, the missile found its target. A loud boom overtook the scene as the plane and every living thing inside disintegrated in an immense fireball. Burning pieces whistled through the air with ferocious force and slammed into the hangars and parked planes, warping metal and spreading fiery devastation.

      Man, Casca will be pissed, Talon thought.

      The jeep skidded away, weaving around a mad obstacle course of sizzling wreckage. A glimpse into his rear-view mirror revealed a field of destruction, the airport resembling a scorched warzone. As the flames hungrily licked across the skeletal remains of the Learjet, Talon heard the roaring engines of the pursuing convoy.

      The enemy was closing in.

      Talon quickly checked on Nicole and a cold shiver of dread jolted up his spine. A smile played across those beautiful features, now bathed in the halo of the fires. She inhaled deeply, almost as if death and destruction were a sweet fragrance. She caught his expression of horror and said in a mocking tone, “So what’s your next move, Sergeant?”

      The question hung there as flames roared outside and acrid smoke devoured the air. Nicole’s face suddenly fell as she regained control, her perverse delight giving way to disgust. “I saw the people inside the plane…could smell them burning… and I enjoyed it. Oh my God, please make it stop!”

      It’s destroying her from the inside, he thought.

      Talon stared at Nicole, in equal measure drawn and repelled by her. Her vulnerability touched him, but he couldn’t forget the mask of evil he’d glimpsed moments earlier. The darkness was inside of her, twisting her beautiful features into something grotesque.

      Struck with a sudden idea, he touched the Sumerian amulet Casca had given him back in Silicon Valley. The pendant was capable of channeling the light in the same way evil occult relics could tap into the darkness. Perhaps its power would protect Nicole and maybe even slow down the influence of the terrible beings raging inside of her.

      Talon slammed the brakes and stopped the jeep. For a moment his pursuers were forgotten; Nicole’s soul was more important than outrunning a few thugs. He couldn’t risk just handing the amulet to Nicole. In her current Jekyll and Hyde state, she might toss the pentacle out the window if the demons deemed it a threat.

      He didn’t give her warning or a chance to protest. He removed the pentagram pendant from his neck, leaned forward, and draped it over her head.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I think it might help. The pentagram is an ancient protective symbol, and—”

      A screaming Ducati pulled abreast of them, bringing an end to the exchange. Their pursuers had fought their way through the scorched tangle of smoldering debris and were moving in for the kill. The fiery inferno played across the visor of the soldier’s motorcycle helmet.

      Talon spotted the gloved hand targeting him with a submachine gun and the world froze. He jerked out his Glock, and reality narrowed to the pistol in his hand and the killer in his sights. He opened fire while his opponent was still trying to get a lock on him. The bullet punched through the visor, and the helmet’s fiberglass shell and high-tech EPS foam did nothing to protect him. The impact hurled the rider off his moving bike. The now riderless motorcycle kept going for a second or two before crashing to the ground in a shower of sparks.

      Another motorcycle roared toward them from the passenger side. Before the attacker could target the vehicle with his submachine pistol, Talon jockeyed ahead and hammered the jeep into the incoming biker. There was a thump and a scream, which was drowned out by the sound of grinding metal as the bike slammed into a section of the burning Learjet.

      Talon had no time to enjoy the victory as a van burst from the black smoke, a cultist leaning out of the passenger window, AK-47 leveled.

      Right hand on the wheel, left hand returning fire with his Glock, Talon roared through the debris field while unleashing his own version of hell on earth. Bullets sliced the air around him, the windows shattering and spider-webbing under the onslaught, while Talon’s shots turned the pick-up truck into Swiss cheese.

      The shooter in the truck took a slug to the mouth and he disappeared in the vehicle, frothing red. A heartbeat later, the truck was right in front of them. Talon braked hard and twisted the wheel, going into a power-slide. With a sickening crunch, he rammed the front of the jeep into the incoming pick-up truck and sent it careening in the other direction. The truck barreled into the row of parked airplanes, clipping wings and spraying metal. He flashed a wolf grin at Nicole.

      They’d been lucky so far, but there was still the Hummer, the van, and one more pick-up truck to contend with, plus a few stray cultists on motorcycles.

      Talon didn’t like their odds. They had to get out of the airport and back to the freeway.

      Tires squealed as Talon guided the jeep off the runway and onto the sandy desert floor, leaving a billowing cloud of dust in its wake. Next up, the airport’s fence jumped into view with alarming speed. Talon never took his foot off the gas and braced himself for the impact, shouting for Nicole to hang on as the jeep tore through the fence and powered over more sand. Rocks slammed against the undercarriage like rifle shots. Talon and Nicole bounced in their seats, their bodies rocking, until the jeep hit a road leading away from the airfield and the ride grew smoother. Two minutes later, they were back on the freeway and shooting through the scorched desert landscape.

      Tires devoured the two-lane strip of asphalt, the sunrise in the east a riot of pinks and purple lighting up cirrus clouds on the horizon. He risked a glance behind them. The convoy had lost a few vehicles but they wouldn’t abandon the chase. Talon wasn’t a fool and didn’t believe for a moment the apocalypse soldier was backing off. These fanatics wouldn’t give up that easily. He’d have to contact Casca and see what the next move should be.

      He turned toward Nicole. The pendant still dangled from her neck, and she still seemed in charge of her faculties.

      “Is it doing anything?”

      She looked down at the metal disc inscribed with arcane symbols. “Whatever is inside me doesn’t like it too much.”

      “Good. I guess that means it’s working.”

      Nicole managed a fatalistic smile. “The amulet is slowing down the infection…but only by a little. These demons are patient, and they keep getting stronger.”

      Talon nodded grimly. He hadn’t expected the Sumerian pendant to be a long-term solution, but at least it was buying them some time.

      “Thanks for trying,” Nicole added. There were tears in her eyes.

      Seeing Nicole like this, so fragile and yet still fighting with all her strength, reminded him of the woman he lost in San Francisco. Michelle too had been a fighter with a big heart. Nicole was an innocent victim, and he couldn’t lose sight of this vital distinction. The darkness inside of her was the true enemy here, not the beautiful girl in the passenger seat.

      She looked up at him with shadowed eyes. “What are we going to do?”

      Good question. They were back to square one. The hunters were still gaining behind them as they shot down the lone stretch of desert freeway. They could keep on driving until their pursuers finally caught up with them or until they ran out of gas, whichever of the two happened first.

      As he considered his options, he recalled something Cabrera had shared with him back at the hospital. Several miles southeast, right at the US-Mexico border, was a monastery that could offer sanctuary. The exorcist had urged him to seek help from the brotherhood of monks who ran the place. At the time, Casca’s plan had sounded a lot better than seeking safe harbor in some supposedly holy place in the middle of nowhere. Cabrera had felt certain that the monks at the monastery could protect Nicole, but Talon remained unconvinced. The men pursuing had proven that they showed little respect for either God or country. Isolated from civilization as the order was, the desert monastery could easily turn into a death trap if the cult caught up with them there.

      Nevertheless, what other options did they have? Maybe within the walls of the sanctuary, Talon could somehow hold off the enemy until Casca sent reinforcements. It was a plan. Not the best plan in the world, but the best he could come up with a bunch of cultists breathing down his neck.

      He had to let Casca know about his next move. Eyes never losing sight of his pursuers in the rear-view mirror, he dialed the billionaire’s number. Casca picked up on the first ring. He’d clearly been waiting for an update.

      “What’s happening?” he asked.

      “Let’s just say you might need to start shopping for a new Learjet.” There was a moment of silence on the other end, and Talon added, “I’m sorry.”

      He hadn’t meant to flippant about it. People had died on that plane. But humor, at times, was the only sane response when faced with a crazy, brutal world.

      And, man, things had gotten loopy since San Francisco…

      “How is the girl?” Casca asked.

      Talon quickly brought Casca up to speed. He told him about his plan to take Nicole to the desert monastery. The monks would try to help the girl while he would hold off Amon and his followers best he could.

      “If there is anything you could send my way…”

      “I will mobilize my security team, but it will take a few hours to get them out th—”

      The line crackled and hissed. Casca’s voice phased out, and the phone went dead.

      Shit.

      “Who was that?” Nicole asked.

      “The owner of the Learjet. He’s working with me and Cabrera.”

      Talon tried to call Casca again but got a busy signal. He would have to try again or wait to see if Casca could get through to him.

      The phone chirped with an incoming text. The message came from an unlisted number, and apprehension coiled up his throat. Only Casca had access to this number. It served as their direct line of contact while he was out on his missions. So who could this be? He scanned the text and realized they’d sent him a video file.

      Nicole picked up his sudden change in mood. “What’s wrong?”

      “No one but my friend has this number. So who the hell is sending me a text?’”

      Still wary he played back the message…and within seconds wished he hadn’t. His pulse pounded in the back of his head and the tendons in his hands stood out in ribbons as he clutched the steering wheel. For a moment the convoy closing in and the woman at his side ceased to exist, his world narrowed to the terrible flickering images on his cell phone. Every night when he closed his eyes, that same video unspooled before his mind’s eye. No matter how many sleeping pills he popped or how much booze he knocked back, there was no escape.

      It was the video of Michelle’s murder.

      Onscreen, members of Zagan’s cult surrounded his fiancée, features obscured by their cyborg masks as they savagely stabbed. Blades flashed, blood spurted, life ebbed away. He was ready to break the phone in two, his features tight, heart hammering as he relived the moment that had set him on his current path. With Michelle’s murder, the forces of darkness had declared war, and Talon had responded in kind.

      The video ended as the largest of the masked techno-cultists approached. This figure towered over the others, the baggy hoodie unable to conceal the muscles beneath. As Michelle gasped for air, her teeth shiny with blood, the cultist plunged eight inches of steel into her rib cage. As the last vestiges of life left Michelle’s eyes, the video ended and the screen went dark.

      Silence stretched. The scorched wasteland zipping by outside mirrored the fire burning in Talon’s soul. His rage had become a raw, exposed nerve.

      “The woman in the video…that’s why you’re here?Why you want to save me?” Nicole asked. “You loved this woman and they took her from you.”

      Talon didn’t want to talk about it. Not now. Not with her.

      The cell rang again. It was the same unlisted number.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he hissed even though he knew the answer. The caller had to be Amon, the leader of this soldier cult.

      “Stop the car and hand over the girl or your bones will be scattered across this desert by nightfall.”

      Click! The line went dead.

      How did Amon know about Michelle? Then again, this was the freak who disarmed C-4 charges with his bare hands. And he was sitting next to a woman who can practically read minds. Who knew what other dark powers these cultists might have?

      Talon clenched his jaw. Could the demons be communicating with the army chasing after them? Even so, that still didn’t explain how Amon got hold of the video or his unlisted phone number.

      Talon shook his head. You’re way in over your head, buddy. He’d felt the same way in San Francisco but still managed to defeat Zagan. Amon was waging a form of psychological warfare. He needed to keep focused and not succumb to these terror tactics.

      A buzzing sound emanated overhead and forced him back to the reality. He glanced upward and spotted a fast approaching police helicopter.

      Great.

      The chopper maintained a safe distance, the officers erring on the side of caution in case Talon should open fire on them. He shifted his gaze from the helicopter to the road ahead. Pinpoints of blue and red flashing lights grew visible in the distance. The haze of the sun diminished visibility, but Talon had a pretty damn good idea what was waiting for them. The police had set up a roadblock. Officers bearing shotguns would be positioned behind a barricade while the helicopter circled above.

      Apparently if you decapitate young girls, blow up a Learjet, and engage in high-speed freeway chases, the law is bound to show up. Talk about bad timing!

      Talon glanced at his rear-view mirror to check on his pursuers, and all the blood drained from his face. The convoy, so close only moments earlier, had vanished into thin air. No sign of their pursuers remained. The shimmering heat haze seemed to have erased them from existence. Instead, there were now two police cruisers, the lights on their roofs blazing while sirens shrieked.

      After San Francisco, he should’ve gotten used the power of the occult, but the supernatural still rendered him speechless. Somehow Amon and his army had managed to pull off a disappearing act as soon as the law showed up. Why had Amon backed off? The cult leader had no reason to fear the authorities, not if he could disarm bombs with his bare touch and turn vehicles invisible. Police cars and choppers wouldn’t faze them after taking out a Learjet, which meant they were biding their time.

      Setting the perfect trap.

      “What are we going to do?” Nicole asked, her voice tight with fear.

      Talon’s answer was to brake the jeep. He took a deep breath and waited. The electronically amplified voices of the cops cut through the air, demanding they step out of the vehicle with their hands in the air.

      The cops wouldn’t be able to keep Nicole safe. At this point, Talon doubted anybody could.

      Fighting back dark thoughts, he nodded at Nicole and they climbed out of the jeep, hands up as ordered, their long shadows bleeding over the desert road.

      Somewhere, Amon’s army of darkness lurked, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.
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        * * *

      

      The line went dead. Casca immediately tried to ring Talon back, but each attempt went straight to voicemail.

      The billionaire frowned, fearing the worst. There might be a simple explanation for their communication problems—after all, Talon and Nicole were in a desert—but his gut told him otherwise. What if the demons had already won?

      Either way, there was nothing he could do about it. For the first time, Casca wished he was in the field himself and not hundreds of miles away, safe in his luxury estate in Silicon Valley. But what would he have to offer Talon if he indeed joined a mission one of these days. Casca was not a man of action, more comfortable with computers than combat. He lacked the necessary training to be in the frontline of this war. Talon had enough to worry about without having to keep an eye on some adventure-hungry civilian. The Delta operator worked alone. Talon was the sword and Casca provided the intel; that was the deal.

      Still, Casca wished there was something he could do to help. Talon’s decision to head for the desert monastery made sense given his dire circumstances. At the same time, there was an air of desperation to the move, like he was preparing to make a last stand. Casca had waited for years to find a man like Talon, an expert warrior willing to face the nightmares lurking in the shadows of the modern world. Losing him only a few months into this new war was unacceptable.

      He was struck with sudden inspiration and rang a man who was closer to the trenches. Father Cabrera picked up on the first ring. To Casca’s surprise, the priest was already on his way to the monastery, but he too sounded like he was gearing up for a battle he didn’t expect to win.

      Casca liked to win.

      And he had an idea. They were up against seven demons. One lone exorcist couldn’t overcome such a hellish legion no matter how noble their intentions. But what about seven exorcists?

      There was only one problem: How could he assemble a team of exorcists in the middle of the Arizona desert in less than three hours?

      Casca cracked his knuckles. He had always enjoyed a challenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Special Agent Frank Doyle was eleven years old when his father had returned home early from work one day and told his family to pack up their bare essentials because they were going on a field trip. His voice had been calm and peaceful as he spoke, but there had been something in his eyes, an emotion Doyle recognized as joy. He’d never seen his dad so happy before.

      Allowing himself to be caught up in the excitement of the moment, young Doyle had grabbed a couple of T-shirts, a pair of jeans, and his toothbrush. He had joined his mom and fourteen-year old sister in the driveway. His sister had been pouting, irritated that she was forced to interrupt one of her endless phone call with her best friend. The expression on his mom’s face had confused him, though. He had seen anxiety in her face, even fear—emotions he would soon learn were justified given what awaited him and his family.

      They had loaded up their bags in the trunk of their dad’s Ford and then they were on their way, destination unknown. Three hours later, they had pulled into the Mount Navista Center, a ranch located eight miles from Waco, which was about to become his new home.

      He found out later that his father had joined an apocalyptic sect known as the Order of the Now. He had been ready to turn his back on his old life and embrace the values of the fringe religion—and he had decided to take his family with him.

      What had started as a field trip had transformed into a nightmare as they realized they wouldn’t be returning to their old lives. Strange rituals, strict rules, and relentless mind control tactics would come to define their lives as all their ties to the outside world would be systematically severed. For three long years, Doyle and his family suffered the injustices of cult life until the day the FBI raided the compound and liberated them.

      That day, Doyle had vowed he’d join the FBI once he was old enough, inspired by the men who saved him and his family. Nineteen years later, here he was, a special agent and expert on the twisted forces that shaped fanatic cults and extreme ideologies. He knew all too well the evil such organizations were capable of and had devoted his life to stopping fringe groups from proliferating.

      For nearly a decade, he’d worked some crazy cases but the current one was in a league of it own. The massacre in the church, the decapitated woman whose head had been replaced with a cow skull, the reports coming in from the horse farm and nearby airfield—all these crimes pushed the envelope further than anything he’d previously encountered. They were up against a heavily armed cult that had declared war on modern society.

      Doyle rode shotgun in one of the four cruisers streaking down the endless band of freeway, with his car bringing up the rear of the four-vehicle convoy. They were on their way back to Sierra Nogal, where he planned to question both suspects and get to the bottom of what was happening here. He kept eying the reflection of the man he’d first encountered walking out of Father Cabrera’s hospital room. The man now sat handcuffed behind the plexiglass partition, his rugged features unreadable. He hadn’t given his name, nor was he carrying any identification on him. The woman was riding in the lead police cruiser. At least they’d gotten a name out of her—Nicole Stivers—even though it had proved to be a fake one. She, too, claimed to have no real idea of what was going on.

      Doyle furiously chewed gum as he reviewed the case, struggling to make sense of it all. Nicole Stivers was in fact Nicole Robertson, a supposed victim of demonic possession and apparently the target of this satanic cult. That part almost made sense. The one piece of the puzzle that didn’t fit was the man sitting behind him. Who was this stranger? How did he relate to the bigger picture? And why was he protecting Nicole? She claimed he was trying to save her from the cult, but what was in it for him? Doyle didn’t believe in knights in shining armor. Based on the small arsenal found in his jeep, the guy had come prepared to do battle with these cultists. If the body count at the airfield and farm were any indicators, he sure knew how to inflict some serious damage.

      Doyle was looking forward to going head-to-head with the stranger even though his gut told him the man wouldn’t talk. At least not at first. Once they ran his prints, he might change his tune. There was no way a guy like that didn’t have a couple of priors.

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened back at the airport?”

      The question was met with silence on the other side of the plexiglass partition.

      “I know you’re not part of the cult that’s hunting Nicole. So who the hell are you? Where did you come from? Why do you care about what happens to her—and don’t tell me you’re just a concerned citizen.”

      The suspect cracked his knuckles.

      “You should stop doing that, you know? It makes it easier for your joints to get damaged. Bad habit.”

      “Beats chewing gum. Sugar will kill ya.”

      Doyle shook his head and stifled a smile. Despite everything, he sort of liked this guy.

      “We’re getting reports about the destruction back at the farm and the airport. I assume those dead cult members are your handiwork. Which tells me you’ve done this sort of thing before. Ex-CIA? Military? My money’s on special ops. Bottom line, you’re professional. So why does a pro give a damn about a girl and a couple of nutbags who think she was possessed by a demon?”

      “Those nutbags are trained killers.”

      “Like yourself?”

      Talon shrugged. “All I’m saying is you shouldn’t underestimate them.”

      Doyle pressed on, hoping to crack the tough customer in the back seat. But he needed something to throw the man off his game. “How could I underestimate killers that can disappear into thin air?”

      Doyle studied the stranger for a reaction, but his poker face never wavered.

      “Nicole described a convoy of trucks, vans and motorcycles. Sounds like something out of Mad Max. So where did they go? We have our helicopter combing the area. So far, zip. It’s not like the desert swallowed them.”

      “I don’t know where they went. But they’ll be back. And when they do return, you better be ready.”

      The guy actually seemed to believe what he was saying, and that made Doyle uneasy. “I know you must’ve killed for a living before. My guess is you were a soldier yourself. But this isn’t a war zone. This vigilante routine will get you locked up for a real long time. You might want to consider being more cooperative. Give me something useful before we reach town and I might consider helping you out.”

      “We won’t make it to Sierra Nogal.”

      “You know that for a fact?”

      “Take a look in your rear view mirror.”

      Doyle did as instructed and his blood turned to ice. Closing in behind the police cruiser were a pick-up truck, a van, two bikes, and a jet-black Hummer with tinted windows. The black, beaten-up vehicles shimmered in the heat like mirages.

      Talon’s dark gaze locked on his in the mirror. “I hope you’re wearing your seatbelt.”

      A moment later, a masked soldier popped from the van’s roof hatch and leveled what looked like a 40mm grenade launcher at them.

      “Punch the gas. Now!” Doyle screamed.

      The order came a second before the cultist depressed the trigger on the grenade launcher. The cruiser shot forward, but it was too late. The grenade clipped the cop car, and then the world turned on its head. Airborne, Doyle’s final thought was that he should have taken the stranger’s advice and strapped himself in.
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        * * *

      

      The explosion sent the cruiser flying.

      Propelled by the concussive force of the blast, the car flipped and rolled before landing on its roof. Sparks flashed as metal scraped the asphalt, the surrounding desert streaking past them in a dizzying blur.

      Their rollercoaster ride came to an end with a teeth-chattering crunch of steel as they hit the cruiser ahead of them. The air thick and grimy with the stench of gasoline and fire. Sounds of vehicular mayhem drifted toward them: squealing tires, rending metal and the retort of gunfire combined into a symphony of destruction.

      Talon hung upside down in his seat, bruised and banged up but still in one piece. Moving swiftly, he began to work himself out of his cuffs. Doyle might’ve believed that he had been cracking his knuckles earlier, but he had in fact yanked the thumb of his left hand out of its socket. The digit now hung unnaturally from his hand, but the exercise in pain allowed him to pull the metal cuff from his wrist. Moments later, his hands were free, the skin chafed raw from the Houdini act.

      Talon had been doing a lot of thinking during the ride, and he had developed a strong hunch as to how the cult had been able to pull off their disappearing act. They must already be harnessing into the power of the seven demons nestled inside Nicole, tapping into their evil magic like some remote power source. Considering the damage they had caused, he didn’t want to find out what they’d do if they gained full control over the seven. He needed to reach Nicole and fight his way out of this ambush.

      The first step was climbing out of the overturned vehicle and locating a weapon. He unstrapped the seatbelt, cuffs still hanging from one wrist. Up in the front of the cruiser, the driver’s head hung at an unnatural angle, the wide-eyed gaze bereft of all life. Agent Doyle had been a little luckier. He was moaning, face lined with cuts and hair matted red, but alive. Talon had nothing against the man; the FBI agent was doing his job. In another reality they might’ve even been allies. He’d worked with plenty of good men in the CIA and FBI over the course of his Delta career.

      The nauseating smoke and gas fumes suggested they better get out of the car before the tank ruptured and turned the wreck into a burning death trap. Talon tried to open the door to his right but it wouldn’t budge, the crash having warped the frame. A more extreme procedure would be in order. He twisted his body and cocked back his legs. Exhaling sharply, both limbs pistoned out full force and smashed open the door. Ignoring the pain as glass fragments cut him, he climbed through the door.

      As expected, a battle scene right out of Iraq greeted him outside. The burning wreck of one cruiser painted the desert red while the other two crashed cars were pockmarked with bullet holes and scattered along the road. A phalanx of apocalypse soldiers were advancing toward the head of the convoy. Another cultist astride a black Ducati was headed for the overturned cruiser. The fiend machine-gunned any officer that stirred, felling the cops as they groggily struggled out of their cars.

      Rage coiled up Talon’s throat and galvanized him into action.

      Let’s see how this bastard would do in a fair fight.

      Moving fast, Talon leaned through the shattered passenger window and reached for Doyle’s shoulder holster. Never letting the approaching cultist out of his sight, his hands reached under the agent’s black suit jacket. His fingers were about to snatch the pistol when Doyle stopped him, suddenly alert.

      Before Doyle could say something, Talon clamped his other hand over the agent’s mouth and jerked his head at the incoming cultist. “One of the bad guys is approaching, and he’s not taking any prisoners,” he whispered. “You want to live, let go of the gun.”

      The cultist was picking up his pace, clearly having spotted Talon.

      Doyle nodded slightly and released his hand, finally cooperating. About time.

      The cultist sighted down on Talon just as he liberated the Glock from its holster. He pulled away from the cruiser’s passenger side, the bullet meant for him sparking against the vehicle instead. In one fluid motion, the Glock came up and blasted lead at the soldier who was taking shots at him. The bullet struck the man in the forehead and snapped his head back. The soldier and the bike went down in a tangle of flesh and steel.

      Talon surged toward the dead enemy and added the soldier’s AK-47 to his arsenal.

      Up ahead, a van pulled alongside the lead cruiser. More soldiers emerged from the vehicle as Nicole darted from the car. She tried to make a run for it, but the soldiers intercepted her and she was whisked into the waiting van. At the same time, Talon realized that it was only a matter of seconds before the flames spreading across the overturned cruiser would ignite the gas tank and obliterate Doyle.

      He had to choose between leaving the man to die and letting Nicole get away.

      Mind made up, he began to pull Doyle out of the wreck. He was calm as he used both arms to liberate the FBI agent trapped inside. His muscles strained, the veins thickly outlined against his burnished skin. Sweat rolled down his face as he heaved.

      Stay focused, he ordered himself. Fear was a great motivator—as long as you didn’t let it paralyze you. If the car blew, he wouldn’t even know what hit him. If a cultist fired a lucky shot, he’d be dead and unable to complete his mission. End of story. Giving it any further thought was a waste of energy. Better to concentrate on saving Doyle.

      It took less than twenty seconds to rescue him, but time elongated while Talon struggled with the man’s weight. Fortunately the FBI agent was awake and cooperative, making the job somewhat easier.

      Once the man was clear of the smoking cruiser, Talon helped the still groggy FBI agent back to his feet. He was about to pull him away from the car when Doyle stopped him.

      “Wait! What about the driver?”

      Talon shook his head. “He’s gone.”

      There was a familiar dark flicker in Doyle’s eyes, one that had passed over Talon’s face all too often. It was never easy to lose a good man.

      Together they jumped into motion, Doyle’s gait growing more surefooted with each step until they were both running, trying to put distance between themselves and the cruiser. Not a moment too soon as the hungry flames licked over the gas tank and the vehicle erupted in a devastating fireball. The heat from the explosion singed their faces, and the shockwave sent them sprawling. Doyle moaned and cursed as he staggered.

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked.

      I’m the guy who is going to stop these fuckers, Talon thought. Out loud, he said, “I’m one of the good guys.”

      With these words, he turned back to the battlefield. The black van with Nicole inside was receding into the distance. He’d have to move fast if he hoped to catch up. He eyed the dead cultist’s black Ducati and a plan snapped into focus.

      Before Doyle could protest, he rushed toward the bike. He righted the downed Ducati, freeing it from its lifeless rider. He fired up the engine, and a beat later he was roaring through the gauntlet of smoking police cruisers and murdered cops, homing in on the black van ahead like a laser-guided missile.

      The desert flashed past him, and he experienced a surreal sense of disconnection almost as if he’d stepped out of his body, reduced to a spectator and not an active participant in unfolding events. He was chasing after a group of devil worshipping soldiers to save a girl who was possessed by seven demons. This is what his life had turned into.

      A crazy nightmare.

      But were his years of fighting terrorists so different? Someone had to ward off the monsters so that the rest of civilization could go on with their safe, normal lives. He’d never wanted this type of existence for himself. But the universe, God, the eternal cosmic chaos that sprang from the collision of light and darkness—call it what you will—had chosen it for him. He was a soldier; this was his war and he instinctively knew he’d be fighting it until the day he drew his final breath.

      The sound of the fast-approaching van ahead forced him back to the present. Not a moment too soon as the roof hatch popped open once again. Talon had anticipated the maneuver. His gun was already sighted on the shooter seconds before the man appeared. Talon’s slug took half the cultist’s face off, but unfortunately this guy was armed with a grenade—which he dropped inside the moving van.

      Talon’s pulse hitched and dread washed over him as the van erupted in a vortex of steel and flame. He braked hard, tires leaving skid marks in their wake. A twisted pile of burning metal now filled the road ahead. His stomach sank as the full horror hit him: his actions had resulted in the death of the woman he was supposed to protect.
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      The seared expanse of desert flashed past Nicole’s window, marred by patches of cacti and pine. Somehow they managed to thrive despite the blistering conditions. Out here, it was survival of the fittest. The thought gave rise to a question: Was she strong enough to overcome the dark challenges that lay ahead? Would she bloom or wilt?

      Would she defeat the demons or be torn apart by them?

      She sat in the back of the lead cruiser as she pondered these questions, wondering how long she’d be able to hold on before the darkness fully consumed her. She sensed that the pendant’s protective magic was waning as the demonic power grew. The voices were becoming stronger.

      Her hand closed around the amulet.

      Take it off! the voices whispered. Release us.

      She wanted to obey the voices. Do their bidding. Give in to the darkness…

      But something stopped her. Nicole knew it was a force stronger than her own will. The magic of the pendant, she realized. It was helping her resist the darkness. In the same way the demons had stopped her from turning a gun on herself, the magic of the pendant was preventing her from removing the pentacle from her neck.

      She silently thanked Talon for the protective amulet. Without it…

      She stopped herself from finishing the thought. Experiencing her dread might make the demons even more brazen and insistent in their urgings.

      The police officer in the front passenger seat craned his neck toward her, triggering another wave of horror. Blood oozed from every orifice of the officer’s face, sheathing his quivering features. Words boomed from his rotting lips. “Aaaaare… Youuu… Aaalright?”

      That was how the entities inside her saw the world, and now they were making her view it that way too. Bleeding, festering flesh… sinew and bone barely holding together…

      Meat.

      Please, God, make it stop…

      A cry of horror worked its way up from inside of her, and she had to force it back from her lips. Her life had irrevocably changed within the last twenty-four hours, and there was no way she could go back. Her first possession had transformed her life, but the second one had shattered it. Everything she’d worked so hard to build… gone overnight She fought back the gloom of oncoming depression, recalling Cabrera’s warning that the demons fed on negative emotions…

      The sound of an explosion snapped her back to reality. Outside her window, the cruiser bringing up the rear—the one with Talon inside—flipped and crashed, signaling that the horror show was back on. As the smoke cleared, the convoy of doom jumped into view. Machinegun fire cut through the air and bullets punched into the cruisers. However, the cultists targeted only the tires of the lead vehicle.

      They want me alive, Nicole thought.

      Bullets rocked the vehicle and she held on to her seatbelt, bracing herself both physically and mentally for the inevitable impact. The engine wailed as the vehicle swerved and skittered before braking to a sharp halt. The cops sitting behind the plexiglass drew their firearms and rushed out only to be mown down in mid-stride. One man was whipped around by the hail of lead like a ragdoll and smashed face-first into her window, his bloody features leaving a dark smudge before disappearing from view.

      Is this nightmare ever going to end?

      …It will… an inhuman voice answered.

      …Give in to the darkness and turn your back on all this pain and madness…

      She wanted to get out of the car, but her limbs wouldn’t obey her command. Her hands were shaking and she clutched the pendant, hoping to draw strength from it, but the metal burned her skin.

      It’s already reacting to the darkness inside of me, she realized.

      A black van shot toward the cruiser, staccato bursts of fire announcing its arrival. The sight of the incoming vehicle jolted Nicole into action. She got out of the cruiser, legs once again moving under her own volition. Her only thought was to run as far as she could, as fast as she could, to put distance between herself and the cult.

      She didn’t get far.

      The van screeched to a tire-scorching stop and the door opened. Armed men emerged and before she knew it, rough hands had grabbed her and pulled her into the vehicle. She tried to fight them off, but the whispering voices of the seven demons welcomed the soldiers. These men weren’t her kidnappers but a future army to command.

      Once inside the van, the door slammed shut. The soldiers stayed close to her as the van began to move. For a moment she sat there, shivering, ringed by the masked soldiers. The men exchanged no words and barely stirred, as if frozen. They barely seemed human anymore. The sound of fighting and dying faded away as the van sped from the scene. Then Nicole heard something new: the roar of a motorcycle engine.

      Could it be Talon?

      Impossible, she’d seen the cruiser flip over. He was dead, or as good as.

      But who else would be trying to save her?

      Fool! hissed the voices in her head.

      The promise of renewed combat sparked the cultists to life. One man grabbed a grenade from his belt and flung open the roof hatch. As he stuck his head out, a gunshot echoed, and a beat later, the man dropped into the belly of the van, his face cratered. The grenade flew from his hand, the pin already pulled. The remaining soldiers alternately tried to grab it or kick it away, but there was no escape. Reality slowed as the grenade detonated. An instant later, Nicole found herself at the center of the maelstrom of disintegrating steel and roaring fire.
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        * * *

      

      Flames painted Talon’s face crimson as he approached the smoking wreck of the van that had become Nicole’s funeral pyre. The last remaining pick-up truck and the Hummer had stopped about a half a mile down the road. How many soldiers remained in Amon’s army at this point? He wasn’t keeping track of the body count, but with the destruction of the van, there couldn’t be more than a dozen men.

      Almost an even fight, Talon thought bleakly.

      But what was there left to fight for? The apocalypse soldier’s prize had gone up in flames.

      His gun had killed the soldier, which in turn led to the grenade going off. A quick reflex with catastrophic consequences, a series of chain events that couldn’t be undone. His boots crunched in the sand as he stepped off the asphalt and zeroed in on the skeletal wreck. No way Nicole could’ve survived.

      Talon had failed to save her. Another innocent, lost.

      He froze, breath hitching in his throat. He spotted movement from the ruined vehicle. How…?

      A shape emerged from the burning wreck of the van. A figure was approaching him in the desert like a mirage, closing in with preternatural grace. Nicole was walking straight toward him, unscathed by the explosion. Her jeans and T-shirt didn’t show even a smudge of soot, and her face was without a scratch.

      Impossible.

      He remembered what she’d told him earlier: Kill me now before it’s too late.

      He regarded her with a mixture of relief and terror. He was elated to see her alive but knew this wasn’t the result of some miracle. The demons had protected her, using their dark magic to preserve the vessel that housed them.

      “Nicole?” he said. “I don’t believe it.”

      “That’s why you won’t win this fight,” Nicole said coolly as she brushed past him.

      “Who am I talking to now?” Talon asked as his fingers tightened around the AK-47. Even though he doubted a bullet could harm Nicole at this point, he was reassured by the machine gun’s weight.

      “I’m still in charge. Thanks to this.” She pointed at the Sumerian pentagram amulet draped around her slender neck. She inclined her head toward the approaching vehicles. “Time is running out. They’ll be here soon. We better get going.”
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      As soon as the soldier stepped out of his hospital room, Father Cabrera began to pray for Nicole. He didn’t know exactly what the cultists planned to do with her, but he sensed it would make the massacre at his church pale in comparison.

      When he woke up the following morning, news reports of the murder of Ashley Rose greeted him. Cabrera’s stomach knotted and his mouth went dry. The twenty-two-year-old waitress had been found decapitated in her home, and her roommate Nicole Stivers missing. All the evidence at the scene suggested an occult connection to the terrible crime. There was no doubt in Cabrera’s mind that the cult was behind these atrocities.

      The next hours were filled with worry. Four years ago, Nicole had shown up at the steps of his church. There had been a haunted quality to her beauty, an edge borne out of the unholy trauma of her possession. But he’d immediately recognized strength in those sad features too, as well as a desire to move on. She’d decided that she wouldn’t live her life waiting for the past to catch up with her. Nicole needed to be prepared in case the beast returned. She wanted to learn how to fight back. Cabrera had told her to return in a week and he’d teach her what he knew. And so he had. Over the course of their sessions, he had shared meditative techniques that would allow her to control her possession. Channel it. Possibly even defeat it.

      Would these ancient teachings work in a time of crisis? He didn’t know for sure. But their weekly meetings had empowered Nicole and rebuilt her confidence. Seeing her flourish had filled him with joy. She’d become like a daughter to him.

      The possibility that Nicole was now a prisoner of this cult pained him deeply. As long as there was hope that she might be with the soldier, he couldn’t give in to despair. He’d urged the man to take Nicole to the Monastery of the Holy Trinity in the desert. She’d be safe there. The brotherhood would protect her. Had the soldier followed his advice? There was only one way to find out.

      Father Cabrera would have to travel to the monastery himself to make sure Nicole was safe. Over the protests of the nurses, he checked himself out of the hospital. Less than an hour later, he was on his way to the American-Mexican border.

      The unforgiving desert landscape flashed past the car windows. Dry winds blew tumbleweeds over the highway, while the clouds traveling above the horizon swirled and boiled. Father Cabrera muttered prayers under his breath as he steered his white Buick Le Sabre down the heat-cracked concrete.

      The prayers served a twofold purpose. They calmed his frayed nerves, relaxing him, while also preparing him mentally and spiritually for the fight ahead.

      The weight of the golden crossblade, which contained the bone fragments of the 9 saints, felt reassuring beneath his palm. The relic had been instrumental in defeating the demon eight years earlier and rested on the passenger seat within easy reach. He prayed its power wouldn’t fail him this time around.

      On the road for thirty minutes, his cell phone suddenly chirped. The call came from an unlisted number. A youthful, educated voice greeted him on the other end. The man didn’t offer a name but told him that he worked with the soldier, and he quickly brought Cabrera up to speed. Nicole’s soul was once more in danger, the demons having returned sevenfold. The soldier and Nicole were on their way to the monastery with the cult hot on their tail.

      Cabrera’s expression darkened at the news. He’d shown Nicole ways to stand up to one demon, not seven. How could they hope to defeat an entire legion of these entities? The mysterious caller had a plan, but it would require both Cabrera and the brotherhood. Facing seven demons at once was an impossible challenge, a hopeless endeavor doomed to failure. But someone had to try to stop these monsters.

      Someone had to save Nicole.

      Mountains rose to the east, confirming that he was closing in on his destination. He guided the Buick off the freeway and pulled onto a dirt road, the only way to access the isolated monastery.

      Thirteen miles later, he drove into the canyon. A wailing wind greeted him as the monastery jumped into view. The chapel’s tower grew from the barren earth, a larger and more majestic version of his own humble church. It overlooked the dusty road like a watchful guardian. A series of structures clustered around the chapel, consisting of the monks’ cells, the cloisters, and a gift shop stocked with books and religious items. A stone wall ringed the buildings.

      The monastery struck Cabrera like a natural extension of the desert, perfectly blending in with its surroundings. Sand dotted with scrubs and cacti was everywhere, and the broken finger of a craggy mountain loomed above the holy structure like a second spire. The sun played off the jagged rocks and the chapel’s skylights, filling the arid land with shimmering illusions.

      Cabrera slid to a stop and parked the car. As he closed the remaining distance between himself and the order on foot, the alkali odor of heat drifted up from the desert, almost as if hell was already reaching out for him from below.

      He pushed the disturbing thought aside and gripped his holy relic. The monastery was as quiet as a ghost town in a Western. The place seemed to be waiting for a showdown, except this time instead of Old West gunslingers, the very forces of good and evil would clash.

      Near the main entrance, the monks waited for him. Their grey robes formed a sharp contrast to his black smock. They welcomed him and then quickly got down to business, updating Father Cabrera on their preparations for the exorcism. Neither the soldier and Nicole nor the cult had arrived yet, which was a small blessing.

      The brothers led him into the welcoming shade of the cloisters. About twenty monks called the monastery their permanent home. The friars came from all over the world, but English was still the official language. Cabrera had always marveled at these men and how they communed with God out here, removed from human society. There was too much of the fighter inside of him, the tough kid who grew up in Washington Heights, to retreat from civilization like this. He thrived on getting his hands dirty out in the trenches, but he respected the monks of this holy order. In their own way, they were all serving God as best they could.

      Cabrera followed the monks down a winding passageway that led into the chapel. Sunlight streamed through the three large skylights, brilliantly illuminating the empty church. The pews had been removed, and one of the friars was using a nail gun to bolt down a simple bedframe in the center of the house of worship. These precautions were necessary, considering the powers of the possessed: super-strength, telekinesis, and levitation. Any item not attached to the ground could become a potential weapon in the battle with an exorcist. The plan was to restrain Nicole to the bed to prevent her from rising into the air during the exorcism. The chamber for the ritual was almost ready, and this lifted some of the burden weighing down on Cabrera’s shoulders.

      He turned toward a series of laptops surrounding the bed. Though isolated, the monks maintained a link to society through the internet. It also helped them sell their craft beers since few tourists ever found them at this remote desert location. The computers were also an essential part of the plan that the soldier’s mysterious friend had proposed to him. It sounded crazy, but Father Cabrera was desperate and willing to give it a shot.

      As the day wore on and the soldier and Nicole failed to show up, Cabrera’s anxiety grew. Where were they? He fought back terrible visions of Nicole in the clutches of the demon soldier.

      Two hours after his arrival, relief washed over him as he spotted a swirling dust cloud winding its way up to the monastery. Cabrera peered through a pair of binoculars and caught sight of a fast approaching motorcycle, the soldier and Nicole clearly visible astride the bike. They made it! Then he saw a second set of dust clouds. Hot on their tail, a Hummer and pick-up truck.

      Here we go, he thought.

      The bike rumbled and sputtered to a stop. The soldier and Nicole dismounted - they both looked like they’d been to war, which wasn’t that far off the mark. Hair pasted to their heads, clothes covered in black soot and desert dust, faces bruised. Despite her ordeal, Nicole brightened when she spotted Father Cabrera. But as he hurried down the path, her initial smile gave way to cold, haughty expression. He’d meant to hug her but froze instead, his hands at his sides. Reptilian eyes regarded him with the recognition of an old foe.

      “It’s been a while, Father Cabrera. I’m looking forward to a rematch,” the demon said with an icy smirk.

      “Get out of her,” he said, knowing that mere words would do no good against such an ancient evil.

      After a moment, the inhuman expression softened as Nicole reasserted herself, and she nodded apologetically at him. “I’m sorry, Father. The forces inside of me are growing stronger.” She clutched a strange pentagram amulet and shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “I’m not sure how much longer I’m going to be able to hold on.”

      “Remember what I taught you.” The words felt hollow, but he could think of nothing better. He turned toward the soldier. The man was decked out in combat black. Father Cabrera glanced down at his own black robes and realized that they both wore a uniform of sorts for their chosen calling. A man of God and a man of war. Cabrera saved souls, the soldier sent them to hell. He recognized that each profession served its purpose in this cosmic drama called life.

      “What are we up against?” he asked Nicole’s guardian. He had a hundred other questions—foremost among them was why this soldier was helping Nicole and who his mysterious friend might be—but they would have to wait for later. If there was a later.

      “I wish I knew,” the soldier replied. “Amon only has about ten men left at this point, but he’s been tapping into the demon’s magic.” After a beat, he added, “You and the brothers take care of Nicole and let me worry about Amon.”

      Brave words, but Cabrera detected a hint of doubt in the soldier’s voice. Not even this seasoned warrior could predict the outcome of the battle ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The white-hot desert blazed as Talon and Nicole tore down the freeway, Amon and his soldiers once again hot on their tail. Sharing a ride with a possessed woman—correction, a woman possessed by seven different demons—wasn’t Talon’s idea of a good time. What if the demons asserted themselves and decided to make them crash? If Nicole could survive a grenade, being splattered along the freeway wouldn’t be a big concern for her.

      He clenched his jaw and forced his mind to not even go there. Hopefully, between Nicole resisting the dark entity and the amulet around her neck offering some protection, they’d be able to make it to the monastery. He eyed the fuel gauge and hoped they wouldn’t run out of gas before they reached their destination. He had no cash on him and he doubted Amon would just sit back and watch while they hit up the nearest service station.

      Thirty minutes later, he saw the canyon that marked their journey’s end. As Talon drew closer, he spotted Father Cabrera on the steps. Nicole tightened her grip around his waist. Was it an expression of relief at encountering a familiar face after the last twenty-four hours of horror? Or had the demons inside her recognized an old nemesis?

      Talon pulled up to Cabrera’s parked car. As they both got off the bike, he kept a hand around Nicole’s wrist in case the unholy entities compelled her to make a run for it. He searched her gaze and only saw Nicole. Even though the demons still surfaced for brief intervals, the Sumerian pendant’s magic seemed to be powerful enough to prevent them from asserting full control over her.

      At least for the moment.

      Talon watched as the demon surfaced to taunt the exorcist, but Nicole regained control before it could do any harm. Father Cabrera sized him up, his expression unreadable, as Talon gave his situation report. The cult was on its way, and while Talon was confident he could hold off the invading army, it was up to the brotherhood to save Nicole. “What’s your plan?” Talon asked.

      “Not my plan. Your friend—who, like yourself, never told me his name—suggested our next course of action. We face seven demons, so seven exorcists will combine their prayers to strengthen the ritual and expel these unholy entities from Nicole.”

      Talon took a look around at their isolated surroundings. “Great plan. But where the hell - sorry father- are we going to find seven exorcists out here?”

      “We may be in the middle of nowhere, but thanks to the internet we have access to the whole world.”

      Talon shook his head. “You’re going to stream an exorcism?”

      “Six of the world’s leading exorcists will join me through Skype in the chapel. Their faith and spiritual power will be channeled through me,” Cabrera explained.

      Talon cocked an eyebrow. “Think it’ll work?”

      “We’re about to find out, aren’t we?” the priest said with a touch of bravado that couldn’t quite hide how nervous he was.

      “You might be crazy enough for the military,” Talon said.

      “No thanks, one uniform is enough.”

      They traded a short-lived grin. This guy was okay, for a priest. And he clearly cared about Nicole. That was enough to earn Talon’s trust—for now.

      Talon shifted his focus back to Nicole, who’d been watching the exchange in what seemed like silent indifference. She was looking out at the desert and the approaching cultists, her eyes distant and forlorn.

      “Are we going to be able win this?” she asked.

      “If Father Cabrera and I have anything to say about the matter, yes.”

      “The woman in the video, you loved her?” Nicole said, her voice a whisper.

      She meant everything to me, Talon thought but merely nodded, his silence saying everything that needed to be said.

      “She must’ve been a special woman.” She bit her lips. “I’m sorry about your loss. No matter what happens, thank you for trying to save me.”

      This said, she turned away and let the monks shepherd her into the monastery.

      “We will do everything in our power to drive out these demons, soldier,” Cabrera said.

      Talon appreciated the noble sentiment but knew the odds were against them. His eyes met the exorcist’s and he said, “My name is Mark.”

      Cabrera nodded and smiled. “Good luck, Mark.”

      “Good luck, Father Cabrera.”

      Resolute, Talon turned toward the approaching enemy, a lone soldier against the forces of hell.
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        * * *

      

      Talon made his stand in a shimmering field of solar panels. The monastery was located thirteen miles from the nearest power line. Bringing in electricity from the outside would have been cost prohibitive. Instead, the monks used energy from the desert sun to generate their own power on-site. Clever.

      Talon wondered what motivated men to turn their backs on civilization-not to mention female companionship—and seek out a life in a barren wasteland. On second thought, it actually sounded a lot like military service. Warriors in God’s army. The more he thought about it, the more parallels he saw between soldiers and monks—foremost that they both were forced to give up the amenities of the modern world. For both groups, routine defined their lives. Talon had spent enough years in the desert to know that it took a certain type of individual to put up with hardship like this. Every man wearing a monk’s robe out here had a story.

      Live and let live, right?

      The sun sizzled down, and Talon wished he was decked out in desert camo instead of his black combat gear. Black worked for nighttime infiltration missions but was ill-suited for desert warfare. The thumb he had dislocated on his left hand was hurting something fierce, too. The damage and strain he’d inflicted to his body were starting to catch up to him at the worst possible time.

      Talon pushed aside his discomfort and glassed the scrub-covered hill with a pair of binoculars, tracking the advancing militia. He counted nine men including Amon, who was in the lead. The cultists were closing in from the east, where the mountain would provide plenty of cover. They were using the rocky outcroppings to their best advantage and approached in a V-formation, their specialized military training apparent in their tactics.

      Good thing Talon had the same training. The array farm, with its large, moving solar panels, would offer added protection once they got closer.

      The AK-47 he’d snatched from one of the cultists only had an effective range up until thirteen-hundred feet. An SPR MK12 sniper rifle would have come in handy at this point, but unfortunately the monastery was beyond the reach of Casca’s care packages. He would have to wait for Amon and his cult members to get closer before engaging them. Still, he hoped to be able to pick them off one by one.

      The waiting gave him too much time to think. Talon refused to run the odds or give in to fear. There were many examples in military history where determined soldiers successfully held off superior numbers.

      His thoughts turned to Nicole. How was she faring in the monastery? Would Casca’s plan of using technology to create a digital army of exorcists work? He still didn’t know what Amon’s ultimate objective was, and that troubled him most of all. The demons were already inside of Nicole, so what else did he need from her?

      Without warning, the solar panel next to him shattered as a hail of bullets destroyed the array. The shot shouldn’t have been possible. The approaching troopers were still hundreds of feet away and therefore out of range, unless…

      More lead lashed the air, and Talon flung himself to the ground as bullets whizzed overhead. He peered through the binoculars again and found that Amon’s men were…gone.

      Adrenaline surged as fear of the unknown gripped him despite his efforts to stay calm. He’d stared down death many times and confronted terrifying enemies, but he had always done so on a battlefield where the goddamn rules of physics applied. These soldiers operated in a different world, one where ritualistic human sacrifice and magic could distort and transform reality. A silhouette appeared reflected in a nearby array, and without thought Talon opened fire. The bullet found the shooter, and the man was flung back into the solar panels, shattering them on impact.

      Somehow, the men had covered over thirteen-hundred feet in less than a minute. How was Amon pulling off these feats of black magic? More importantly, if he could teleport his men and cloak himself, why hadn’t he used the same magic when he was chasing after him earlier? Casca would have some sort of theory, no doubt, but the billionaire was a long way off from the battlefield. Lucky bastard.

      Talon thought back to Zagan and how he’d used the occult algorithm to power his magic. The demon soldier seemed to be doing something similar, given what Talon had seen. Amon was definitely drawing on the power of the seven demons somehow, but there seemed to be limits on what he could do. Problem was, Talon didn’t know what those limits were. Did the cult have to be near Nicole to harness the demonic energy? Or maybe there was only so much power they could tap at any given time. Talon didn’t know—and he didn’t have time to find out. If he survived this fight, he’d have to ask Casca.

      Another round erupted next to his head, way too close for comfort. Three arrays separated him from the east wall of the monastery. He’d have to make a run for it by leapfrogging from one array to the next. He caught movement seventy yards from his left as a soldier came up to take a shot at him. Talon squeezed the trigger an instant before his opponent. The man’s masked head disappeared in a mist of red.

      Two down, way too many more to go.

      More bullets sizzled the air. Talon laid down some strafing fire as he exploded into motion. He saw two more arrays shatter—hopefully Casca would foot the bill. Snapping off shots, more fighters went down. Then he hurled himself over the wall that ringed the monastery’s brick courtyard. He crouched behind the stone barrier, using it for cover. A renewed barrage chipped the wall, sending up a spray of dust and stone shrapnel. Talon came up, returned fire, and saw two more cultists collapse. Despite Amon’s parlor tricks, he was laying waste to his assault forces.

      Don’t get cocky now, he admonished himself. Cocky will get you killed.

      As if to confirm his warning, a hail of bullets pockmarked the bulwark, tearing out large chunks of stone. There were thirty rounds in an AK-47’s magazine, but he must be down to half of that. He probably had only ten rounds left in the Glock. He’d just have to make those last bullets count. Maybe if he took out Amon himself, the others might panic or give up the fight entirely.

      He sensed sudden movement behind him. His rational mind told him it was impossible, as none of the cult members could’ve crept up on his six. But, as he kept having to remind himself, this was an enemy for whom the normal rules of physics didn’t apply.

      Too late, he tried to dodge. A bullet grazed his shoulder, flinging him backward. As he sailed through the air, he squeezed off three shots. The rounds found their target and punched into the chest of a massively built shooter who had to be Amon. There was a loud thump as the felled giant hit the dust.

      Silence reined in the wake of the attack. Talon remained tightly pressed to the ground, eyes ticking back and forth, scoping his surroundings. He didn’t spot any more members of Amon’s cult. Guard up, he crawled toward the downed monster. The masked man splayed before him let out wheezing breaths, desperately struggling to fill his perforated lungs with oxygen.	As he closed in on the prone figure, it suddenly seemed smaller in stature than before, shorter and thinner than Talon expected. Gripped with dread, he pulled off Amon’s ski mask…only to come face to face with Father Cabrera. The exorcist stared up at him with shocked eyes, blood bubbling from his lips. Talon could almost hear the demon soldier laughing in the back of his mind.
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      The monks flanked Nicole as they led her to the bed in the middle of the chapel. Cabrera urged her to lie down and let them put on the restraints. “It’s for your own protection,” he said. “Just hold still.”

      Someone sure likes to order girls around, a voice hissed inside her. She caught herself agreeing for a moment but then fought back the demon slashing through her consciousness.

      Cabrera looked relieved that she was playing along. He must’ve expected resistance from the demons, but the amulet was still reigning in their power. Barely. As the stone-faced monks fastened the restraints around her wrists and ankles, Nicole felt the entities stirring within her soul. They sensed the approaching danger. Their fear of the ritual and the holy surroundings made them push back against the magic of the protective pendant.

      Horrific visions tore at her mind. She saw herself gouging out the monks’ eyes and sinking her teeth into their necks. The images both terrified and tantalized as the war inside her intensified with each passing moment. The darkness would not relinquish their prize without a fight.

      One of monks just finished tightening the restraints on her left wrist when her right hand snapped out and closed around the friar’s neck with vice-like strength. Ligaments strained and bone crunched as she lifted the man into the air with one arm. The monk’s eyes bulged and he gasped for precious oxygen. A beat later, the other monks descended and overpowered her by sheer weight and numbers. Through their combined efforts, the remaining restraints were snapped tight. She writhed on the bed, the demons now fully alert of what was happening.

      “You’re wasting your time,” one of the entities hissed, using her lips like a flesh-and-blood ventriloquist dummy to communicate with Cabrera. “You’re a fool if you think you can defeat us all.”

      “I’m getting some help today from a few special friends.”

      Nicole craned her neck and took note of the circle of votive candles and monks who ringed the bed. Laptops sat propped in the monks’ robed laps. Onscreen, the computers streamed Skype images of priests taken in churches all over the world: Africa, Asia, Europe, South America. Not just priests, Nicole realized; these were all trained exorcists, knowledgeable in the art of driving out demonic entities. Their voices emanated from the laptops’ speakers, coming together in a Gregorian chant. They were beginning the prayer of deliverance.

      She’d known Cabrera would find a way to help her. Hope flared but was quickly extinguished by the growls and snarls of the seven beasts now clawing to the surface of her conscious mind, enraged by what these mortals were attempting.

      The ritualistic chanting rose in volume.

      Pain took hold of her. She stared at her stomach and gasped with horror. Claws roamed under her skin, pushing and twisting her flesh as if trying to break through her body from the inside out.

      …we will not be defeated…

      The first bestial howl broke from her lips and reality shrank away. Nicole was being pushed aside, reduced to a spectator in her own body.

      She saw the skylights darken. Swarms of black flies crowded the glass, blocking the sunlight. Thousands of them, drawn to the darkness present within the chapel.

      She thrashed and writhed as an ungodly scream turned into a series of animalistic growls. Her body strained to rise into the air.

      It was all happening again.

      The sensation of helplessness numbed her to the point of catatonia. The beasts were now in control, the possession in full effect. The material of her restraints started to rip and then…

      It all stopped.

      The flies scattered.

      The howls died down.

      The candles flickered and extinguished.

      The writhing and heaving ceased.

      The laptops fizzled and grew dark. The images of the saints decorating the ceiling looked down on her, almost as if they were attempting to reassure her.

      The exorcism was working.

      Cabrera stepped up to the bed and smiled reassuringly. There was incredulous joy in his eyes. Nicole realized that despite his earlier outward confidence, he’d been a lot less certain about the outcome of the ritual than he had been willing to let on.

      She closed her eyes, sighing with relief. The combined power of the team of exorcists had worked their magic.

      When she opened her eyes, that same breath caught in her throat. Cabrera was gone. In his place stood the demon soldier, the monstrous face looming over her. What had happened? She realized with terror that all the monks around the bed had been replaced with Amon’s black-clad soldiers.

      “Let’s see how effective this ritual is without your little trinket.” And with these chilling words, Amon tore the Sumerian pendant from her neck, and the chapel transformed into hell on Earth.
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      Surveying the battlefield, despair threatened to overwhelm Talon. Dead monks, their robes seeping red, had replaced the corpses of black-clad cultists. The body count made him think of the massacre back at Cabrera’s church. But these innocents had perished by his hands. He tried to tell himself that he’d been deceived, that Amon had killed Cabrera and the monks, but his attempts at rationalizing the horror failed. At what point had Amon’s terrible magic switched the friars with the soldiers? Had it only been seconds before the bullets hit their targets? And if the members of the brotherhood were out here…

      His thoughts froze as he picked up the sound of heavy boots slapping against stone. He turned away from the fallen monks and confronted a team of cultists, their AK-47s leveled at him. For a split second, he contemplated opening fire and going out in a blaze of glory. But his death would serve no purpose, nor would it alleviate his guilt—a personal absolution that would not save Nicole or prevent these monsters from carrying out their twisted agenda. As long as he was still alive, he still had a chance to save her.

      Mind made up, Talon dropped the AK-47 and the Glock. The two weapons clattered against the brick-paved ground. He raised his hands and let the armed soldiers lead him to the chapel. He dreaded what he would find there.

      As soon as they stepped into the chapel, his gaze locked on Amon. Cold rage simmered inside him as he saw the demon soldier standing at the center of the church. He loomed over Nicole, who was free from her restraints now. A crimson fire marked her face, the demons in charge.

      “Kneel before Amon,” barked one of the soldiers.

      Talon flashed a lopsided grin and gave him the finger. The soldier’s response was to strike him in the back of his head with the butt of a machine gun.

      Letting out a gasp, Talon went onto his knees. It took him all his self-discipline not to lash out at the attacker with his bare hands.

      Amon approached with the confidence of a general who knew he’d won the battle. His soldiers stood around Talon in a semi-circle, AK-47s fixed on him. One wrong move and they would stitch him with lead. There was no other choice but to let this play out.

      The beast towered above Talon. This was the first time he had seen the demon soldier up close. From this angle, he became convinced that Casca had been right—plastic surgery not magic had transformed Amon’s face. This wasn’t a monster but a man who dreamt of being a devil.

      “Isn’t it a little early for Halloween?” Talon said.

      The demon soldier’s animalistic black eyes regarded him without emotion. He leaned closer, lowering onto his haunches until they were face to face with only inches between them. Even though Talon knew this was a man and not a real creature from hell, the dark gaze held an undeniable power.

      “I was once a man like you Talon. A soldier. A marine, in fact. Full of idealistic dreams.”

      “What happened? Earned yourself discharged for one piercing too many—”

      Amon wasn’t amused. “I came to the conclusion that it’s better to rule in hell than to serve the United States military.”

      “So what’s the plan? Gather a bunch of fanatics with itchy trigger fingers and declare war on the world?”

      Amon ignored his sarcasm. “The apocalypse is coming. The signs are all there. War. Famine. Natural disasters. Chaos. We’re the army that will set in motion the new order. An age of darkness will fall upon this world, and we’ll be the generals commanding hell’s conquering legions.”

      Talon shook his head. “Quick newsflash. You don’t have to prove to me that you’re nuts; I already know it.”

      Amon’s massive hand snapped out and tightened around Talon’s throat, the elongated nails biting deep into his skin and drawing fine points of blood.

      “You don’t recognize me, do you?” he asked. His voice was calm, almost soothing. The civil tones were bizarre coming from such a monster.

      Talon’s impulse was to counter the question with another wisecrack. Showing an utter lack of respect was his only way of fighting back. Any man who would change his appearance so drastically was a man who wanted to be feared. Well, Talon wouldn’t oblige.

      Amon nodded at his troops and they used Kabars to strip off Talon’s shirt, revealing the inverted pentagram scar on his chest. Zagan had carved the symbol of evil into his skin back in San Francisco.

      “Zagan and I made you, Mark Talon. Everything you are today is because of us.”

      The sarcastic comments died on Talon’s lips. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      How did Amon know about Zagan and the scar?

      “I was one of the cult members in the video I sent you earlier,” Amon replied. “I saw your beloved Michelle’s life run out in a river of red. My knife pierced her heart. I took her from you as I took your friend Erik.”

      Ice crept up Talon’s throat and the world spun on its axis.

      “You’re lying.”

      “My human name was Fisher. I was Zagan’s head of security. Back when I was a Marine in Fallujah, I earned the nickname ‘the devil soldier.’ You want to know why? Because when my men came under fire, only the dark Lord heard my prayers.”

      The pieces were falling into place. Talon wished they weren’t.

      “I almost nailed you back at Omicron,” Amon continued. “You were stumbling out of the elevator after your bout with Zagan looking like warmed-over dog shit and walked right into my sight line. You’d be history if it hadn’t been for that bitch taking a shot at me.”

      Talon remembered it vividly. Detective Serrone had gunned down the would-be assassin who almost succeeded where Zagan failed. Struck by her round, Fisher had dropped over the first-floor railing and fallen to his death in the Omicron lobby. Or at least he thought the man had fallen to his death. Had Fisher become Amon, the apocalypse soldier?

      Talon instinctively recognized the truth in Amon’s soulless eyes. He was ready to lunge at the bastard despite the machine guns fixed on him, but another vicious blow from the AK-47 put an end to any thoughts of immediate retribution. He hit the chapel’s brick floor hard while Amon rose before him, triumphant.

      Bloodied, Talon peered up at him and wondered how Fisher had survived Detective Serrone’s bullet. The explanation came to him in a flash: the darkness. Even though he’d blown up the Omicron mainframe, the occult algorithm must’ve possessed enough vestigial power to revive Fisher, allowing Zagan’s second-in-command to escape the corpse-riddled Omicron lobby and kill again.

      Zagan had ordered the murder of his fiancée. His cult members had stabbed her to death. But Amon had been the one to deliver the deathblow.

      “When I came back from Afghanistan, people thought I was suffering from PTSD,” Amon said. “Perhaps I was. Another vet who’d lost it, consumed by his demons. Waiting to eat a bullet. Good enough to give your life to your country but not good enough to live in it. The shrinks like to tell you that you have to conquer your demons. I say they’ve got it all wrong. I say, embrace your demons.” He inched closer, and added, “Become a demon.”

      “You’re no fucking demon,” Talon said. “You’re just an asshole with some bad plastic surgery.”

      “Mock me as much as you like, but this mortal coil is about to be remade in my master’s true image.” Amon held up the Sumerian pendant and dangled it in front of Talon’s face. “Without your lucky charm, the seven are fully in control of the vessel.”

      One quick glance at Nicole confirmed Amon’s words. She observed him in stony indifference, her expression bereft of any humanity.

      Amon waved at his men. Four soldiers dragged Talon across the nave and toward the altar. Earlier, the monks had removed the full-sized wooden cross from the wall as a precaution, fearing Nicole might use her telekinetic powers during the exorcism to turn it into deadly weapon. It was still splayed out on the floor of the chapel. They dumped Talon next to the cross and pulled him on top of it.

      Through the haze of pain, he grasped what they planned to do with him. Another soldier stepped up to the cross, the nail gun that the monks had used to bolt down the bed for the exorcism ritual in his hand.

      Talon shook off his grogginess and strained against his captors. They pinned him down to the cross and stretched his arms out along the wooden beams. Four soldiers, one for each limb, held him against the cross as the back of his hands were roughly pushed against the wood. A fifth soldier pressed the muzzle of the nail gun against his squirming right hand.

      “It is time for us to begin the ritual. The seven are growing impatient,” Amon proclaimed.

      A metallic click, like the sound of a silenced pistol going off, echoed through the chapel as the soldier drove the first nail into Talon’s palm.
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      As the nails pierced his hands, Talon grimaced and convulsed but still fought back a scream. He wasn’t going to give his tormentors the satisfaction of seeing him break down.

      Once the nails had been driven through flesh and wood, the soldiers lifted the cross and stood it up, using the wall behind the altar as support. A crucified, semi-conscious Talon faced the chapel. His arms stretched to the breaking point, blood running from the wounds in his hands in thick rivulets. His head lolled, jaw tight with pain.

      The seven demons inside Nicole regarded him with cruel amusement. Maybe the blood loss was playing tricks with his mind, but Talon thought he could see different inhuman faces shadowing Nicole’s features, each one more horrific than the last. The individual demons distorted the skin, flesh and bone as they momentarily manifested themselves. The power of the seven was in full effect now.

      Biting back another wave of misery as his weight pulled against the nails, his eyes locked on Amon and his men. He kneeled before a regal Nicole, honoring the seven demonic beings trapped within her form.

      “We are about to begin, my masters,” Amon said.

      “Only six will be deemed worthy for this honor,” responded a terrible, disjointed voice. The sound had come from Nicole, each demon phrasing a word in its own accent and timbre. This is what Talon imagined a person suffering from multiple personality disorder would sound like, which in a weird way was an apt analogy.

      Amon and his nine remaining soldiers nodded in agreement.

      Nicole regarded each one of the apocalypse soldiers and finally pointed at three of the cultists. The soldiers in question separated from the group, having been found lacking for the next step of the ritual. They pulled away from the others, moving closer to Talon.

      Amon and the five other chosen ones gathered around Nicole. The circle of six began to intone words in an ancient, guttural language long forgotten by time, each soldier taking a turn as they recited a part of the incantation. The spell designed to channel the demons out of Nicole and into their own bodies.

      Talon gnashed his teeth. These sick fucks were allowing themselves to be possessed. To truly become an army of demons.

      Through a haze of agony, Talon remembered Casca’s warning about how demons chose humans to possess. They normally pick children or the weak, a stepping-stone into our world. Nicole was this stepping stone. A demon’s abilities to inflict damage were at least somewhat limited inside a teenager. But imagine that evil power within elite soldiers.

      He couldn’t let Amon and his soldiers go through with this nightmare. Despite pain that would’ve rendered most men unconscious, Talon strained against the nails buried in his hands, hoping to yank them out. Tendons stood out in his neck like cords.

      It was no use. Despite all his efforts, the nails wouldn’t budge, Talon remained pinned to the cross like an insect. He gasped, mentally struggling to not give up. He was reaching his physical limits. Even if he could through some miracle tear himself off the cross, by the time he hit the chapel floor he would be spent, defeated before the real battle had even begun. It was hopeless.

      Nevertheless he clung to consciousness. His rage kept him going, fueled him. In the ceremonial circle, the words flowed faster and faster, the chanting growing more guttural, animalistic, and inhuman with each verse of the spell. Talon remembered spinning albums backward on a record player in the hope of hearing secret messages when he was a kid. It sounded a little like that, a reverse Gregorian chant sped up and distorted, the sounds transformed into a language not meant for human vocal chords.

      Nicole’s eyes grew obsidian, mirroring Amon’s appearance, and she was gripped by a violent seizure. Tremors passed through her whole body. Something was moving inside of her, distending the surface of her skin as it fought its way through her shaking body and up her throat. Her neck bulged and then the cause of the distortion crawled out of her mouth. A fat, black scorpion. It slithered from her lips, and Talon fought back a sense of primal revulsion.

      The scorpion skittered toward the ring of waiting soldiers. It selected one of the men and shot toward him. The soldier never flinched as the scorpion crawled up his body and into his open mouth. The soldier accepted the demon, eyes ecstatic as the black scorpion burrowed down his gullet.

      One by one, the same horrific scene replayed itself. Nicole continued to choke up scorpions that shot toward their new hosts, who in turn welcomed the parasites with a chilling sense of rapture. As soon as the dark gift had been fully embraced, the soldiers’ eyes blazed a fiery red, signaling the demon had fused with its new host. With each demon that crawled out of her, Nicole’s eyes grew clearer, the evil within her lessening.

      Talon wanted to avert his gaze but couldn’t. He was morbidly transfixed by the unfolding horror.

      By now five of Amon’s chosen had accepted their possession. Only one final willing host awaited. The black scorpion crawled into Amon’s open fanged mouth.

      For a moment, nothing happened.

      And then Amon began to change.

      Unlike the other five soldiers, Amon’s acceptance of his demon had a transformative effect. Once inside him, the dark entity reformed his flesh like clay, increasing Amon’s bestial appearance. Muscles rippled and bulged, filling out his black shirt. The fingers sprung real claws while the incisors elongated. The eyes turned ember-like, as if the fire of the pit were burning inside him. The apocalypse soldier was now truly a half-man, half-beast, a red-fleshed monster straight from hell. He threw back his thick neck and let out a triumphant roar that reverberated through the chapel, rattling the structure. The cross with Talon shook against the wall.

      The darkness had found six new agents on Earth.

      Talon finally turned away from the monstrous sight, defeated. His will to keep fighting, to refuse surrender, was beginning to falter.

      Another set of footsteps drew his semi-conscious attention. A new figure had stepped into the church. His eyes widened in surprised recognition, the new arrival sparking a glimmer of hope. Outlined in the threshold of the chapel’s entrance, chest covered in gore and a cross held high in his hand, was Father Cabrera!
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      Father Cabrera faced Nicole, raised cross in hand. Prayers flowed with practiced ease from his lips and blended with the Gregorian chants being streamed through the laptops’ speakers. His heart beat strong and so did his faith.

      Despite the terrible odds, his belief in God infused every fiber of his being. They would drive out this darkness and save Nicole once more from the evil that had touched her. The ritual was already beginning to have an effect.

      And then his surroundings changed in a flash and he was staring down the muzzle of an AK-47. The world exploded with furious sound as the weapon strobed and he felt a terrible impact in his chest that drove the air out of his lungs. The ground came rushing up and then his body slammed into the dirt. He tasted blood and dimly became aware of the figure looming above him.

      The soldier. Mark.

      But why?

      And then there was only darkness.

      He didn’t know how long he was out, but when he woke, he was still choking on his own blood. He spat red while his mind reeled and tried to make sense of what had happened. Somehow the demons had turned the tables on him. Tilting his head, he saw the corpses of the monks sprawled around the monastery, and he stifled a cry of frustration. It couldn’t end this way.

      He sensed the forces of darkness were working toward a terrible end goal. Part of him wanted to accept defeat, to close his eyes and let the soothing darkness erase all thoughts and take him away to a better place. But then the faces of the dead congregants flickered before his mind’s eye, quickly followed by the monstrous features of the demon soldier. Amon couldn’t be allowed to win. He would avenge the innocents until he could no longer draw breath. The cross in his hand gave him hope. As long as he still had the relic, there might still be a chance.

      He stifled another cry as he pushed himself to his feet with excruciating effort. His wounds were still bleeding, and he considered it a miracle that he had managed to stand. It galvanized him, confirming that God was with him and guiding him toward the confrontation with the beasts that had dared to invade this holy site. A terrible evil was growing inside the chapel, and he was the only man left standing. Barely.

      Slowly, he commenced his long, pain-filled march toward the chapel. The house of worship seemed to be a million miles away. Each step was an exercise in agony, his chest on fire, his lungs barely able to fill with air.

      Yet he persevered.

      What awaited him inside the chapel was a scene from a nightmare and far worse than he could’ve possibly imagined. Amon and his soldiers had formed a ring around Nicole, their eyes burning with a demonic fire. The apocalypse soldier loomed over the supplicants of darkness, a monster perfected by the foul forces inside of him. Worst of all was the sight of the soldier named Mark, now crucified in a terrible mockery of the sacrifice that symbolized Father Cabrera’s faith. Nicole stood among them, and even though six of the entities had found new humans to possess, the original demon from eight years ago had chosen to remain inside Nicole.

      The soldier weakly looked over. The eyes inside the mask of blood lit up with hope. Seeing the soldier’s strength return, despite his terrible predicament, gave Cabrera more motivation to go on.

      Remember your training, Nicole, he thought as he turned his gaze on her. The demon was active inside of her but he had also spotted a glimpse of the true Nicole in there. Emboldened by this, he raised the holy relic of the saints and bellowed out with all the force he could muster.

      “Demons, I hereby cast you out of this house of God.”
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      The monstrous darkness inside of Nicole was evacuating her body. One by one, the dark entities passed through her and sought out their new hosts. The horror seemed never-ending, a cycle repeated until she thought she couldn’t stand it. The violent purging affected her on a near cellular level. Each time she ejected one of the monsters, it was the pain of childbirth amplified to infinity. She felt like she was being torn apart from the inside out.

      But as the ritual wore on, the agony became slightly more bearable, the strain less pronounced. Expelling these monsters was torture on her body but was fortifying to her soul. As each demon departed, she gained more control.

      And then it was over. Her body felt stretched and torn even though outwardly there were no visible scars. To her surprise, death didn’t follow the horror. One demon had chosen to stay behind. This entity had old scores to settle. The beast enjoyed her torment too much to let go of her, even though one of the soldiers might make for a stronger physical host.

      What the remaining demon didn’t know was that Nicole had trained with Cabrera for the last four years. When she had first showed up at the exorcist’s church, he’d advised her to live a good life and avoid temptation. By denying the demon power, repossession would become more difficult.

      But Nicole had been looking for something different. She had wanted to be able to face the demon on her own terms if it should return, wanted to control any future possession the way Cabrera had.

      At first Cabrera had refused to help her, but she had worn him down. He had finally conceded and given her a crash course in how to perform exorcisms. In essence, an exorcist possessed the possessed, gaining control over the demon so he could cast it out. Through prayer, meditation, and study of the ritual, Nicole could achieve that same degree of control. Cabrera had explained to her that only the most adept exorcists could control a demon from within, but with the proper determination and right degree of focus, it was achievable.

      She was determined. She was focused.

      In a perverse way, she was glad that her old demon had remained inside of her. She’d been looking forward to a rematch for eight years. Today would be her chance.

      She could feel herself growing stronger, the whispers inside of her dying down, her own thoughts becoming predominant again. She was back in the driver’s seat. After sharing her body with seven other entities, having one demon inside of her felt almost normal.	I know what you’re up to, the demon hissed inside her mind. It won’t work.

      We’ll see about that.

      Approaching footsteps pulled her out of her internal dialogue with the creature. She turned toward the man who’d shown her how to fight the darkness, who’d taught her not be afraid to walk among the shadows.

      Thank God, Father Cabrera’s alive.

      Then she noticed that his robes were stained with blood and his face was pale and drawn. But he still had returned to the chapel, once again prepared to battle demons.

      The priest held up the cross and threw down the gauntlet.

      “Demons, I hereby cast you out of this house of God.”

      The other entities had noticed him too. They shifted their attention toward Father Cabrera. Amon, a true demon now, began to close in on the dying priest. And he was dying, the demon inside Nicole pointed out, the gunshots having struck vital parts of his anatomy. Only his faith made him cling to life somehow and march into one last battle that he couldn’t win. Weakened by his wounds, without spiritual support, outnumbered and outmatched: there was no way he would walk out of here. And Cabrera clearly knew it too. This was the heroic act of a man who had nothing left to lose. Noble and desperate, all at the same time.

      The cross that Cabrera held in his hand projected true power. What they needed was someone strong enough to wield it against this unholy army of darkness. A man who had battled monsters before.

      They needed Mark Talon.

      If she could gain control over the demon inside of her, she’d be able tap into its power. Power that included the ability to move objects with her mind.

      Focusing, she started to siphon the demon’s abilities. She needed to proceed carefully so as not let the entity catch on what she was up to. She’d have to strike fast and hope Talon was up for the challenge. She suspected that he too would want vengeance against the unholy horde.

      Her mind tore into the demon’s energy, and she focused on the noble soldier nailed to the cross.
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      Seeing Cabrera alive lifted Talon’s spirit and jarred him out of his semi-conscious state. Gathering his will, Talon pulled against the nails in his hands with all his strength, hoping that through some miracle he could break free. Pain exploded through his fingers and into his arms, and he slumped forward with a frustrated bellow. The nails still wouldn’t budge.

      With a sense of helplessness boiling inside of him, he watched as Amon approached Cabrera. The priest was barely able to keep the cross steady in his quivering, blood-crusted fingers, his prayers a mere whisper. The damage from the bullets had sapped his life force, and he was too weak to channel the power of the exorcism ritual. He was facing a dragon armed with a dull blade. Amon towered over the broken man of God, amused by Cabrera’s hopeless charge.

      What the exorcist needed was a miracle.

      Talon felt eyes on him. He shifted his gaze and found Nicole looking at him. Not the demon. No, this was Nicole, the woman who’d faced the darkness and walked away from a battle with a monster eight years earlier.

      A faint vibration passed through his hands. He could feel himself being pulled forward as some invisible force dislodged the nails from the cross. Encouraged, he yanked his arms with all his might. He couldn’t believe it, but this time the nails were coming free. His biceps bulged, a grimace distorted his features, and the muscles on his shoulders bunched up as he pulled both bloody nails out of the wooden beam.

      Free at last, he dropped to the chapel floor, right behind the three soldiers that the darkness had found unworthy. Letting out a roar of triumph that echoed the savagery of Amon’s demonic transformation, Talon attacked.

      Before the soldiers could bring up their AK-47s, he was upon them. He looked like a demon himself with the inverted pentagram scar etched on his chest, blood pouring from his stigmata. He spun around and raked the points of the nails, which were still sticking from the back of his hands, across the soldier’s bare throats and faces. It felt like he’d sprung claws of steel. Throats opened and blood sprayed.

      Seconds later, he towered over the dead and the dying, his hands dripping gore, his eyes half-mad. Amon turned toward Talon and two pairs of eyes, both inhuman in their own way, met from across the chapel. The nails popped out of Talon’s hands, once again helped along by Nicole’s telekinesis, and plunked to the stone floor.

      “Your savagery won’t be a match for us,” Amon said.

      Talon was breathing heavily, sucking in oxygen in immense gulps as he steeled himself for what lay ahead. He knew Amon was right. The three dead men had been mortal. But now he was up against six demons. Seven if he counted Nicole—though she seemed to have a handle on her situation. Adrenaline couldn’t completely mask the surging pain, his throbbing hands on fire. He thanked his maker that the cultists hadn’t nailed his feet to the cross too.

      The demon soldiers, features distorted by the darkness raging inside them, closed in. Talon faced the approaching horde, knowing it would be a short battle. But at least he’d go down fighting instead of being a helpless spectator. He was ready to meet his maker.

      As he bent down to scoop up an AK-47, the second miracle occurred. Once again, he was pretty sure Nicole was the one who was pulling the strings behind the scene. Chanting voices began to rise in the chapel, growing in volume with each passing second.

      The demon soldiers paused in their approach, startled.

      Talon spotted the source of the voices. The laptops had all come back to life, and the six exorcists were back online. The chanting and powerful prayers filled the church, weaving an invisible power. Talon remembered Cabrera’s earlier words: The ritual is to make the demon vulnerable, the cross drives them out, and the blade severs their link to our reality.

      As soon as the thought passed through Talon’s mind, Cabrera’s cross flew from the priest’s hand, shot across the nave of the church, and landed in Talon’s bloody left palm. His crimson fingers closed around the holy relic and found the switch that sprang the blade at the bottom of the cross.

      He faced the horde, the crossblade in on hand, an AK-47 in the other, and a savage smile on his face. The odds were still against him, but he was armed now with both steel and magic.

      Before he could close the distance to the demon horde, a loud thumping sound rattled the giant skylights in the chapel. A large shadow fell over the windows, blotting out the sun. It was a sound all too familiar to a soldier. The buzz of an approaching helicopter could mean only one thing: Agent Doyle!

      The next moment the skylights shattered and a team of gasmask-wearing SWAT team members in heavy tactical gear exploded through the chapel’s windows on rappel lines, submachine guns blazing.
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      Agent Doyle kicked open the doors to the chapel and joined the battle. Smoke from an onslaught of gas grenades was everywhere. His breathing amplified by the gasmask on his face, he flashed his weapon, ready for some payback. Three SWAT officers flanked him, sporting the same take-no-prisoner attitude. The red beams of their laser-sighted guns speared the dense smoke and found their targets.

      It was the mirror image of another raid that had changed his life forever twenty-two years earlier. Back then, he was just a scared kid—and he hadn’t had the luxury of wearing a gasmask. His mom had told him to press a wet towel against his face, but he’d still struggled with each breath while a terrifying cacophony of gunfire and screams had filled the ranch. During those horrific minutes of the FBI assault, young Doyle had become convinced the apocalypse their cult leader had foretold was upon them. As much as he had detested cult life on the ranch, Armageddon had seemed a far more terrifying alternative.

      Doyle forced himself back to the present by unloading a number of rounds into the AK-47 wielding cultists. The apocalypse soldiers went down in a shower of red. Unleashing an unrelenting stream of bullets, Doyle advanced deeper into the chapel. After the assault on the police convoy, no one as taking any chances. Their objective was clear-cut: take out these bastards with as little collateral damage as possible. The barrage of automatic fire continued for another minute and only died down after all the cultists were on the ground.

      Doyle approached one of the downed soldiers. The chest of the man was shredded, his AK-47 laying impotently next to him in a pool of blood. These terrorists had taken out over twelve police officers, and Doyle felt nothing for the bastards.

      He was about to turn away when the bullet-riddled corpse stirred. The figure sprung to its feet with preternatural speed, eyes behind the ski mask flashing red.

      Before Doyle knew what was happening, the figure launched into him. One blow sent his submachine gun flying, and it vanished in the lingering carpet of smoke. The next punch sent him flying. He crashed into a wall with a bone-rattling crunch, slammed to the ground, and lay still. The world went fuzzy around the edges, swimming in and out of focus. Damn it, he couldn’t allow himself to pass out. Not now. Not in the midst of a conflict between life and death.

      He gasped for air, centered himself, and his vision cleared. He blinked and saw that the same horror was repeating itself throughout the chapel. The gunned-down cultists were rising from the dead and striking back at the FBI agents with inhuman savagery. AK-47s cut a bloody swath through the team. It was a replay of the terrible freeway attack. A slaughter of good men.

      For a moment, Doyle only made out shadows, the black-clad devil soldiers indistinguishable from the members of the SWAT team. The shrill screams of his men told Doyle that the tide of battle had turned.

      What are we up against?

      As soon as the question shot through his mind, he received his answer. A red-skinned, horned devil rose from the roiling smoke, his immense physique eclipsing a frozen SWAT officer. The demon’s clawed hand snatched out, closed around the SWAT member’s throat, and lifted him into the air. The officer jerked like a puppet. There was a sound of bones snapping, and the beast flicked the lifeless SWAT guy aside. The dead man vanished in the smoke.

      Doyle was reminded once again of his years spent at the cult’s compound. No matter how hard he’d tried, those formative memories had been burned into his soul. Fire and brimstone speeches had dominated daily life with the cult. Demons and devils walked the earth, corrupting unbelievers and spreading sin, all in preparation of the impending apocalypse. Now, as the demon creature unleashed a bellowing roar, Doyle was eleven years old again and knew that the day had come.

      The apocalypse had arrived.

      The demon spun toward him, and Doyle snapped a fresh magazine into his submachine gun. His rounds struck the beast’s massive chest but did nothing to halt the slow, even steps. The muzzle flash of the spitting gun illuminated the advancing monster, revealing details that would haunt Doyle for as long as he’d live. Razor-sharp teeth gleamed in the monster’s open mouth, promising agony and death.

      The monster’s shadow engulfed him, canceling out the desert light streaming through the shattered skylights. At the same time, crackling static broke over his mike, a soundtrack that underscored the horror show. The officers outside the church were asking for an update.

      We’re being massacred by demons from hell, Doyle thought crazily. He wondered how that news would go over with his superiors. Part of him was almost relieved that he’d never have to fill out a report on this case.

      Body rigid with fear, Doyle stared up at the beast and waited for certain death. The creature was almost upon him when it paused, its black eyes fixed on something to the right. Doyle craned his neck and spotted the reason for the demon’s hesitation.

      A new yet familiar figure had arrived on the scene. It was the stranger who’d pulled him out of the burning cruiser. He was bare-chested now and armed with a machine gun in one hand, a large golden cross in the other.

      The man who’d saved Doyle’s life earlier that day raised his weapons and attacked the demon.
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      The chapel had become a warzone. Bullets lashed the air as the SWAT team engaged the demon soldiers.

      Talon’s heart thudded in his ears as he sought cover behind the altar, intent on not getting caught in the crossfire. There was a blinding flash of light and an intensely loud bang. Talon shielded his eyes and pressed his hands against his ears, but he still went blind and deaf for a few seconds. Even when his senses started to work again, he could only make out vague shapes and strobelike flashes in the billowing clouds of smoke.

      At first it seemed that the SWAT guys were defeating the demon soldiers but appearances could be deceiving. Bullets might slow down these monsters, but Talon doubted they’d be sufficient to stop them. The demonic entities would protect their hosts. Only one weapon could truly destroy them, and that weapon was in Talon’s gore-smeared left hand—the crossblade.

      His suspicion was confirmed moments later when the demon soldiers rose back to their feet and returned fire. The stunned SWAT guys were caught off guard and proved to be no match for these possessed soldiers of the apocalypse.

      The team was being slaughtered. The time had come for Talon to join the fight. He scanned the chapel for Father Cabrera and Nicole, but they had vanished in the clouds of gas and human chaos. He hoped they were safe.

      As he sprung to his feet, he recalled Cabrera’s description of Nicole’s exorcism back at the hospital. The cross drove out the entity while the blade destroyed its physical manifestation. Normally this meant pressing the cross against the bare skin of the afflicted victim, since the goal was to avoid harming the innocent host. But these soldiers weren’t innocent. Talon would be able use the knife with lethal force.

      With this thought in mind, Talon lunged, his machine gun spitting cruel fire while his crossblade cut through the air. Warding off two demon soldiers with a spray of lead, he whirled toward a third and drew the crossblade across his torso. The demon’s body shook and contorted, the cross’s power in full effect. His mouth foamed as a black scorpion emerged from his lips. Before the demon could skitter away, Talon lanced the scorpion with the blade. It evaporated into thin air, the relic’s magic sending it back to whatever dark void it had crawled from.

      Talon barely slowed down as he spun around, repeating the same attack with the next two devil soldiers. The knife slashed the cultists and speared their supernatural parasites, while fire from his machine gun drove them back. As soon as the entities evacuated their hosts, the soldiers succumbed to the mortal wounds Talon had inflicted upon them.

      A force of nature, he continued to demolish the horde, one after another, until he fought his way to Amon. The apocalypse soldier loomed over Doyle, ready to strike at the FBI agent.

      Each one of these soldiers had returned from the war with a demon inside of them—a demon born from the horrors they’d faced and the hard decisions they’d made. Failing to overcome their darkness, they’d embraced it and chosen to become demons themselves. Talon had a demon too. It had been infecting his life ever since the darkness had claimed his Michelle. But he wouldn’t let this darkness consume him. He’d been given a rare opportunity most men never receive.

      A chance to face and slay his demon.

      Michelle’s face flashing in his mind, he emptied a magazine into Amon. The bullets ripped through the massive muscles with ferocious force and punched the monster back. Then Talon was upon him, the crossblade zeroing in on the fiend’s heart. All he needed to do was drive the knife home and wait for the parasite to burst forth.

      Amon was expecting the attack.

      A massive paw snapped around the hand holding the incoming crossblade and stopped it inches before it would’ve pierced his flesh. Retaliating, Amon lunged forward, burying gleaming razor-sharp teeth into Talon’s bare shoulder.

      Talon cried out and backed away, blood streaming from the bite wound. Amon glared at him, his inhuman teeth rimmed red. He bellowed and grabbed Talon, lifted him into the air like a ragdoll, and tossed him across the length of the chapel. He crashed into the altar with devastating force, the impact knocking the wind out of him and sending the AK-47 flying.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Amon rushing toward him with thundering steps like a nightmarish offensive tackle. He was somewhat slowed by the exorcism prayers but still powerful enough to destroy him upon impact.

      Forty feet separated the apocalypse soldier from Talon.

      Spent, part of him wanted to just stay put and await the inevitable but the memory of what this beast had done to Michelle spurred him on.

      Thirty feet.

      Talon picked himself up, a man of blood.

      Twenty feet.

      He climbed onto the altar.

      Ten feet.

      Stumbled erect on the altar, now towering over the incoming demon.

      Five feet.

      He closed both hands around the crossblade. Ready to face his maker, Talon leaped at the incoming monster as if he was stage diving at some heavy metal concert.

      He crashed into Amon, and the impact sent man and demon flying. As they rolled over the church floor, Talon brought up the blade and drove it deep into Amon’s gut. Before the monster could dig its teeth into him again, he rolled away, bolted to his feet in one smooth motion, and whirled, crossblade up…

      Just in time for the black scorpion to dig itself out of the knife-wound in Amon’s stomach. As the scorpion shot across the floor, Talon rammed the blade into it with a satisfying splat. The demonic insect dispersed into thin air, emitting a keening wail.

      Amon stumbled backward, hands clawing his bleeding gut. His transformation was already reversing, details obscured by the tendrils of smoke. One moment he was a monster, another he was merely a man who dreamt of being one.

      Realizing what was happening to him, Amon retreated into the roiling smoke. Talon picked himself up, every part of his body aching. Finally the smoke had cleared enough and he was able to spot Nicole and Cabrera. She was crouched over the unconscious priest, keeping him close. Was the demon still inside of her? The answer would have to wait. Amon was getting away. Talon was about to run after him when the sound of a magazine being snapped into a machine gun gave him pause.

      He turned.

      Doyle raised his weapon and aimed it at Talon. For a moment he faced the FBI agent. Doyle was barely able to stay on his feet and his hand shook, but even a wounded shooter could do damage with a spray of lead. To Talon’s surprise, Doyle lowered the weapon and said, “Go and send that fucker to hell where he belongs.”

      Talon nodded, picked up an AK-47, and raced after Amon.

      

      ***

      

      A hawk circled above the monastery as Talon emerged from the chapel. The white-hot sun greeted him, and for a moment he stumbled on the sandy terrain. Between his chewed-up shoulder and the holes in his hands, he’d lost a lot of blood. But his feet kept taking one step after another, driven forward by the thought of vengeance. There was no sign of Amon, almost as if the desert had swallowed him whole, but the trail of blood told a different story. It led him down the dirt road toward the cultists’ vehicles. Up ahead, an engine revved and the Hummer jumped into motion.

      It didn’t get far. After less than a hundred feet, the Hummer veered off the road and slammed into a rocky outcropping. Smoke belched from the hood.

      Looks like I’m not the only one who’s messed up.

      Talon advanced carefully, not sure if Amon had a back-up firearm in the vehicle. As he drew closer, a hand reached out of the driver’s window and, sure enough, squeezed off a couple of rounds. The attack felt perfunctory and desperate. Each bullet missed him by a wide margin, kicking up the hard-packed ground. Amon’s aim was way off, which Talon hoped meant he must be succumbing to his wounds. He counted the shots, and once the magazine was empty, he continued his approach, AK-47 raised.

      As he drew closer, his enemy became visible. Amon was slumped behind the wheel, covered with blood that had turned his shirt the color of his dyed skin. He breathed shallowly, his black eyes peering out at the desert landscape. What did the man who dreamt of being a demon see during his hour of defeat? Between the boiling heat and the barren wasteland, maybe he could pretend to already be gazing out at the searing plains of hell.

      Hearing his approach, Amon tilted his head toward him. Compared to the monster he’d turned into briefly in the chapel, his old appearance felt pathetic and ridiculous in the bright sunlight, a cheap Halloween mask that failed to terrify. Above, a police helicopter circled, but Talon hoped Doyle had told them to not take a shot at him.

      “I know you don’t fear hell,” Talon said, ”but I wonder what awaits someone who has failed his dark masters.”

      Amon spat blood and said venomously, “I’ll say hello to your bitch when I get there.”

      Talon raised the AK-47.

      A heartbeat before he depressed the trigger, he recalled a quote from the Bible that he’d first heard when he was an altar boy, something that had always stuck with him: If anyone kills Cain, vengeance will be taken on him sevenfold.”

      He took no little pleasure in pumping seven rounds into Amon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon faced Michelle’s grave as sheets of rain poured from dark clouds. She’d been buried just south of San Francisco in Colam, a town famous for its many cemeteries, and the distinction of having more dead residents than living souls.

      Talon lowered the wreath next to the tombstone and turned away. Today marked five months since his fiancée’s murder. He hoped that the death of one of her killers would bring her peace the way it had for him.

      Rain pelted his face as he walked toward the waiting Tesla Model X parked near the gates of the cemetery. He got in and took a seat next to Casca, who was keeping himself busy with his iPad. The billionaire looked up from whatever text he’d been perusing. “It’s raining something fierce out here.”

      “After Arizona, it’s a nice change of pace. So what are you reading?” Talon asked.

      “Actually some fascinating research on RVPs.”

      “RVPs?”

      “Radio voice phenomena. Research into receiving the voices of the deceased over the air.”

      “Sounds like perfect reading material while visiting a cemetery.”

      Casca grinned. The Tesla began to move, the rain-soaked landscape of tombstones flashing past their windows.

      “I just spoke with Father Cabrera, and it appears he’s doing better with each day. I’m surprised. Don’t Delta guys shoot to kill?”

      “We do.”

      With a shrug, Casca said, “Maybe it’s a miracle.”

      Talon had never believed in miracles, but neither had he put much credence in monsters and demons. In a world where the forces of darkness could walk among us, why couldn’t a miracle or two be possible?

      Casca extricated a familiar item from his suit jacket. The Sumerian pentagram amulet. “Oh, before I forget. Cabrera was nice enough to have the brotherhood return the amulet.” He handed it to Talon.

      After killing Amon, Talon had not returned to the chapel. He’d felt confident that Nicole was in control of her situation and knew that medical help was on the way. If he hung around, he’d risk being arrested. He didn’t plan on spending his remaining days in a jail cell while the forces of darkness waged their shadow war. He was needed in the field.

      As he took off on the Ducati, the police helicopter hovering above the chapel didn’t follow him. Doyle’s gratitude for having saved his life twice in the same day must’ve outweighed his professional curiosity. Perhaps their paths would cross again in the future, maybe this time as allies.

      “You got to be better about not leaving these items behind, Sergeant. Magical weapons don’t grow on trees.”

      “You’re never going to let me forget about the demon slayer blade, are you now? You try fighting a demonic cyborg with explosives going off all around you and see if you remember to pull the knife out of the bad guy.”

      Casca smiled. “My spies, who include a certain Detective Serrone, assure me it’s safe in some SFPD evidence locker. I’m working on getting it back.”

      “Good to hear. How is Nicole doing?” Talon asked.

      “She has decided to remain at the monastery for now,” Casca said. “To continue to learn about the darkness inside her. To become better at controlling it.”

      “Did Cabrera try to exorcise her demon?’

      “They did, but it isn’t working. When Nicole tapped into the entity’s power, it permanently fused with her. Every day she faces a new battle with the creature, a never-ending struggle over who will be in control. But she is also able to harness the demon’s abilities.”

      Talon considered this.

      “For now she’s found a way to conquer her darkness. I’ll be monitoring her progress.”

      “Keep me updated.”

      Casca arched an eyebrow. “How about you? How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit. I might have to take you up on that offer for some R&R days.”

      Casca was both surprised and pleased by his request.

      “I think they’re well deserved and long overdue. I still have Autumn’s number if you feel like spending some time in LA.”

      “Actually, I was thinking of visiting an old military buddy in New York City.”

      Talon smiled. A trip to Queens would be a good way to reconnect with his former life even if it was only for a short period.

      The ghostly cemetery receded and for a moment, death seemed far away. Talon knew all too well that the moment of peace wouldn’t last, but he’d enjoy the momentary lull until the fight began again.

      They’d won another battle, but the war against the darkness would go on.

      Maybe the apocalypse was coming.

      But it wasn’t going to be today.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3: Ice Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Story So Far

          

        

      

    

    
      After a decade spent fighting the enemy abroad and keeping his country safe, Delta Force Operator Mark Talon is ready to settle down with the love of his life. But Talon’s world crumbles when his fiancée becomes the victim of a murderous cult.

      

      In the wake of his terrible loss, Talon dedicates himself to a new mission – hunting down twisted occultists around the globe and stopping them before they can unleash the forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting world...

      

      In Ice Shadows, his quest for vengeance will take him to the icy plains of Norway…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      WHIRLING SNOWFLAKES LANDED on Kristin’s face like icy kisses as her athletic frame hurtled down the steep mountain at fifty-plus miles per hour. Sending sprays of powder into the air, she skied with the skill and carefree abandon of someone in their mid-twenties. All around her, a state-of-the art lighting system turned the tree-lined slopes into an azure, phantasmagorical winter wonderland.

      Kristin had arrived in Bergen, Norway, less than 48 hours earlier. Originally from Oslo, she worked as an account executive for a large advertising firm in London but tried to visit as often as her hectic schedule permitted. After the failure of her most recent romantic relationship, a doomed coupling with a French commercial director, the mountains of her homeland had been calling her.

      Ahead the trail forked and Kristin opted for the steeper, more challenging backcountry chute. Twilight deepened and the woods grew dark. With fewer light poles available, she’d have to rely on her other senses. She tightened her body, further increasing her speed.

      For a moment her problems ceased to matter and she felt in complete control. How she wished some of that confidence extended to her love life. She had tried to convince herself that Pierre was just a fling, but she was heartbroken. Their relationship had lasted for less than a month before the flowers and fancy dinners gave way to unanswered calls and unreturned texts. After three days of radio silence, she’d gotten the hint – the Frenchman had moved on. Why had she thought she could tame a well-known Lothario and heartbreaker?

      She was pulled out of her thoughts when her eyes landed on an unexpected obstacle directly ahead. A six-foot high wall of ice blocked the narrow trail. The blockade flexed and rippled in the starlight. She’d seen videos of ice heaves, tsunami-style waves of frozen water rippling over shorelines and damaging homes. She had forgotten the science behind the phenomenon, but she did know it occurred near lakes and required strong winds. So what had triggered such a strange anomaly at this high altitude? And why did it only seem to be affecting the ski trail?

      All these thoughts slashed through her mind within a handful of seconds. The time for speculation had run out – the ice barrier was upon her. She had to act fast. A direct impact at this speed would kill her.

      Kristin dug the edges of her skis into the powder. The maneuver sent her flying. Airborne, she twisted her body in midair and landed butt-first, as she’d been trained to do. Her derriere absorbed the brunt of the fall as she slid down the trail on her back. The powdery snow cushioned the impact and Kristin counted her blessings. An icy surface would have been far less pleasant.

      For a moment she just lay there, the cold seeping through her ski jacket. Her breath misted in the chilly darkness. She predicted some ugly bruises in the morning, but her training and quick reflexes had spared her any broken bones. With a determined grunt Kristin performed a press up while holding the base of her poles with an uphill hand. Her upper body strength was well developed from regular gym visits and she quickly got back on her feet.

      She dusted thick clumps of snow off her ski-suit and bindings before taking a closer look at the surreal sight in front of her. A row of frozen stalagmites jabbed into the air like the teeth of some buried ice giant.

      Kristin shivered as she gained a stronger sense of her situation. She was alone on the deserted chute and no sound broke the unnerving silence. Making matters worse, one of the nearby light poles began to flicker and grow dark.

      Shit! Other lights followed suit and winked off, drenching the mountain in darkness. The sole illumination now emanated from the dim stars overhead. What was going on? She decided to round the barrier and continue down the mountain as quickly as possible. She instinctively sensed that she was in danger.

      To suppress her fear, she concentrated on the task at hand. She trudged along the frozen barricade, moving toward the tree-line on the left side of the trail. How she wished some other skier would materialize, but the odds were slim considering the late hour.

      The sound of her skis crunching over the snow echoed eerily on the forlorn trail and her pulse quickened. The wind had picked up and now cut through her clothes. Her teeth chattered and each breath was like inhaling ice. So much for being inured to the cold. She always teased her British colleagues when they complained about their comparatively mild winters. But this was different. The temperature must have dropped over twenty degrees since she took her tumble in the snow. How was this possible?

      She reached the trees and began to round the strange ice wall. Behind her the branches stirred, wooden fingers brushing against her back. She stifled a scream.

      Get a grip on yourself!

      Just a few more seconds and she’d be on her way, blasting down the trail and headed for the safety of the base about 800 feet below.

      She suddenly noticed strange carvings etched into the trees. Her eyes narrowed and she had to lean forward to catch a better look. As a native Norwegian, she recognized the symbols as runes, the characters of the alphabet used by the ancient people of Northern Europe. She didn’t know the meaning of these symbols, but it deepened her sense of dread. Heart hammering in her chest, she turned away from the trees and wove around the icy obstacle. Fear fueled her movements. Reality had narrowed to one simple objective — she had to get back on the trail.

      Her singular focus paid off and she reached the other side of the ice wall, only to grow dead still… Three human silhouettes blocked the trail ahead.

      A scream wanted to escape from Kristin’s throat, but her lips were frozen shut. The tall, gaunt snowboarders loomed before her, creating a human barrier across the width of the chute. Even if she managed to somehow weave around them, nothing would stop them from chasing after her.

      The spooky trio advanced. As they stepped into the moonlight, Kristin realized they all wore fiberglass skull-helmets favored by both hardcore snowboarders and paintballers. They looked more like monstrous, medieval skeleton creatures than masked humans.

      Despite the punishing cold and her mounting terror, Kristin exploded into motion. Using her poles, she pushed away from the figures and shot back toward the trees.

      She had barely advanced a few feet when a massive silhouette peeled from the shadow-soaked woods, barring her escape. Like the others, he wore a skull-mask that erased all humanity from his visage and a glittering knife extended from his gloved hand.

      Kristin’s piercing scream cut through the forest but was quickly drowned out by the unforgiving wind.
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      THEY CALLED HIM the vampire.

      His real name was Rezok and he was the lead singer of the Norwegian black metal band Ice God. He also happened to be the reason why Mark Talon had come to Bergen, Norway and found himself in a rundown pub surrounded by a mob of screaming, drunk fans. Any minute now Ice God would hit the stage, and the anticipation in the crowd was palpable.

      Talon shared their excitement, but for different reasons. This was a recon mission and he hoped to catch a closer look at the enemy.

      All eyes in the club remained riveted on the dark stage, lips mouthing the lyrics to their favorite doom-and-gloom songs. The surging throng wore exclusively black - any other color was frowned upon. Interspersed with the hardcore constituents were a few conservative-looking guys seeking to get drunk while listening to some gnarly Norwegian metal. Judging from the disapproving stares these outsiders received, the “real” fans considered them impersonators who lacked the balls to commit. It took more to make you a true member of the scene than loosening that tie and trading a pair of slacks for black jeans, after putting in a long week as a cubicle drone.

      Talon’s years as a special operator in Afghanistan and Iraq had taught him the value of blending in and becoming part of the scenery. He’d opted for the black metal uniform of choice: a leather jacket, jeans and steel-tipped combat boots. The T-shirt of an obscure Danish band with an illegible name sold the look. No one questioned the authenticity of his commitment to the movement. Or if they did, his six-foot-one, well-muscled frame and the fire in his eyes made them keep it to themselves.

      Talon inhaled the sour stench of wood soaked in beer mixed with human perspiration. He had frequented enough shitty Third World dives in his Delta days to pick up on the undercurrent of violence when it was present. Some of the characters in this crowd were already visibly drunk, chasing vodka shots with beer and letting out shouts of anticipation while fist-pumping the air. Talon took a sip of his Rignes Pils, Norway’s leading brew, and waited.

      He didn’t have to wait for long.

      The lights soon dimmed and the bar grew silent. Even the hushed whispers ceased. The energy had changed — an air of reverence and wonder now permeated the establishment.

      The stage lit up in a blaze of lights that speared through the pub’s smoky darkness. Four tall, gaunt and long-haired figures stood revealed. The silence gave way to ecstatic howls.

      The members of Ice God were decked out in leather trench coats and black pants complemented by motorcycle boots. Spiked gauntlets and belts encircled their wrists and waists. Each band member wore a rune around his neck on a string necklace. Corpse paint with black highlights covered their faces. They made Talon think of Goths on steroids, or a twisted version of KISS. But unlike the classic, playful ‘70s rock group, these sinister figures projected a worn, haunted quality and their blackened eyes glittered with contempt and hatred. Lost souls who had declared war against mainstream society.

      Only item missing is the church-burning kit, Talon thought.

      Talon scanned the stage. Still no sign of Rezok. The feverish anticipation in the pub was nearing its breaking point. Suddenly a raspy, grave voice emanated from the darkness.

      “Are you ready for the final winter?”

      The question achieved its desired effect - the crowd went nuts. Rezok knew how to work up his flock, and they were eager for it. The power of the black-metal god could not be denied. As the band began to unleash the first volley of their sonic assault, the lights dimmed slightly in anticipation of the night’s main attraction. The guitars rose to a furious crescendo as Rezok stepped onto the stage.

      One glance told Talon the reports had been true. Ice God’s lead singer didn’t have to wear corpse paint to create a vampiric countenance; his complete absence of pigment appeared to be natural. Rezok was an albino, his skin and long flowing hair a pure white color. Like all those afflicted with this chromosomal abnormality, he had a heightened sensitivity to light. Defying the myths that had sprung up around albinism, his eyes weren’t pink or red but a faded gray and burned with an intensity that electrified the room.

      Talon remembered watching an interview where Rezok claimed that he buried his clothes before a performance so they would soak up the scent of the grave. The outlandish claims had elicited chuckles, but Talon wasn’t laughing right now. Something about experiencing Ice God’s lead singer up close made it impossible to ignore him. Rezok was a force to be reckoned with.

      He brought up his mic and switched to Norwegian, barking another guttural greeting at his enraptured fans. Talon didn’t understand the words, but he could gauge their effect on the crowd - Rezok was rallying an army.

      Fighting in the war on terror had given Talon a healthy respect for the power of misguided ideology. It didn’t matter whether it was a Jihadist preaching to a flock of extreme Islamists in some Saudi Arabian mosque or a Norwegian black-metal god addressing his followers in a Bergen dive.

      The music kicked in. The shrieked vocals, demonic tempos and static-infused production built into a roar of angst, fury and loathing. Despite the noise and unfiltered aggression, Talon couldn’t deny the undeniable power and evil beauty of the band’s ferocious set.

      Talon didn’t judge people by the music they listened to. Hell, he’d followed his share of crazy bands over the years. Theatrics came with the gig. The edgier the band, the greater the appeal. But black metal seemed to be all about the edge and the abyss that lurked beyond.

      As Ice God powered through the first couple of songs, the throng erupted in a blaze of violent movement. Rezok’s leather-clad followers pumped their arms as if possessed. Elbows shot out wildly. Enthralled by the performance, no one cared who was hit or hurt during these drunken pub aerobics. Most of the fans welcomed the violent onslaught, cherishing each bruise and bloody nose as hard-earned, much-treasured battle scars.

      One foolish fan tried to elbow Talon in the ribs.

      Bad idea.

      Talon anticipated the sly attack, sidestepped the blow and snatched the big man’s right hand. He twisted the limb and the fan let out a pain-filled grunt. They traded glances and Talon’s cold, hard stare made him back off.

      You’re not as dumb as you look, Talon thought.

      As the concert wore on, somehow the message got around not to mess with the American and the other moshing fans maintained a respectful distance.

      Talon continued to study the spectral figures, memorizing their movements. They all shared a lean, lanky quality he’d found among the best operators. The aggressive athleticism of their performance could not be denied. He’d have to factor their speed and stamina into any future encounters with them. If Simon Casca’s intel was to be believed, two of the band members were once in the Marinejegerkommandoen, the Norwegian special forces. They’d been kicked out of the MJK after being accused of assault and rape. Talon wasn’t going up against some soft, beer-bellied mama’s boys with a penchant for pagan rock. These were elite soldiers gone bad.

      All of a sudden, an overeager concertgoer jumped up on stage and whipped out a razorblade. The piece of sharp metal sparkled in the strobing spotlights.

      Talon saw no fear in Rezok’s eyes. Instead, his dead-white features lit up with an approving smile.

      The fan raised both his hands and bowed as if he had indeed entered the presence of some Nordic god. Without hesitation, he drew the razor over his palm and held up his gushing hand at Rezok in a twisted salute. The abrupt movement sent speckles of blood flying across the stage. A few drops hit Rezok’s face, the crimson in stark contrast with the marble of his skin.

      What happened next stunned Talon. With a hungry smile, Rezok licked his lips until the enamel of his teeth turned scarlet with the other man’s blood.

      Talon was beginning to understand how Rezok had earned his nickname.
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      AFTER AN HOUR of being a willing target for Ice God’s sonic assault, Talon stepped out of the pub. An unforgiving blast of arctic air greeted him and frozen pinpricks raked his lungs. Norway was experiencing its worst winter in decades. Even the locals famous for their fortitude in the face of bitter weather were beginning to complain.

      Talon headed for the pub’s deserted parking lot. According to Casca’s file on Rezok, the black-metal singer owned a 1999 Hyundai. Talon immediately spotted the van. Its body was scarred with rust and looked beaten up. The windows were tinted and tattooed with the peeling stickers of various ominous bands. Skulls and pentagrams abounded. The vehicle radiated a sinister energy and lurked like a dangerous beast in the lot.

      On a logical level Talon knew the van was used to carry the band’s equipment, but a primitive part of him was convinced it might contain far darker cargo. He swiftly placed a radio transmitter under the group’s ride. From now on he would be tracking every move Ice God made.

      Objective achieved, Talon slipped into the night. Despite the cold, he decided to walk back to his hotel instead of cabbing it. He wanted to build up his mental toughness to the climate but also hoped to gain a better situational awareness of the picturesque city. Memorizing a map was a poor substitute for exploring a place on foot.

      The icy night air cut deep into his bones as he walked along the water, passing a line of moored, swaying boats. Bergen was founded more than 900 years ago but today it is Norway’s second largest city, with a population of 240,000.

      To Talon, Bergen felt both modern and magical, an example of living history. Rows of postcard-perfect homes climbed up the mountainside and overlooked the sea. The irony was not lost on him that a country with one of the lowest crime rates in the world and best social support systems would spawn a musical genre dedicated to Armageddon and chaos.

      Talon’s thoughts remained preoccupied with his latest target. Despite the nickname, Rezok wasn’t a supernatural creature of the night. Vampires weren’t real. The enemies Talon faced in this new war were evil men, not fantastical creations. Fools reckless and ruthless enough to tap into occult forces that they could never hope to understand, much less control, these misguided souls were attempting to unlock ancient secrets and harness powers beyond anything the human imagination could conjure. And sometimes in their insane attempts to master the dark arts, monsters could indeed be born.

      As Talon passed the fish market, his thoughts turned back to the events of the last 48 hours, and what had set him on Rezok’s trail...
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        * * *

      

      He was staying with an old Army buddy in Astoria, Queens, when he received Simon Casca’s text. The billionaire, according to Forbes one of the 100 richest men in the country, expected to meet him in an hour for lunch. He’d chosen Bar Primi in the Bowery, one the hottest new Italian eateries in Manhattan. Was the billionaire showing off again, or did rich people just gravitate toward trendy places? Talon suspected it was a bit of both. Personally, he’d take a burger and fries over some fancy, overpriced small-plate dinner any day of the week. But as long as Casca was picking up the check, why not indulge him.

      Talon caught the next subway headed into the city. Talon sensed that the impending lunch wasn’t a social call. Three weeks had gone by since the horrifying events in Arizona and his instincts told him the brief lull in the fighting was nearing its end. The billionaire would have a new mission for him. A mixture of excitement and dread filled the pit of his stomach. Going into battle was never easy. All too soon, he’d be facing the horrors once more.

      Talon found it hard to believe that only four months had passed since he first ran into Casca, back in San Francisco. It felt like the eccentric billionaire had been part of his life for a lot longer. Most of the world regarded Casca as just another rich weirdo, a 21st Century Howard Hughes.

      Talon knew better.

      Simon Casca had studied the world’s occult traditions for years and had become one of the leading experts on the subject. Similar to the NSA, which monitored the chatter of various terrorist networks, Casca kept his ear to the ground when it came to worldwide occult activity. If a biker gang had been accused of devil worship or an African warlord was rumored to practice Vaudun rituals, it would be on Casca’s radar. If he concluded there was something to the reports, a real possibility that evil men were trying to tap into some ancient darkness, Casca would send Talon after them.

      He got off the train at Astor Plaza and walked the remaining blocks. The crisp December air put a bounce in his step. He loved winters in Manhattan. As long as the sky remained clear and the sun burned bright, he didn’t mind the cold.

      A few minutes later he walked through the doors of Bar Primi. The establishment exuded an authentic, Old World charm. Despite it not being noon yet, the place was filling up already. The hostess led Talon to what appeared to be the best table in the house. No surprise there – Casca traveled in style.

      The man himself was sipping an aperitif and enjoying Italian bread and olive oil. He faced an open Stealth MacBook Pro that, at $6000 dollars, was one of the most expensive laptops in the world. The SofTouch housing left the machine with a no-nonsense matte-black finish even Batman would be envious of. Casca had told Talon Apple produced a limited-edition run of ten units and he owned two of the 256GB SSD machines. Show off!

      Talon had barely sat down when the waitress arrived with a perfectly chilled bottle of Peroni. Talon gratefully accepted the Italian beer and his gaze found a smiling Casca.

      The two men represented a study in contrasts. Talon was athletic and rugged with an animal magnetism, while the twenty-five-year-old Casca projected wealth and sophistication with a boyish charm. Talon favored jeans and a green Army surplus jacket while Casca wore two-thousand-dollar skintight suits by Prada, befitting a man worth north of a billion dollars.

      What connected these two men was shared tragedy. Both their lives had been devastated by the occult.

      Casca hadn’t even turned twelve when members of a devil cult invaded his parents’ lush Silicon Valley estate and slaughtered the servants and his sister. Only Casca had been spared and was taken hostage by the cult. They were about to sacrifice Casca when the FBI raided the estate and saved his life.

      The horrific experience had shaped him as greatly as the events in San Francisco had impacted Talon. In the years that followed, Casca began to prepare for a war with the occult. Despite his vast knowledge and considerable resources, he lacked the training and lethal skill to carry out his plan. He needed a modern-day warrior and found one when his path crossed with that of the Delta operator.

      Talon would be the soldier the billionaire could only aspire to be, the man in the field operating with all the firepower and knowledge Casca’s wealth and expertise could provide.

      Talon could be Casca’s assassin.

      The billionaire flashed him a welcoming smile. “I took the liberty of ordering your drink – service can be a bit slow around lunchtime.”

      “Thanks.” Talon sipped his Peroni. It felt refreshing and made him recall his stay in the Milan countryside a few months back, when he tracked a satanic cult that was abducting and murdering tourists.

      “Have you had a chance to recover somewhat from the events in Arizona?”

      “If you’re asking me if I’m ready to get back to work, the answer is yes.” After a beat, he added, “So what’s good here?”

      “I hear the Orrechiette with sausage is exquisite. The mussel app is supposed to be pretty amazing too…”

      “Why don’t you just order for both of us?” Talon suggested.

      Casca nodded and indicated to the server that they were ready. The billionaire used the Italian names of all the dishes. Though Talon spoke four languages, Italian wasn’t one of them. He would just let Casca surprise him. You can’t go wrong with Italian, right?

      Once the waiter turned away from the table, Casca removed a small stone engraved with a strange symbol and slid it toward Talon, who eyed it curiously. “Familiar with rune stones?”

      Talon inspected the item in question. He’d done his share of reading on the occult in the last year, learning and studying the enemy, but he was a long ways from becoming an expert like Casca.

      “Runes were a form of writing used by the ancient northern European tribes,” Talon said, “the Celts, Vikings and Germans, before they adopted the Latin alphabet when they became Christianized. In short, runes are Viking hieroglyphics.”

      “I’m impressed. Someone has been doing their homework.”

      Talon took another swig of his beer, his eyes never leaving Casca. “Your turn. What’s this all about?”

      “In addition to being a writing system, runes served a purpose in magic. We find evidence of this in Icelandic magical staves and Germanic runic spells—“

      “Get to the point, Dr. Strange,” Talon said with a grin. He wouldn’t quite call Casca a friend — in a weird way, they had become too dependent on each other for that label. They were partners, business associates, comrades in arms, but not buddies. At least not how Talon understood the term. They didn’t catch movies, hit bars or play sports together. Casca was part general and part intelligence officer, and their dynamic was all business. The billionaire respected Talon’s marksmanship and steely self-command in combat situations. Talon admired Casca’s vast knowledge and the laser-like focus he brought to their asymmetrical shadow war against the forces of darkness.

      Over the course of the last few months, however, Talon had come to the conclusion that he liked his benefactor and even enjoyed teasing him from time to time.

      “A number of rune stones were stolen from various Scandinavian museums in the last six months,“ Casca elaborated. “The most recent robbery occurred at the Icelandic Museum of Sorcery and Witchcraft.” He punched up the photographs of the rune stones and continued. “The original rune set, the futhark, consists of 24 runes, which can be divided into three sets of eight known as Aetts.”

      His eyes lit up with intellectual enthusiasm for the subject matter. The billionaire had developed a genuine fascination for the occult that sometimes worried Talon. Personally, he had a little less patience for the esoteric details. Just tell me what I’m up against and who I need to take out, Talon thought.

      “All the stolen runes are part of a set that belonged to Sar Akka, the winter warlock. He was a feared Finnish practitioner of the dark arts who worshipped the Nordic Ice God, Ull. If the legends are to be believed, the rune stones gave Sar Akka Ull’s power to control snow and ice. He was captured by witchhunters in 1754 and executed for his alleged black magic crimes.”

      “Sounds like a lovely Christmas story, perfect for the whole family.”

      Casca cocked an eyebrow at Talon, yet chose not respond to the flippant comment. He might not always find Talon’s humor amusing, but he had come to tolerate it. “The rune set was broken up and disbursed across the various Scandinavian nations, to prevent them from being reunited.”

      “Until now,“ Talon said.

      Casca nodded.

      “So who do you suspect is behind these robberies?” Talon asked. Casca would have a theory. He always did.

      “Are you familiar with black metal music?” Casca inquired.

      Talon shook his head. He had been a bit of a metalhead back in the day, but nowadays his taste ran toward hard rock and alternative. That’s what turning 30 could do to you.

      “Black metal evolved from Swedish death metal in the ‘80s and became weaponized by extreme ideology in the ‘90s. Initially dabbling with Satanism, the movement soon came to embrace Paganism and ancient Norse ritual.” Casca tapped a button on his laptop. An image of Rezok and the other members of Ice God flashed onscreen.

      Talon immediately took note of Rezok’s genetic affliction.

      “One of the biggest bands in the scene is Ice God, led by its outspoken lead singer Rezok. Suspected of murder and a string of church burnings but there hasn’t been enough evidence to make any of it stick.”

      “Charming.”

      A new image of Rezok appeared onscreen and showed the ghostly musician skiing down a series of steep mountains. With his alabaster skin, he blended in with the frozen background.

      “Rezok is a dedicated, Olympic-level nightskier and obsessed with Scandinavian occult magic. He’s known for combining Norse magical imagery in the look and songs of his band. The winter warlock is one of Rezok’s spiritual heroes and the inspiration for his music. Over the years, he’s acquired three of Sar Akka’s rune stones at various auctions across Europe.”

      “And you believe he decided to complete his collection.”

      “Let’s just say Ice God’s touring schedule corresponds with the dates on which the theft of the other stones occurred. They were in the right country at the right time.”

      “What does Rezok plan to do with these stones?”

      “Good question. Since Ice God’s return to Norway, seven women have gone missing.”

      Talon’s eyes narrowed at this latest revelation. The last few months had taught him that human sacrifice fueled ritual magic. Had these missing women become part of some ancient Nordic rite?

      “Tell me about the missing women.”

      “All of them were in their twenties, white, blonde, of Norwegian descent.”

      “How is the police investigation proceeding?”

      “The authorities refuse to acknowledge a link and are treating the abductions as unrelated crimes, to stave off a panic. But people are talking and rumors are spreading.”

      “Any patterns to the kidnappings?”

      “The vics were all locals from the Oslo and Bergen region.”

      Talon studied the image of Ice God again.

      “Even more disconcerting is the fact that Norway is experiencing its harshest winter in recorded history. I’ve analyzed the temperature pattern and it keeps dropping a few degrees with each successive kidnapping.”

      “You think Rezok has been sacrificing these women?”

      The question triggered a flash of his fiancée’s face in his mind, and Talon balled his fist until the white of his bones stood out beneath his taut skin.

      “A life for each stone,” Casca said grimly.

      “So only one sacrifice remains to complete the set.”

      Casca nodded gravely. “Time is running out.”

      “What happens after the eighth sacrifice?”

      “According to the legends, the winter warlock’s ritual resulted in a series of catastrophic avalanches in Finland that killed hundreds of people.”

      “You think Rezok is trying to bury his hometown under a mountain of snow?”

      “That’s for you to find out. I took the liberty of booking you a flight to Oslo. Your plane leaves at 1800 hours.” Casca leaned closer. “You understand what must be done.”

      Talon nodded. He understood.

      If Ice God turned out to be guilty of these crimes their musical career would be coming to an untimely end.
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      AFTER THE SHOW, Talon arrived at a quaint bed-and-breakfast nestled in the center of the city. A soothing warmth greeted him inside the front lobby. When he checked in hours earlier, there had been a sour middle-aged man behind the reception desk but an attractive blonde in her twenties now stood in his place. She looked up from a thick chemistry book and regarded Talon with friendly eyes.

      “Enjoying sunny Norway?” she said.

      “Should’ve booked that trip to Hawaii.”

      To Talon’s surprise, he returned her smile. Something about the desk clerk’s open, genuine expression broke down his defenses. He’d been guarded around women since the death of his fiancée. His whole world had crumbled when he lost Michelle. Grief threatened to render him useless and he had replaced the emotion with anger that quickly metastasized into armor.

      He knew he couldn’t go on indefinitely like this. His self-imposed solitude was taking its psychological toll. No woman could ever take Michelle’s place, but she’d want him to move on or at least find momentary comfort from the horrors he hunted.

      Part of him was tempted to keep the conversation going, but he decided against it. This was neither the time nor the place. Talon quickly wished the Scandinavian beauty a good night and turned towards the staircase.

      A minute later he stepped into his room. It mirrored the warmth of the establishment. The wood-paneled walls and plush carpets created the illusion of being in a cozy cabin, but the titanium case resting on the freshly made bed reminded him that he wasn’t here on vacation.

      Talon switched on the TV to a local news station. He couldn’t understand the language but drew some comfort from the sound of other human voices. The scent of the pub clung to him and his hands felt like blocks of ice. A hot shower would hopefully wash away the grime and get his blood pumping.

      Unfortunately, it took forever for the water to warm up. The heaters hissed and strained, waging a losing battle against the frigid cold outside.

      Talon made this shower a quick one.

      As he toweled himself off, he caught a glimpse of his reflection. His physique was perfectly muscled, without an ounce of fat, and lined with various scars accrued over the last decade of warfare. A history of violence had been etched over his body.

      The largest scar happened to be the most recent one. An inverted, five-pointed star had been carved into his massive chest. Talon earned the pentagram during his first battle with Zagan, back in San Francisco, and no laser technology in the world could remove the thick-webbed scar tissue.

      The demonic symbol of darkness served as a daily reminder of the enemy he faced.

      Talon slipped into a T-shirt and sweats, then returned to the bedroom. He was still on New York time and refused to go to bed just yet. He feared that a restless night lay ahead for him, a night in which he would be haunted by the lifeless faces of the missing women. Better to put his excess energy to good use and once more review all the intel at his disposal.

      With the TV news droning away in the background, he started analyzing a map of Norway and noting where the victims had gone missing. The first woman had vanished in Oslo on the same weekend that Ice God was performing in the capital. Four more women disappeared in surrounding towns.

      Talon quickly established a link with Ice God’s touring schedule. The police weren’t seeing the pattern because they didn’t know what to look for. Casca had approached the case from a completely different angle and established the connection.

      Did the live shows factor into some type of overarching occult ritual, Talon wondered. He remembered all too well how Rezok’s guttural, haunting musical set had mesmerized the crowd. It sent a chill down Talon’s spine.

      He didn’t consider himself a superstitious or overtly spiritual person. A born skeptic, he viewed reality from a practical perspective. The last year had forced him to change that about himself. Letting go of his old worldview had been the hardest part. Stories he would have once found laughable now defined his daily reality.

      Talon switched from the map to a series of articles Casca had put together for him. Ever since Ice God’s earlier troubles with the law, the band had become ghosts. Little was known about the eerie quartet. They didn’t seem to have a phone number, email or mailing address. Rezok’s band communicated with their fanbase solely through their website. Gigs were announced at random times and you had to be a devoted follower who checked their page on a regular basis to know where to find them next. They had no label and released all their music online. All that was known about them was that they resided somewhere in the snowy mountains near the city of Geilo, a resort town located about two-hundred miles from Bergen.

      Weirdly enough, Ice God’s elusive behavior added to their dark appeal; in their fans’ minds, they had become icy specters that haunted the slopes and only sought out civilization when it was time to spread their gloomy message. In an extremely jaded age, they’d managed to build an effective, even captivating mythology.

      Talon’s attention suddenly shifted to the television. Video showed police officers combing a ski trail. He snatched the remote and raised the volume. As soon as the news-anchor’s words filled the hotel room, Talon realized he might have to push up his timetable. Despite the language barrier, he surmised that another woman had gone missing. The authorities were organizing search parties for a London-based marketing executive who had returned to Norway for an extended weekend. The image of an attractive brunette flickered over the screen and stirred dark memories in Talon. For a surreal split-second, he thought he was looking at Michelle.

      What was happening to him?

      He’d better pull himself together. His fiancée was gone, had been for four months. The latest missing woman in this case had nothing to do with his past tragedy.

      On-screen, a news-anchor requested that anyone with information on Kristin’s whereabouts call in. Talon’s gut told him the hotline wouldn’t be ringing tonight. He suspected that the other women were already dead, but maybe this most recent victim still had a chance…. If he moved fast enough.

      Energized by this new development, Talon stepped up to the suitcase on the bed and dialed in the combination Casca had given him before he left New York. He popped the clasps and the case snapped open. He peered down at a pistol, knife and silencer. When he first arrived the equipment had already been waiting for him in this hotel room, the perfect present for a killer. The arsenal served as a persuasive reminder of the power of wealth. No matter how strict the gun laws of the countries he traveled to, Simon’s contacts always managed to procure what he needed.

      Talon snapped on a pair of gloves and retrieved a 9mm Glock from the foam cutout. He inspected the slide, chamber, firing pin and finally the trigger. The gun appeared to be in perfect working order. He removed a magazine, chambered a round and scanned the GPS tracking app on his phone. A map of Bergen filled the screen, dominated by a moving blue dot.

      Ice God was on the move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      TALON HAD EARLIER rented a Nissan Versa and now steered the vehicle down a road slick with black ice. It was only a little past nine a.m., and daylight was chasing away the shadows. Snow enveloped the air and the windshield wipers worked overtime.

      Talon kept checking the screen of his GPS tracker. He’d been driving for three hours now and it looked like Ice God was headed for Geilo. The target had opted to take RV 5O, which cut through the mountains from west to east. A shimmering lake framed the road to his left while a dense copse of trees lined his right. The undeniable, raw beauty of the landscape almost made Talon forget the grim reason for his visit.

      The GPS signal turned off the main road and climbed a winding mountain trail. The trees grew denser and snow seemed to be everywhere.

      Fifteen minutes later, the blip stopped and Talon slowed his vehicle. He pulled to the side of the road and parked next to the dense tree-line. A heavy mist clung to the forest like a shroud. With Geilo still a few miles away, Talon wasn’t sure why Ice God had stopped. He decided his safest bet was to proceed on foot. Decked out in a white snowsuit, he would be practically indistinguishable from the wintry terrain.

      Talon braced himself, opened the car door and let out a sharp curse. The air outside cut like an icy blade — quick and without mercy. Talon wasn’t a stranger to extreme climates. He had fought in the merciless heat of the Arabian desert, completed missions in the harsh humidity of Indonesian jungles, and attended grueling classes at the Northern Warfare Training Center in Alaska, a school for arctic operations. But such unrelenting low temperatures could chip away at even the toughest individual.

      He turned toward the darkened tree-line on the right side of the snow-covered road, withdrew his Glock 9mm from the shoulder holster, and entered the woods. His boots crunched over the hard-packed snow as he passed ice-encrusted thickets and trees. Despite the burgeoning sunlight, the forest remained swathed in shadows.

      As he closed in on the transmitter, Talon couldn’t shake the uneasy sensation that he was utterly alone in the wilderness. He felt like the last man on earth trudging across a frozen, primordial landscape.

      One of the hardest parts of his new war was the solitude. Back in his Delta days, he’d been part of a team. A tight-knit unit. Nowadays he was a lone knight on a dangerous crusade. Casca always remained in contact, but the billionaire could not directly follow Talon into the dark places his missions led him to.

      Talon slowed his approach. According to his pulsing GPS tracker, he had almost reached the van. Guard up, he peered through a cluster of pine trees at a small parking area used by hikers and cross-country skiers. There was no sign of the black van in the snowy lot.

      Talon double-checked his GPS tracker. According to the readings, the signal was emanating from the deserted rest area. Talon’s eyes narrowed as he spotted a white shape at the center of the lot. Someone had built a snowman. The playful, usually innocent image filled him with dread. They had made the transmitter, he realized. The snowman was a message.

      He waited for a beat, senses processing his surroundings. Were Rezok and his crew hiding nearby?

      Instead of entering the parking area and exposing himself to a possible ambush, he moved through the woods, circling the desolate space while using the trees as cover. After clearing the whole area without detecting anything suspicious, Talon relaxed slightly.

      Gun firmly in hand, he entered the parking lot. Strange. He saw no footprints or tire tracks. Had the fresh snowfall erased all traces of Ice God’s presence?

      Talon approached the snowman. As he closed in, details of the barbaric sight before him became apparent. A knife thrust from the snowman’s head and splashes of a red liquid ran down its side. Blood. Worst of all were the eyes. They had once belonged to a living creature. Not human, thank God, but a deer or a cow.

      The transmitter formed the snowman’s mouth. A warning.

      Game on, Talon thought.

      The sound of rustling branches made him whirl. His gaze fastened on the source of the noise — a raven. The bird regarded Talon with beady, lifeless eyes and let out a guttural, malevolent caw before taking flight.

      Talon tracked the bird as it vanished among the trees. A pensive expression crept into his face. Ravens played a major role in the black metal scene. They were the messengers of Odin and the harbingers of doom. Many bands used the carrion birds’ feathers to complete their Nordic noir look. Was the raven’s appearance a coincidence or could there be more to it?

      Talon’s gaze shifted back to the blood-soaked snowman.

      It sent a pretty clear message: Don’t fuck with us.

      He had underestimated Ice God, and the first round went to them. Rezok probably thought he was dealing with a journalist or some other media watchdog who would scare easily.

      He was in for a deadly surprise.
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      KRISTIN’S EYES FLUTTERED open and for a disoriented moment she had no clue where she was or how she’d gotten there. The dark room seemed cluttered and alien. Milky light seeped through a small, dirt-encrusted window and revealed an assortment of skis and snowboards stacked against the walls. Dust and cobwebs covered everything. She had to be inside a storage shed of some kind.

      She tried to move, only to realize that her hands and feet were tied to a heavy oak chair. Thick strands of rope bit into her skin, cutting off her circulation while keeping her immobilized. She opened her mouth to scream for help but only a croak escaped her lips. Blood stung the back of her parched throat. God, what she wouldn’t give for a glass of water at this point.

      As the initial burst of adrenaline wore off, Kristin started noticing how cold it was. She might be indoors but no one had bothered to switch on the heat. The room had become a freezer and each time she exhaled, white puffs of air clouded her face. Her teeth chattered as questions ripped through her mind. What had happened? Where was she? How had she gotten here? And why was she tied up?

      Searching her memory, she remembered skiing down the slopes and running into the spooky strangers with the skull-masks. One of the men had driven his gloved fist into her face and afterwards there was only darkness. She had no clue what time or day it was or how long she’d been out for. All she knew was that she had to get out of here before the skull-men returned.

      Terror threatened to seize hold of her and it required all her self-control to calm her nerves. Her advertising career was highly stressful and many days felt like barely contained chaos. As a coping strategy she had started to listen to a ton of personal empowerment podcasts designed to master stress. All her self-help shows shared a key philosophy – learn to control your thoughts instead of letting them control you. Thoughts triggered emotions and the wrong emotion could impact performance and behavior.

      Tapping into some of these techniques, Kristin blocked out the grim details of her predicament and focused on filling her lungs with oxygen. She wouldn’t let panic get the best of her.

      After a few minutes of controlled breathing, her heartbeat slowed and her thoughts began to clear. She might be a prisoner but for the moment, her captors had left her alone. If she found a way to loosen her restraints, she could make a go for the nearby window.

      Unfortunately, the skull-gang appeared to be professionals – no matter how hard she strained against the ropes, they wouldn’t budge. Nevertheless, she couldn’t allow herself to give up. The beam of light lancing the storage room was a ray of hope egging her on.

      Freedom within her grasp, she concentrated and began to rock the chair back and forth. At first the heavy oak chair would barely budge. Kristin refused to be discouraged. She had clawed her way to the top in a competitive, male-dominated field. Obstacles weren’t setbacks but a call to try harder.

      With a shout of defiance, she brought all her weight to bear and the chair toppled over. It crashed to the floor with a loud bang and the impact rattled her body.

      For a moment she remained still, adjusting to the new angle of the dark room. She had hoped the maneuver would break the arm of the chair and allow her to bring her tied hands to the front. Hey, it worked in the movies but real life refused to cooperate. The chair remained intact and her hands stayed tied behind her back.

      Shit!

      Kristin was still contemplating her next move when a shadow fell over her. She wasn’t alone any longer. A snow white German Shepherd loomed before her, more wolf than dog. His snarling teeth were exposed and the pink of his ears clearly visible.

      For a split second, Kristin fought back a chilling visual – those terrible jaws snapping out and closing around her throat, spectral-white fur turning crimson as the beast shredded her neck and tore off her face. Oh God. If the wolf-dog chose to attack, she’d be done for.

      Before her terrifying vision could become reality, an equally pale hand gripped the animal’s collar and restrained him. Rezok had arrived. Gently, he began to stroke the dog’s head, calming the salivating beast.

      Her kidnapper wasn’t wearing the skull mask any longer. The dead white of his features made him appear barely human in the dull light of the storage room. Judging from the pallor of his skin, her abductor shared a key trait with the dog – they were both albinos. This insight birthed another thought. The man’s genetic condition would seriously narrow down the pool of suspects in a police lineup. His willingness to reveal himself like this could only mean he had no intention of ever letting Kristin leave this place alive.

      “Please,” she said, her voice a glassy whisper. Her terror had returned with a vengeance.

      Rezok grabbed the head of the chair and almost effortlessly righted it. Tears welled in Kristin’s eyes but she fought them back. She would not allow this bastard to see her break down in front of him.

      “What do you want from me?”

      Rezok turned toward the nearby table and snatched a cup of water. Without saying a word, he brought the cup to her lips. The liquid made her think of burnt rubber and she concluded that it must be melted snow. She didn’t care and greedily sipped the water.

      Her captor had barely whetted her mouth when he withdrew the water. What cruel game was this?

      “Please, let me drink, I’m so thirsty…”

      For a beat Rezok’s eyes remained locked on her and she only recognized contempt in them. He held out his other hand to her — a small object about the size of a quarter rested in his ivory palm. At first Kristin didn’t know what she was looking at. As Rezok’s long fingers moved closer, she realized the item was a stone, its rough surface etched with a runic symbol.

      Rezok shot her an expectant look and said, “Swallow.”

      Kristin understood. If she wanted more water, she would have to oblige.

      “Nooo…”

      Rezok brought the stone up to her face and pressed its cool, mineral surface against her closed lips.

      Kristin vehemently shook her head. No way in hell would she swallow that fucking stone.

      Rezok waved his hand at the shadows. Two figures stepped out of the darkness behind Kristin. One grabbed her forehead and pulled her head back while the other squeezed her nostrils shut, making it impossible for her to breathe through her nose. For the moment, her thirst was forgotten. She held her breath as long as possible but ultimately she had to gasp for air. The second her lips parted, Rezok pushed the stone into her open mouth. Kristin bit down on the artifact and spat it right into the albino’s face.

      The rune stone hit the floor.

      Rezok’s eyes lit up with a white-hot fury and he backhanded her. The vicious blow whipped her head back and almost knocked her unconscious.

      Oh my God, please, someone help me…

      Rezok scooped up the stone and regarded Kristin. She immediately spotted the combat knife in his hand. Rezok pressed its tip into her chin, drawing a point of blood. Features bereft of emotion, he brought the bloody blade to his mouth and licked it clean. Kristin almost let out a scream but the gloved hand of one of her other captors clamped down on her mouth, preventing any sound from escaping.

      “Swallow, or I cut your face off.”

      The coldness of the eyes boring into Kristin did not suggest that was an idle threat.

      Rezok held out the rune stone and this time she gave in to his demand. As the melted snow washed the stone down her throat, Kristin knew all hope was lost.
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      “THEY MADE ME,” Talon said. He was back inside his rental car and Skyping with Casca.

      The billionaire didn’t appear surprised. “Between their troubles with the authorities and over-eager fans, they must be pretty paranoid. On the plus side, they probably think you’re merely another reporter looking for a story.”

      Talon hoped Casca was right.

      “I’m afraid I have some more bad news,” Talon said. “There’s been another kidnapping. A woman was reported missing while skiing in the Geilo area.”

      “They found their eighth sacrifice,” Casca said.

      “Do you think she’s still alive?” Talon asked.

      “I’m pretty sure we’d know if Rezok had completed the ritual. You must stop this final sacrifice.”

      “I intend to. You dig up anything else on their whereabouts?”

      “You know who Pete Best is?”

      Talon shook his head. “Should I?”

      “He’s only part of rock ‘n’ roll history.”

      Talon narrowed his eyes. Casca must have sensed his growing impatience as he quickly added, ”The Beatles fired Pete Best in 1962 and replaced him with Ringo Starr.”

      “And how does any of this relate to what’s happening here in Norway?”

      “Ice God has their own Pete Best.”

      Talon considered this for a moment. “You’re saying they booted out one of their original members?”

      “Exactly. Two years ago, Ice God officially kicked Jonas Enberg out of the band.”

      ”You think he has the lowdown on where Rezok is holed up?”

      “Can’t hurt to ask him.”

      “I assume you have an address?”

      “Let’s just say I made a handsome donation to the Cursed Coven, a black metal blog, and they were kind enough to steer me towards Mr. Enberg’s current whereabouts.”

      Money talks, and fortunately Casca had deep pockets. Talon had seen the effectiveness of bribes firsthand, back when he was greasing Afghan warlords’ palms with greenbacks during the war with the Taliban.

      Casca continued. “Enberg owns a bar in Geilo and apparently he and Rezok didn’t part on the best of terms.”

      “In other words, he might be open to cooperating.”

      “Hopefully he can point you in the right direction.”

      “Sounds like it’s time I paid Jonas a visit.”

      One way or another, Talon would get the man to talk.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was a little past ten o’clock when Talon pulled up to the snowed-in watering hole operated by Jonas Enberg. The icy downpour had stopped and the sun was even poking out from dense cloud cover. Talon expected the reprieve to be momentary. Who knew what might happen to the weather if Rezok succeeded in sacrificing the last girl?

      Talon stepped up to the bar’s entrance and was surprised to find it open at this early hour. He gave the door a shove and entered the establishment. The joint made him think of an oversized snow cabin, all wood and stone. He appeared to be the only patron. Alert, Talon moved deeper into the bar, his boots leaving a watery trail on the floor.

      He’d taken a few steps when Jonas emerged from the back, his rough-hewn features framed by a long mane of messy blonde hair. He carried a large steel keg without great effort. Jonas was about five inches taller than Talon and probably outweighed him by sixty pounds — some flab, but also a lot of muscle. Thor gone to seed. He walked with a noticeable limp.

      With a loud grunt, Jonas lowered the heavy keg. The impact of metal hitting the floor shook the bar. Jonas wiped the sweat off his thick brow and regarded Talon with a mixture of suspicion and irritation.

      “According to Google, this is the best place in town to grab a beer,” Talon said, immediately establishing that he was an American.

      “We don’t open until four o’clock…” Jonas said in lightly accented English. It was the second language for most Norwegians.

      “I could use a drink.” Talon waved a five hundred-krone banknote at Jonas.

      The man shrugged, turned toward a tap and without asking Talon what he wanted, drew him a pint of the local brew. He placed it on the wooden bar and snatched the cash.

      “Keep the change.”

      Jonas shot him a surprised look and his scowl softened just a tad. Five hundred krone came out to about a hundred dollars.

      Talon took his first swig of beer. The alcohol felt good and warmed his insides after being out in the cold all day.

      “You own this place?”

      “It’s a family business. I inherited the bar when my father passed.”

      “Was that before or after you were kicked out of Ice God?”

      Renewed suspicion etched into Jonas’ gaze. “Who the hell are you?”

      “A concerned citizen looking for your old friend Rezok. Think you might be able to point me in the right direction?”

      Jonas’ face grew blank. Talon had just hit his shit list.

      “Leave now.”

      “You’re not going to let me finish my drink?”

      “Now!”

      The massive barkeeper took a step closer, moving with surprising speed despite both his bulk and limp.

      Most people would have backed off at this point. Talon wasn’t most people.

      “You know Rezok is bad news. If I don’t find him, people are going to get hurt.”

      “What the fuck you’re talking about? This conversation is over. Now get your ass out of here…”

      Jonas threw the money in Talon’s face and made a move to reach for him with one massive paw. Talon whipped out his Glock.

      He didn’t point it at Jonas.

      He didn’t have to.

      The giant froze. “Who are you?”

      “That’s none of your concern. Tell me where Rezok is hiding out and I’ll be on my way.”

      Jonas cast a cautious glance around before he spoke, his voice a whisper.

      “I can’t help you. Two years ago Rezok almost killed me.”

      “I thought you injured your leg in a skiing accident.”

      Jonas grew quiet.

      “You’re scared of him.”

      “You should be too.”

      “Why did you quit the band?”

      “We started out wanting to make angry, beautiful music that would wake people up. We dreamt of holding up a mirror to Norwegian society, expose the hypocrisy.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Rezok became more interested in burning down churches and restoring Norway’s old beliefs. Dabbling in ancient rituals and superstition. He hates this country. Hates all of its middle-class Christian values. They’d preach tolerance and forgiveness on Sundays and the rest of the week they’d pick on him for being different.”

      Talon could empathize, to an extent. As the son of a diplomat, he’d grown up in a dozen countries and each new place had forced him to reinvent himself. New languages, new customs, new bullies. By the time he was twelve, he’d become a chameleon, a quality that worked to his advantage both during his years as an operator and in his newly chosen crusade. Life wasn’t always fair and Rezok had clearly received a raw deal, but it didn’t excuse murder. Or give him the right to dabble in powers man was not meant to wield.

      Rezok had crossed the line.

      “You were his friend.”

      “I’ve said enough.”

      “Where do I find him?”

      “The mountains.“

      Jonas paused for a beat before he continued. “The old ski lodge. Now get out of here before I call the cops.”

      “How can I be sure you’re not going to warn him?”

      Jonas pulled the right leg of his pants back, revealing the steel prosthesis where flesh and bone should be.

      “Rezok shattered every bone in my leg and left me on the mountain to die. I was lucky that someone found me in time, but they couldn’t save my leg.”

      “You told them you wiped out.”

      “I wanted Rezok to leave me alone.”

      “Has he?”

      “I think he enjoys seeing me living in fear more than he would putting me out of my misery. Rezok doesn’t forgive, nor does he forget.”

      Talon took a step closer and said, “Neither do I.”

      With these words, Talon slipped the Glock back in his shoulder holster and left the bar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      THE FEIGO SKI resort had closed down ten years earlier when newer, glitzier hotels started stealing business from it. The owner had struggled to keep the operation afloat but ultimately succumbed to economic pressures. On February 14, 2002, the ski lift made its last ascent up the mountain and had stood abandoned ever since.

      At first Talon kept consulting his GPS as he trudged up a woodsy trail, using it as his guide. After about thirty minutes he noticed the cable-line of the old ski-lift winding its way toward the lodge, one thousand feet above. Rust-covered chairs spaced at regular intervals dangled and swayed forlornly under the gray, hazy sky.

      Talon wondered how different this mountain had been when the lift was still in operation — how full of life. The area seemed forsaken and haunted by the past, just a faint memory of its former glory.

      Talon didn’t know what sort of security precautions awaited him up at the lodge and decided to approach from the forest side instead of using the main road. Unlike many places he’d infiltrated over the years, this time he wasn’t afforded the luxury of doing recon on the property ahead of the mission. He would have to wing it.

      Talon climbed in a haunted winter landscape. The minutes stretched and the march started to lull him into a nearly hypnotic state. Wind bit at the exposed portion of his face and the relentless cold seemed to find its way in everywhere. The swirling clouds of snow fell hard and thick now and the flakes left a bitter, metallic aftertaste on his lips. His hands had grown numb and fatigue was weighing him down. His jet lag was suddenly catching up with him – talk about perfect timing.

      A mechanical groan filled the eerie forest and jolted Talon back to full alertness. He shook off his lethargy, his gaze struggling to penetrate the flurry of snowflakes ahead. When the curtain of whirling ice finally parted, the vague outline of the decaying ski lodge grew visible. Wedged into the frozen wilderness was a building that looked like the bastard child of the Overlook Hotel and the Winchester House. The large main structure was in severe disrepair — time and the elements had done their fair share of damage. A craggy, snow-covered mountain loomed above the poorly maintained building.

      The abandoned ski lodge seemed a fitting base of operations for the sinister members of Ice God.

      The thought had barely crossed Talon’s mind when one of the band members emerged from the decrepit structure. Talon hit the snowy ground, his white snow-gear allowing him to become one with the frozen landscape. He brought up a pair of binoculars and peered up at the old hotel with eyes as cold as the air that raked his lungs.

      More members of Rezok’s freak-fest grew visible. Talon’s breath hitched as he spotted the woman, whom he hadn’t expected to find alive. Two of the black-metal musicians were dragging Kristin toward a waiting snowmobile, its thrumming engine the source of the noise Talon had picked up earlier. They had all traded their corpse paint for skull-masks.

      Kinda early in the year for the Halloween get-up, Talon thought.

      One of Rezok’s goons forced Kristin to take a seat on the snowmobile and he joined her. Rezok emerged from the ski lodge, now decked out in a jet-black ski suit with a gray skull-helmet shrouding his bone-white face. He didn’t use any poles as he skied away from the hotel, as formidable a presence on the slopes as he was on the stage.

      The snowmobile with Kristin on it tore after him and the last two band members followed on skis. Moments later, the dense forest had swallowed them whole.

      Talon picked himself up. He pulled a collapsible snowboard off his back and hit a button. The board switchbladed out to full size. Moving quickly, he clamped in his feet and tore after Ice God, a predator seeking his prey. Soon the band’s blood would be coloring the snow red.
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        * * *

      

      The snowmobile blasted into the wooded darkness. A white splinter of muted sunlight flashed through the pines racing past Kristin. She clung to consciousness as the stark, surreal landscape flew by. The barren trees seemed alive, reaching out for them with a terrible hunger. One of Rezok’s men sat behind Kristin, one powerful hand hooked around her neck while the other operated the vehicle’s controls, navigating the arctic obstacle course.

      Kristin knew her time had run out. This was the end of the line. They were about to kill her. She’d perish deep within these snowy woods where her body would never be found. God, what had she done to deserve this?

      Her life flashed before her eyes. She thought of her parents, good friends and old lovers. Thought of how her father and mother would suffer, never knowing what happened to their daughter. Tears welled in her eyes. It wasn’t fair…

      A fat tree jumped into view in front of them, head-on collision imminent. Kristin’s captor was forced to relinquish his hold on her neck so that he could grab the controls with both hands. The snowmobile performed a hard right, dodging the tree and sending a plume of snow into the air.

      For a moment, the man was distracted and Kristin saw her chance to escape. Body responding before her mind could talk her out of it, she hurled herself from the moving snowmobile. Kristin’s captor had expected little resistance from the mousy, broken woman and let out a sharp curse as she disappeared into the snow.

      By the time he stopped the vehicle, Kristin was already on her feet and running at full bore. Her heart was pounding and the roar in her ears wouldn’t stop.

      As she sprinted through the dense forest, she spotted a series of strange items dangling from the trees. Animal bones (or were they human?) hung from the branches on strings and danced back and forth like primitive wind chimes. Rune symbols had been cut into the frost-covered bark. It gave the woods an air of dark magic, almost as if everything inside it had become part of some ancient, long forgotten ritual.

      Kristin couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d stumbled into her own personal Blair Witch Project, a flick she’d caught on cable years earlier. It had kept her up for days.

      She slowed, each step becoming hesitant. The eerie trees gave way to a small, snowy clearing and now Kristin stopped dead in her tracks. The world tilted and elongated. The tree-line filled with unnatural life, transformed into a grotesque, nightmarish Dali painting.

      Her eyes fastened on a deep hole dug into the snow. With growing dread, she realized that the grave was meant for her. A second later, her eyes spotted what remained of the other seven women and she understood the dark fate that awaited her. Kristin’s brain was still struggling to make sense of the horrific tableau when Rezok and his crew emerged from the surrounding forest.
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      TALON SHOT DOWN a steep hill and rippled into the waiting woods. As soon as he disappeared under the dense canopy of branches, the forest grew quiet. The sputtering snowmobile had become a faint rumble. In the near distance, Talon caught dark glimpses of his targets against the white background. Ice God’s penchant for wearing black was working in his favor.

      The dense tree cover made it cumbersome to keep advancing on his snowboard. Talon quickly snapped off his bindings. From here on out he’d continue on foot.

      All of a sudden the snowmobile’s engine turned off. An unnatural, disconcerting silence descended on the backwoods. Talon had spent enough time outdoors to know that the wild was filled with life, if you knew what to listen for. This felt different. A complete absence of sound greeted him.

      He also noticed the strange runes carved into the nearby trees. About every fifth one bore the Norse symbols on its surface.

      Talon dismissed the growing sense of atavistic unease taking root in the pit of his stomach. He forged ahead, eyes alert. The forest was soaked in shadows with only sporadic shafts of sunlight able to penetrate the dense canopy. The members of Ice God seemed to have vanished into thin air.

      Talon’s heart hammered in his chest and suddenly he wasn’t sure who was hunting whom. Did his quarry know that they were being stalked? Had they lured him into a trap?

      Before Talon could consider that possibility, Kristin’s scream pierced the silence of the forest.

      The cry of terror jolted Talon into action. Gun out, he pressed on. Following the panic-filled voice, he arrived at the edge of the clearing and stopped dead in his tracks.

      An overwhelming sensation of dread sliced into his soul and he gripped the gun tighter. Eight round objects sprouted from the frigid earth.

      A closer look revealed the full horror. He was staring at the missing women. They had been buried up to their necks in the snow with solely their heads exposed. Their bluish faces were frozen in the rictus of a scream and coated in a veneer of ice.

      Only Kristin clung to life in her own snowbound grave, eyes squirming with terror.

      Rezok loomed before her, shimmering blade in hand. The other three black-metal musicians formed a half-circle around him, knives out. Their muffled, monotone chanting resounded through the woods, the lips under their skull-masks uttering words in an ancient Norse language that bore little resemblance to the Norwegian spoken in the country today.

      Talon sensed that Rezok and his cohorts were close to completing their gruesome ritual. Only one final sacrifice remained. Judging from the bluish tint to Kristin’s skin, Talon didn’t think she had much time left. Some ancient terror would be birthed on this mountain when the chanting stopped and Kristin succumbed to her bitter ordeal.

      Snow whipped Talon’s face as he considered his options. If he just started firing at them, one of the knife-wielding targets might reach Kristin before Talon’s bullets took him out. He needed Rezok’s crew to move away from the woman. A diversion was in order.

      Talon’s gaze combed the forest and fell upon the parked snowmobile nearby. Under different circumstances, he might’ve allowed himself a dark grin – he had found his plan of attack.

      He closed in on the vehicle and cranked up its engine. The snowmobile’s roar pierced the air, drowning out Ice God’s guttural singsong.

      Rezok and his men froze. Talon had their attention.

      The skull gang exchanged a few words and darted into the woods.

      Seconds later, one of the Norwegians stepped up to the rumbling snowmobile and paused. He leaned forward and killed the engine, eyes scoping the area. He was still trying to figure out how his ride had switched on by itself when a laser dot found the center of his sculpted mask. His face erupted in a spray of crimson and fiberglass. Skull-man crumpled, bloody brain matter speckling the snow.

      A second cult member appeared and firing again, Talon stitched a bloody track across his chest. The man heaved and lurched, soon joining his buddy on the ground in a puddle of blood.

      The voice of a third band member rang out, calling his comrades, a note of panic coloring his words. The corpse-paint, black clothing and skull-masks all served to make Rezok’s crew seem larger than life and more than human. The illusion was being shattered by the power of steel.

      The third cultist grew visible in the dark forest. After a few steps he sensed movement from a snowy embankment. He stopped and narrowed his eyes, detecting something off about the snowdrift. An instant later, the snow shifted, coming alive. Talon rose from the mountain of ice, an angel of death. One gloved hand cupped the band member’s mouth while the other drove a knife into the base of his neck. After a quick twist of the handle, the target’s entire body went from rigid to limp in one convulsion as his brain stem was severed.

      Three down, one to go.

      In other news, Ice God broke up tonight.

      Talon stood still and listened like the predator he was, senses fully engaged with his environment. The lead singer had vanished. Talon combed the forest but failed to detect any movement among the trees. Where had Rezok gone?

      Once more, Kristin’s cry for help carried through the night. Every fiber of Talon’s being was on high alert. He wanted to come to the terrified woman’s rescue, but he didn’t want to give away his position, either…

      Screw that. Kristin’s condition was worsening by the minute. He had to act now.

      Casting caution aside, Talon burst into the clearing. Despite the many brutalities of war he’d experienced over the last decade, he was affected by the sight before him. The clearing had become a horrific mass burial ground, with the heads of the dead acting as icy grave-markers. Talon saw no signs of decay, the cold perfectly preserving the women’s lifeless flesh.

      Talon crossed the icy cemetery to Kristin. She stared up at him with big, terror-stricken eyes now framed in frost.

      Frozen tears, Talon realized.

      On some instinctive level she seemed to comprehend that Talon wasn’t one of her kidnappers.

      “Help me,” she pleaded.

      He scanned his surroundings and spotted a shovel leaning against a tree. Ice God must’ve used it to dig Kristin’s vertical grave. Moving fast, he snatched the tool.

      Eyes still fixed on the trees, he holstered his gun. He didn’t like it, but there was no other way. He would need both hands if he hoped to free the woman from her icy prison.

      The metal shovel sliced into the ground. Talon put his back into it, but the snow seemed unwilling to release its human bounty. Even worse, he would dig and seemingly make progress only to turn around and find the snow back in its original place. Was the ice actually fighting him in some way?

      Don’t give up now!

      Talon redoubled his efforts.

      As he launched his renewed attack against the frozen soil, he sensed eyes on him. Was it Rezok?

      Following a crazy hunch, Talon shifted his attention to one of the buried women. For a second, he could’ve sworn her head had moved.

      Impossible!

      Correction, kiddo — impossible in the old world, but this is your new reality! Haven’t the last four months taught you anything?

      Talon analyzed the eerie heads more closely. Their purplish, frostbitten skin made them look barely human. He was about to advance when he sensed movement behind him. Body in full combat mode, heart pounding, he pivoted toward another of the buried victims. For a terrifying split second, the lifeless face glaring back at him with an accusing, unforgiving expression belonged to his dead fiancée.

      The blood drained from Talon’s features.

      Why didn’t you try this hard to save me? Is this worthless bitch more important to you than your own fiancée?

      Talon clenched his jaw and blocked out the haunting voice in his head. What he was hearing and seeing couldn’t be real. The magic only gave life to his own dark thoughts and guilt.

      Galvanized by rage, Talon spun toward Kristin and continued his furious shoveling. He had become a man possessed. This time no matter how hard the ice fought back, he made progress. He kept digging and digging, metal carving away until he could reach for Kristin’s halfway exposed arm. His fingers closed around her frozen limb and he pulled with all his might. Her body moved toward him, one strenuous inch at a time.

      Suddenly, something yanked Kristin from below, almost as if icy hands had snagged her legs and refused to surrender their prize. Kristin felt the tug, her features contorting with terror.

      No matter how hard the force jerked, Talon held on.

      You’re not going to get her!

      Talon clasped her arms tighter, face twisting with effort, muscles and joints pulled to the breaking point.

      LET GO OF HER!

      A final excruciating effort and… Kristin was out of the hole. She collapsed on top of him, clinging to him like a newborn hoping to reclaim the heat of the womb. Hands touching, faces close, eyes meeting. Survival stripped down to its most basic impulse — the need for warmth.

      They lay there for a moment before Kristin bolted upright, her whole body wracked by powerful convulsions. What was happening?

      Talon stared as Kristin gagged and spat up a stream of snow and ice particles. Her face reddened with effort as she expelled the contents of her stomach. With each passing heave, color returned to her bluish features. After a final, powerful retching sound, her lips ejected a small dark object.

      It was one of the rune stones.

      Kristin’s legs caved beneath her and she collapsed. Talon caught her in mid-fall and gently lowered her to the ground. Her breathing seemed to have normalized. Weak, but steady.

      Talon shifted his focus to the other women. Ice God must’ve forced each of these victims to swallow a stone. Rage rose inside him, a murderous force that yearned to be directed against the mastermind who had perpetrated these savage atrocities.

      His chance at revenge came a second later.

      Rezok peeled from the circle of pines.

      Talon heard the fiend before he saw him. Glock leveled, he spun around. A red laser-light tattooed alabaster muscle. The albino warlock had cast off his jacket and shirt, standing bare-chested in the frozen clearing. His body was as pale as his face and for a moment he seemed to have been carved from ice. Snowflakes danced around his head, his long mane of white hair framing granite features. Runes adorned his sickly looking flesh and a serrated knife angled from his bony hand. He spoke in Norwegian, or perhaps it was the old tongue, as he pointed the blade at Talon.

      Talon somehow understood the words without knowing the language.

      “The Ice God demands his sacrifice.”

      Screw your Ice God! Talon thought, and fired the Glock. Or at least, he tried.

      No bullet erupted from the muzzle. Talon’s finger was glued to the trigger, arm stiff from the unbearable cold.

      Rezok advanced another step.

      His blade glittered and shimmered in the hazy, dull light.

      Talon tried to go for his combat knife, but his body wouldn’t respond. Transformed into a statue, he was the latest victim of the winter warlock’s magic.

      Rezok kept whispering away in that creepy, archaic language. Each muttered word became an icy hook that dug deep into Talon’s muscles with paralyzing force. The cold had become unbearable. He instinctively understood that he was in the presence of something ancient and timeless, an unfathomable darkness that predated mankind and had been biding its time to consume the world once more.

      Waiting for the sun to burn out and the Earth to turn into a barren, frozen ball.

      Waiting for the day when ice would reclaim the planet.

      Rezok approached his prey.

      Instead of driving his knife deep into Talon’s prone form, he brushed past him, dismissing him like a pesky insect not worthy of his wrath. Rezok didn’t seem to care that Talon had taken out his cohorts. His full attention was devoted to Kristin. Only one objective seemed to matter to the albino mage: completing the ritual.

      The cold kept wearing Talon down. Some of his Delta buddies used to say he had ice in his veins. It didn’t feel like a joke any longer. His insides had turned solid and were tearing him apart. He almost expected snow slick with gore to erupt through the pores of his frozen skin.

      Memories began to drift away. Thoughts ceased.

      There was only the cold.

      Only the ice.

      As the blizzard engulfed his mind and the darkness closed in, one memory somehow fought its way to the surface. He was twenty-two again. He’d served in the Army since turning eighteen and he’d just begun the first week of the Delta selection course at Camp Dawson in West Virginia. During this phase of the process, his commanders did everything in their power to make him and his fellow recruits quit the program. The punishing obstacle courses, the nights without sleeping, the mental harassment – it was beginning to take a toll on everyone.

      It all came to a head that day in the swampy marshlands. Each trainee had to paddle down the river and survive the freezing cold mud. Talon tried to ignore the howling winds and physical agony. The swamp consumed their bodies until nothing remained visible but their heads. All throughout, the instructors tantalized them with promises. If a few men quit, the rest would be off the hook.

      Talon didn’t know what was worse - his chattering teeth, or the incessant prodding of his tormentors.

      He’d been so close to giving up that night, his suffering pushing him to a place from which he feared there might be no return. Soon it would all be over. Just one more week of this hell before the real training at Ft. Bragg got underway. It was a weeding-out process, a test of mind over matter. Talon tried to will the pain away, but his mental discipline failed him. He had reached his limit.

      And that’s when another recruit in the mud raised his voice and started to sing the Delta version of the Airborne Ranger cadence.

      The singer was out of tune but there was a force behind the lyrics. An undeniable will to persevere and defy the miserable darkness.

      The voices multiplied as the other trainees joined the chorus, including Talon. The instructors warned them to stop, but the voices of the recruits could not be silenced.

      Talon heard that same song now.

      As the cold threatened to whisk him away into frozen oblivion, it grew louder in his mind. The voices of his old buddies joined in, their singing building in volume.

      The song had become Talon’s world.

      He concentrated on the words, blocking out everything else, and soon his lips could form sounds again. At first a ragged whisper, his voice increased in volume and strength. The warmth returned to his limbs, his will conquering the grim magic.

      Rezok paused, realizing something was amiss. With the blade hovering inches above Kristin’s neck, he turned toward Talon. His ivory skin seemed transparent, the capillaries outlined underneath. A man of ice.

      The words flowing from Talon’s lips built into an explosive roar. A scream burst from his lungs, and suddenly Talon could move again. Life returning to his hand, he squeezed the trigger.

      The bullet ripped through the albino’s shoulder in a volley of gore. Blood sprayed the snow but the ice rippled and flexed, quickly absorbing the scarlet life-force, its appetite whetted.

      Before he could fire again, Rezok flung his knife at Talon. The blade buried itself into his shoulder in a spray of blood, sending a wave of agony down his arm. Talon stifled a scream and dropped the gun. Mercifully, the numbness brought on by the cold kept the worst of the pain at bay. Before he could scramble after the Glock, the icy ground swirled and sucked up the weapon.

      Shit!

      There was no time to ponder the phenomenon as Rezok closed in. He had scooped up a blade that one of of the other band members had dropped earlier. They started circling each other. The heads of the seven dead women looked on in silent indifference, forming a morbid arena around the two combatants.

      Rezok lunged at Talon with rapid-fire strokes, the blade an extension of his long arm. Talon staggered backward, pulled out the reddened blade from his shoulder with a hiss of pain and brought it up just in time to block two diagonal slashes at his face and avoid a stab at his throat. The blades clung together and sprang apart.

      Rezok’s height and longer reach was giving him an edge in this fight. Talon had to turn Rezok’s advantage into a disadvantage. He weaved through the snow, feinted an attack with his knife while striking out with his boot. The plan was to break Rezok’s wrist. Easy in theory, but a little more challenging in practice.

      The albino’s reflexes were near superhuman. Spiderlike fingers caught Talon’s foot, yanked hard and flipped him around.

      Under normal circumstances Talon would have maintained his balance, but the snowy environment turned against him. His boots sunk deep into the shifting, animated white mass. The terrain was Rezok’s ally. Chunks of ice snagged Talon’s ankles and hurled him to the ground.

      Talon rolled over the snow and feathered back to his feet. But the maneuver had cost him precious seconds. Rezok was now right on top of him and rammed his elbow into Talon’s face, snapping his head around while simultaneously hacking at his arm. Steel bit into Talon’s white ski-suit and turned it red.

      Rezok’s next kick targeted Talon’s right hand. The boot connected, sending his blade flying.

      The albino loomed, his ghostly face hovering mere inches from Talon. Rezok was about to come in for the death blow when he grew still, mouth distorting in a mixture of pain and surprise.

      Standing behind him was Kristin. Who knows what reserve of strength she tapped into, but she had snatched one of the skiing poles that the members of Ice God dropped earlier and buried the tip deep into Rezok’s back. He pulled the pole from his flesh with a splash of scarlet and whirled toward Kristin. Howling in rage, he punched her in the face and sent her flying. She landed next to one of the dead women’s heads, empty dead eyes boring into Kristin’s.

      Rezok spun back toward Talon. Fortunately, Kristin’s bold move had bought Talon precious seconds to prepare a counter-attack. He whipped out a marker flare from one of his ski-suit’s pouches, snapped the cap off and a fiery explosion of light showered the icy surroundings.

      Rezok brought up his hands, shielding his light-sensitive eyes.

      Talon’s snatched his own Ka-Bar from his belt and moved in for the kill but Rezok still had some fight left in him. Bony fingers caught Talon’s incoming arm and clamped around the wrist holding the blade. Rezok mouthed words in the old Norse tongue, hoping to draw on the Ice God’s magic once more.

      You’re not using that trick again…

      Using all his weight and strength, Talon head-butted Rezok.

      The albino staggered backwards.

      Talon’s Ka-Bar found Rezok’s neck before he could recuperate. The steel went in with little trouble, slicing from ear to ear in one fluid motion.

      Rezok stood dead-still for a shocked beat before hitting the snow like a slain ice giant. Talon approached his defeated enemy, breathing hard, knife dripping crimson.

      On the ground, a dying Rezok gasped for air, drowning in his own blood. Sunken eyes shot through with red peered up at his killer.

      But Rezok wasn’t quite done yet. With a last burst of strength, he scooped up the rune stone Kristin had regurgitated. One hand held his gushing throat while the other stuffed the artifact into his mouth.

      Without hesitation Rezok swallowed the rune stone.

      Talon took a step back.

      The albino had opted to become the eighth sacrifice, thereby completing the cycle. As soon as his eyes turned up into white crescents, a rumble passed through the snowy ground.

      Kristin traded a fearful look with Talon, sensing that something terrible was fighting to be unleashed from the ice. They had to get out of here. Now.

      Talon snatched Kristin’s hand and dragged her back to her feet. They stumbled out of the haunted clearing. From the corner of his eye, he saw the dead women being sucked into the snow. The icy landscape devoured their bodies just as it had fed on Talon’s blood earlier.

      Had Talon won the battle but lost the war?

      He wouldn’t hang around to find out.

      The earth shook and vibrated, branches unloading clumps of snow. It felt like an earthquake, the shifting of ice beneath them triggering intense vibrations. They were standing at ground zero of an avalanche.

      Talon’s eyes locked on the snowmobile. A second later he was seated at the handlebars, Kristin behind him with her arms wrapped around his chest. He cranked up the engine and they blasted off, the vehicle’s skids carving up the white carpet.

      Trees grew before them.

      Talon yanked the controls, navigating the woodsy obstacle course. They cleared the forest and hit a chute. Balls of snow showered down the slope. The ice heaved and cracked and groaned, almost as if some giant Nordic monster was battling its way to the surface.

      Bits of ice raining on them, they flew down the mountain at breakneck speed. Geysers of white erupted and for a second Talon thought someone had detonated charges under the snow.

      They sliced through the powdery mass, skipping like a stone down the slopes. A tidal wave of ice tore after them, the snow frothing violently. The whine of the snowmobile’s engine was drowned out by the rumbling mountain. Behind them, the avalanche slammed through everything in its path, pulverizing trees and animals under its crushing weight.

      Another enormous mass of snow erupted ahead but Talon never slowed down. As the hill buckled and rose before them, he cranked the gas. The snowmobile lifted off and the skids weren’t connected to the ground any longer.

      For an eternal beat, they sailed through the air until…

      WHAMM! The vehicle landed hard, rattling its two passengers to the core.

      They had reached the bottom of the mountain and the road below the ski trail jumped into view. The snowmobile skittered to a halt while the ocean of snow came to a gradual stop at the edge of the street.

      Talon allowed himself to look back and take in the battlefield of icy rubble. Rezok had been trying to will an avalanche into existence and target the hometown that had wronged him. Somehow his sacrifice had been powerful enough to bring the snow to life but without Kristin’s life-force to animate it, the avalanche couldn’t reach its full catastrophic potential.

      Below, Geilo glowed in the morning light, untouched by the power of the mountain and ready to face another winter day.

      The snow seemed less cold and the sun shone brighter. Talon had long ago accepted that his days were numbered. Ten years of military service had made him come to a grim acceptance of his own mortality. Death was a constant companion, a shadow cast by his dark mission. No one man could hope to fight this type of war indefinitely.

      But while he waited for the final moment to arrive, he’d spill the enemy’s blood and save as many lives as he could. He had just killed four evil men to save a city of thousands. Tonight there wouldn’t be any nightmares and he would sleep soundly knowing the world was a little safer.

      Kristin studied him, still in shock but knowing that she was staring at the man who had saved her life. Even though the snowmobile had stopped, she refused to let go of him.

      Her lips curled into a hint of a smile. It made her look beautiful. Talon returned the smile and even though it was freezing outside, for one brief moment the temperature had lost some of its bitter edge.

      For the first time since the events in San Francisco, he was ready to come in from the cold.
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        After a decade spent fighting the enemy abroad and keeping his country safe, Delta Force Operator Mark Talon is ready to settle down with the love of his life. But Talon’s world crumbles when his fiancée becomes the victim of a murderous cult.

      

        

      
        In the wake of his terrible loss, Talon dedicates himself to a new mission – hunting down twisted occultists around the globe and stopping them before they can unleash the forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting world.

      

        

      
        In Spirit Breaker, Talon must battle the terrifying forces of the afterlife.
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      The dead walked the Earth.

      At least for today.

      It was Dia de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead, and the streets of Mexico City bustled with morbid activity. Lukas Espinoza peered from the second-story window of his nightclub and soaked in the preternatural scene unfolding outside. A bobbing sea of skeletons, coffins, and death masks streamed through the arteries of the city, the procession moving to the steady, hypnotic beat of pounding drums.

      His probing gaze roamed the mob. As one of Mexico’s top drug lords, Espinoza knew how to spot cops. His trained eye picked out the heavily armed police guards from the crowd, their presence unable to spoil the celebration. He chose not to worry about the law enforcement officers. If any screams should escape from his club, the drums and shouts of the surging congregation below would drown them out.

      The festive atmosphere outside was the fusion of ancient Aztec beliefs in death with the Catholic celebrations of All Saints’ Day. While the people below used this day to reconnect with deceased friends, family members, and ancestors, Espinoza directed his prayers to Santa Muerte.

      Unlike traditional Catholic Saints, Santa Muerte wasn’t the spirit of a living person but the personification of death itself. The grim reapress was the perfect deity for a man in his line of work. Besides the nightclub, Espinoza’s business empire counted sweatshops, drugs, and murder among its many revenue streams. Most people who worshipped the Goddess offered cigars, chocolate, tequila or fruit. They were deceiving themselves if they thought the reapress could ever be satisfied with such frivolous tokens of their adoration. To Espinoza’s mind, Santa Muerte only accepted the currency of blood—and he was about to make his payment.

      A muffled moan emanated from the large space behind him, and Espinoza shifted his attention away from the festivities. Deep shadows cloaked the storage room on the top floor of his building. Usually, it contained a few crates of alcohol, a dusty desk, and a ratty couch. His eyes locked on the nude beauty dangling from the ceiling at the center of the room. She was strung up by her feet like a hog, the rope secured around steel rafters, her tawny body pointing toward the ground. The woman’s tight, small breasts somehow defied gravity as her long black hair, now caked with sweat and fear, brushed the dusty wooden floor. Her listless expression suggested a deep resignation to her fate.

      The woman’s name was Camila, she was a nineteen-year-old dancer at the club, and she would die today by his hand.

      Three robed, hooded figures surrounded the beauty, their faces painted like grisly skulls. Just like Espinoza, each figure wielded a rusty machete and was waiting for him to give them the word. Honoring Santa Muerte with human blood sacrifices had helped Espinoza secure supernatural protection and success in his extensive business dealings. Fewer and fewer of his drug shipments were being seized by US border guards since he’d started carrying out the rituals. It was almost as if Santa Muerte’s magic made his trucks invisible to the prying gringos’ eyes.

      The thought of what lay ahead sent a thrill up his spine, and he clutched his machete tighter. As the leader, he would strike the first blow. Soon enough, metal would rend flesh and the plastic tarp underneath the catatonic girl would turn a dark red. His instructions to his men were clear: The blows were to be aimed at the torso and extremities as to extend the suffering of the sacrifice. The more savage the victim’s death, the greater the future reward from the goddess.

      For a beat he peered into the woman’s eyes. He wanted—needed—to see the lights go out as she transitioned from the world of the living to the realm of the dead. Espinoza sucked in a sharp breath and addressed the Grim Reapress. “Please accept my offering, Santa Muerte.”

      His hands trembling with excitement, he raised his machete, summoned all the savage energy he could muster, and brought down the blade.
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        * * *

      

      Sharp steel hurtled toward vulnerable flesh.

      Then a second machete shot out and blocked the incoming blow with a clang that reverberated through the storage room. Sparks flew as one of the robed men parried Espinoza’s death blow.

      The druglord glared at the fool who dared to interrupt the sacrifice. Even though Talon knew the Halloween get-up made him look like a member of Espinoza’s brotherhood, his eyes would give him away. They belong to a different breed of killer than Espinoza’s thugs.

      Grim understanding flooded the druglord’s features as he realized someone had managed to infiltrate his sacrificial circle. The goon Talon was impersonating was still seeping red in the alley that ran along Espinoza’s club—Talon’s own personal offering to the goddess of death.

      It would be the first of many.

      Before Espinoza could retaliate, Talon brought up the machete and slashed the blade across the druglord’s exposed neck in one lightning fast move. A second mouth opened below the first, and a shocked Espinoza grasped his gushing throat with horror. Blood splashed the nude victim, whose eyes were now wild with panic.

      As Espinoza slammed onto the tarp with a wet smack, Talon spun around just in time to meet the two descending machetes of Espinoza’s soldiers. Steel clanged against steel as the men hacked away at him while their leader convulsed and hemorrhaged at their feet.  His rattling death gurgle was drowned out by the intense grunts of combat.

      Talon parried the first few blows and chopped at the arm of one of his attackers. The man let out a guttural roar and stumbled backward, spraying crimson.

      The second cultist drove Talon back, his hungry blade slicing the air left and right, seemingly everywhere. One more inch and he would’ve taken the top of Talon’s head off. Definitely too close for comfort. His opponent’s attacks became faster and more intense. Making matters worse, the massive bastard outweighed Talon by about fifty pounds and knew how to use his weight to his advantage. Espinoza’s soldier rushed Talon, machete up, and pushed him against the wall with ferocious force.

      Blinding dust showered down Talon’s face. Without hesitation, he headbutted the skull-face, pulverizing cartilage. The machete-wielding cultist backed away with a sharp curse.

      From the corner of his peripheral vision, Talon caught movement. The first man had dropped his blade and was drawing a pistol. Talon spun and launched his machete at the cultist. The knife cut through the air and found its target with the wet thud of steel burying into flesh.  The cultist crumpled.

      Unarmed, Talon faced the incoming beast of a man he’d headbutted seconds earlier. The cultist’s face paint was coated in perspiration, the white and black running together, distorting the features until they barely seemed human. The onrushing machete missed Talon by a hair’s breadth and bit into the wall, where it lodged itself in the wooden framing beneath the plaster.

      Before the attacker could dislodge the machete and launch another attack, Talon snatched the man’s forearm and twisted it with martial arts precision. There was a sound of bone giving way, followed by machete clanging against the floor. He drove his elbow with savage efficiency into the cultist’s face, crushing the man’s larynx.

      The cultist collapsed and stopped moving.

      Talon took a step back, sucking in deep gulps of air while wiping the sweat off his features. He regarded the downed enemy for a beat before he turned toward the terrified naked woman still swinging from the ceiling. Her eyes met his with a haunted expression. She was in shock—and who could blame the poor girl?

      Talon cut her down. Arms around her waist, he gently lowered her to the floor. He tore the duct tape from her mouth and offered up his robe so she could cover herself with it. Considering the state she was in, modesty probably was the last thing on her mind. Nevertheless, she eagerly clutched the robe and draped it over her naked form.

      Approaching footsteps sounded from below. The fight had alerted Espinoza’s men.

      Talon scoped the room, picked up the pistol the cultist had dropped, and considered his options. Blasting his way out of there was one option, but he doubted he’d get far. An army was waiting for him on the lower floor of the club. He might be able to defeat the first group of men, but reinforcements would quickly take their place once the shooting began.

      Talon scanned the windows. He could use the fire escape and make a go for the roof, but there was the matter of the girl. In her current condition they’d never reach the roof in time.

      As these thoughts wheeled through his mind, he sensed someone creeping up behind him. He made out a flash of steel as Camila drove a knife into him. Sharp metal cut through skin and muscle and Talon gasped, more out of anger with himself than pain. He’d let his guard down, and now it would cost him dearly. The woman’s eyes glittered with fanatical savagery. All this time he’d viewed her as a helpless victim, when in reality she was a willing participant in this madness.

      Battling the occult shared a crucial element in common with fighting terrorism—sometimes it was difficult to establish who the good guys were. This was an asymmetrical conflict where the line between friend and foe could easily blur and distort. Talon wondered what would make a young woman welcome such a brutal end? Then again, how different was it from the young men and women who were willing to blow themselves up in the name of their God?

      There was no time to dwell on it. Talon’s heart grew cold as he drove his fist into the beauty’s face. She collapsed in a string-cut sprawl, her unconscious head hitting the tarp right next to Espinoza, who stared at her with blank, dead eyes from behind a mask of gore.

      Talon cursed as he clutched the knife handle jutting from his side and wrenched it out with a grunt of pain. Blood flowed freely and his legs shook. A bad situation had gotten worse. For a moment he swayed and leaned against the wall. Espinoza’s men were almost upon him. In a few seconds they’d burst through the door, guns blazing…

      Talon eyed the lifeless cultists, and a ghost of a smile played on his skull-painted face. There might still be a way out of this death trap.

      When Espinoza’s crew arrived, all they saw was four downed men and an unconscious woman. Talon heard their panicked curses and shouts as they swept the scene of carnage.

      The gangsters might be inured to death, but the sight of their fallen leader clearly shook them. Through slitted eyes, Talon saw one of the men cross himself and mutter a prayer.

      Go on and pray to your saint of death, he thought. She won’t save you now.

      One of the Espinoza’s men barked orders, and most of the cultists filed out of the storage area on their way to the roof. The two guards who stayed behind never noticed the hooded figure rising from the floor behind them. Never saw him level a pistol.

      Only when the shots rang out did their fatal oversight become apparent. But by then it was too late. Santa Muerte had found two new victims.
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        * * *

      

      Three heavily armed men blocked the staircase on the ground floor of the club. There was a flicker of instinctive fear as their eyes landed on the skull-faced man who had appeared seemingly out of nowhere. By the time they had brought up their guns, Talon’s bullets were already shattering bone and tissue in crimson bursts.

      They collapsed in the narrow staircase, and Talon climbed over their lifeless bodies. Within seconds he located the door that led into the club’s kitchen. The staff instinctively pulled away from the gun-wielding figure leaving a trail of crimson in its wake.

      Talon surged toward the steel door in the back and found himself in the same alley where he’d earlier stashed the body of the cultist he was impersonating. He stumbled down the passageway and heard shouts from above as the men on the roof spotted him. Bullets rained down, chopping cement, but missed Talon’s weaving form. The din of the Day of the Dead procession drowned out the gunshots.

      By the time their magazines were empty, Talon had already merged with the crowd of revelers, just another skeleton in a long line of the marching dead.

      As he let the crowd push him onward, he clutched his side, hoping to staunch the flow of blood. No one paid heed to his wound—or if they did, they most likely thought it was a creative touch to his costume.

      Talon felt on the verge of sensory overload. He caught glimpses of elaborately decorated altars on the side on the surging throng; the Ofrendas were built from human bones and other offerings. Drums rattled his teeth and seemed to mirror the pounding of his own heart. Skeletons and skulls leered at him as the spooky parade masks ghosted through the crowd. He thought he spotted Zagan’s mechanical death skull in the bobbing parade. He tried to rationalize the terrible vision, to blame it on the loss of blood, but some uncertainty lingered. Anything was possible in this new war, wasn’t it? Could the dead truly rise on this day? Could the monsters he’d defeated in the last six months return to torment him? There had been so much killing, so much death…

      Another figure jostled him, and he thought he saw Rezok’s face in his fiberglass skull mask. He squinted, filled his lungs with air and pressed the fabric of his black shirt against his injury.

      Clenching his jaw, he pressed on, one agonizing step after another. If he collapsed, he would either bleed out or end up in the hands of the Mexican authorities. He doubted that even Casca could bail him out of a Mexican jail. Not that he’d ever arrive at the police precinct; he was a dead man if the authorities found him. About a third of the police force was on Espinoza’s payroll. No, he needed to make it to the hotel. Take care of the injury. Get some rest and head for the airport once he was strong enough.

      Somehow he managed to cling to consciousness until he reached the Hilton, which was located three minutes from the Hidalgo Metro station. Even though he resembled one of the risen dead, no one paid him any mind. Ghosts outnumbered the living today.

      As soon as he staggered into his room, he lurched into the bathroom and snatched a bottle of pills from his first aid kit. He washed down the antibiotics with a shot of tequila before pouring some of the booze on his wounded side. He gasped with agony as the alcohol disinfected the wound. Luckily for him, the woman had wielded the blade with little force and missed all vital organs and arteries. Already the bleeding had slowed. He climbed into the shower and let the scalding hot water wash the make-up from his face and clean his wound. Black and white paint pooled around his feet, mixing with his blood before disappearing down the drain.

      Talon didn’t remember turning off the water or stitching up and bandaging the cut. Didn’t remember collapsing on the bed. Just before blackness swept over him, he had one last vision: Michelle’s beautiful, smiling face.

      Talon’s next memory was the sensation of brilliant sunlight streaming through his hotel room. He looked at the clock and saw he’d been out for over sixteen hours.

      He rubbed his pounding head, squinted at the brilliant light, and rose to his feet.

      The Day of the Dead had come and gone, and Talon was ready to return to the world of the living.
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      Karen admired her boyfriend’s profile in the moonlight as he steered his Porsche Cayman into the small, secluded park. His jet-black hair, olive skin, and striking eyes, which alternated between grey and green depending on the light, still made her weak at the knees even after eleven months of dating.

      “So in case you missed this little detail,” she said, “we just passed a sign that says the park closes at ten and violators will be ticketed.”

      “That’s too bad.” Gary winked at her mischievously, oozing confidence. He was definitely the wilder one in the relationship. Sometimes Karen wondered what he saw in her, and late at night, when he lay sound asleep next to her, she questioned how long they’d last as a couple. They were different in so many ways—but then again, opposites did attract, right? After nearly a year, Gary still seemed to be interested in her. Maybe her conservative, cautious temperament reigned in his more impulsive tendencies.

      Or maybe he just likes the shape of my ass, she thought.

      “What’s going through your mind?” Gary asked.

      “Just thinking how romantic this is,” she said. “Cruising into an empty park, breaking laws…

      “We haven’t broken any laws. At least not yet.” His eyes sparkled with good humor, and a smile tugged at his lips. The car rolled to a stop, and Gary turned off the engine. The brilliant light of the Porsche’s headlights starkly outlined the park’s playground ahead of them.

      Karen made out a metal slide, a jungle gym, a merry-go-round and a few other attractions that would delight the tykes. The rest remained cloaked in the shadows of the trees that lined the playground area.

      Being a first-grade teacher at a nearby elementary school, she’d visited the park hundreds of times—but always during the day when it was filled with the laughter and squeals of playing children. The playsets now stood abandoned, haunted and forlorn in the milky light. A low wind sent a pair of swings moving, the chains squeaking eerily in the nocturnal landscape. A thick fog was rolling in, adding to the spooky atmosphere as it rapidly devoured the playground.

      Yup, this place is friggin’ creepy at night, Karen thought. She suddenly wished they’d just headed straight to her apartment. Almost as if Gary sensed her anxiety, he leaned closer. An instant later, his hungry lips found hers. Immediately all worries were pushed aside by the shivers of delight traveling down her body. God, the man knew how to kiss…

      Karen almost expected a police officer to materialize outside the Porsche and shine a flashlight down at them. How embarrassing would that be? Damn it, why couldn’t she just relax and go with the flow? Her overactive imagination was like a blessing and a curse. How she wished she could be a little more carefree and spontaneous like Gary. He clearly was hoping to take their make-out session further, but her guard remained up. She’d die from embarrassment if the cops caught them in the throws of some lewd act.

      Karen gently pushed against his chest and pulled away. She felt bad about spoiling the party, but he seemed cool about it. She loved how he kept trying to coax her out of her comfort zone but also knew when to back down. Another reason she was so crazy about him.

      Gary grinned. “I think we better get a room, huh?”

      He started the car while Karen straightened her hair and fixed her make-up. The car jolted suddenly, causing Karen to smudge her lipstick. Her face fell as she made out the thump of rubber and metal scraping over cement—the telltale sound of a flat tire.

      Great! This night just keeps getting better.

      Had they been unlucky enough to roll over a nail or piece of glass as they entered the park?

      Gary killed the engine and squeezed her hand reassuringly. “No worries. I've got a spare.”

      “Don’t you think we should just call AAA?”

      “I’ve changed a tire before. Just stay in the car, it’s going to be a little chilly out there.”

      He kissed her on the cheek before stepping outside. The door slammed shut behind him.

      She watched him walk up to the hood, where the spare was stored in the Porsche Cayman. For a minute his face danced before the steamy windshield, and Karen turned on the wipers. She enjoyed seeing her man getting his hands dirty.

      Gary grabbed the spare and headed for the back of the Porsche. Tools banged against the frame of the vehicle as he mounted the tire. Bored, Karen snatched her phone from her purse and started to flip through her latest emails. She had probably checked her messages about a thousand times over the course of the day—another irritating habit she vowed to break in the near future. She’d almost caught up with all her social media when she became aware of the unnatural silence that had descended over the park. She turned her head toward the rear windshield but detected no sign of her beau.

      Strange…

      Fog fully enveloped the Porsche now, erasing most of the playground from view. Her pulse quickened as a terrible loneliness settled over her. What should she do? Roll down her window and call out for Gary? The mist blowing past the windows made it seem like a bad idea.

      “Hey Gary, what’s going on out there?” she shouted.

      There was no response.

      The fog thickened.

      The silence deepened.

      Just as she decided to text him, her cell chirped and a message from Gary lit up the screen. Initial relief turned to horror as she realized the screen showed a picture of her boyfriend covered in gore.

      Oh my God, no…

      Her breath hitched as terror washed over her. The sudden hiss of a spray canister made Karen almost jump out of her seat. She spun toward the rear window as a concentrated stream of blue spray paint hit the glass. She whirled just as a second hiss filled the night and a fiery red blast of paint streaked the front windshield. With trembling fingers, she reached for the ignition key.

      A hooded figure stepped out of the mist. Ripped jeans, a black hoodie, face shrouded in darkness. An urban spook. A web of runny paint obscured the silhouette, but Karen could still make out the baseball bat in the stranger’s hands. A second later, the bat came crashing down on the windshield, and Karen’s world turned into an explosion of glass.
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        * * *

      

      When the black veil of unconsciousness finally lifted, Karen found herself lying on a cold, hard floor. She inhaled dusty air and then choked.

      Where was she? What had happened?

      She remembered the incoming baseball bat, the shattering glass, the gloved hands reaching through the broken windshield. The assailants had fought their way into the Porsche and then dragged her out of the vehicle, where someone zapped her with a Taser. As she’d hit the ground, a boot had swung toward her head. Afterwards, there had only been blackness.

      Until now.

      Karen stifled another cough and groggily took in her surroundings. She found herself in an enclosed, high-ceilinged space. She lay at the center of a maze of bolted-down tables covered in a thick layer of grime.  The dirt-streaked, broken signs of a number of fast food restaurants loomed above her.

      Where was she? What was this place?

      In the distance, crumbling storefronts were tagged with graffiti. A tangle of wires and cables dangled from cracks in the walls, as if the building’s intestines were breaking through stone skin. Sickly light filtered through a cracked skylight overhead and illuminated twin escalators in the near distance.

      Karen suddenly realized where she was. It had to be in the Old Regional Mall, which had closed its doors during the recession. The shopping center had stood empty for years, narrowly avoiding demolition. Eyesore for some, spooky attraction to others, it was a symbol of 21st Century economic decline. Who needed a mall when it was cheaper to shop online?

      Investigating the dead mall more closely, Karen noticed a small bonfire burning nearby. Flames flickered and drew grotesque shadows.

      The bonfire reminded her that she wasn’t alone in the desolate shopping center. A shudder passed through her and the sense of terror returned. They’d brought her to this forsaken place for a reason. Somewhere in the darkened concourse, her abductors lurked.

      And this made her think of Gary, his face covered in a mask of blood. Oh God, what had they done to him? Tears welled up at the thought of her boyfriend’s blood-streaked features and she stifled a sob. No, she couldn’t let them see her break down like this, wouldn’t give those bastards the satisfaction.

      Her eyes bored into the darkness. There was no sign of her hooded abductors. Karen expected her kidnappers to show themselves and make their move any moment now, but the mall remained eerily still.

      What the hell are they waiting for?

      The answer to the question popped into her mind a second later: They’re drawing it out, playing with me. This is some sick game to them.

      God, she’d somehow stumbled into her own personal horror show.

      Karen took a few cautious, wobbly steps, legs trembling beneath her, muscles still stiff from the Taser attack and prolonged period of inactivity. Her shoes clacked against the stone floor, echoing creepily in the cavernous space. With an unsteady gait, she approached the bonfire, the flames casting a hypnotic spell. Fire was greedily consuming her personal belongings: her Coach purse, Sephora makeup kit, Tiffany necklace, and iPhone.

      “Why are you doing this to me?”

      There was no force to her words, her voice breathless with terror. She paused, not really expecting an answer, and was rewarded with the explosive hiss of an aerosol spray can.

      She pivoted, eyes searching, trying to determine the direction the sound was coming from.

      Her eyes landed on a human silhouette. The figure lurked about thirty feet away, a shadow in the dark mall. The stranger just stood there.

      Watching.

      Biding his time.

      Karen began to retreat, putting some distance between herself and the kidnapper. She reached a stone column and stumbled upon a message scrawled in bright red graffiti:

      I SHOP THEREFORE I AM.

      The paint bleeding down the wall was still fresh.

      Karen shifted her attention back to the ominous figure in the hoodie, but he’d vanished.

      Terror mounting, Karen continued walking away from the food court toward a row of shops. She vaguely recalled the main exits being inside JC Penney and Sears. If she could make it to either end of the mall…

      Who was she kidding? They would never let her get away. Better to just stay put and face what was coming with open eyes. They were in control here, whoever they might be.

      Another hiss emanated from a shadowy corner behind her.

      A dark realization clawed itself into her manic thoughts: she was dealing with multiple stalkers!

      She bit her lip to stave off her panic and tasted coppery blood. Words tore through her mind, and Karen realized it was a prayer.

      Her pace picking up, she stumbled deeper into the former shopping center, catching a glimpse of another graffiti message. A skull. But there was something strange about the image. Where the teeth should be, there was a pattern of parallel lines of varying widths. Beneath the row of alternating thick and thin bars, she made out a series of numbers. Understanding flooded her scared face. The skull’s jaw was a barcode.
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      Karen remembered seeing this barcode skull on the news a few years back. Knew the deeper significance of the symbol.

      Oh God, this couldn’t be happening to her.

      She shook with panic as she yelled, “What the hell do you want from me?”

      There was no answer. Instead wheels rippled over the stone floor, and two men in hoodies shot from the darkness on skateboards. The urban monks cut off Karen's escape, forcing her to retrace her steps.

      A third hoodie stepped into the ragged patch of moonlight behind her, blocking the concourse. He was decked out in a spray-painter's mask—Darth Vader aiming for street cred.

      Karen let out a choked scream when she spotted the long, curved knife in the hooded tagger’s hand.

      The figure took another step toward her.

      Karen snapped, adrenaline and fear propelling her into motion. She whirled around and broke into a run. She had almost reached the escalators when an invisible force stopped her dead in her tracks and whipped her back, sending her flying.

      For a moment, she was airborne. Then she hit the ground hard, the world spinning around her. Stunned, she craned her neck upward, expecting to see hooded faces leering down at her. But she was…alone.

      There was no trace of a human presence.

      Her breath clouded in the air before her and she shivered. The temperature must’ve dropped by at least ten degrees. She crawled back to her feet and inspected her shirt. The strange collision had shredded the fabric. The skin beneath the torn blouse was mottled by a series of black burn marks, sensitive to the touch. Adrenaline was keeping the pain at bay, but Karen knew it wouldn’t last.

      What was happening here?

      Karen turned and saw that the hoodies had returned. They loomed in the near distance, outlined in the pale moonlight, a ring of wraiths barring her escape. Why had they given up the chase? Had they tired of this horrible game? And what had tripped her in such a violent manner?

      A chilling whisper interrupted her racing thoughts.

      “Death is only the beginning.”

      Her heart pounding in a deafening drumbeat, she tilted her gaze toward the ceiling. She could feel her face twisting with horror, her lips distorting into a scream.

      A vaguely human form hung upside down from the mall ceiling, suspended like a spider.

      With a guttural shriek, the apparition launched toward Karen, bony hands hurtling toward her throat.

      Karen screamed.
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      Talon was a man without a home. He constantly traveled the globe, devoted to his personal quest of keeping mankind safe from occult enemies. Before signing up for the dark missions that now defined his life, he’d been a Delta Operator and his work had kept him on the go in a similar fashion. In a way, this had always been his reality. His calling.

      After dealing with Espinoza, the question was where he should head next. The world was his oyster nowadays. Every month, Casca transferred $25,000 into his bank account, payment for services rendered. The military had taken care of his needs for the last ten years, and Casca was fulfilling the same role now—albeit at a higher income bracket. Talon didn’t obsess about material wealth; he never would’ve become a professional soldier if money were that important to him. Nevertheless, he appreciated the freedom to go wherever he damned pleased.

      For a moment he considered San Francisco. Staying close to Casca for when duty would call again might be a smart move. But San Francisco was filled with memories of Michelle, and he was just managing to put a little distance between his past and the present. Instead he decided to book a flight to Sarasota, where his old Army buddy Rob had embarked on a promising career in law enforcement.

      The next day, Talon arrived in Florida and checked in at his hotel. Rob had invited him for dinner that night, and he was a little bit nervous about spending time with Rob’s wife and four-year-old son. He had originally figured they would grab some drinks the way they had back in the old days, but Rob wanted him to meet his clan. Talon couldn’t show up at his friend’s house empty-handed, so he proceeded to stop off at the local Toys “R” Us before dinner. Walking into the store, he was confronted with a new challenge: what to get a kid in 2015? He settled on a couple of Star Wars action figures.

      Ringing Rob’s doorbell, Talon felt more nervous than he had when facing down the army of thugs in Mexico City. He could hit a moving target at 1000 yards but this social gathering was making him break into a sweat – he’d been out of the game too long.  A dinner with Rob’s family should’ve been the most normal activity in the world, but over the last few months Talon’s definition of normal had irrevocably changed. His nerves calmed slightly the moment the door opened and Rob smiled at him. The sandy-haired baby-face clashed with the 220-pound frame, which now leaned in to give him a hearty bro hug.

      “Man, it’s great to see you. Come on in.”

      Stepping into Rob’s home, meeting his lovely wife Maria and his adorable kid, felt surreal. After months of wearing his armor, it was difficult for Talon to just sit down and fall back into the rhythm of civilian life. His friends had no idea about the occult war he was waging nowadays, but Rob knew first-hand the challenges returning soldiers faced. Thankfully, Maria turned out to be a delightful hostess and the kid was thrilled about the present. Two beers and a shot of Jack finally took the edge off the social gathering, and after dinner Talon and Rob relaxed in the living room while they watched the kid give the action figures a workout.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Rob told him.

      “Someone has to keep the galaxy safe.”

      Rob offered him another beer, and Talon popped it open.

      “Thanks.”

      They sipped in silence for a moment.

      “Look at you,” Talon said. “You got it all. The wife, the kid, the picket fence. Who would’ve thought that crazy punk I met ten years ago would ever grow up?”

      “Hey, I’m not that grown up. I got tickets to the Metallica concert next month.”

      Talon grinned. They had bonded over their love of the hard rock back in the Army. Two wild kids ready to protect the world and make a difference. In their own way, they were still doing so.

      In the days that followed, Talon and Rob tried to hit up every watering hole in town while reminiscing about the past. During the day while Rob was at work, Talon visited Siesta Key beach for long walks and even longer swims. The Gulf of Mexico was warm, the salt water soothing his injury. While he sliced through the bobbing waves with powerful strokes, the ocean stinging his eyes and the sun beating down on him, he let his thoughts wander. For a moment, the horrors seemed far away. The natural beauty of this tropical paradise didn’t seem to allow for the existence of demonic villainy. Talon knew it was an illusion, but he welcomed it anyway.

      He also couldn’t help but notice the tanned, bikini-clad beauties who filled the beach at all times of the day. The week he spent with Kristin in Norway had reminded him that he was still a man with needs. Even though his heart would always belong to Michelle, he could allow himself to draw momentary comfort in the arms of another.

      After a week of the lazy life, he returned to his hotel one day to find a message on his cellphone. Casca had left instructions to check out a few Internet links he’d forwarded to Talon’s email account. Judging from the urgent tone in the billionaire’s voice, the lull in the fighting was over.
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      As soon as Talon finished listening to Casca’s message, he checked his email and clicked the links in question. They routed him to three videos hosted on a website that showcased material too edgy and dangerous for YouTube.

      Talon played the first video. A skull and crossbones image flickered against a black background, and Talon noticed that the skull’s teeth had been replaced with a barcode. A beat later, a shot of a parked Mercedes filled the screen. Three guys decked out in faceless hoodies sporting crowbars and baseball bats closed in on the luxury car and went medieval on the vehicle. The car alarm wailed. The sheer aggression on display was raw and real and in your face. Metal twisted, glass spiderwebbed. Canisters of spray paint hissed, streaks of color bleeding over the luxury vehicle, leaving behind crude graffiti of pentagrams and inverted crosses.

      The camera zoomed in on the Mercedes and revealed a screaming driver cuffed to his steering wheel. One hoodie liberally sprayed him with lighter fluid while another tossed a match into the car, igniting the driver. The bone-chilling screams of the human torch echoed.

      Part of Talon wanted nothing more in the world than to kill the video. But he forced himself to endure it to the bitter end. Casca had sent him the link for a reason. He needed to know who his new enemy was.

      The next video showed variations on the same barbaric theme. A group of ratty skater punks circled two terrified men dressed in expensive suits. They projected an air of wealth and power, and Talon thought they looked like they might be bankers or lawyers. The hoodies destroyed their cell phones, Rolex watches, and tablets before turning their attention toward the well-heeled professionals themselves. The video spared no details as aluminum bats connected with the hapless victims. Pitiful pleas for mercy alternated with grunts of pain.

      Talon was a battle-hardened killer, but torture and cruelty sickened him. His greatest fear, while serving as an Operator, had been to be captured by an enemy intent on making his exit from this world as unpleasant as possible. In his mind, war should be a life and death battle between two professional soldiers; torture was the domain of psychopaths and cowards. Too bad the world rarely lived up to his ideals.

      In the final video, hoodies had invaded a lush property. An attractive couple was dragged toward a luxury pool that glittered in their home’s lights. Their hands were cuffed behind their backs, and Talon knew with a growing sense of dread where this was headed. The man was shouting, rage twisting his features, while the woman was crying and shaking with terror. No one heard their pleas as the home invaders tossed the couple into the deep end of the pool. Splashing water gave way to desperate gasps for air, foam erupting from lips unwilling to accept death. Talon’s phone suddenly chirped with an incoming text, mercifully providing an excuse to turn off the horror show.

      Did you check out the links?

      Instead of answering the text, Talon called Casca on Skype. The billionaire appeared on his laptop. Somehow his benefactor managed to exude wealth and sophistication even through his webcam. His classically handsome features and sense of style seemed more suited for a male model than an occult expert. Like himself, Simon Casca had been marked by the dark forces at an early age when a cult invaded his home and murdered his sister. Before the cultists could finish him off, the FBI had arrived on the scene and saved his life. Who knew how Casca would’ve turned out if not for his past tragedy? He probably would be living the high life, dating models without a care in the world. To be fair, Casca did maintain a front as a rich playboy, but there was a gravity behind the mask, a sense of mission that they shared in common.

      Both Talon and Casca had declared war on the forces of darkness. So far they’d won their battles, but the war was still young.

      “What the hell did you just make me look at?” Talon asked.

      “I’m sorry, Sergeant. But you need to know what you might be up against.”

      “These videos weren’t taken recently. Looks like they were uploaded a few years back,” Talon pointed out.

      “That’s correct,” Casca confirmed. “During the recession of 2008, a group of skaters, runaways, and anarchists committed acts of terror across the Midwest, which soon turned violent. The barcode skull became the identifying symbol of this satanic death cult, which mostly targeted members of the one-percent. Psychologists and sociologists deemed it a social manifestation of economic inequality.”

      “I call it a freak show. Making a boatload of cash is bad, but killing people is okay?” Talon shook his head. Another example of fanatics leading willing sheep to the slaughter, he thought grimly. Would mankind ever learn to tune out the dark siren call of extremist ideology?

      “Did the cops catch these monsters?” Talon asked.

      “Fortunately, yes. It all came to a head when their leader, Robert Schiller, nicknamed “the Reaper” by the press, gathered the most fanatical members of the group and went on a shooting spree at the Regional National Mall in Ampton, Ohio. He and his followers murdered twenty-five people that day before the authorities took them out.”

      “Someone deserves a medal,” Talon said through gritted teeth. He was shaking with rage. The sadistic torture videos had worked him up, raising the memories of Michelle’s horrific death video once more. Not only had these bastards tortured innocents, but they’d been proud of it, too, had wanted to show it off for the world to see.

      Talon typed Schiller’s name into his laptop’s search engine and a haunting face appeared. Talon immediately understood why the press had nicknamed Schiller the Reaper. The mass murderer staring back at him was bald, his neck and chest covered in satanic tattoos with the barcode skull taking center stage on his throat. Skin stretched tightly over his gaunt, emaciated features, the bones sharply outlined—a skull wearing the mask of a man. Body shots revealed Schiller to be six foot-four, bone-thin without a gram of body-fat on his ropy frame.	“So why are we looking at the work of a deceased cult leader?”

      “It appears that Schiller’s work has inspired a copycat cult. There have been reports of four new kidnapping cases in Ampton, Ohio over the course of the last week that bear the MO of the Reaper gang. Same graffiti signature, similar high-income targets, crime scenes characterized by acts of vandalism.”

      “Schiller’s freak show is back on,” said Talon.

      “I’m afraid so. The police haven’t found any bodies, but it’s probably just a matter of time.”

      Talon sighed. “I guess the vacation is over.”

      “I’m sorry, Sergeant.”

      “No worries. I was getting bored out here anyway. Beach, babes, and sun just can’t compete with demons and killer cults.”

      “Nice to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.” Casca’s grew more serious as he added, ”Be careful out there. We don’t know yet what we’re dealing with.”

      Casca’s words illustrated a problem Talon faced every time he tracked down an occult lead or investigated a paranormal case. Many of the cultists they hunted turned out to be dabblers, amateurs like Espinoza who believed they could conjure evil forces but were a long way from achieving their goals. But sometimes the horror was real. Talon wouldn’t know what he was up against until he was right smack in the middle of it.

      He touched the pentacle pendant that had saved him back in San Francisco and in Arizona. His guns and knives were great against mortal enemies but pretty much useless against a true agent of darkness. Was this copycat cult just a group of psychos who lacked the imagination to come up with their own freak show? Or were they tapping into the darkness, the ancient, primal force of black magic that had fueled Zagan, Amon, and Rezok’s evil? Was he about to step into some black magic shitstorm?

      There was only one way to find out.

      Talon met Casca’s gaze and said, ”When do I leave?”
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      Talon’s plane touched down twelve hours later in Ampton, Ohio. As always, he was traveling light, and within a half an hour of landing, he was navigating the foggy roads in his black BMW rental car. His first stop would be a local Best Western, where Casca had booked a room for him. He didn’t plan to waste any time. After the long, relaxing week in Florida, he was hungry for action.

      He located his room and found a metal case waiting for him on the freshly made bed. From experience he knew that Casca’s little care package would be filled with kit. He tapped in the proper combination and the case snapped open, revealing a Glock, Ka-Bar knife, night-vison goggles, a Heckler & Koch machine pistol, and multiple magazines of ammo. He loaded the Glock, strapped on the knife and decided to seek out the copycat cult’s last crime scene. The authorities had found the Porsche of a missing couple in a nearby park, about a mile away from where he was staying.

      Geared up, Talon left the hotel.

      It was around six when he set foot in the scenic playground. Red shadows bled over the playsets and trees. For the most part the park was sparsely populated. A couple of families kept watchful eyes on their children and shot Talon suspicious glances. He couldn’t blame them after what had happened here. The kids almost seemed to sense that a terrible tragedy had befallen the place. Their play seemed muted, lacking the laughter and shouts one commonly associated with children and parks. Perhaps the cold weather accounted for their lethargic behavior; a chill was settling over the area, after all. Having been spoilt by Mexico and Florida weather, Ohio’s brisk days felt unpleasantly cold. Though they paled in comparison with the snowy conditions he’d encountered back in Norway.

      The police had done a decent job washing away the vandalism, but they hadn’t quite succeeded in erasing all signs of the vicious attack. It didn’t take long for Talon’s eyes to find the graffiti the cult had left behind. The barcode skull on the cement wall that ringed the parking lot was faded, the result of multiple attempts to scrub it off by the authorities, but a person who knew what they were searching for wouldn’t have any trouble spotting it.

      Wary glances continued to follow him. Ignoring the attention, Talon continued to search the area. His behavior would be deemed suspicious by some of the wary parents but hopefully wouldn’t warrant a call to the police. The plan was to scan the park without overstaying his welcome.

      Talon held no illusions about what he would find. He didn’t think he would magically stumble upon some piece of evidence the cops had missed, but maybe there was some detail about the crime scene that would mean more to people like him and Casca than the law. The police were scoping for forensic clues; Talon was snooping for signs of the occult. He checked the surroundings…and finally spotted a pentagram and an inverted cross carved into the trunks of a few nearby trees. There was another sign too. The Greek letters Alpha and Omega. Beginning and End.

      Talon frowned. What did it signify?

      He snapped pictures of the symbols and kept combing the park. Further inspection proved fruitless, and he decided to return to his hotel. As he left the park grounds, he felt one of the moms staring at him again. He winked at her, and she quickly averted her gaze.

      A moment later he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Talon resumed his investigation the next day.

      He showered, dressed, and knocked back some boiling coffee, his tongue desensitized to the point where his cup of joe needed to be volcano hot to work its magic. The Reaper and his followers had been skaters before they had added murder and Satanism to their resume. Maybe the new cult had a similar background.

      Talon decided to start his investigation in the East End, a wasteland dominated by empty tenements and industrial lots. According to his research, it was the place where the most radical and dangerous dudes shredded. The kids out there were mostly runaways, druggies and burnouts. Odds were good that the copycat cult might be drawing from the same talent pool.

      Talon wore an old pair of sneakers, green khakis, and a hoodie. His Delta training had taught him the art of blending in with his surroundings. He hadn’t shaved since Mexico and needed a haircut, which helped sell the look. No one would mistake him for some teen punk, but neither did he look like a square. He picked up a used board at Switchfoot, a skate shop he came across on his way to the East End, and parked the BMW about a quarter of a mile from his destination.

      He got out of the rental and skated the rest of the way. He’d been an avid skater when he was young and could still pull off a few moves. Being the son of a diplomat, Talon had lived all across the world when he was a teen. Every year seemed to bring a new city in a different country. Exploring a new place on his deck was a rite of passage, a way of making his ever changing surroundings feel like home. Shooting down the winding road of the industrial wasteland on his board brought it all back. For a brief moment he was able to forget the real reason why he was here.

      Fifteen minutes later, Talon reached his destination. The East End skate park lay tucked under a bridge, cars and trucks rattling by overhead. He descended a rusty staircase and walked along a chainlink fence. Before him the whole East End spread out. The place looked trashed, the skate rink scrawled with graffiti. Skaters abounded, sporting tats, piercings, and a ton of attitude. Talon’s skin prickled with a palpable aura of danger.

      A skater shot up a bowl nearby and finished off with a 360-degree kickflip. The wheels snapped against the cement. His appearance was ragged and dirty, oozing a predatory quality. Borderline gutter punk.

      Talon approached some of the other skaters lounging around the bowls. It was an older, more hardened crowd. He offered one of the dudes a cigarette and struck up a conversation. Soon he steered their chat toward the Reaper. His spiel was simple. He’d seen the stories on the news and wanted in. Unfortunately, the line of questioning proved to be a dead end. The kid eyed him blankly when the subject came up, almost as if he was addressing him in a foreign language, and then their chat was over.

      Talon continued to search for someone who might be more talkative if properly motivated. He secretly hoped that his questions might draw out a member of the copycat gang. If someone began following him or tried to start something, they’d be in for a surprise. Maybe he was being too cocky, but after dealing with Al Queda, a group of skater rats didn’t faze him. He wanted the bad guys to know he was looking for them. The question was who would blink first. After a few more failed attempts and some suspicious stares here and there, he found someone who was willing to help out. For a price.

      “You sure you’re ready to be part of this?” Carl, a twenty-something shredder with long greasy hair, said.

      “I spent four years risking my life for Uncle Sam and for what? To come home to a country where a bunch of pussy-assed, over-privileged hipster assholes have all the power?”

      “Seek out the Lightwalker. He’ll know if you’re ready.”

      “The Lightwalker?”

      “That’s what people call him,” Carl said. “I dunno, man, maybe if I had a couple more smokes I could remember why.”

      Talon regarded the kid with growing curiosity. The punk flashed him a knowing grin. He might be a drop-out druggie, but what he lacked in school smarts he made up for in animal cunning. He knew he possessed information that Talon wanted and was ready to negotiate. Talon offered him a whole pack of cigarettes and his lighter. As soon as the skater pocketed the spoils, he resumed his explanation.

      “Lightwalker walked into the light,” he elaborated, revealing a row of yellow, nicotine-stained teeth.

      Talon still stared at the skater with incomprehension.

      “He wiped out, hit his head. Died on the spot. Walked down the tunnel and into the light,” Carl continued. “But they managed to bring him back. That’s why he skates without fear now. Skates like he doesn’t care about living or dying.”

      Talon didn’t quite know what to make of this. Was the punk telling the truth?

      “Lightwalker saw the light and now speaks to the dead,” Carl said, exhaling a cloud of smoke.

      Talon blinked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Like that kid in The Sixth Sense. He can see ghosts. Speaks with dead people. You don’t want to fuck with the dude is what I’m saying.”

      Talon decided to risk it and said, “How do I find him?”

      “Maybe he’ll find you.” The punk shot him a grin. Talon felt his patience running dry. He was almost ready to snatch the asshole by the collar and rub that smirk right off his face when the kid added. “Word is he stays at the old mall.”

      Talon frowned. The kid had to be talking about the Regional National Mall where the final showdown between the Reaper and the police had taken place. The mall had closed shortly after the shooting and had stood abandoned ever since. It had been scheduled for demolition at one point, but the developers ran out of money. Just another victim of the recession.

      “Be careful. If he doesn’t like you, he won’t let you walk out of that place.”

      Talon waited for the kid to add something more, but apparently the conversation was now officially over, the kid preoccupied with filling his lungs with carcinogens.

      Talon shrugged and left the park, sensing this was as much as he would get today. The hostile glares of the other skaters trailed him, but no one actually followed.

      As he climbed into his rental car and drove off, Talon kept reviewing what the skater had shared with him. This Lightwalker character apparently was a near death survivor. The weird detail sounded too crazy to just be a story the punk had made up.

      Lightwalker saw the light and now speaks to the dead. Something about the punk’s words sent a shiver down Talon’s spine.

      He drove back to his hotel and hit his computer. He Googled the mall, and a number of photographs flashed onscreen. A series of monolithic, weathered structures grew from a vast vacant parking lot. A fading JC Penney sign with two letters missing loomed forebodingly over a graffiti-besmirched exterior. This was an urban explorer’s wet dream. It would be Mecca to any freak who thought the Reaper had been some sort of hero fighting a corrupt system.

      Talon inspected the images of the dead mall more closely. The desolate shopping center had a post-apocalyptic quality. The large, empty parking lots coupled with the many signs of nature reclaiming the area—trees and vegetation bursting from the stretches of asphalt—stirred an uneasy feeling inside Talon. The place sure seemed like the perfect place for a nomadic band of killers to set up shop.

      What might be waiting for him inside the Reaper’s old stomping grounds?

      He planned to find out.
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      Officer Robert Benson and his partner, Glenn Durham, were  the first officers to receive the call about the shooting at the Regional National mall.

      Benson swallowed the last bite of his tuna sandwich, drained his cup of Diet Coke, and surged toward their cruiser. Less than a minute later, their police car screamed down the road, sirens flashing. Within fifteen minutes, he was making his way through the deadly still mall, Glenn on his side, burning up with adrenaline as he tried to maintain a steady grip on his firearm.

      The moment he spotted the first bodies, his heart sank.

      We are too late, he thought.

      Victim after victim, legs and arms akimbo like broken marionettes, resting in widening pools of scarlet. Their empty, accusatory eyes fixed on him, blaming him for not showing up on time and failing to protect them, to keep them safe from the madmen in the mall. The acrid smell of gunpowder wafted through the air. Benson flinched as the pitiful screams from the wounded mixed with staccato bursts of gunfire. And then, finally, the band of murderers grew visible. Hooded skater-kids, bony hands clutching guns and knives.

      Benson lost it. There was zero hesitation as he squeezed the trigger. The punks went down, joining their victims on the floor.

      Benson rushed past their broken forms, blocking out the sight while following the desperate cries of a woman. The dead were gone but there was still a chance to save the living. The woman’s shrill voice was laced with mortal fear.

      He rounded the corner of the concourse and came face to face with the monster at the heart of the massacre. Schiller, AKA the Reaper, stood in the center of the food court, which had become ground zero of the mass shooting. His bony fingers clawed the hair of his female hostage. The Reaper was bald and skeletally thin with bulging eyes. He wore a ratty hoodie and baggy cargo pants that gave his bony, unnaturally tall frame a scarecrow-like appearance. The bloody sickle in his hand, combined with his death skull appearance and the pile of lifeless bodies at his feet, made Benson think he was looking at the Grim Reaper himself.

      Time stretched as Benson locked eyes with the mass murderer. He heard gunshots, saw his partner go down beside him. He squeezed the trigger and bullets roared from the muzzle of his firearm. Later, he’d tell reporters that he got lucky, but none of the papers would print the quote. The public needed a hero after the bloodbath.

      The bullets from his pistol found the Reaper, and the skeletal figure crumpled.

      It was done.

      He’d slain the beast.

      A sudden croaking sound made Benson look down.

      His partner peered up at him, his cratered head framed by a halo of red, his eyes questioning as if he wanted to know why Benson had let him die.
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        * * *

      

      Benson’s eyes snapped open and he fought back a scream. For a long beat, he just stared at the ceiling, breathing heavily. He turned, looking almost longingly at the empty half of the king-sized bed. Ashley had left him a year after the shooting. Poor woman had tried to salvage their marriage, but he’d given her little to work with. Eventually he shut her out to a point where there was no other choice but to make a break.

      Why had he pushed her away? Maybe he felt it was the only way to keep her safe, to spare her future hurt. Her side of the bed had remained empty ever since, except for a one-nightstand here or there.

      Benson grunted, letting go of the painful memories, and got up. Stumbling into the bathroom, he wiped the thick beads of perspiration off his face and stared at his graying stubble. He was nearing his fortieth birthday and the signs of aging were everywhere. From the wrinkles crinkling his eyes to the paunch forming around his middle, time was marching on—and he’d better just hang on tight for the ride.

      And now the nightmares were back.

      It had taken him five long years to put the mall shooting behind him. Three cops had been killed that day, another six injured, but Benson had walked away from the carnage without a scratch. No, that wasn’t quite true. His wounds were the kind that one couldn’t see at first but that would manifest themselves in the weeks, months, and years to come. The incident might’ve led to his promotion as detective but also cost him a partner, his marriage, and countless sleepless nights.

      Now the past had caught up with him as he always dreaded it would. Reports of the first kidnapping had given him a bad feeling. The vandalism, the graffiti, and the choice of victim—a high-earning investment banker—made Benson immediately think of the Reaper. Benson’s bullets had struck down Ralf Schiller that day, but the legends surrounding the cult leader lived on. The Reaper sold newspapers and books and made people tune in to their local broadcasts. Ironic that a war against hyper-capitalism would give rise to a cottage industry designed to cash in on his notoriety. Benson was surprised they hadn’t turned his story into a goddamn TV movie yet. Maybe there were too many freaks vying for the public’s attention.

      With the help of a dark charisma and a hate-filled ideology borne from economic inequality, the Reaper had gathered skaters, runaways, and taggers around himself like some urban Pied Piper. He’d weaponized them with poisonous philosophy directed at anyone who supported capitalist America. A modern Manson. The attack on the mall had been the group’s final statement, the last in a string of violent crimes. At least Benson thought it was the last.

      Benson showered, dressed and headed for the precinct. He was relieved to discover that no new kidnappings had been reported. He decided to catch up on the paperwork that was piling up. He wasn’t actively investigating the new crimes, and his attention was needed elsewhere. Nevertheless, for the rest of the day, Benson’s mind kept returning to his nightmare. He hadn’t been back to the old mall in years. He wondered if his subconscious had dredged up the memory for a reason. If a copycat gang roamed the city, what better place to hole up than the old mall?

      The mere idea made Benson crave a drink. Almost as if his colleagues could read his thoughts, they invited him to join them at a local watering hole after work. Benson generally avoided bars when he could and tried to stay away from the bottle. Shit was bad enough without booze in his life. Once he started, it would be too hard to stop. Better to just head home and watch some TV before calling it an early night. Betraying his intentions, he turned on Grand Avenue instead of going straight home.

      As he drove toward the mall, he navigated a number of vacant parking lots and rows of tract homes. The cookie-cutter buildings appeared deserted, the windows dark and boarded up. Foreclosure signs alternated with garages tagged with graffiti. The area was a ghost town.

      Twenty minutes later, he pulled into the abandoned parking lot of the Regional National Mall. The fading sunlight played over the surface of the decrepit structure, a sprawling monument to suburban decay. It made Benson think of a shipwreck rotting away at the bottom of the ocean floor. Forgotten by most, only living on in the nightmares of the shooting’s survivors.

      What are you doing here?

      There had been a time when the mall and its parking lot attracted runaways, prostitutes, and drug dealers. But soon word spread that the mall was haunted, that the Reaper’s victims still lingered within its labyrinthine walls. These weren’t merely tall tales. People who’d ventured into the mall to get high or engage in other shady activities disappeared. One year the department combed the place and found the bodies of fifteen people who’d sought refuge inside the shopping center during the bitter winter months. The official story was they froze to death, but word on the street was that the restless ghost of the Reaper had snatched them. Nowadays no one came here except a few teens on occasion, and they were smart enough to not venture beyond the relative safety of the sprawling parking lot.

      Benson hadn’t been here since that fateful day, but the mall had lived on in his memories. Seeing it with his own eyes after all this time made him feel numb. He opened his car door and threw up his lunch. Steaming piles of half-digested food hit the overgrown lot.

      The shadows lengthened and for a wild moment he thought he spotted the hooded outline of the Reaper in the near distance. The wind outside was bitter, and it was getting late. Tomorrow, he might return with some men and search the area.	But Benson would make sure not to be among the detectives entering the cursed place.

      He closed the car door and took off. The tires screamed and left tread marks in the deserted lot. He wasn’t ashamed to admit that the mall terrified him.

      He drove twenty miles above the speed limit all the way to his home. Stealing nervous glances around the dark neighborhood, he entered his two-bedroom house. As soon as he was inside, he made sure to double-bolt and lock the door. He couldn’t shake the irrational sensation that an invisible stalker had followed him all the way from the mall.

      He headed for the kitchen, located the bottle of bourbon he kept stashed in a cupboard behind the fridge, and poured himself a double. He drained the drink and let out a cough. Hard liquor wasn’t his poison of choice anymore. When had he bought the bottle? Must’ve been around New Year’s Eve—eleven months earlier.

      He turned up the TV, suddenly needing to hear human voices, and soon the effects of the alcohol washed over him. Fear still held him in its grip, but the booze was taking the edge off his emotions, dulling them somewhat. Feeling a bit dizzy, he headed into the bathroom and splashed some water on his face. When he looked up…a hooded skater punk stared back at him.

      Before he could scream or turn on the intruder, the Taser’s 50,000 volts rippled through his body. Benson hit the floor in a twitching mass.
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      Night had fallen, and a thick fog shrouded the crumbling Regional National mall.

      Talon lurked among a row of trees that faced the sprawling wasteland of the mall’s lot. In addition to the Ka-Bar strapped around his leg and the Glock in his holster, the Heckler & Koch machine pistol hung on a strap from his shoulder. He was garbed in skintight combat black and perfectly blended in with the nocturnal landscape. The spectral green of his night-vision binoculars revealed no sign of life. This desolate temple of capitalism remained forgotten by the world at large.

      Talon zoomed in on the entrance of Sears. The tinted glass of the doors gave no hint at what might be going on inside the immense structure. There was no way around it. He’d have to enter the mall to determine if the copycat cult had found sanctuary within its decaying walls.

      For a moment he debated if he should hold off his inspection until the morning, but if the enemy were here, he would be active at night.

      There was a prickly sensation in his neck, and a sensation of ice in his gut. Shivers tracked the length of his spine. He couldn’t shake the pervasive feeling that he was being watched.

      Talon slipped the binoculars into his backpack and dashed across the deserted parking lot. His boots made no sound as he flitted toward the three-story structure. Cloying condensation wrapped around him; the fog was growing heavier by the second.

      Moments later, he reached the department store’s doors. All of them were locked. He removed a lockpick and went to work. Within minutes, the door gave way to his concentrated efforts, and he slipped into the Sears. He donned his night vision goggles, and ghostly green light drenched the store. A landscape of empty racks, shopping carts, and mannequins confronted him. The place was as silent as a tomb.

      Talon inhaled the musty air and advanced deeper into the structure. He crossed the main floor and found an arched entrance that led to the mall’s main concourse.

      Moonlight shafted down skylights that pierced the length of the large hallway. The mall boasted two more floors with balconies running along the upper levels. Picking up his pace until he was moving at a light sprint, he passed rows of caged-up shops and restaurants that had long ago gone out of business. His senses became attuned to his environment, probing the yawning darkness for any signs that he might not be alone. All throughout, his fingers never wavered from the trigger of his machine pistol, its steel barrel leading the way.

      He followed the moonlight. Based on maps and floorplans he’d checked out earlier online, he was headed for the main plaza of the mall where the food court was located. So far, it appeared as though no one had set foot in this place for ages. But Talon knew better than most that appearances could be deceiving.

      The forsaken mall stirred strange emotions inside of him. He had a soft spot for malls. Even though he’d traveled the world as a kid, his father had made sure to let him spend his summers in the States with his uncle. He might not have been able to offer him a traditional American childhood, but he wanted Talon to have a taste of what life back home felt like, at least for a few months out of the year. Most days his uncle, who worked security at a local museum, would drop Talon off at an air-conditioned mall in the morning and pick him up at the end of the day after work.

      He’d spent much of his summers roaming the local shopping center, catching movies in the multiplex, reading comics off the rack at Waldenbooks, and flirting with girls in the food court.  Ever since then, malls had symbolized a slice of Americana that made him feel at home no matter where he was. It made him unaccountably sad to see this one desolate and abandoned. He stepped up to a pair of escalators fronted by overturned, potted artificial trees. Taking two steps at a time, he scaled the escalator, hoping the high-angle view on the second level might offer a better overview of the terrain.

      He continued his advance, passing more gated boutiques. He also encountered signs that the mall hadn’t been completely uninhabited for the last few years. Graffiti scarred the walls and storefronts, and detritus littered the ground. Discarded fast food wrappings and empty bottles of liquor abounded.

      Guard up, Talon slowed his approach. Shapes were becoming visible in the plaza below him.

      He wasn’t alone any longer.

      A ring of spooky human silhouettes formed a large circle around a cement island. A lone figure stood at the top of island and overlooked the crowd.

      Talon slipped off his goggles. There was enough moonlight here to follow the action without any technological assistance. Narrowing his gaze, he counted about twenty-five hooded figures in the circle. The man they faced was decked out all in ghostly white, and they kept a reverent distance from him. He had to be the leader of the group.

      The Lightwalker.

      He can speak with the dead.

      Talon crept closer to the circle, hoping to gain a better view, his machine pistol ready. He was right above the gathering now and realized that there was another man he hadn’t noticed before. This figure didn’t sport a hoodie but was dressed in slacks and a button shirt. He appeared disoriented and isolated, crouched on his knees, positioned between the crowd of followers and the white-garbed leader on the cement island.

      A prisoner, Talon realized.

      Now that he hovered directly over the unholy congregation, he saw that the leader wore a spray-painter’s mask. His white attire formed a sharp contrast to the dark clothing of the cultists. The moonlight played over the white hoodie and cargo pants, heightening the spectral effect. The other followers all sported curved blades. Sickles. Was it a way to honor the legacy of the Reaper? Talon gripped his Heckler & Kock a little harder.

      Below him, the Lightwalker spoke.

      “Death is only the beginning.”

      What happened next proved that these weren’t mere empty words.
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      It took Detective Benson less than a minute to figure out what was happening after he regained consciousness. One look at his surroundings told him everything he needed to know. He was back inside the Regional Mall. He couldn’t see the eyes of his hooded captors, but he spotted their shiny blades. To his surprise, a strange calm had fallen over him. He knew what would happen next, and at some level, he even welcomed the confrontation with the terror that had haunted him for five years. One way or another, he wouldn’t have to live with the fear any longer.

      A figure appeared on the cement island that once had sprouted trees and plants. For a second the old terror gripped  him as he wondered if the Reaper had returned from the grave.

      He let the moment pass.

      Schiller was long gone from this world. This had to be the man in charge of the copy-cat cult.

      The leader in the white hoodie loomed before him like some spectral post-apocalyptic warrior-monk. The figure was about six feet tall and athletically built. Definitely not Schiller, then. Benson tried to catch a better look at the face under the hood, but it remained shrouded in mystery. A spray-painter’s mask hid all details of his features, heightening his larger than life persona.

      The cult leader approached Benson.

      “You know why you’re here,” he said.

      Benson remained silent.

      The cult leader turned his attention away from him and addressed the crowd. “Four years ago, this man took the life of someone who wanted to change the world we live in. A man who was brave enough to hold up a mirror to society and show them what this country had become. He told the truth, and it cost him the ultimate price. This man you see before you was the one who pulled the trigger. This is the pig who shot the Reaper.”

      “Schiller was scum,” Benson hissed under his breath. ”Just like the rest of you.”

      Benson’s words reverberated in the cavernous plaza, adding to the impression that he was standing at the center of an ancient temple. And I’m about to be the sacrifice, he thought.

      “You think you won that day, but Schiller never left you, did he? He stayed with you, haunting your every moment. Cursing you.”

      It was as if the bastard could read his mind. Knew all his secrets. Who the fuck was this guy?

      The cult leader took another step toward him.

      Come on, just a little closer…

      “Not everything that dies disappears from our world. Sometimes the dead linger, unwilling to pass into the light because their life’s work remains undone.”

      What the hell was this asshole jabbering about?

      “Can’t you feel it? Our master is here with you right now. Schiller’s flesh succumbed to your bullets, but his spirit remains right here. Watching. Waiting to punish you for what you did that day.” The cult leader paused dramatically and added, “Death is only the beginning.”

      The crowd of hoodies echoed his words, the chorus of their voices bouncing off the walls like an unholy prayer. “Death is only the beginning.”

      “Master, take his life the way he took yours,” the leader said.

      Terror gripped Benson. He could feel the atmosphere change, a chill falling over the plaza. The burst of frigid air made him want to wrap his arms around his torso, but he couldn’t allow himself to show any weakness. For a crazed beat he wondered if Schiller’s spirit could truly linger. Benson’s rational mind tried to discard the notion, but the superstitious part of his soul knew the cult leader was telling the truth. The realization made his body turn rigid with atavistic fear.

      The Reaper is here.

      Shaking off his growing terror, Benson willed his thoughts to focus on his predicament. Three hoodies were closing in, sickles out. The wheels of their skateboards crunched over the trash-covered plaza. Perhaps Schiller’s spirit still lingered, but these knife-wielding gutter rats were flesh and blood. And that meant he could fight back.

      Willing himself to remain patient, Benson waited until they were almost upon him. The first hoodie rolled forward on his skateboard, moonlight dancing over the knife in one hand, and the canister of spray paint in the other.

      Benson pretended to be paralyzed with fear—which wasn’t all that far from the truth.

      He waited…and waited.

      The knife slid into his field of his vision, and that’s when he made his move. Without warning, his right leg swept out, catching the incoming hoodie off guard. He’d clearly expected the middle-aged cop to offer little resistance. An instant later, the punk was on the ground with Benson pinning him down. The knife clattered to the floor, and was lost in the encroaching shadows.

      Benson experienced an undeniable rush as his fist shot out and whipped the punk’s head back. Before the hoodie or his friends quite knew what was happening, Benson snatched the can of spraypaint the skater had dropped when he hit the floor. Lightning fast, he unloaded it at a second skater's face. There was a hiss of aerosol as a stream of blinding paint engulfed the cultist’s face.

      Stunned by the counter-attack, the skater reeled backward, giving Benson a chance to stagger to his feet. The skater let out a howl of rage and charged, his face streaked red—a demon from hell.

      Benson sidestepped the punk and brought up the hoodie’s skateboard. Tapping into all his strength, he drove the deck down on the cultist’s scarlet face. The head and board connected with a sickening crunch that was followed by the thump of the punk hitting the ground.

      Reacting on pure instinct, Benson ran down the dark concourse, unsteady legs barely able to support his two-hundred pound frame, leaving the circle of hooded wraiths in his wake.

      He wasn’t going down without a fight, that much was for certain. He stole a glance back and saw more members of the psycho skater gang separate from the crowd and shoot after him in dark formation. Shadows pinballed through the mall at breakneck speed, phantom figures who sported steel that was all too real.

      Benson’s legs kept pumping away as the boarded-up, gated stores rushed past him.

      Behind him, the urban wraiths ripped around empty water fountains and derelict kiosks. Skating with near supernatural grace and agility, they slalomed through the mall's obstacle course, matching his pace, never letting up.

      Benson was doing his best to shake his pursuers, but he knew it was merely a matter of time before they would catch up with him. He was running for his life.

      Breathing hard, he rounded a corner. Didn’t get far before another skater appeared in front of him, cutting off his escape. As the skaters closed in, Benson rushed toward a nearby escalator. He powered up the stairs as fast as his body allowed him to.

      His plan was simple: He had to reach one of the exits inside the department stores at either end of the mall. If he could make it out of the mammoth shopping center, he might lose the cultists in the parking lot or the trees beyond.

      It was a long shot, but what choice did he have?

      As he reached the second level, he was confronted with more shuttered stores. The mall had transformed into one giant haunted house.

      Benson exhaled, and his breath clouded before him. Once again he experienced the unnatural chill, as if he’d walked into a freezer. He took a few steps back, adrenaline pumping, as the shadows separated and a bone white figure lurched from the liquid darkness.

      Time froze as his eyes locked on the apparition. Blood-shot eyes peered back from a blue-veined face straight out of Benson’s nightmares.

      The Reaper was back.

      A gaping bullet hole formed a third eye on his forehead where Benson’s bullet had felled the mass murderer.

      Not everything that dies disappears from our world. Sometimes the dead linger…

      Benson reeled, his blood turning to ice.

      “No,” he cried. His voice was a glassy whisper as the Reaper’s spirit advanced with jerky, surreal speed.

      The figure shimmered and vibrated and was suddenly upon him, inches separating them.

      Terror-stricken, Benson recoiled and hit the balcony. Arms wheeling desperately, he pitched over the railing.

      The ground rushed up as he plunged head-first toward the floor… but the deadly collision of bone and cement never came.

      Seconds before impact, Benson froze in midair. An invisible force clamped around his ankle, the nerve endings of his skin lighting up with fiery pain. The air crackled with energy and then he was being pulled up, faster and faster.

      The force flung him aside like a ragdoll and he landed hard on the second floor balcony. It was a brief reprieve as two hoodies lurched toward him, murder in their eyes. Benson was spent, no strength left in him. He bowed his head and awaited his fate.

      Red dots found the two advancing hoodies and their chests erupted with a burst of gunfire. The cultists collapsed.

      Weakly, Benson craned his neck toward his savior. A man garbed in black emerged from the shadows, machine pistol up and ready, night vision goggles giving him an insectile quality. One gloved hand reached for him while the other fired a burst of rounds at three more incoming skaters. The hoodies went down in the darkness.

      Benson allowed himself to be pulled to his feet, and a beat later they were moving down the concourse, the cultists hot on their tails.

      But the detective didn’t worry about the men rushing after them. All he could think about was the inhuman face of the Reaper. Benson sensed that despite the arrival of the armed stranger, there would be no escape from the cursed mall.
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      Talon depressed his finger on the trigger and fed lead into the fast-approaching cultists. Two hooded figures crumpled in a mist of red.

      Talon whirled toward the downed man who’d barely escaped death mere seconds earlier. He still didn’t quite understand what he’d just witnessed. The man had gone off the balcony and should’ve fallen to his death. But some strange force had pulled him back into the air, halting his deadly descent.

      Fear of the unknown gave way to the immediate pressure of the situation. More cultists were zeroing in on their position. Talon’s combat-hardened instincts took over and he lifted the man to his feet. Seconds later, they were surging down the concourse, the previously sepulchral silence replaced with shouts, hissing spray canisters, and the wheels of skateboards rippling over cement. Talon kept firing into the darkness, the grunts and moans telling him that his bullets had found mortal enemies.

      Up ahead, JC Penney loomed into view and they tore into the dark department store, Talon’s night vision mapping the way. A creepy landscape of junk and dust-caked mannequins awaited them.

      At the center of the empty store, Talon made out a group of mattresses. There were backpacks, wrappers of junk food. The walls tattooed with graffiti. The barcode skull dominated the tags—no surprise there. Talon guessed this was where the skaters dwelled when they weren’t kidnapping their victims and hunting them through the mall’s endless hallways. What power could the Lightwalker wield to control so many people? To organize these lost souls living on the edge of society into a de facto army of murderers?

      A terrible stench of decay interrupted his thoughts. Judging from the expression of disgust on the other man’s face, he’d picked it up too. Death was in the air.

      Talon followed the stomach-turning odor, brushed through a row of racks and empty boxes and froze. Nine rotting bodies lined the floor, empty eyes turned toward the ceiling.

      The missing kidnapping victims.

      The old rage boiled up inside Talon, and his heart grew cold. It took all his self-control not to dash back into the mall and take out the rest of these psychopathic bastards.

      There was a sudden sound to his right, and Talon whirled, eyes focusing on three eerie mannequins.

      His companion fixed him with a haunted stare. “We can’t outrun the dead,” he muttered.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The Reaper’s here. I shot him but he’s still here. He’s never left this place. All these years, he’s been waiting for me. He won’t let me leave.”

      Almost as if to lend credence to the panicked man’s words, Talon’s breath misted in the sudden cold. It was as if someone had cranked the AC all the way up. For a split second, he was reminded of the terrible cold he’d experienced back in Norway when he had confronted the wrath of the winter warlock.

      “We’re both getting out of here… Now…”

      Talon shifted his gaze toward the exit but now found a row of mannequins blocking their path. He could’ve sworn the area was clear mere seconds earlier…

      Without warning, one of the mannequins moved, a lifeless arm lashing out at him. Talon fired, bullets shredding the mannequins, sending plaster limbs flying. His pulse quickened as he crouched before the bullet-riddled dummy. Did he imagine the movement after all?

      “Oh my God… He’s here… The Reaper is here…”

      Talon spun toward the panicked man…and that’s when he saw the apparition. It lasted for only a blink of an eye, more like an optical illusion than anything else. A white, misty silhouette stood outlined about thirty feet from them. There was a jerk, almost like a jump cut in reality, and then the same figure loomed before them.

      Talon brought up his machine pistol, but the barrel was pointed at thin air, the specter having vanished once more

      A hiss of a spray canister made Talon whirl. Where was it coming from?

      He didn’t spot the canister but he saw the graffiti bleeding over the floor. Two Greek letters: Alpha and Omega. Beginning and End.

      Death is only the beginning.

      “Go! Get out of here! Save yourself before it’s too—”

      The words were cut off as an invisible force twisted the man’s arm. Bone snapped, and he exhaled in pain. He slumped to his knees, gasping. There was no time to recuperate from the spectral attack as the entity pounded his face into the ground with savage force.

      Again and again.

      Talon sprinted toward the twitching, groaning man. He had crossed less than half the distance when a force lifted him into the air and tossed him aside.

      Talon slammed into a row of metal clothing racks and collapsed on the floor. He lay there, groggy, as the spectral attack intensified against the stranger. The force yanked the man backward, bending his spine unnaturally before dragging his whole body along the floor at breakneck speed, up the wall and along the ceiling.

      For a split second, the man remained suspended on the ceiling before his lifeless body came crashing down right before Talon’s feet. Despite his training and years of combat, terror seized him. The former Delta operator had seen many a man die in front of him, but he had never experienced anything like this.

      The air crackled and hissed with electricity, making Talon’s hair stand on end. Energy filled the abandoned department store. The man he had failed to save claimed the Reaper’s spirit haunted this mall, and now Talon believed him. But how to fight an enemy he couldn’t even see?

      Before Talon could process the horror, the invisible force that had destroyed his companion reached out for him.  A violent burst of energy shredded his combat suit, and black marks burned over his skin. The contact with the strange force took his breath away. He gasped in agony and dropped the machine pistol, which clattered ineffectively over the floor. A boneless face materialized, bloodshot eyes squirming with hatred.

      The Reaper’s presence was upon him. The entity lifted Talon upward and pinned him against the wall like a puny insect. There was pressure against his diaphragm, and he couldn’t breathe. He was about to share the broken, bloodied man’s fate.

      The Reaper’s skeletal features grew visible, lips dried with blood, eyes pools of pure blackness. Not flesh but made of an unstable, translucent material. Constantly reforming, exposing muscles as the thin membrane shifted and shredded.

      A hand reached out for Talon’s chest, bony fingers vanishing inside his ribcage like spectral scalpels. He could almost visualize those fingers closing around his hammering heart, intent on squeezing the life right out of him.

      No, it couldn’t end like this…

      Talon stared into the Reaper’s inhuman eyes. The spirit had become death itself, living up to his namesake.

      There was a sensation of heat and his pentacle amulet lit up, responding to the proximity of the supernatural being. Crackling energy ignited the air and the Reaper recoiled, dispersing as it unleashed a bone-rattling inhuman shriek.

      Talon tilted forward, nothing holding him aloft any longer, and tumbled back to the ground. He gasped, coughing up blood.

      Nearby, the spirit of the Reaper was reforming, filaments of concentrated light hanging in mid-air as the spooky wisps coalesced back into the shape of a man. Talon had no idea if the amulet would save him one more time. The Reaper wasn’t like any enemy he’d ever faced before.

      Driven by his desire to live, Talon staggered to his feet and stumbled for the exit. Renewed bursts of energy erupted, still struggling to take shape and reach out for him, but he blocked it from his mind. His complete focus was on the arched exit ahead.

      Unloading a clip into the lock, he ran full bore toward the door. Talon didn’t know much about spirit beings like the Reaper, but among the whispered legends and half-forgotten lore, one detail stuck out. Ghosts were often bound to the place of their death. Maybe, just maybe, the Reaper wouldn’t be able to follow him beyond the walls of his retail tomb.

      A final roar of bestial, frustration accompanied his escape, and then Talon was sprinting across the parking lot. He hated to retreat. Leaving the bodies of the fallen behind wasn’t his style, either. But nothing would be gained if he faced the Reaper and allowed himself to become just another rotting corpse in the mall. He would strategize with Casca and return to face this entity.

      If there was a way to defeat a ghost…

      Moments later, he reached his rental car and kicked open the hinged door, still unwilling to hazard a glance behind him, praying the entity wasn’t following him.

      He sucked in sharp mouthfuls of air, fired up the ignition, and tapped the accelerator. Only once the Regional Mall had receded in his rear view mirror did his hands stop shaking.
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        * * *

      

      A half an hour later, a battered Talon used his keycard to let himself into his hotel room. One of the reasons he avoided five-star hotels, even though Casca could afford them, was that the cheaper, more rundown places offered more privacy. People knew to keep to themselves. Not having to trudge past a reception desk to get to your room didn’t hurt either. In his current beaten-up state, he would’ve drawn plenty of raised eyebrows.

      He staggered into the bathroom, flipped on the light switch, and stepped up to the mirror to assess the full extent of the damage. His skintight black sweater had been shredded by the spectral attack and the skin underneath felt bruised and sensitive.

      His chest burned as he pulled off the shirt. He tossed the ruined garment on the floor and inspected the twin black marks that ran down his pectoral muscles in long, fat lines. The new injuries framed the inverted pentagram scar Zagan had carved into his skin back in San Francisco. The wounds resembled electrical burns of some kind. Making matters worse, his stab wound was bleeding again too.

      I’m falling apart here, Talon thought.

      He shouldn’t be complaining. At least he was alive. The same couldn’t be said for the man he’d failed to save back in the mall.

      I shot him but he never left this place.

      Talon considered the dead man’s words and concluded he must been one of the cops who put a stop to the Reaper’s wanton massacre five years earlier.

      Talon rubbed an anti-burn salve on his fresh wounds and bit his lips. The cream stung like crazy. He wrapped his chest in gauze and swallowed a few painkillers.

      He’d faced demons and cults, but he’d never confronted a ghost before. His amulet had saved his ass, but he was in dire need of a different kind of weapon and a new strategy if he was to face the Lightwalker and his spectral master again.

      He can speak to the dead.

      What did it all mean? Was this cult leader controlling the Reaper’s spirit somehow? Casca would no doubt have some ideas on the matter.

      Talon staggered to the small desk which fronted the bed and switched on his laptop. A Google search produced a piece on the Reaper. A photo of a familiar face confronted Talon: the police officer he’d left behind at the mall. His name had been Officer Rob Benson, one of the first officers to arrive on the scene. Over the years, Talon had walked into enough combat zones to know the kind of horror Benson must’ve encountered on that horrific day. After Benson’s partner was hit, he drew fire. Four bullets cut down the Reaper. Many of the followers lost heart after their leader went down. Who knows how many more innocent lives would’ve perished if not for Benson? The man deserved every commendation he had earned that day.

      Talon also knew Benson probably didn’t even see himself as a hero. Like soldiers, victories lost their luster when it came at such a high price. Benson had stopped the Reaper, but he failed his partner.

      Talon logged off the website and clenched his teeth. A good man had perished today, just another casualty in this war against the darkness. He vowed to do everything in his power to stop the Reaper and his new killer cult. But how to defeat a ghost? The weapons he’d mastered over his military career were useless against the spirits of the dead. It was time to call Casca.

      Even though it had to be two o’clock on the West Coast, the billionaire sounded bright and alert when he answered the phone. Was some pretty new conquest keeping Casca up this late? Or were the man’s demons denying him a much-needed rest? Either way, Casca was awake, and Talon was glad for it.

      In a voice drained of all emotion, he asked, “So Casca, do you believe in ghosts?”
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      The scenic drive through the untamed canyons and folds of the Santa Ana foothills almost made Dr. Adira Austen forget the grim reason that brought her out here today.

      Five weeks earlier Airblue Flight 191, headed from Las Vegas to Los Angeles, had gone down when the plane slammed into a cloud-covered mountain ridge. All 162 passengers and crew perished that day.

      At twenty-nine, Adira was the youngest parapsychologist working at the Nexus Foundation, and her objective was to scan the crash site for signs of survival. Not survival in the traditional sense—the bodies of everyone onboard the flight had long been cleared from the debris field. She was searching for evidence that human consciousness could survive after death.

      She was hunting for ghosts.

      In the past, most of Nexus’ research had focused on the study of reincarnation and near death experiences, where subjects could be interviewed and records compared. Investigating hauntings and apparitions had been beyond their reach until recently. Ghosts were far harder to measure and quantify. But scientific breakthroughs—helped along by the generous backing they were receiving from their billionaire benefactor, Simon Casca—had super-charged the investigative tools at their disposal.

      To Adira’s mind, it wasn’t a question whether ghosts existed. She’d barely survived a haunting when she was a teenager and knew that spirits were all too real. Her hope nowadays was to produce scientific proof that would convince the rest of the world.

      The Jeep she was traveling in slowed, and Adira knew they would soon reach their destination. There were no throngs of onlookers, no signs of news vans or satellite trucks anymore. After a month, both the media vultures and the world had moved on, busy reporting on newer, more pressing horrors.

      The Jeep rumbled up the tire-eating dirt lane, crested a peak, and reached the top of the hill that overlooked the site where the plane had gone down in a giant fireball.

      A chill rippled up Adira’s spine as she took in the gouged black earth before her. A section of the forested hillside had been decimated by the vast explosion. Death permeated the air. In her mind’s eye, Adira visualized a debris field of twisted wreckage, smoking fuselage, and scattered luggage, but the area had mercifully been cleared. The barren stretch of land was the only reminder of what had happened here. The place felt like a graveyard.

      162 souls had blinked out in the prime of their lives in a terrifying flash of disintegrating metal. There had been no time to prepare for death. This raised a question: Had some of the passengers failed to cross over into the afterlife? Nexus was hoping Adira would find the answer. The Foundation was targeting areas where sudden deaths had occurred as these psychic hotspots shared a higher likelihood of producing spectral activity.

      The head of the Nexus Foundation, Dr. Richard Mason, was a quantum physicist with a keen interest in the paranormal—and one of the smartest men she’d ever met. He believed that there were two worlds: the world of the living and the world of the dead. Sometimes they overlapped. His words echoed in her mind as she studied the site.

      “If, when we die, our memories, fears, feelings of bitterness and vengefulness, are too strong, we can become earthbound. Trapped. Once separated from our bodies, consciousness might grow clouded. There is no difference between a day and a hundred years in this state. Some of us will be doomed to live out our last moments over and over again. Tied to the place where we died, not even aware that we’re dead.”

      She remembered the chill she had felt after those words. The theory was terrifying. Death, like birth, might be an imperfect process. Sometimes consciousness…souls, if you will…failed to phase into the next world and became trapped in our plane of existence. Did anyone still linger in the mountain clearing? That was for her to find out.

      The driver parked the Jeep and Adira got out. She climbed a grassy shoulder, which offered a better view of the immense wasteland that stretched out before her. Dry, gnarled vines and trees framed the black swath that had been carved into the earth. A few lonely crosses and wreaths of flowers left by family and friends of the survivors served as the only sad reminders of the lives lost here.

      Adira fought back the shiver of apprehension crawling down her spine. The symbols of grief stirred memories she’d rather not dwell on. Personal loss had driven her into the field of parapsychology, a need to come to terms with the ghosts of her past that still, well, haunted her.

      Taking in the fallow land, she couldn’t help but think of how horrific the scene must’ve been for the first responders and rescue workers when they initially approached the broken plane. According to reports, black smoke pouring from the fuselage had risen a mile into the sky, a funeral pyre for those killed in the crash.

      Adira eyed her two assistants. Chan was Japanese-American, in his mid-twenties, and an amateur bodybuilder, his bulging muscles straining under his T-shirt. Steve fit the cliché of a paranormal investigator a little more. Pasty and overweight, the 32-year-old man possessed an open mind yet had a precise, steel-trap intellect and was willing to apply the scientific method to the unexplainable. Both men also crushed on her hard, but she felt flattered instead of creeped out by their protective attention.

      Chan scanned the area with an EMF reader designed to pick up fluctuations in the electro-magnetic field. The presence of spirits could produce spikes. This was ghost-hunting 101; the EMF readings were more of a warm-up exercise. The Nexus Foundation had developed new technology that made these old ways of measuring paranormal activity feel almost quaint.

      Adira nodded at Steve. “Let’s do it.”

      Steve lowered the metal case he was carrying to the ground. He snapped open a latch and removed a sleek electronic device from the foam lining. It was shaped like a black motorcycle helmet. He eyed the gadget almost lovingly before handing it to Adira. He sure was attached to his toys.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll let you take a peek when I’m done.”

      A smile lit up Steve’s face.

      She slipped on the helmet and tapped a button located on the left side below her ear. An electronic view-screen filled her field of vision as the para-spectral visualization system came online, painting the crash area in a reddish light.

      Steve proceeded to link an iPad with the helmet. Everything the micro-cams inside the helmet’s goggles recorded was now being relayed to the tablet, allowing her assistants to follow the action in real time. The typical human eye could only pick up a limited percentage of the light spectrum. It responded to wavelengths of about 390 to 700 nano-meters. Anything beyond that, like ultraviolet and X-rays, remained invisible. The necro-helmet was designed to make up for these physical limitations.

      Spooks could materialize to regular people for brief moments, while those with greater sensitivity to the paranormal like psychics could somehow tune into these frequencies in a natural way. The para-spectral goggles and speakers were designed to enhance the visual and auditory range so that a normal human would be able to see and hear ghosts the way a psychic did.

      “The helmet is online and ready to go,”Adira said and began to walk across the vast field. Her hands were trembling, yet somehow she managed to take one step after another.

      This latest research project was another stepping stone toward fulfilling Dr. Mason’s vision. He wanted to eventually form a strike team that would not only help lost souls move on but also hunt down dangerous entities. What had once been a crazy pipe dream was becoming more and more a potential reality with Casca’s financial support. How the man planned to profit from their findings or even recoup his investment was beyond her.

      The reason she was here today wasn’t to gather evidence that ghosts were real. What the Foundation hoped to achieve was to develop a way to help these lost trapped souls successfully make the transition into the next world.

      Adira grew still as a flicker of static slashed over the helmet’s view-screen. It was followed by movement near the edge of the dense trees that framed the field. Reality shifted as more static frizzed. Adira swallowed hard and her nails dug into her palms.

      She wasn’t alone any longer.

      Some poor spirit lingered in this place of death. Without her help, how long would the entity remain trapped here? The crash site was isolated. It could take years, decades, maybe even centuries before the ghost would grasp the nature of its predicament. The possibility made her shudder again.

      A creepy silhouette materialized from behind the row of crosses, as revealed by the crimson tint of the necro-helmet. Adira stared, mesmerized by the horror of the situation. She wanted to back away, but her legs wouldn’t obey her. She was frozen in place.

      The figure burst toward her in jerky jumps. It was an outline of a man. His features and body remained blurry, almost as if he was vibrating at some higher frequency. There was something both human and utterly alien about the apparition on the helmet’s view-screen. Pure energy willed into human shape by a mind incapable of letting go of the memory of once having been alive.

      A keening sound crackled over the helmet’s audio system. Words emerged from the sea of static, and goosebumps exploded over her skin.

      “Where am I?”

      The words faded in and out but kept repeating like some broken transmission that was reaching her across time and space, from between worlds. Over and over again, the question repeated, fueled by mad desperation. “Where am I? WHERE AM I?”

      Demanding an answer, voice rising into a shriek, the apparition lurched toward her, instinctively sensing that she could perceive its presence.

      Adira tasted salt and realized she was crying under the helmet. Part of her wanted to scream out, You’re dead. The plane crashed. You must let go.

      There was a strange wobbling distortion of reality, and then the figure was gone. A chill settled over her as something reached for her from behind. She spun, the entity now right in front of her.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      She killed the audio and tore off the helmet, unable to continue. Her surroundings returned to normal. There was no sign that the specter was present except for a lingering cold sensation. Adira gasped for air, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. Tears were streaming down her face as the sun burned down on the desolate field. The crosses and flowers loomed before her in the dry heat.

      She’d thought she could handle it, that she could face a ghost again…

      “Are you okay, Doc?”

      She nodded at Steve. Both he and Chan eyed her with concern.

      “I’ll be fine,” she assured them. They didn’t seem convinced. Even to her own ears, her hollow voice lacked conviction.

      “What do we do?”

      “How do you tell someone they’re dead? A degree in psychology never covered that one.” She managed a weak smile, hoping to lighten the situation.

      “There’s something else,”  Steve said. “I have a call for you. Dr. Mason wants us to head back immediately.”

      “What? We can’t leave him like this!” She gestured to where the specter had been moments before.

      Steve handed her the phone. “You better tell him that yourself.”

      She gathered her thoughts, regaining her composure somewhat, snatched the phone and said, “Dr. Mason, what’s going on?”

      “Adira, you need to come back now.”

      Her hands were shaking, this time with rage. “Listen, there is something…someone…out here who needs help. But it’ll take some time. I just managed to establish contact.”

      “I’m sorry, but it will have to wait. I need you and your team to call off your current investigation. We have a far bigger problem.”

      “What are you talking about?

      “I’d rather not explain over the phone. Let’s just say our benefactor needs us.”

      To Adira’s mind, the purpose and mission of Nexus wasn’t to serve the private whims of some billionaire. Simon Casca was signing the checks these days, and she should have known that the money would come with strings attached.

      “We’re still in phase one of the Spirit Breaker program,” Dr. Mason said. “We’ll figure this out and return to the crash site. You’ll get another chance.”

      Another chance was fine… but would she be able to go through with it again? The sight of the ghost had struck a primal chord of terror in her. She had chosen this path to exorcise the past, but now she wondered if she might have made a terrible mistake. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for fieldwork.

      “Mason, I saw something…and I think it will haunt me for the rest of my life unless I face it right now…”

      She broke off, strangled by emotion.

      “I’m sorry, but I need you and your team to head to Ampton, Ohio, right now.”

      This caught her off guard. “What’s in Ohio?”

      “I’ll send you more information to review on your flight. Get your mind straight. I’ll need you to be on your A-game out there.”

      The line went dead. Adira sighed.

      Dr. Mason was a brilliant man, but he demanded a lot from the people he trusted and respected enough to be part of the Spirit Breaker program. She was still reeling from the phone call. Mason had sounded almost…afraid. What could possibly be waiting for them that could frighten even the great Dr. Mason?

      “What’s going on?” Steve asked.

      “He wants us to head for Ohio.”

      “What?”

      “My thoughts exactly. Some sort of emergency,” she said and shrugged. “Let’s pack up the gear.”

      She soaked in the clearing one last time before she turned toward the Jeep.

      “What about the-?” Chan said.

      She merely shook her head. She peered out at the field where she knew the spirit lurked.

      “I’m sorry, but we’ll be back.”

      No matter what might await her in Ohio, she intended to keep her promise at all costs.
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      Simon Casca had first heard about the Nexus Foundation a year earlier when he’d attended the annual convention of the Parapsychological Association. The event was held at the University of Greenwich in London every July as scientists and scholars from around the world gathered for three days of paper presentations, workshops, and panel discussions on the latest research into PSI and related phenomena. Topics such as extra-sensory perception, psychokinesis, psychic healing, altered states of consciousness, mediumship, and possible survival of bodily death were all on the program.

      After a long day of lectures, Casca had tried to unwind at a local pub near the university. While sipping on a pint while reviewing the seminars of the day, Dr. Mason approached him. The man was sixty-five, lean with an energetic demeanor, hyper-intelligent eyes, and a roguish smile. He had introduced himself as a quantum physicist with an almost obsessive interest in the supernatural.

      Casca liked him immediately.

      Mason had made a joke about one of the more tedious lecturers, implying the man shouldn’t discuss ghosts in a tone of voice that would even bore the dead, before diving right into his pitch. Mason had a vision that would change parapsychology and catapult psychic research into the twenty-first century. He had ideas, access to talent, and was sitting on a few prototypes that would revolutionize the field. It hadn’t taken long for Casca to become caught up in the parapsychologist’s enthusiasm. By the time they had parted ways, Casca was willing to take a closer look at Mason’s proposal. A demonstration of an early prototype of the necro-helmet had led to him quickly signing a generous check.

      Casca wasn’t looking to make a return on his investment. He didn’t foresee a future where Mason’s technological breakthroughs would turn a profit. This was purely about expanding humanity’s understanding of the existential mysteries that had baffled philosophers and mystics since the dawn of time. Casca hoped Mason’s work might provide an answer to the oldest question of them all: Did human consciousness survive death?

      It was a question that had kept Casca up many a night as he contemplated his sister’s murder. Over the years he’d hired the best psychics money could buy to inspect the library where the cult leader had driven his blade into her heart, desperate to know if maybe some part of her remained in our world. No one had ever picked up any psychic residue, and he hoped it meant his sister was at peace, wherever she was.

      After hearing Talon’s report on what had transpired at the Regional Nation Mall, it seemed like his investment into the Nexus Foundation had been the right move. As soon as he got off the phone, he had his driver take him to the airport where his private Lear jet was fueled and ready for takeoff. An hour later, he was in the air on his way to Ohio, fielding a series of calls with Dr. Mason. The Nexus Foundation and their Spirit Breaker program were about to get a chance to prove themselves in the field.
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        * * *

      

      Casca was planning on joining him in person, a development that caught Talon off guard. As a Special Operator, he was used to a lot of autonomy and didn’t like the idea of the billionaire looking over his shoulder during a mission. Talon had no problem operating within a team, but Casca was a civilian ill prepared for what he might encounter on the front of his occult war. He was still pondering Casca’s impending arrival when sleep overtook him.

      The next morning, his chirping cell phone awoke him. Casca was already outside in a car. A quick shower later, Talon slipped into the back of the billionaire’s limo and they merged into morning traffic. He could feel Casca’s eyes on him, and he shot his benefactor a dark grin.

      “I know, I look like shit. Seeing dead people doesn’t agree with me.”

      He took a deep sip of the coffee he’d grabbed on the way out of the hotel and wished he’d spiked it with something stronger. He pointed to two small white streaks on his sideburns that hadn’t been there the day before.

      “A souvenir from last night.”

      “The shock of a spectral entity passing through you can disrupt melanin levels,” Casca said.

      Talon shook his head with disbelief. “How would you know something like that? Wait, don’t tell me.”

      Rain pelted the windshield but the gray weather wasn’t impacting the billionaire’s buoyant mood. It was impossible not to pick up on the man’s excited energy. Casca reminded him of a gung-ho new recruit eager to take on the enemy. Once the bullets started flying and blood began to flow, he might change his tune.

      “So what’s the plan?” Talon asked.

      “Are you familiar with the Nexus Foundation?”

      “Should I be?”

      “They are the world’s leading experts on anomalous phenomena. A fancy term to describe ghosts.”

      “You live for this shit, don’t you?”

      Casca shrugged sheepishly. “We all have our interests.”

      More like an obsession, Talon though. An obsession he was beginning to share.

      He pondered the billionaire’s words. They’d often discussed the two universal forces coursing the universe, the light and the darkness. Both of these power sources could be accessed through occult ritual, and he’d both confronted the darkness and tapped into the light. Despite numerous conversations, ghosts and spirits were a subject they’d barely touched upon. He remembered the apparition of Michelle he thought he’d seen during his life-and-death battle with Zagan. At the time, he’d been convinced she’d returned to give him strength. Later on, he wasn’t so sure and seriously wondered if he might’ve imagined the whole thing.

      As a professional soldier, death cast a large shadow over him, now more so than ever. Nevertheless, he never had dwelled too much on the possibility of life after death. Figuring out life was hard enough; part of his pragmatic character was to avoid wasting time on questions for which there were no definitive answers.

      “Where are we going, by the way?”

      “The Nexus Foundation is sending out some of their people to help us with our current problem. Dr. Adira Austen is their top parapsychologist, and I have a feeling she’ll have some helpful advice as we prepare to face the Reaper.”

      Talon nodded, but the idea of setting foot in the abandoned mall again filled him with dread. “You know this stuff is insane.”

      “It’s a hell of a thing to wrap your mind around. But it also illustrates how little we know about the world beyond. The Foundation’s philosophy is to use the scientific approach when it comes to the supernatural.” Casca’s face lit up with passion as he continued. “Nexus holds some of the best equipped para-psychological labs in the country. Their scientists are investigating what mystics have been talking about for centuries. Quantum physics, string theory, dark matter. New models of the nature of reality. Cutting edge, ground breaking stuff.”

      “How much do they know about us? About what we do in the front line of this battle?”

      “They know you work for me and that I have an interest in stopping occult threats, the Reaper being one of them. Beyond that, Dr. Mason and his team know not to ask too many questions.”

      “I see.”

      Talon still felt uncomfortable about turning this mission into a group effort. The Foundation and Casca were unknown variables that made the ultimate outcome of the mission harder to predict. But he could use some help. The Reaper and his followers weren’t like any enemy he’d ever faced before.

      The limo pulled up to an office building and drove into its underground parking structure.

      It was time to learn about ghosts.
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      Adira was surprised to discover that Casca had rented the entire top floor of a downtown Ampton office building for the upcoming meeting. How much money did the man have to throw around? Her surprise deepened when she met the handsome, boyishly good-looking man. She had expected someone older, more serious looking. Casca clearly was a jet setter, but there was an intensity and sense of focus to his demeanor that caught her off guard.

      She was even more taken aback by the intense man that accompanied him. Apparently he’d survived an encounter with a malicious entity. Casca had jokingly introduced him as “Talon, the most dangerous man alive,” but something about the man’s bearing convinced her that it wasn’t an empty jest. The man radiated danger, projecting a palpable edge. Something in his gaze felt familiar too. She’d spotted the same haunted expression on her own face in the wake of the traumatic events that had set her on her current quest to investigate the mysteries of the paranormal.

      Adira asked to take a quick look at the wounds from the ghostly attack. Laying eyes on Talon’s scarred torso confirmed her first impression of the man. This wasn’t one of Casca’s golfing buddies who’d tagged along for the ride. Besides the numerous scars, which suggested a long, dangerous career that involved getting stabbed and shot, the man also boasted a fresh knife wound. Most disturbing of all was the inverted pentagram that someone had carved into his chest. Who was this man? And how did he know Casca? She suppressed the questions and focused on the task at hand.

      “The burn marks are the result of a spirit’s electrical field reacting to organic tissue,” she explained as Chan snapped a series of photographs of the burn marks. “It should heal up pretty quickly with proper treatment.”

      “Sounds like I’m ready for round two.”

      The comment made her smile and Talon joined in, suddenly not looking quite so intimidating.

      Afterwards, they headed for the conference room, where Casca quickly brought her up to speed on the Reaper case. The story felt fantastical, but the man’s scars were real. She wondered what Talon had been doing at the Regional National Mall in the first place. Dr. Mason hoped to use the Spirit Breaker program to hunt and help ghosts, but what was Talon hunting?

      Whatever the explanation might be, both Casca and Talon were deadly serious about this business and it immediately set the tone of their meeting. After Talon finished his story, there was a sense of expectation in the air. The two men were waiting for answers, and the ball was now in her court. It was time for her to show them what the Nexus Foundation had to offer—and that Casca’s trust and confidence in them was warranted.

      “Most spectral entities pose no threat to the living,” she explained. “Even if ghosts wanted to attack a person, they are unable to generate enough energy to affect human tissue. That’s why the majority of people never actually see ghosts but only report hearing strange noises or experiencing moving objects. Spectral apparitions have a tough time manipulating material reality. It’s far more common for them to possess a human host and use them to harm others.” There was a steely conviction in her voice. She was talking from personal experience.

      “I guess the one I ran into is the exception to the rule. Lucky me.”

      Casca cocked an eyebrow and asked, “Is there anything that could boost the power level of a spirit?”

      Adira considered the question for a beat before she spoke. “Ghosts give off electro-magnetic energy, which is pretty much why any ghost hunter on reality TV worth his money has an EMF reader. Dr. Mason has speculated that entities may not merely emit EMFs but also draw on them. In other words, an electro-magnet could make a spirit more powerful.”

      Casca’s face lit up with interest. “What are you saying? There’s an electro-magnet inside the Regional National Mall?”

      “Possible. But we’ve also observed that specters have the ability to draw on certain humans in a similar fashion. Psychics, in particular.”

      “The Lightwalker,” Talon said.

      “He sounds like he may have the gift and is acting as the Reaper’s psychic battery.”

      “So if we take out the Lightwalker, we won’t have to worry about the Reaper,” Talon said.

      Adira regarded Talon for a moment. The way he said take out sounded suspiciously like he was talking about terminating the cult leader. Once again, she wondered who this man was and what his connection to Casca might be.

      “In theory it would weaken the entity. Reports of the hauntings at the National Regional Mall preceded the arrival of the Lightwalker, but his presence appears to have taken the entity’s abilities to a whole other level.”

      Talon considered this and said, “How do I get past the Reaper? Casca said you guys could help.”

      Adira took a deep breath and said, ”Let me show you.”
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      Adira started the next part of her presentation with a detailed rundown of the necro-helmet. Talon was used to amazing military kit. From “Fusion” Spiral Enhanced Night Vision Goggles that allowed operators to pick up heat signatures to the use of drones in combat, he’d handled some cutting edge gear in his day. Despite these experiences, the tech that Dr. Adira was demonstrating seemed to have come straight out of a Marvel movie.

      If she was to be believed, the helmet would allow him to keep track of the Reaper at all times as if the ghost were a real person. Suddenly Casca’s investment in Nexus was beginning to make sense, and Talon wondered how much this had set back the billionaire. Some rich guys bought  diamond rings for the Eastern European supermodels they were wooing; Casca clearly had other priorities.

      Talon donned the necro-helmet and activated the system. The conference room was bathed in a red tint. He tilted his head at Casca and said, “Should I take a selfie?”

      “Cut it out,” Caca said jokingly.

      Talon turned toward Adira. “So what else have you got?”

      He wasn’t quite sure what to make of the parapsychologist. Why would a young, attractive woman devote her life to the study of the supernatural? Had some past trauma pushed her toward this world? Was she too a victim of the occult? He promised himself to inquire further about the enigmatic doctor when he and Casca were alone again.

      His focus shifted back to Adira’s presentation. She was pointing at a mannequin decked out in a futuristic body suit. It reminded him of a green wetsuit covered with a second layer of protection consisting of armored plates along the chest, calves, thighs, arms, and back.

      “Necro-armor. All part of the Spirit Breaker system,” Adira explained.

      “Spirit Breaker? Who came up with that one?” Talon asked.

      “I believe that was the brainchild of the gentleman to your left.”

      Talon flashed the billionaire an appreciative look. “Nice one, Casca.”

      “The Spirit Breaker generates a magnetic field that wards off spectral energy sources,” Adira said.

      Talon remembered how the Reaper had reached into his chest. Such a suit would’ve come in handy during his last confrontation.

      “Cool idea, but does it work?”

      “We’re about to find out, aren’t we?” Adira said. “This will be the suit’s first test run. But I assure you the science behind is quite sound.”

      “I guess I’ll have your word for it.” Talon shot Casca a curious glance. “So how much did these toys set you back?”

      Casca pouted and said, “You don’t want to know.”

      Adira nodded at a pair of gloves that had been laid out on the conference table. “The gloves are made of the same material. If you make contact with a spectral energy field, an electro-magnetic charge powers up the gloves. Allows you to attack a ghost as if it were solid.”

      Adira turned toward a futuristic looking rifle. “And finally, this is our Ecto-pulse rifle.”

      “Personally I was hoping we could just call it the ghost gun, but I was overruled,” Casca commented.

      Ignoring the comment, Adira continued. “The pulse rifle emits a concentrated magnetic distortion field. It disrupts the coherence of ghosts.”

      “What happens if I cross the streams?” The joke earned Talon a long look from everyone. “Whoa, tough crowd,” he said.

      “The rifle won’t destroy a ghost but will slow it down,” Adira said.

      “So how do I kill the Reaper?”

      “You can’t. At least we don’t have any technology that can permanently disintegrate a spectral presence.”

      Talon eyed Casca. “Do you have anything else useful in your magical arsenal? The Reaper sure didn’t like your amulet.”

      “Most entities aren’t powered by the darkness directly, and the amulets and talismans tend to be useless against them. The Reaper’s violent reaction to the pentacle suggests that his continued presence on this plane is the direct result of his black magic dealings.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “I studied some of the tattoos on his body. They are…interesting.”

      Casca punched up a few photos on his smart phone and showed them to Talon and Adira. The image revealed a circle filled with triangles and exotic symbols that vaguely recalled the sigils the apocalypse soldier had left behind in Father Cabrera’s church in Arizona.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “The symbol is used in forms of necromancy. You know what that is?”

      “The magical ability to summon the dead,” Talon said without hesitation. Casca paused, an eyebrow raised, and Talon grinned. “I’m a fast learner.” It was beginning to all make sense. The Reaper had used dark magic to remain in this world even after Detective Benson’s bullets had struck him down. His powers remained weak, though, until the Lightwalker showed up and psychically weaponized the ghost.

      Talon turned to Adira. “So the Spirit Breaker will slow down the Reaper but won’t destroy him.”

      “Hopefully it will buy you enough time to get to the Lightwalker. He is the psychic power source. Once he’s dealt with, the Reaper will be less of a problem.

      “Is there a way to send this monster to hell for good?” Talon asked.

      There was a beat of hesitation before Adira spoke again. “If the Reaper’s spirit took possession of a living person and if that person were killed, both souls would phase over into the afterlife.”

      “Good to know.” Talon paused for a beat before he said, “There’s something else. What do you think the Reaper is after? What’s the endgame here?”

      “The dead don’t have an endgame,” Adira explained. “All that’s left for them is to repeat the patterns that prevented them from moving on in the first place. They’re trapped in an eternal loop. The Reaper’s life was defined by murder and death, and this still holds true today.”

      Talon stepped up to the ecto-rifle and powered up the experimental ghost-hunting weapon. He regarded Casca with a deeper understanding. “You and Dr. Mason hope to turn the Spirit Breaker program into another unit of this war we’re fighting, aren’t you?”

      “That’s the vision we share,” Casca said. “Some souls cannot accept their passing and become lost. They just need help. The kind of help Dr. Austen and her team can provide. Others are evil like the Reaper. Unwilling to face the afterlife, determined to remain on this world, their sole comfort the misery and pain of the living.”

      “You’ll need soldiers to hunt these specters.”

      “If we can find some recruits. Know anyone who might be crazy enough to sign up?”

      “Only one person. And you’re looking at him.”

      A red light ignited inside the ecto-rifle’s main chamber, and his hands trembled with its surging power. Talon’s lips stretched into a dark grin. The occult assassin was ready for his rematch.
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      Casca had provided the Nexus team with a top-of-the line mobile command center housed within a black bus. Adira, Chan, and the billionaire were hunched behind a series of monitors and computers in the main command area. The system would allow them to interface with the necro-helmet and follow the action inside the haunted mall beat by beat in real time.

      Talon emerged from the bus’s restroom, now fully suited up in the necro-armor. The material perfectly conformed to his body almost as if it had been custom-made to his measurements. He’d initially worried the suit might be too bulky and constrain his mobility, but the opposite was true. The armor clung to him like a second skin, and he felt empowered and ready to go to war.

      Casca was the first to look up from one of the monitors. “How does it feel?”

      “Where’s the cape and cowl?”

      There was a twinkle in Casca’s eyes, but otherwise he maintained his poker face. “We should be reaching the mall in fifteen minutes.”

      Talon nodded and turned toward the small arsenal mounted on the far wall of the comm center not covered by terminals. He snatched his machine pistol and ran it through some quick checks, an old ritual that helped him calm his nerves and prepare for combat.

      Adira eyed him curiously. “You’ll be taking conventional weapon along?”

      “Your toys sound great, but they won’t do much good against the Lightwalker and his killer cult.”

      Adira didn’t flinch. Talon wished he knew what was going through her mind. Judging from the expression in her face, she was beginning to realize that he didn’t plan on taking any prisoners in the upcoming conflict. Could she be trusted once the bullets started flying and people were dying? Casca seemed to think so. Personally, he wasn’t so sure. Not everyone out there approved of his brand of vigilante justice.

      He faced Adira and asked, “So how does one end up tracking spooks for a living?”

      “I’ll tell you if you tell me how you ended up with a pentagram carved on your chest.”

      Touche.

      Talon shrugged. “I run into some freaky fellows in my line of work. Most times they’re just trying to kill me. Sometimes they get creative.”

      Adira was clearly still mulling this over when Casca interjected himself into the conversation. “What Talon is saying is that there are certain men out there intent on causing death and destruction, men who dabble in the occult and black magic.”

      “And you hunt these men?”

      “I stop them,” Talon said.

      “I see. Sounds dangerous.”

      Talon shot a playful grin at his benefactor. “The job comes with a pretty good medical plan. Isn’t that right, Casca?”

      The billionaire rolled his eyes.

      “Okay, your turn. How did you get into all of this?”

      Adira’s lip stretched into a thin line before she said, “You ever see the Carterville House Horror?”

      Talon searched his memory and shrugged. His day job nowadays was hunting nightmares but ironically enough he’d never been a big fan of thrillers. “I’m more of a comedy guy.”

      “That makes two of us.” She paused for a beat before she said, ”The movie follows a pretty basic formula: Family moves into haunted house and weird stuff happens. Eventually the evil spirit possesses the husband and he murders the wife, two of the kids, and ultimately eats a bullet.”

      “That’s probably why I skipped it. I like my movies to have a happy ending.”

      “Then you’ll be glad to hear that one person made it out alive. The teenage daughter survived the haunting.”

      Talon searched Adira’s face, taken aback by the hollow tone in her voice.

      “The movie was based on a true story,” Adira said, her voice drained of all emotion.

      For a moment, Talon just stared at the parapsychologist, the enormity of what she was telling him sinking in.

      “I’m sorry. How..?”

      “They said my dad lost it. His schizophrenia made him see visions, hear voices. But I was there. I saw the thing that took hold of him.”

      Adira turned back to the monitors, her hands trembling. The conversation was over.

      He eyed Casca, who confirmed the tale with a nod of his head. All three of them were victims of paranormal evil. Survivors. That was why Casca thought she could be trusted. In her own way she was working toward protecting innocent lives from the supernatural.

      Adira’s expression softened. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have unloaded like that…”

      “No worries,” Talon said. “I understand where you’re coming from. To fight monsters, you have to know they’re out there.”

      Adira searched his face and nodded slowly, a newfound understanding between them.

      The mobile command center came to a halt. They’d arrived at their destination.

      He shouldered the machine pistol and wrapped a belt with ammo around his waist. “Time to see how your toys hold up in the field.”

      “I think I should go with you,” Casca said.

      “I appreciate that, but trust me—it’s a real bad idea. You’re not trained to fight killers.”

      “You could use some back-up.”

      “I know you practice martial arts and probably hit a shooting range once or twice a month. But this is the real deal. This is war.”

      There was a beat between them, and Casca finally relented. Talon snatched the ecto-pulse rife and slipped the necro-helmet over his head. The scent of synthetic foam filled his nostrils. The weight and feel of the helmet added the surreal sensation that he was indeed entering a warzone.

      He headed for the exit of the black command bus. Outside, a heavy mantle of late-afternoon mist enshrouded the Regional National Mall. The monolithic structure extended like a malignant growth from the fog. Facing the haunted mall vividly brought back the horror of the other night.

      You’re crazy to do this all over again.

      He suppressed his natural flight response. Doubt and fear were part of being human. Every time he’d parachuted into a warzone or closed in on a heavily fortified enemy position, nagging doubts had manifested themselves. The trick was to train your mind to not pay attention to them.

      I must be a sucker for punishment, he thought as he sprinted toward the mall, mist weaving around him. The helmet amplified his breathing. Decked out in the imposing necro-armor, he looked like a futuristic soldier heading into battle on an alien world.

      One way he overcame combat anxiety was to focus on the mission and not the danger. He risked his life for a reason. He was making a difference. Each time he faced a new cult, he was, on some level, avenging Michelle all over again. But even more importantly, he wanted to prevent other victims from meeting a similar fate. He’d joined the military because he knew this was a big, bad world that needed people willing to put themselves in harm’s way to make it a better place.

      The massive department store jumped into view. Ready for the next step, he removed a grappling gun from his belt, targeted the roof, and pulled the trigger. There was an explosive hiss from the CO2 cartridge, and the anchor shot toward the roof’s ledge. The rope paid out, and the steel claw latched around a cooling pipe with an audible clang. He tested the rope, making sure it was securely anchored, and proceed to scale the wall with quick, powerful strides. The suit slowed him down a bit, but he was used to carrying armor.

      A minute later he stood atop the roof and shifted his focus to the large skylight before him. Jagged holes perforated the glass and offered a shadowy view of the mall’s main plaza.

      He peered through the cracked wounds in the skylight and scanned the ground below. There were no signs of the cultists, and the helmet wasn’t detecting any spectral activity.

      Lets just hope this thing works, he thought.

      He secured the rope and activated the ecto-pulse weapon. The hum of energy bashed the night. Gloved hands closed around the rope, and he carefully lowered himself through the maw of broken glass that jutted out like the teeth of some beast, his armor protecting him from the sharp edges. Rappelling to the main plaza, a crimson darkness enveloped him.

      The helmet’s ecto-spectral viewing system amplified the post-apocalyptic feel of his surroundings, and he struggled to shake the feeling that he was descending into the depths of Hades itself.

      Within seconds, his combat boots touched down on the ground. Machine pistol out and ecto-rifle powered up, he was prepared to rapidly switch between the two weapons if the situation called for it.

      The red darkness waited.

      “All clear. Not picking up any signs of the—”

      He broke off, having noticed something strange. The floor was covered with lumpy shapes. Almost as if someone had dumped military sandbags across the mall’s main plaza.

      “What is it?” Casca voice crackled over the comm in his helmet.

      Talon approached the first shape and went stock-still. He suddenly knew what he was looking at and his stomach lurched. What he’d initially mistaken for sandbags were the bodies of the cult members, features obscured by their hoodies even in death. A feeling of dread slashed through him. He was standing at the center of a mass graveyard.

      He kneeled before the first dead cultist. A wide-eyed stare greeted him from beneath the hood as Talon turned him over, the dead man’s neck coated red. He had opened his own throat with the crimson-caked sickle that lay on the floor next to his body. Looking more carefully at the corpse’s arms, he noticed familiar tattoos. The same strange circle with triangles Casca had shown him earlier.

      The mark of the necromancer.

      The broken forms of the Lightwalker’s followers lined the plaza as far as he could see. The colossal loss of life, the inherent madness in the act—it all revolted him. But San Francisco had taught him that mass suicide could power occult ritual. So what purpose could this terrible sacrifice serve?

      A shrill beeping broke him out of his thoughts, and he realized the EMF reader in his right glove was picking up some crazy readings.

      “Talon, what the hell is going on?” Casca’s words were drowned out by sharp bursts of static that quickly built into a bone-chilling, keening shriek.

      Something was out there in the dark.

      Something that regarded him as an intruder.

      “Talon!”

      He didn’t respond, every fiber of his being focused on the shifting mass of shadows before him. His breath clouded before him as blurry shapes separated from the encroaching darkness and appeared in the visualization system of his helmet. There was swirl of rapid, staticky motion as, one after another, spectral silhouettes grew visible. They vibrated toward him, closing in from every direction, too many to count or keep track of.

      He performed a 360-degree scan of the plaza—ghosts everywhere he looked. Pallid monsters, eyes like pits, now pouncing toward him at predatory speed, moving in staccato bursts. The incoming specters fazed in and out, a rapidly approaching swarm. The air charged, crackling with spectral static.

      The Reaper wasn’t their only problem any longer. The bastard now commanded an army of the dead!
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      The screens inside the Comm Center exploded with spectral activity. Ghosts were homing in on Talon’s position from every direction.

      “If you guys have any helpful advice, now would be the time to share it.”

      Talon’s voice filled the mobile command center, a trace of fear in his tone. The Delta Operator had stared death in the face on more than one occasion, but engaging a swarm of spirits clearly wasn’t something they’d covered at Fort Bragg.

      Adira clutched the edge of the console. She’d never experienced anything like this before. Back at the Santa Ana crash site, one apparition had been enough to send shivers of terror up her spine. Talon now faced about twenty of them, all weaponized by the Lightwalker’s psychic power. The necro-armor and weaponry were designed to give Talon a fighting chance against the Reaper. With the help of Dr. Mason’s Spirit Breaker technology, he might be able to hold his own against one entity. No way in hell would he stand a chance against this army of wraiths. The entities were just too fast, too powerful for one man to successfully ward them off and not succumb to their overwhelming numbers.

      “He needs our help,” Casca said. He turned toward her. “Tell your driver to bring us closer to the mall. I’m going in.”

      “You’ll get yourself killed.”

      “What about Talon? If we don’t help him, he’s done for.”

      Adira nodded and palmed her mic. “Steve, pull up to the main entrance of that JC Penney.”

      The next words were out of her mouth before she could stop herself. “I’m coming with you.”

      Casca eyed her with surprise as the mobile command center burst into motion and shot toward the shopping center. Adira knew it was suicide, but if the billionaire was willing to risk his life, she couldn’t stay behind. There were no spare suits though fortunately they had a few extra rifles and helmets.

      We’ll see them coming—and might be able to hit a few— but we’re going to be completely exposed, she thought, her heart pounding. The spirits they failed to stop would just pass through them and kill them instantly upon contact. What they were about to do was completely insane. Was this billionaire just an egomaniac with a death wish? And why was she following along with his madness?

      Chan jumped up from the comm center’s flashing screens, a disturbed expression etched into his face.

      What was it now?

      “We have another problem. The Ampton police scanners are going nuts. Sounds like the whole precinct is about to descend on this mall. All units are being rerouted.”

      Almost as if to lend weight to Chan’s words, sirens filled the night. The first cops were closing in.

      “What’s going on?”

      Casca’s eyes glittered with dark realization. “This is what it’s all been about,” he said. “The copycat murders, going after Benson, gathering a new following. The Reaper is repeating the past.”

      Casca was echoing her earlier words. The Reaper was about to relive the confrontation that had cost him his life. But this time around, he’d have a horde of spooks at his disposal—and the outcome of the battle would be quite different.
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      The ecto-pulse rifle hummed with power as Talon lined up one of the ghosts in its cross-hairs and squeezed the trigger.

      Here we go!

      No laser beam or projectile shot out of the weapon’s muzzle. Instead, an invisible magnetic wave warped and distorted the spirit’s shape before obliterating it into whirling tendrils of energy.

      There was no time to marvel at the rifle’s power. More specters were zeroing in on his position, and Talon unleashed a firestorm of ecto-sonic destruction. He kept moving as he fired, desperate to break out of the tightening band of ghosts. For each spirit he destroyed, two new ones took its place. How to escape an enemy that wasn’t bound by space? An enemy that couldn’t be killed – because it was dead already. Even though the magnetic waves tore the spirits apart, they’d be able to reconstitute themselves seconds later.

      Talon was no stranger to overwhelming odds. There had been many a close call back in Afghanistan when it appeared the Taliban would overrun his team. Superior firepower and training counted for a lot, but being outnumbered by an endless stream of enemies would break the strongest fighting force in time. But at least the terrorists had been flesh and blood. Facing the dead was fraught with existential terror that easily invited despair.

      The air rippled, and a phantom materialized to his right. The entity tore into Talon, but unlike the attack by the Reaper the other night, it wasn’t able to pass through his body. His necro-armor lit up with sizzling energy as the apparition made contact. The ghost reared back, its howl reverberating over the helmet’s speakers. The shrieking voices of the dead cultists cried out in unison, a dirge of the damned. Talon wished he could just kill the audio and shut out the unnerving sounds. Seeing these lost souls was bad enough; having to listen to their unearthly cries was unbearable.

      He retreated, blasting away, more machine than man as he carved a path through the ghostly horde. Two spirits burst from the floor and attacked. The armor repelled them, but the impact sent him flying. He banged into the ground, his helmet cracking against the stone surface.

      Reality frizzed out for a second as the para-spectral visualization system went offline. For one blissful moment, his view-screen turned dark—the ghosts vanishing from view, the keening cries dying down. The spirits were still present but invisible to his senses, a welcome illusion of being alone in the now eerily quiet plaza.

      The respite from the ghostly onslaught didn’t last as the system came back online and a phalanx of fast approaching specters invaded his reality. They may have succeeded in hurtling him to the ground, but the necro-armor was holding its own. He remembered all too well how the Reaper had dragged Benson’s frame across the ceiling. These ghosts could pass through matter—enter his body, stop his heart, or toss him around like a ragdoll. This suit was saving his ass. Imagine an entire strike force outfitted in Spirit Breaker technology. A group like that would demolish any supernatural threat they encountered. Then again, maybe that was Casca’s plan all along when he’d invested in the Spirit Breaker technology.

      As much as he marveled at the new battle tech, Talon was an old-fashioned soldier at heart. He went to check his trusty machine pistol and realized that it must have been lost in the fray. No time to dwell on it as another specter surged into his body armor and violently reared back in a flash of sizzling energy.

      Talon cut a hasty retreat into the food court’s maze of bolted down tables and chairs. The spirit shimmered after him, passing through solid objects as if they weren’t there, unaffected by the material world.

      Within seconds the entity was upon him, bony hands reaching.

      Talon’s gloved fist snapped out in a punch. Instead of slipping through the immaterial assailant, it made contact with the ghost. A shock wave of white-hot energy erupted on impact.

      Talon stumbled backward. Sensed movement above him. He looked up and saw a specter suspended in mid-air. A pallid, cadaverous monster, its features blurred. The vague impression of features: a mouth like a raw wound, eyes like black marbles.

      He brought up the ecto-rifle.

      Fired.

      A burst from the weapon seemed to decapitate the entity in mid-descent, the ghostly body crumpling.

      One thing was for certain—the specters were noticeably slower than the Reaper. If the ghosts drew power from the Lightwalker, perhaps powering so many of these entities was taking its toll on him. If the psychic’s energy was now dispersed among too many ghosts, it offered a glimmer of hope. Maybe, if he could hold them back long enough, this army of the dead might exhaust the cult leader.

      Of course, that gave rise to another important question: Where the hell was the psychic?

      The sound of creaking metal suddenly cut through the food court, and a series of violent tremors rattled the bolted-down furniture. Steel screamed and an invisible force ripped a table from its anchoring, the spirits combining their energy to manipulate physical reality.

      With an ear-splitting screech, the table shot toward Talon. His necro-armor could deflect spirits, but was useless against material objects. The bastards had already adjusted their tactics.

      The table rammed into Talon and sent him flying. A nearby gated-up storefront filled his field of vision, followed by the inevitable teeth-chattering impact. Metal creaked as he crumpled to the ground, and he exhaled sharply. The armor had cushioned the fall somewhat, but he sensed this was merely the beginning of his opponents’ new strategy. Who knows what else these ghosts might throw at him?

      Firing non-stop, he scrambled back to his feet. As he looked up, Talon saw the Reaper looming right in front of him. The unholy master of the spectral horde had arrived.
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      Casca shoved the door open and burst into the foggy night. The driver had as instructed pulled the mobile command center right up to the JC Penney’s main entrance. The billionaire had activated both his necro-helmet and ecto-rifle, and his body was burning up with adrenaline.

      Strange to feel so alive when he was about to face the dead.

      Adira appeared on his side, the vibration of her own weapon cutting the silence of the night. He’d read up on the parapsychologist soon after his meeting with Dr. Mason and had found her backstory fascinating. Here was a woman who had survived a haunting that destroyed her entire family. But instead of letting her experiences crush her spirit, she’d risen above past trauma and remade herself. From the easy way she handled the rifle, Casca guessed she hadn’t spent the last few years exclusively with her head buried in books.

      He barreled toward the entrance, Adira trailing him. Rifles leading the way, they barged into the mall and navigated the deserted department store. They made sure to stay close to each other and cover each other’s backs. Every successive step brought them closer to the moment when they’d confront the Lightwalker’s army of spirits.

      As they advanced, Casca’s mind kept turning to that day in the library when the cult leader took his sister’s life. He’d caught a glimpse of a dark shape among the aisles of books. A shifting silhouette of pure blackness, almost as if someone had carved a hole into the very fabric of reality. That defining incident had been his first and only tangible experience of the supernatural.

      He was about to receive a refresher course.

      His courage surprised him, but Talon needed help. The Delta Operator was formidable, but this was a fight he could not win alone.

      Three minutes later, the main plaza jumped into view and Casca spotted the first entity. His heart raced and his whole reality narrowed to that one detail: the shrieking spirit whirling toward them at breakneck speed. Rifle leveled, he pulled the trigger, and the magnetic wave obliterated the inhuman attacker.

      The thrill of his first spectral kill gave way to fear as more airborne entities zeroed in on him. He kept firing away at the incoming enemy while he combed the plaza for Talon. Where was the Operator?

      “Watch out!” Adira’s voice boomed over his helmet’s speakers.

      Casca spun around and saw one of the ghosts coming right at him. Fortunately, Adira vaporized the entity before it could embed itself into his flesh.

      He let out a sigh of relief and continued to blast the ghosts. Two dispersed, providing a clear view of Talon up ahead. He was pressed against a gated storefront, a dark silhouette closing in on him. Was it the Reaper?

      Casca pointed at Talon, and Adira’s voice crackled again over his mic. ”I see him too!”

      They both rushed toward Talon, blasting away. The semi-translucent figure descending on the man shattered under their sustained efforts. Casca knew it was merely a brief victory. Within seconds, the mass murderer’s ghost would begin the process of regenerating itself. They’d been lucky thus far, but it was impossible to sustain this effort.

      The three of them started to draw closer, ecto-rifles firing non-stop. They faced an enemy that would never grow tired, never grow weaker in numbers, never would give up.

      We will not make it out of here, Casca realized.

      Unless…

      His eyes combed the food court and landed on a can of spray-paint that one of the cultists must’ve dropped right next to where his body had fallen. It gave him an idea. He yelled into his mic, “I have a plan. Let’s form a circle, keep your backs to each other.”

      He sensed the Delta Operator’s hesitation, but the soldier knew from experience that even a bad plan was far better than no plan at all.

      “Talon, I need your pendant.”

      The Operator quickly tossed him the amulet but never stopped blasting away at the enemy. The billionaire draped it over his neck and said, “Cover me and stay close!”

      He jumped forward, scooped up the can of spray-paint and drew a red circle around them.

      “What are you doing, Casca? This is a hell of a time for a goddamn art project.”

      “Glad to hear your sense of humor is still intact. You guys have to trust me on this. Make sure to stay within the circle.”

      Casca had studied the occult for more than a decade. He had internalized its mysteries but only personally dabbled with ritualistic magic on a handful of occasions. Praying that he wasn’t signing their death sentences, he whispered the words required to activate the protective circle’s power. The incantation flew from his lips as he quickly drew four ancient Sumerian symbols inside the circle. Once done, the next step was to etch out a pentagram, a perfect replica of the pendant he now wore. Pentagrams had been a symbol of good until Satanists had perverted the symbol by inverting it in the name of the darkness.

      One of the first things Casca had learned was that not all magic was evil. There were rituals that tapped into the darkness but others channeled the light. Up until right now, most of his occult knowledge had been of an intellectual nature. It was time to test his expertise in the field. How he wished he could’ve done so without a lethal swarm of phantoms swirling around him—but sometimes necessity was the kick needed to turn theory into practice.

      He’d almost finished reciting the spell when one of the ghosts circumvented the magnetic blasts from Talon and Adira’s ecto-rifles and surged right at him. Did the specter sense what he was up to?

      Adira stepped in front of the ghost, buying him precious seconds. As the spirit flung her out of the circle, he mouthed the last words of the incantation.

      The protective circle lit up.

      Three more ghosts charged, but they violently recoiled upon hitting the circle’s perimeter. It was almost as if an invisible force field was warding them off, the magical power of the circle activated. Even though he couldn’t make out Talon’s features, he knew the man was staring at him from behind the helmet. How would he adapt to the idea that his general was dabbling with the very forces they’d sworn to battle?

      Their momentary victory was bittersweet. He couldn’t pull his gaze from Adira’s motionless form sprawled next to the dead cultists on the ground.

      There was no time for grief as more specters made a go at them. The ghosts repeatedly dashed against the magical ring, and each time the power of the circle repelled them. They were unable to penetrate the barrier.

      At least for now.

      Casca wasn’t sure for how long the circle would maintain its magic under such a sustained pounding. His gut told him it wouldn’t be for much longer.

      “There are too many,” he said to Talon. “They’re going to break through any...”

      The barrage suddenly stopped.

      The specters froze.

      For a moment, Casca wondered what was going on. The keening shrieks on his necro-helmet were now replaced with another sound: the deafening prop wash of an incoming helicopter and the wail of sirens. The police had arrived. And the officers were about to walk into a supernatural ambush. They weren’t prepared for what they’d find in the mall. How many cops were about to lose their lives?

      The ghosts were pulling away from the circle, gearing up for their next assault. Their terrible mass suicide had turned the cult into an unbeatable weapon—a weapon about to be targeted against the hapless officers entering the mall.

      Footsteps echoed in the dark.

      The Lightwalker approached the circle. He was wise enough to keep his distance, just beyond the reach of Talon’s grasp. The bastard knew exactly how close he could get to them. Ghosts swirled around his form, the air shimmering with inhuman energy.

      The Lightwalker turned toward him, their eyes meeting.

      Casca immediately realized that powering this many spirits was taking a heavy toll on the psychic. Cataracts had formed around bloodshot eyes, and his skin was wrinkled and loose, aged beyond his years.

      The Reaper is consuming his life force, Casca thought. Draining him like a battery.

      How much longer before he’d burn out for good?

      His heart sank when he realized the Lightwalker’s weakened state wouldn’t prevent what was about to happen next. The psychic had found Talon’s machine pistol and was now pointing the weapon right at them.

      “Maybe your little circle can keep ghosts out,” he said, ”but I wonder how it will fare against bullets.”
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      Adira’s eyes snapped open. Reddish darkness enveloped her. After a panicked moment, she remembered that the visualization system of her helmet was active and she was staring up at the mall’s skylight, occasional entities zipping through her field of vision. They’d lost interest in her now that their master had arrived.

      Adira should have been dead. A normal person would’ve succumbed to the spectral invasion of her body. But she’d never been quite normal. According to the Nexus Foundation’s battery of PSI tests, she qualified as a level-2 psychic. In comparison, someone like the Lightwalker had to score over 10 on the tests. But her abilities, slight as they might be, had probably saved her life as a teenager. Even though her psychic perception was weak and she still required the necro-helmet to see the dead, she’d been able to catch brief glimpses of the entity that had taken hold of her father. She’d seen enough to know that her father hadn’t been the one to pull the trigger that day, that ghosts were real.

      Later, once she’d learned more about anomalous phenomenon, she wondered whether she’d been indirectly responsible for the haunting. Had her psychic energy activated the spirit the same way the Lightwalker now powered the Reaper? The discovery had been accompanied by a crushing sense of guilt. It had sent her on a psychological tailspin that would include a vicious cycle of alcohol and drugs. But she’d overcome the past and sworn to find redemption at the Nexus Foundation.

      She shook off the memories and instructed her brain to focus on the problem at hand. Her peripheral vision revealed a figure striding past her. Dressed in brilliant white but clearly just a man. The Lightwalker. He was inexorably closing in on Talon and Casca, who were huddled close to each other in the protective circle, rifles ready. Ghosts were rippling toward them, but an invisible wall of some kind was deflecting their attacks. Adira was still trying to make sense of it all when the Lightwalker bent down and scooped up the machine pistol Talon had dropped earlier.

      It all came together in her mind. The entities were unable to reach the men, but bullets would.

      She had to stop the Lightwalker.

      And that meant she needed a weapon.

      As soon as the thought slashed through her mind, her eyes fell on the knife of one of the dead cultists.

      Tapping into her last reserve of strength, she crawled toward the downed hoodie. The Lightwalker was talking, but she mentally blocked out his words. Fueled by sheer willpower, she reached the corpse and her fingers tightened around the sickle.

      I can do this. Have to do this!

      She gritted her teeth and willed herself to her feet, muscles screaming in protest in an excruciating effort. One weak step at a time, she closed in on the psychic whose back remained turned toward her.

      He must’ve sensed her approach at the last moment. He turned, but by then it was too late. Before he could shoot Talon and Casca, before he could even cry out, Adira brought the sickle down on the Lightwalker. The white fabric of his hoodie turned crimson. A beat later, the cold metal of the machine pistol dug into her face.
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      A shocked Talon stared at Casca through the view-screen of his necro-helmet. The system’s red tint gave the billionaire a demonic quality, an impression further enhanced by the guttural words of the incantation. Talon couldn’t believe it. The man he’d come to trust was using the same occult forces they were supposed to protect the world from.

      The insight made him lose his focus for a second, and one of the ghosts broke through their defense. The entity went straight for Adira. The wail of the damned drowned out her screams as the corpse-like spirit hurled her out of the protective circle.

      Talon’s gut clenched and his lips tightened into a hard line as the ghost buried itself inside Adira’s body.

      He blasted the entity, knowing full well it was a futile effort. The darkness had found another victim. There’d been so many, but he couldn’t allow himself to dwell on it. Not now. Not here.

      The other spirits hovered above them, ever-shifting, endlessly breaking down and reforming as they slithered through the air. More specters attacked but bounced back before they could make contact. The ring Casca had drawn on the ground had conjured some invisible force that was stopping their advance. What sort of magic was the billionaire tapping into?

      The answer would have to wait. The Lightwalker was approaching the circle, sporting the machine pistol Talon had dropped earlier. His eyes glittered with deadly intent as he spoke. He was about to squeeze the trigger when Adira came into view behind him, sickle in hand.

      A feeling of relief washed over Talon

      She is alive.

      The curved knife in her hand slashed out at the psychic. Talon saw his opportunity to make a move. Ecto-rifle blazing, he stepped out of the circle and surged for the Lightwalker. The psychic was about a second away from pumping a round into Adira when Talon attacked. His first punch aimed for the psychic’s wound.

      The Lightwalker let out a piercing wail as Talon’s fist found the bleeding knife wound. The psychic stumbled backward while he stitched his surroundings with lead. Bullets chopped mortar and punched through the dead cultists. Both Talon and Adira hit the ground, bullets sizzling overhead.

      As soon as the barrage ceased, Talon followed Adira’s earlier example and snatched a sickle from one of the dead cultists. Armed, he launched back to his feet and faced the Lightwalker. The psychic tossed away the empty machine pistol, lips twisting into a snarl as his sickle shot out at Talon, cutting the air inches away from his face. The next blow Talon parried with his own sickle, steel kissing steel. He lunged forward, knife out, pushing the psychic back. Suddenly a dark silhouette shot out of the cement floor, blocking the psychic from harm.

      The Reaper had joined the fight.

      The thrust meant for the Lightwalker cut through the entity’s translucent, unstable form. The Reaper lunged at him, and the resulting electrical discharge between ghost and necro-armor catapulted Talon a few feet back. Shaken, he barely maintained his balance and went into a combat stance. He tried to sight down the Reaper with his ecto-rifle, but the Lightwalker’s sickle whistled toward him from another angle. Servant and Master, the living and the dead attacking at the same time from separate directions, both joining forces in a combined effort to destroy their new enemy.

      The knife in Talon’s right hand blocked the Lightwalker’s sickle while his other hand blasted the Reaper backward with repeated shots from his ecto-rifle. Howls of agony filled his helmet as the magnetic waves drove the Reaper back and vaporized the living shadow.

      No time to celebrate as the Lightwalker lashed out at him once again. Already dark contours grew visible nearby as the Reaper reconstituted itself. This entity was unstoppable!

      Tendrils of energy engulfed his armor. But this time the suit failed to protect Talon. The Reaper held on with all its might, the ever-shifting form refusing to let go. The dead mass murderer’s horrific visage loomed mere inches before Talon, a withered, flayed bonemask that recalled the skeletal visions he’d had back in Mexico City.

      Talon felt the suit succumbing to the entity’s sustained efforts. Cracks appeared, and then pieces of armor began breaking off. A keening shriek filled his helmet, the rage of the Reaper given full expression. Talon’s armor ripped and the chest plate hit the ground in an explosive spray of metal and circuitry. Other spirits, emboldened by the Reaper’s success, pulled on Talon’s arms and legs. They clung to the armor despite the waves of agony it must have triggered in their vibrating spectral forms. More armored plating snapped off and clattered to the ground, the skintight bodysuit shredding.

      Spent, Talon joined his shattered necro-suit on the stone floor. Fully exposed now. Vulnerable. The remaining armor hung from his battered frame in tatters. The next attack would penetrate flesh.

      The band of spirits tightened around him. Talon braced himself for the inevitable.

      But then the specters froze. Almost as if some invisible force had snapped them back in mid-attack. The hands of the nearest ghost were still reaching for his exposed chest. The Reaper and his spectral forces hung in the air as if in suspended animation.

      There was only one possible explanation.

      Casca.

      Talon whirled toward the billionaire. His benefactor’s left arm was drenched in blood, a red sickle in his other hand. His features remained invisible under the helmet, but Talon knew he still had to be mouthing the guttural words of some ancient incantation.

      The protective circle had only been the first step. An effort designed to buy Casca enough time to complete the real ritual—one that required an offering of blood.

      And it wasn’t over yet.

      The specters began to rush toward the stunned Lightwalker. One by one, the entities slammed into him like sizzling bolts of lightning. A scream erupted from the psychic’s mouth and echoed across the plaza.

      Talon fought back revulsion as he saw the stark outlines of the cultists’ faces beneath the Lightwalker’s flesh, struggling to break free of their new prison. Somehow Casca had forced the spirits back on the psychic. Their efforts distended the blood-smeared white hoodie, their inhuman features stretching the Lightwalker’s skin and distending bone. Dominating the screaming faces of the dead was the Reaper. His mouth scowled with unbridled fury.

      Talon recalled Adira’s earlier words: If the Reaper’s spirit took possession of a living person, and if that person were killed, both souls would phase over into the afterlife.

      He knew what had to be done and strode up to the writhing psychic with quick steps. The Lightwalker’s features looked wizened, his spent life force having aged him prematurely.

      Without hesitation, Talon grabbed the psychic’s neck and wrenched it with all his strength. Bone cracked, and the Lightwalker’s lifeless body slumped forward. The parade of ever-shifting faces stopped before he reached the ground.

      Talon breathed deeply. It was over. His eyes found Adira and Casca, now the only signs of life in a place of death. In their futuristic necro-helmets they looked like triumphant robotic warriors towering over some post-apocalyptic battlefield.

      Talon turned back to the broken psychic at his feet.

      Did the dead truly walk into the light? No one alive knew the answer. All he could hope was that the Reaper and his disciples dwelled in darkness, wherever they might be.
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      Adira had made a promise and she intended to keep it. She was back at the crash site in the Santa Ana mountains.

      This time around she wasn’t afraid.

      The air stirred and rippled and the apparition flitted across her helmet’s visor.

      “I know you’re scared,” she said. “Alone. Confused. But I can help you.”

      The figure peeled from the shadows of the surrounding trees. A hint of alabaster features, haunted eyes.

      She had gone over the crashed plane’s passenger list and looked at over a hundred faces. The heart-wrenching experience had driven home the full extent of the tragedy. Based on the photographs, she’d quickly established the identity of the spirit in the clearing. Maybe her psychic abilities had grown since the spectral attack back at the mall, or maybe they’d always been there, laying dormant, merely waiting to be awoken. But when she stared at the photograph of Harry Wells, a thirty-five year old investment banker, she’d felt a spark. This was the man she’d seen in the barren foothills. There was a seriousness of purpose to the face in the picture. He was the type of pragmatic man who believed only in that which he could see, hear and touch. The type of man who might not accept survival after death.

      Even though the features of the apparition remained blurred, she recognized the man from the photograph.

      “Harry, do you want to talk?”

      “Where am I? Who are you?”

      “My name is Adira. I’m hoping to help you. And to answer your question, you’re in the Santa Ana Mountains.” The words hung there.

      “I’m on my way to Las Vegas”

      “Not anymore.” She extended a hand toward the entity.  “You never arrived at your destination.”

      The entity closed in. Adira remained strong and held her ground. She was determined to see this through, to help Harry move on to the next world.

      “I was on a plane,” he said slowly. “I was looking at the mountains. And then I heard shrieks, someone was yelling…”

      There was a sob, elongated and eerie, a pitiful sound not produced by human vocal chords. ”The woman next to me…she held my hand…”

      “They’re waiting for you, Harry. Waiting for you to join them,” Adira said kindly.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Death is only the beginning.”

      The Lightwalker’s ominous message now held seeds of hope, a promise of a greater destiny that lay ahead beyond the boundaries of human existence.

      Detail and color returned to the ghost’s features, and the figure straightened. For a second he looked alive again. And then the presence was gone. Harry had finally joined the others.

      Tears streamed down Adira’s face, but this time they were tears of joy.
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        * * *

      

      Two days had passed since the climatic battle with the Reaper. Talon had demanded a sit-down with Casca—they needed to talk. The billionaire’s use of the occult ritual had been eating away at him, and he needed to air his feelings if this partnership was to have a future.

      Casca picked a seafood restaurant near his Silicon Valley corporate headquarters. To Talon’s surprise, Casca was the one to cut right to the chase before they even ordered. “I know what’s on your mind, Sergeant.”

      “We fight the occult, Casca. How can I trust a man who is tapping into the very forces we’re trying to defeat?”

      “I understand how you feel, but please hear me out. If we’re to win this war, we’ll need to both understand our enemy—and adapt some of his tactics.”

      “And what happens when the line begins to blur? When there’s no difference between us and them?”

      “The pentacle around your neck, the demon slayer blade—these are magical relics, Talon, that tap into the light. Magical weapons. The ritual I used was an extension of that.”

      Talon shook his head. “I’ve studied enough of your books to know it was a blood sacrifice.”

      “That’s true,” Casca conceded.

      “I’m worried. I’ve seen the books and occult items at your house. If you were to become corrupted by one of these rituals or the items in your possession…”

      “I’m treading lightly, I promise. But if something were to happen, I know of one man out there who would be able to stop me.”

      Talon tightened his lips. “I hope it never comes to that.”

      Casca pulled out a small metal case and handed it to Talon.

      “What’s that?”

      “Let’s call it an early Christmas present.

      Talon opened the case and immediately recognized the item inside. It was the demon slayer blade that he’d lost during the fight with Zagan at Omicron.

      “As promised, I made some calls. Detective Serrone was nice enough to get this out of evidence for me, no questions asked.”

      “How is she?”

      “Moving on with her life. Like we all should.”

      Talon mulled this over but said nothing. After a moment, Casca held out his hand. “Peace for now?”

      Talon looked deep into the billionaire’s eye and saw that the man’s intentions were pure. He took the hand in his own and shook on it. “Peace.”

      Even though their talk had reassured him somewhat of Casca’s intentions, a famous quote from Nietzsche popped into his head: “Beware that, when fighting monsters, you yourself don’t become a monster…” It would serve them well not to forget the philosopher’s insight into human nature. They were both at risk in their own way. War could erode one’s humanity.

      Casca broke him out of his thoughts. “Have you ever been to Italy?”

      “Why do I get the feeling I’m about to?”

      “It would be that chance to trace the Talone family tree.”

      “If you put it like that…”

      “But first, let’s eat. I hear both the lobster and Brodetto are amazing here.”

      Talon focused on the menu and pushed his concerns aside. As soon as the waiter took their order, he became thoughtful once more. His experiences in Ohio had taught him a vital life lesson: Death wasn’t the end. Somewhere out there, a part of Michelle went on. She might be waiting for the day when they’d be reunited again.

      For now, he’d continue to battle the darkness—but when his time finally did come, he wouldn’t be afraid of the light.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        AN OCCULT ASSASSIN SHORT STORY

      

      

      

      
        
        The Story So Far

      

      

      

      After a decade spent fighting the enemy abroad and keeping his country safe, Delta Force Operator Mark Talon is ready to settle down with the love of his life. But Talon’s world crumbles when his fiancée becomes the victim of a murderous cult.

      

      In the wake of his terrible loss, Talon dedicates himself to a new mission – hunting down twisted occultists around the globe and stopping them before they can unleash the forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting world...

      

      In Coffin Collector, his quest for vengeance will take him to Florence, Italy…
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      DARKNESS GREETED TRAVIS Willyard upon waking. Instead of looking up from a soft bed at the wood ceiling beams of his studio apartment, he found himself confined in a black and soundless space. He tried to move left and right, only to realize he was boxed in. Frantically, he tried to sit up, but banged his head against a wooden surface. His pulse quickened, and he fought back the first signs of claustrophobia.

      Where am I?

      He shifted about and explored his extremely tight quarters by touch. He was…encased in something. He pressed against the rough wooden ceiling of his new prison, his labored breaths amplified in the tight space. Soon words tumbled from his lips, nearly unintelligible in his parched throat, building into terrified screams.

      “Hello! Let me out of here! Somebody help me!”

      There was no response.

      Oh my God, what’s happening? How did I get here?

      Travis searched his memory. Through the haze of last night’s binge drinking and the terrible hangover splitting his head, he vaguely remembered spending the evening at Rivalta, one of the poshest bars in town. He was four weeks into his summer semester at the Florence University of the Arts and was having the time of his life. As an art student, he cherished this beautiful European city and all its historical relics and artistic masterpieces. Engaging classes during the day gave way to a different kind of stimulation when the sun went down and the local beauties hit the discotheques and bars. Travis appreciated art in all its forms, particularly the female form, and he had been meeting his share of lovely and willing locals. He wanted this to be a summer to remember, a final hurrah before returning to New York, where graduation and the responsibilities of adulthood would be waiting for him.

      He was madly in love with the city. And the city had returned his passion in kind.

      Until now.

      He dimly recalled two lovely girls chatting him up at the bar. He had bought them drinks, the place had started spinning… And that’s when the memories stopped. He must’ve passed out, but why? He considered himself a seasoned drinker; a few Negronis wouldn’t knock him off his feet.

      There was only one explanation: Someone must’ve spiked his drink.

      It was absurd. Why would anyone kidnap him? Granted, Americans weren’t the most popular people around with many of the locals, but still… As some of the local girls had explained after a passionate night of lovemaking, people from the US were spoiled, arrogant, and loud—but also a lot of fun and good in the sack. Young people might be drawn to them, but the older population considered them a cultural blight. Travis had received confirmation of this a few nights earlier when he had stumbled drunkenly through the city’s streets, one of his buddies singing at the top of his lungs. A window above them opened, and a disgruntled Florentian dumped a bucket of ice-cold water on top of them. They’d laughed their asses off at the time, but what if some local felt water wasn’t enough to teach the foreigners a lesson?

      Clenching his teeth, he kicked and slammed the wooden ceiling of the box with all his might. This time, the lid popped open. Harsh light flooded in. Travis blinked, shielding his eyes, and recognized with horror that he’d been trapped in a coffin all this time.

      He scrambled out of the casket as fast as possible, shaking all over. What the fuck? Was this some sick joke? For a second, he expected his guffawing buddies to pop out from behind the coffin and provide him with a legitimate reason to punch their lights out. But no human laughter joined in with his anxiety-ridden gasps.

      As his breathing normalized, he began to inspect his environment more carefully. He was inside an immense high-ceilinged warehouse. Murky light shafted into the cavernous space through a series of skylights, revealing a sight that made his blood run cold. Everywhere he turned, rows upon rows of coffins stretched out before him, an eerie maze of death. They came in all shapes, sizes and materials: wood, metal, and even fiberglass. Some were elaborately adorned while others appeared simple and basic.

      This place was a museum dedicated to the art of coffin making.

      Inhaling deeply to stave off his fear, Travis stumbled through the grotesque labyrinth, shaken by the morbid, surreal setting. He needed to find a way out.

      His searching gaze paused on an exotic glass sarcophagus. The outline of a man was barely discernible inside the coffin.

      Fighting back his terror, he approached the glass sarcophagus and caught a better look at the figure resting inside. Sunken, waxy features indifferently regarded the world, the skin covered by a thin veneer of paint, which gave the body a doll-like quality. But this was no doll; this man had once been alive. Another horrible idea occurred to him. What if this corpse wasn’t the only one? What if every one of these coffins contained a preserved body?

      A voice in his head told him to keep moving, but instead he closed in on the nearest casket, its faux-gold handles gleaming in the milky light filtering into the warehouse. Giving himself an internal push, Travis opened the lid and froze. The mummified remains of a woman stared back at him. Her empty eye sockets bored into Travis as if she blamed him for her horrific state.

      That did it. He’d seen enough…

      Travis whirled and ran. There had to be an exit somewhere.

      Behind him, he heard a noise. He slowed, his panicked gaze combing the warehouse.

      Was that movement behind a row of caskets?

      More footsteps echoed in the warehouse. They seemed to come from different sides of the labyrinth. That meant more than one person was stalking him. What sick game were these freaks playing?

      No time to dwell on it. Travis kept moving, trying to be as noiseless as possible as he navigated the maze. His mind grew blank as he arrived at the center of the warehouse, where another surreal sight awaited. A rectangular stretch of soil dominated the space, the cement floor giving way to a large patch of earth, about twenty feet long and ten feet wide. An ancient looking wooden casket rested in the middle of the plot, right next to an open grave.

      Something almost indefinable set this coffin apart from the others, a timeless, primal quality, almost as if it originated from another world. Strange symbols and sigils lined the coffin’s rough-hewn, organic-looking surface. The casket seemed imbued with unnatural life, almost as if it had been constructed from flesh and bone instead of wood. Travis’ skin grew clammy and bile rose in his throat, the coffin’s malevolent energy triggering a physical response. Acid churned in his gut.

      Another sound made Travis spin around.

      This time he caught a glimpse of one of his stalkers. A massive individual, built like a professional wrestler. The man was bald, his square head the size of a bowling ball with rough-hewn, almost malformed features. He looked like he belonged to a different species of human, a missing step in the evolutionary ladder perhaps. Travis’ heart thrashed against his ribcage as he spotted the pistol in the man’s grubby paw.

      More sounds rang out behind him, and two other figures peeled from the shadows of the coffins. One was tall and rail-thin, his hollow eyes regarding Travis with no emotion. The man next to him was normal-sized, but his pockmarked face held the same empty, soulless expression. The two men were dressed in expensive black suits, their polished exterior heightening instead of lessening their inherent savageness. Travis sensed these men hurt people for a living and weren’t fazed by much in this world. They carried their brutality like a badge of honor.

      Another pair of footsteps cut through the warehouse. He turned and saw an old, wizened creature approaching. The ringleader behind the freak show. Immaculately dressed, projecting wealth and refinement, the man had to be at least in his eighties or nineties. Long silver strands of hair clung to his liver-spotted skull, and gnarled fingers clawed a cane. A blinding white suit, black loafers, and red shirt oozed Italian style and sophistication. The tanned, wrinkled skin clashed with the fabric’s crisp sheen. Exotic rings adorned his bony fingers, and his gold watch glittered in the warehouse’s pale light.

      “Who are you? What do you want from me?” Travis’ voice sounded timid and terrified, and he wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

      Why provide these freaks with further satisfaction?

      Two of the men zeroed in on him. He flinched as they approached and backed away into the patch of soil. Powerful hands grabbed his arms and brusquely dragged him toward the waiting casket.

      “What the hell is this shit? Please, you can’t do this. Help! Someone—!”

      The words died on his lips as a fist snapped his head back. He spat blood.

      The third man removed the lid of the eerie coffin. Fear flickered over the goon’s features. The kidnapper visibly shared Travis’ atavistic revulsion for the coffin, and somehow that was the most terrifying thing yet.

      The lid landed in the dirt, the insides of the moldy coffin now revealed. Travis’ heart skipped a beat. The wooden box waiting for him wasn’t empty. Skeletal remains gleamed inside the casket, all flesh stripped clean from the yellowed bone. Travis couldn’t fathom the dark motives driving these men, but their intent was clear: they planned to put him in the strange coffin with the skeleton and bury him inside this fucked-up warehouse of horrors.

      As soon as the horrible certainty sliced through his mind, one of the goons brought the handle of his pistol down on Travis’s head. He slumped forward, hitting the ground face-first, his blood mixing with the earth. The white pants and expensive loafers of the old man came into view. The figure paused at the edge of the soil bed, seemingly eager for a front row seat but unwilling to get any dirt on those polished shoes.

      “Bury him,” the old man said in Italian.

      From his peripheral vision, Travis saw one of the men snatch a shovel. The other two goons dragged Travis to his feet. He protested and pulled away, so they pistol-whipped him again for good measure. The world swam in and out of focus as it had the night before at the bar. That moment seemed so far away now, part of another reality. For a split second, he entertained the hope that it might all just be some nightmare. A warehouse full of coffins, the prospect of being buried alive, mummified corpses—this shit was text-book Freudian. But the sensation of his body being roughly lifted and dropped into the casket, the cracking of bones as his weight landed on the skeleton, the foul stench of the remains next to him... The tangible patina of reality felt too raw, too vivid to be a construct of his subconscious even if helped along by some potent Italian liqueur the night before. Not even a full bottle of absinthe could conjure such a fucked-up mindtrip.

      This shit was happening for real. And there was nothing he could do to stop it. He wanted to scream, but his lips didn’t work. The casket’s lid slammed shut, drenching him in renewed darkness.

      The next sensation was of one of movement as the goons heaved the casket toward the waiting hole. Moments later, Travis’ whole body shook as the coffin landed at the bottom of the freshly dug grave. The corpse’s bones poked into him, and his head bounced against the sealed lid. He weakly pounded the walls of the coffin, blood bubbling down his lips.

      The oppressive darkness sapped his will to live, to fight.

      A slight vibration of something hitting the casket. Dirt, Travis realized.

      They were beginning to fill up the grave. Bury him alive. A last vestige of survival instinct surged through his body. He pressed against the lid with all his strength, but it wouldn’t budge despite his efforts. Tears stung his eyes. His pitiful sobs filled the yawning darkness. More dirt kept landing on the coffin, but the sounds quickly became muffled.

      Distant.

      A strange feeling of peace and tranquility replaced his terror. Finally, the noise died down completely, the goons having completed their task. The stuffy air made him wonder how much oxygen was left in the casket. How long would he have? An hour? Thirty minutes?

      He remembered stories of people being buried alive, horrific tales of bodies being exhumed, revealing broken, bloodied nails—even bitten-off fingers or swallowed tongues. Travis didn’t want to go that way. Would he just pass out, or would each breath begin to slowly strangle him as the precious oxygen turned into poisonous carbon dioxide? He thought of his mother back in Florida, of his younger sister about to start college in the fall at NYU. He thought of the last girl he’d slept with, the beautiful and spirited Maria. He’d hoped to run into her again at the bar where they first met. God dammit, he was leaving so much behind.

      No, this couldn’t be happening, he wanted to live…

      Another sensation broke into his thoughts. Something stirred in the coffin. His hairs stood up as an icy hand closed around his throat. Maddened shrieks shattered the peaceful silence, and Travis realized he was hearing his own screams of terror.

      The hand tightened, crushed his throat, and strangled his desperate cries.
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      NINETY-ONE YEAR old Marco Giallo observed in silence as his men dragged the American toward the waiting coffin. The art student was young and strong, a perfect specimen and well-suited for the ritual. For the coffin he would soon be buried in was no ordinary coffin. This was the casket of the famed German stage magician Bruno Zamora.

      Anticipation built inside of Giallo as the coffin descended into the grave. The boy would have at most an hour’s worth of oxygen. They would dig him up long before he would run out of air, though. Unlike Giallo’s previous victims, who now wiled eternity away in his collection, the plan wasn’t to kill the American. Ten minutes below ground should be enough to determine if all the stories about Zamora’s legendary coffin held any truth.

      As far back as Marco Giallo could remember, coffins had been part of his life. Giallo Cofani was one of the largest coffin manufacturers in Europe. His family had controlled the death industry for four generations and was still going strong. The colorful details of the business might change with time, but the grim bottom line remained the same: bodies needed to be put in the ground. Generally this required a coffin or a casket. The company’s motto was to produce beautiful coffins that you would love to die in.

      While the world succumbed to mediocrity, Giallo prized beauty. Unfortunately, the latest trend was to build less expensive models while expanding cremation offerings. Eco-friendly biodegradable bamboo caskets were one of the newest fads that threatened the artistic integrity and craftsmanship that went into the creation of real coffins. Considering how poorly some people lived their lives, it shouldn’t surprise him they’d be willing to rot in a wicker box. It saddened him, but Giallo Cofani had learned to adapt.

      And even if his company was forced to churn out cheap boxes, undeserving of being called coffins, he would always have his precious collection. The warehouse, which was located in the wooded and secluded outskirts of Florence, housed a collection of the most unique coffins in the world. Only Giallo and a few of his closest, most trustworthy associates knew of the existence and location of his little museum. Some pieces were originals produced by Giallo Cofani, and others heralded from all across the globe. His collection included deluxe stainless steel caskets, marvelous bronze and copper creations, carved mahogany coffins decorated with crystals and hand-painted accents, and even a 24k gold-plated casket.

      As much as Giallo appreciated creativity, he frowned upon novelty coffins like the ones popular in Ghana, where people opted to be laid to rest in wooden lobsters or coffins designed to resemble boats or cars. His collection had no place for such vulgar displays of bad taste. Who in their right mind would want to be buried in a giant Coke bottle or next to a Karaoke machine? He considered himself a staunch traditionalist, and no KISS coffin would ever grace his treasured warehouse.

      Considering how much Giallo loved coffins, it was ironic that he’d once feared them as a boy. His dad would bring him to his factories in Brescia, north of Florence, where carpenters and craftsmen built the caskets that would soon welcome the recently deceased. His father was a cold, austere man with a sadistic streak. If he felt his son had disrespected him—and almost any behavior could trigger this perception; one day he might be too loud, another too quiet—the punishment was swift and horrific. He’d seal Giallo in a coffin and threaten to bury him alive.

      The first few times, Giallo had been overcome with terror. Gradually, in the darkness—each successive breath becoming thinner, not knowing if this would be the last time he’d disappoint the old man—he changed. He began to look forward to his confinement, finding an inner tranquility in the dark that he couldn’t duplicate in the bright world outside the coffin. Locked inside the box, he imagined being below the ground, the responsibilities and challenges of the living giving way to the peace of the dead. Punishment had become reward, a secret he never shared with his father lest his disciplinary tactics might change. As he grew to adulthood, his initial fascination with his family business turned into a bona fide obsession. It wasn’t enough to make and sell coffins; he started collecting them, too. He’d track down the most unique caskets and coffins from around the world so he could lay in them, thereby recreating the feeling of peace he’d come to appreciate in his youth.

      Eventually, lying inside of them failed to achieve a sense of blissful transcendence. A more powerful outlet was needed, and that’s when he turned to murder. The act came easy to Giallo—not surprising, considering that death had been part of his life since the beginning. His victims were selected at random and buried alive. Experiencing their fear allowed him to relive his own delicious terror of being locked inside a coffin. As his collection expanded, so did the number of his victims. Their haunting faces remained burned in his memory: some terrified and pleading, others furious and defiant, but all of them full of life. By the time he dug them up, their expressions would be quite different. Even though their features might be distorted and grotesque, their eyes wide and the skin discolored, there would also be a sense of peace in their lifeless stares.

      Giallo had lost count of how many lives he’d taken in this manner over the years. He’d allowed himself to indulge his darker impulses when he told his men to place the American in one of his coffins. He had derived a sick rush from seeing his men hunt the boy through the mazelike collection, his terror providing Giallo with a visceral physical thrill better than any drug. But the time for fun and games was over. A different fate awaited the American. He wasn’t just another victim to be added to the collection; he represented the key to Giallo’s own future, a stepping-stone to his impending transformation.

      He checked the time on his gold watch. Only five minutes had gone by since the burial of the American student, and he was already giddy with anticipation…

      A sharp whistling sound distracted Giallo. Ten feet away, his bodyguard DeLuca’s head snapped back in a spray of red, and the giant man crumpled next to the burial site.

      Instinctively, Giallo lurched behind a steel casket as more bullets chopped his coffins. Who would have the insolence to desecrate his collection in such a manner? 	His remaining men returned fire, and he saw two wooden caskets shatter.

      “Stop shooting, you idiots!” Didn’t they realize the irreparable damage their careless action was causing his treasures?

      More shots stitched the wall behind him. Giallo couldn’t wrap his mind around what was happening. No one knew about the warehouse and his collection. It made no sense.

      The gunfire ceased. Silence descended.

      Giallo cursed inwardly. How could he be experiencing such a setback when all the answers were within his grasp? They had to stop this shooter, whoever he might be.
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      A FURIOUS BARRAGE of bullets ripped the mahogany coffin apart that Talon was using as cover. When the onslaught eased for a second, he popped up and returned fire, the bullets of his Glock lashing Giallo’s unholy coffin collection. The stench of cordite hung in the air as more bullets erupted next to him. Giallo’s men were trained professionals and clearly didn’t plan to make this easy on him.

      Talon dipped below the coffin and crawled along the floor, now covered in wooden splinters, swiftly navigating the maze of caskets. He’d checked two of the coffins when he first broke into the warehouse and was well aware of their grisly contents. How many people had Giallo murdered and preserved during his ninety years on this planet?

      Too many too count.

      The man was as much of a monster as some of the nightmare creatures Talon had faced over the last six months. He’d seen some sick shit in his time as a Delta Operator, but Giallo’s warehouse of horror might just qualify for a spot at the top of the list.

      Now that the shooting had stopped, Talon was able to focus his still ringing ears on other sounds. He detected a faint hint of incoming footsteps. Giallo’s two assassins were closing in on him. His lips curled into a cruel smile as he eyed a titanium casket in front of him, his mind having formulated the beginning of a plan.

      Five minutes later, one of Giallo’s guards appeared inside the alley of caskets. He immediately made out the figure slumped in between the row of coffins. Three bullets holes were visible in the downed man’s back.

      He approached the body cautiously, never taking his eyes from his target. He didn’t see the casket behind him pop open. He crouched before the corpse, and his cold eyes widened as he saw the mummified visage of a long-dead man. When blood splattered the creepy mummy’s face, he recoiled, too shocked to realize the red spray had come from his own perforated chest. An instant later, Giallo’s guard collapsed next to the mummy.

      Talon slipped out of the casket from which he’d removed the decoy corpse. His eyes roamed the dark warehouse, his Glock leading the way.

      One guard remained.

      And then Giallo.

      Even though the sick mastermind behind this insanity was old enough to be his grand-father, he could still pose a threat. Even an old man could get lucky, and a bullet was lethal no matter what level of training the shooter might possess. One moment of inattention could change the tide of the battle. He had to keep his guard up.

      Eying the blood-flecked mummified corpse, Talon wondered what sick demons drove Giallo. The question made Talon’s mind return to three days earlier, when Simon Casca had first told him about the cursed coffin …
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      “HAVE YOU EVER heard of the German stage magician Bruno Zamora, better known as Der Hexer?” Casca asked and took a sip of his Cabernet. “That’s German for ‘the sorcerer,’ by the way. Ring any bells?”

      Talon finished the last bite of his surf and turf and took a long pull from his Pilsner. Casca had invited him for lunch at a Silicon Valley seafood restaurant and the food had lived up to its reputation. Judging from the serious tone in Casca’s voice, it was time for business now. Talon scanned his memory and said, “Didn’t Zamora give Harry Houdini a run for his money at one point?”

      “You’re quite right, Zamora and Houdini were bitter competitors, each of them trying to outdo the other. Certain sources claim Zamora took their rivalry one step further and sold his soul to the devil in exchange for the ability to practice real magic during his stage shows. Some of the tricks he preformed still baffle magicians to this day. And according to the stories, he saved his best trick for last.”

      Casca slid his smart phone over to Talon. It showed a photograph of an ancient-looking coffin. The design was simple, almost austere. Just a crude wooden casket.

      Talon zoomed in on the image, and more disturbing details became visible. Strange glyphs and sigils adorned the coffin’s surface. Occult symbols Casca might know how to interpret but were beyond Talon’s knowledge, at least at this point in the game. There was something sickening about the cumulative effect of the cryptic patterns.

      “What am I looking at?” Talon asked.

      “This is the casket that Bruno Zamora was buried in. Zamora vanished in 1905, suffering from ill health. Some believed he’d committed suicide and drowned in the North Sea near his hometown of Kampen. In reality, Zamora’s assistants had buried him on his property instead, the coffin remaining undiscovered until a recent construction project unearthed them.”

      Talon chewed this over and said, “Alright, so why is this of interest to us? Don’t tell me this was Dracula’s coffin, or I’ll walk right out of here.”

      Casca arched an eyebrow and said, “The coffin was stolen a few weeks after its discovery. The German Kriminalpolizei even has a suspect. This man.”

      Casca swiped his phone and revealed the ancient features of Giallo. The picture perfectly captured the cold fire smoldering behind the man’s eyes.

      “Marco Giallo, heir to the Giallo Cofani dynasty, a fourth generation coffin maker and rumored to be an obsessive collector of coffins.”

      “I guess everybody needs a hobby.”

      This time a grin stole over Casca’s face.

      “So you have contacts in the German police force?”

      Casca’s eyes narrowed. “I have contacts wherever underpaid government employees need to make ends meet.”

      “Point taken. So Giallo might have the coffin. And you want me to head to Florence to find out if he does?”

      Casca nodded.

      Talon frowned as he inspected the image of the coffin again. “What makes the coffin so special?”

      “Are you familiar with the concept of soul transference?”

      In the old days Talon would’ve rolled his eyes at a question like this. Much had changed. “The occult practice of transferring one’s soul into another body,” he answered without hesitation.

      Casca sipped his wine and said, “Zamora believed he could cheat death and be reborn in another, younger body. Tapping into Babylonian occult concepts of rebirth and reincarnation, he constructed a coffin capable of trapping his soul upon the moment of his death. It would prevent his spirit from passing into the next world.”

      For a second, Talon was reminded of the Reaper and fought back an involuntary shudder. He hoped Casa didn’t expect him to go after another ghost so soon after the events in Ohio. He’d be better off calling the Spirit Breakers.

      “Zamora’s plan was simple,” Casca continued. “He let his assistants bury his ailing body while still alive.”

      “Thereby allowing his soul to remain in the coffin,” Talon said.

      “Precisely.”

      Talon furrowed his brows. “So this was preferable to the afterlife? Being trapped inside a moldy box at the bottom of an unmarked grave?”

      “Not quite. This was only the first phase of the plan.”

      He swiped his phone again. A faded black-and-white photograph taken at the turn of the 20th century picture showed an older Zamora with a young man in his twenties. “Maximillian Geiger, a young protégée of Zamora and the man he’d handpicked to be the vessel of his rebirth. Once Zamora was dead, his assistants were supposed to dig up his body and place Geiger in the coffin with Zamora’s remains. This second burial would allow Zamora’s spirit to transfer from the coffin into the younger man.”

      Talon’s jaw tightened with revulsion. Was there no limitation to human madness? “How do you know all this?” he asked.

      “Magic has always been a passion of mine. I was able to piece together much from Zamora’s journal.”

      Talon studied Casca, and once again he mused that the man’s dark interests clashed with his pretty-boy good looks and stylish attire. “So what went wrong?” he asked.

      “They got cold feet. Never dug up their master, fearing they would hang for two murders.”

      Talon chewed it over. “So we have this Giallo freak who’s obsessed with coffins. He hears about the discovery of Zamora’s casket and uses his money and pull to steal it. So what do you think he wants with the box? Bring Zamora back?”

      Casca mulled it over for a beat before he spoke. “Good question. Having studied the man, I think he is trying to see if the stories are true. We’re talking about a man in the twilight of his life. He may not be ready to meet his maker.”

      “You think Giallo wants to use the coffin on himself?”

      “It’s the best theory I can come up with.”

      “What happens with the soul of the replacement body?”

      The grim expression on Casca’s face spoke louder than words. “Murder is a small price for the chance at another lifetime. In theory, Zamora’s coffin possesses the power to extend one’s lifespan indefinitely. It’s powered by black magic, however, so anyone who returns from the dead this way will become an agent of the darkness here on Earth. Giallo must be stopped before he gets a chance to use the coffin. I need you to go to Italy immediately.”

      Talon nodded grimly and flashed the billionaire a grin. “I always wanted to visit the country of my ancestors.”
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      TALON ARRIVED IN Florence thirty-six hours after his dinner with Casca. He checked in at his hotel, found his case of kit waiting for him, and began to do some surveillance on Giallo. The coffin collector was known for frequenting certain restaurants and bars in the area, so establishing the millionaire’s routine became easy. Studying his new enemy proved informative. The men guarding the old coffin tycoon were seasoned pros. Not ex-military; most likely former mafia enforcers whose skills had been honed in the Italian underworld.

      After shadowing Giallo for over a week, he got a lucky break when his quarry visited one of his regular hangouts. Talon was nursing a glass of tonic water at the bar when a fellow American took a tumble after one drink too many. The young girl he’d been chatting up wrapped her arm around him and, displaying more strength than one would expect from her tiny frame, dragged him to the back of the bar. The beauty, which Talon now recognized as one of Giallo’s employees, must’ve slipped something in his drink.

      Talon followed both of them through the rear exit into an alley. He pressed himself against the wall, merging with the shadows as he witnessed the woman pulling the unconscious American into the trunk of Giallo’s Maserati with the assistance of the coffin collector’s security team.

      As much as Talon wanted to stop the kidnapping in progress and rescue the hapless American, he had to find out what Giallo wanted with the boy. He tailed the black Maserati as it fought its way through the city’s narrow stone streets and a fleet of crazy taxi drivers. They left the city behind them and made their way through densely-wooded outskirts.

      The Maserati turned onto a narrow trail and Talon passed them, staying on the main road. Once the Maserati was out of sight, he performed a sharp U-turn and pulled onto the side of the road to wait. He wasn’t worried. On these deserted forest streets, Giallo’s security team would know they were being tailed. Fortunately he’d planted a transmitter on the Maserati earlier in the week and would able to resume his pursuit on foot within a few minutes.

      A half an hour later, he caught his first glimpses of Giallo’s secluded warehouse. The fence barely slowed Talon down. After he cut his way through the chain-link mesh, he sprinted toward the Maserati parked next to the open main entrance.

      He slipped a black balaclava mask over his head and entered the warehouse, Glock in hand. Even though Talon tried to steel himself for whatever might be waiting within the walls of the structure, nothing could have prepared him for Giallo’s coffin collection. The disturbing, surreal sight took Talon’s breath away.

      There was a hushed, almost reverent silence to the place that made him feel like he’d set foot inside a vast cathedral. The dead commanded respect.

      It reminded him in a weird way of the time when he’d traveled aboard a C-130 Hercules military aircraft filled with the flag-draped caskets of soldiers who’d fallen in the Iraq war. He remembered thinking how clean all the flags looked in that country of dust. There were no flags inside Giallo’s warehouse, but each coffin gleamed in the sunlight, pristine and meticulously maintained. The freak certainly loved his collection.

      Talon steeled his nerves and carefully opened the nearest casket. Inside, the pale, mummified corpse of a young woman lay on the pristine satin. A quick survey of half a dozen more caskets confirmed Talon’s suspicions. Giallo was not only a madman but a mass murderer.

      He made a silent vow to himself: Soon, he’d add one more body to the collection—Marco Giallo. Maybe he’d even let the old man choose his own coffin.
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      GIALLO STOLE NERVOUS glances at his prized collection. Normally, gazing upon his coffins had a calming effect. Now, he felt only dread. He was so close to finding out if the stories surrounding Zamora’s famed coffin were true. This stranger shooting up the warehouse was liable to ruin everything.

      He cracked his knuckles, mentally reassuring himself that his men were some of the best killers money could buy. They would take care of this problem. A minor setback only, and then…

      Gunfire echoed once more, and there was a distinct thump of a body tumbling against one of his coffins. It broke his heart to see his collection being damaged like this and rage welled up, overpowering even his fear. He would make this intruder pay.

      All thoughts of retribution left his mind as the cold, hard barrel of a pistol dug into the back of his skull.

      Giallo saw Rolfo emerge from the maze of coffins, pistol leveled at the assassin who was holding him hostage, but his bodyguard was too far away to save him.

      “Drop the gun,” the intruder with the gun commanded. He spoke Italian with a strong American accent. “I won’t ask again.”

      This was the voice of a man who didn’t make idle threats. A voice much like Giallo’s own.

      Rolfo still hesitated, and Giallo barked, “Do as he says! NOW!”

      The pistol hit the floor.

      “Now start digging up the man you buried,” the American intruder ordered.

      “You don’t understand…” Giallo protested.

      “I understand. Your sick experiment is over.”

      The intruder had said experiment. Did the assassin know what he was trying to accomplish. But how? The theft of Zamora’s coffin was well documented. Maybe it had drawn the attention of another occultist who might be after the prize of immortality?

      Rolfo began to dig. A pile of earth grew around him.

      Growing excitement replaced Giallo’s fear. Would Bruno Zamora be reborn inside the body of the American, or would a blubbering, terrified child emerge from the coffin?

      Giallo tried to turn his head to catch a glimpse of the man with the gun. All he saw was a black balaclava and a tight combat suit. A man molded from darkness. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      He addressed the assassin in English, communicating that he was well aware of his national origins.

      “Shut the fuck up, freak!’

      The disgust in the assassin’s voice brought a smile to his face. A true killer, like Giallo, wouldn’t be disturbed by his collection. The masked intruder might be a skilled assassin, but deep down he was weak. His lethal skill paled in comparison with the fire raging inside Giallo.

      The assassin nudged him with his Glock, indicating he should head for the open grave. Zamora’s coffin sat at the bottom of the shallow wound in the earth. The wooden box held the answers to life’s mysteries. Giallo licked his thin lips in anticipation.

      “If you know the origins of this coffin, then you know what it does. A chance to conquer death itself. To live forever.”

      The assassin’s mouth twisted into a cold smile. “For a man who worships the art of death you sure seem squeamish about dying.” The assassin eyed Rolfo and said, “Open the coffin.”

      A low, insistent scratching noise emanated from within the casket, and an excited shudder shot up Giallo’s bent, age-worn spine. The American student was alive. But whose soul resided in his body? Was it the American or Zamora reborn?

      Even Rolfo failed to mask his fear as he hunched over the coffin. Putting people into the ground was easier than digging them up. Motivated by the assassin’s gun pointing at him, Rolfo jumped into the hole and using a crowbar, he pried open Zamora’s coffin. The lid flipped open and the American student glared back at them, his eyes wild and mad, his fingers bloody from trying to claw his way out of the wooden box.

      “Warum hast mich nicht schneller zurueck gebracht? Warum? WARUM?”

      The shrill intensity behind the guttural words reflected the speaker’s insanity. They were spoken in German, and Giallo knew enough of the language to grasp the gist of the message: Why didn’t you bring me back sooner?

      Elation filled Giallo’s black heart.

      It had worked.

      The stories about the coffin were true.

      The body that now held Zamora’s soul jumped out of the casket and launched into the nearest target, which in this case was poor Rolfo. Without hesitation, the American student sunk his teeth into the bodyguard’s exposed throat with animal savagery. Blood gushed, and Rolfo cried out in pain and shock as he shoved the madman aside.

      Giallo sensed what might happen next. He wanted to cry out, but it was too late. Rolfo whipped out a knife from his belt and rammed it into the American student’s heart. More German words reverberated through the warehouse, but as far as Giallo could tell, they were nonsense. The stage magician had obviously gone mad. Who wouldn’t after all this time? His soul had been trapped for a hundred years inside the coffin, neither dead nor alive. A disembodied entity with nothing to occupy its mind but the memories of a life once lived and glories long faded.

      The student collapsed, spurting red, and by the time his body landed in the soil, his eyes had already glazed over.

      Fool!

      Rolfo followed suit and dropped into the dirt. Blood colored the ground scarlet as he twitched and clutched his throat. And then he too stopped moving.

      The black-masked assassin circled Giallo until they faced each other.

      The coffin collector was about to say something, but the steel in the assassin’s eyes silenced him.

      “I want you to know what is going to happen next.” The assassin paused and his iron gaze swept the warehouse. “I’m going to burn down this cursed place.”

      “You can’t! My life’s work…”

      “Every coffin you collected will go up in flames. “

      Giallo swallowed hard. Experience told him the assassin was the type of man who kept his promises. So his next words caught Giallo by surprise.

      “And when this place is nothing but ashes, I’m going give you what you want.”
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      THE WAREHOUSE BURNED, painting the air red. The fire’s merciless heat singed Giallo’s features as his prized collection went up in thick, oily clouds of black smoke. Tears streamed down his face, fury boiling inside of him as he bore witness to the inferno. If he were younger, he would’ve made a go at the black-clad assassin. The man had destroyed everything.

      They both stood outside the warehouse, and the assassin’s gloved hand kept the Glock fixed on his head in case he should get any foolish ideas. The bastard wanted him to witness the destruction of his collection. What did he think he was doing? Punishing him for past crimes? What sort of mercenary was he dealing with here?

      Nevertheless, one piece had survived Giallo’s collection: Zamora’s coffin.

      The assassin had made sure to remove the casket from the warehouse before setting the charges that triggered the raging blaze. The fact that the coffin had been spared gave him hope. There was still a chance he might be able to start over again. If reborn through the coffin’s magic, he could enjoy all his wealth inside a fresh, young body. He could begin building a new collection. The assassin’s words cycled through his mind.

      “And when this place is nothing but ashes, I’m going give you what you want the most.”

      Was he implying he could be bought for a price? That Zamora’s coffin could be his for a price?

      Controlling his anger, Giallo said, “Whatever your employer is paying you, I can offer you more. Much more. Name your price.”

      The occult assassin’s swift answer left little room for negotiation. Giallo felt the handle of the pistol bite into his head…and the world turned black.

      When he woke up, stars sparkled overhead, and for a moment he felt disoriented.

      He tried to move but found himself confined, his hands cuffed. Craning his neck, he saw piles of dirt on either side of him. Instant realization hit him. He was looking up at the brilliant night sky from inside a wooden box. Not any box. Zamora’s coffin, which now rested in a shallow grave.

      Above him, a shape stepped up to the grave. The assassin loomed like an angel of death. He removed his balaclava, revealing rugged, handsome features. Giallo choked back a wave of terror. The assassin didn’t seem worried he’d ever get to pick him out of a police line-up. This was the end of the road.

      “What are you doing?’ Giallo croaked, his heart hammering away.

      “You wanted to be buried in Zamora’s coffin. I’m making your wish come true.”

      The assassin picked up the lid of the coffin.

      Giallo’s bit his lips with terror, grasping the fiend’s plan. The American was going to bury him alive. He would indeed escape death, but he would remain trapped in the box in the same way Zamora’s spirit had. Even if he should be lucky enough to have someone stumble upon his makeshift grave someday in the future, they would have no idea how to release him and bring him back from the dead.

      “Please… you can’t do this,” Giallo said.

      “How many of the people in your collection begged for their lives? How many did you spare?”

      The question hung accusingly in the air.

      Giallo’s mind went blank as the heavy lid closed over the coffin, entombing him in blackness. He was suddenly six years old again and at the mercy of his father’s madness. But this time there would no reprieve. Light would not make way for the darkness. His interment would be permanent.

      The sound of dirt piling up on top of the coffin wasn’t loud enough to drown out the coffin collector’s horrified screams.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        After a decade spent fighting the enemy abroad and keeping his country safe, Delta Force Operator Mark Talon is ready to settle down with the love of his life. But Talon’s world crumbles when his fiancée becomes the victim of a murderous cult.

      

        

      
        In the wake of his terrible loss, Talon dedicates himself to a new mission – hunting down twisted occultists around the globe and stopping them before they can unleash the forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting world.

      

        

      
        In Soul Jacker, Talon must head to the ghettos of Paris and face the curse of the Jinn.
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      A quaint medieval chapel topped the Northern Italian mountain, the breathtaking vista offering no indication of the evil forces converging on its summit. The first sign that something might be amiss came when a silver helicopter popped up from behind a jagged rock formation, a shadow against the sun, and zeroed in on the stone structure.

      Alerted by the deafening rotor wash, Roberto Abatte, high priest of the Order of the Flayed Prince,  emerged from the chapel. Shielding his eyes from the blinding sunlight, he peered up at the approaching craft. As expected, Laura Santerre, heir to her late father’s fashion empire, was both the last to arrive and the flashiest entrance of them all. Most of the other acolytes had braved the series of winding roads that snaked up the steep mountain, their luxury cars now parked around the chapel. Big security men in expensive suits fronted the fleet of BMWs, Ferrarris and Maseratis. They eyed the approaching craft with wary suspicion.

      As the helicopter touched down, the guards raised their hands to shield themselves from the buffeting gusts of wind. Roberto faced the incoming craft in stoic silence. At this altitude the icy air packed a punch, but his self-discipline prevented him from showing any discomfort. He couldn’t allow himself the luxury of displaying weakness in front of his flock.

      Laura climbed out of the helicopter and strode toward him, flanked by two guards of her own. She was dressed in a formfitting black dress that accentuated her ample curves and formed a perfect contrast to her alabaster skin and blood-red lipstick.

      Laura didn’t bother to hide her sexual interest as their eyes met. Another spoiled brat, Roberto thought, to whom the cult and its rituals were just a way to stave off boredom and convince herself that she mattered. Her file painted the picture of a young woman who tried on identities the way other people changed clothes. Over the years she’d experimented with drugs, sexuality, religion, and a string of failed business ventures. Her curiosity rarely led to a lasting commitment—but she would soon discover the Order wasn’t a role she would be able to discard so easily.

      “I hope I’m not too late,” Laura said. Roberto shook his head and indicated with a wave of his hand that she should follow him into the stone chapel. Her high heels echoed against the marble floor as they entered the place of worship. Six pairs of curious eyes tracked the new arrival. The congregants’ eagerness to commence the initiation rite was all too palpable.

      Laura grew still, unable to mask her surprise as she took in the Christian symbols of worship surrounding her. Having expected this reaction, Robert explained, “If the Inquisition taught us anything, it’s the art of hiding in plain sight. Look more closely and you will see what I mean.”

      A smile curled Laura’s lips as she spotted the subtle signs. Upon first glance, the stained glass windows depicted classic images from the Bible, but closer inspection revealed the symbols of black magic embedded in the imagery: a triangle with the all-seeing eye looming over a saint, a pentagram among a firmament of stars, a savior crucified on an inverted cross. The telltale indicators of the left-hand path would jump out at any person who knew what to look for.

      Roberto tilted his head toward the congregants, and Laura joined their ranks. He advanced toward the altar, on which a thick, leather-bound book rested. Taking up position before the tome, he regarded his gathered flock.  There was a famous soccer star and his actress wife, the owner of a fleet of luxury cars, even a countess. Wealth had bought them power and prestige but couldn’t satisfy all their needs. These men and women recognized the limits of material rewards and yearned to be part of something far grander and more meaningful.

      Roberto planned to fill that emptiness today.

      His eyes fell on the leather-bound tome. The ancient volume radiated an eerie energy. It was more than mere parchment bound by animal hide. The Grimoire Incatrix had been translated from the original Arabic into Latin during the 13th century, and the incantations contained within its weathered pages formed a direct line of communication with a force not of this Earth. When spoken at the right pitch and at the correct time of year, the words could open doorways to other worlds.

      A solar eclipse was mere minutes away, and a dark baptism awaited the well-heeled power brokers in the chapel, an initiation rite that would bind them to the Order—and to the darkness. Once the moon finished swallowing the sun, the black magic within the book would manifest itself in the unholy chapel.

      “Today marks a new chapter for all of you,” Roberto declared, fanatical conviction fueling his words. “Soon your old selves will be nothing but a memory. Rebirth awaits. Are you ready to take the final step and prove your devotion to the darkness?”

      Their answer was a resounding yes.

      He leaned over the Grimoire, flipped open the book…and froze. His stomach churned as the world tilted. The book before him was not filled with ancient secrets. It was a hollowed out replica containing a digital timer and a tangle of wires embedded in a clump of white putty. Before he could scream, the timer hit zero and charges ignited the plastic explosives. A heartbeat later, the entire congregation of devil worshippers got their chance to experience hell on Earth.
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        * * *

      

      The stained-glass windows of the chapel blew out with devastating force, the explosion shattering the idyllic mountain setting. The stunned guards outside froze, the blast shaking bones and rattling teeth while apocalyptic columns of searing flame painted their faces scarlet. An instant later, their hands reached for their firearms as they rushed toward the raging inferno.

      They hadn’t gotten far when a series of muffled pops erupted and three of the men went down before they knew what hit them. Another volley of lead forced the remaining guards to seek shelter between the parked cars. Eyes darting, they tried to spot the new assailant. They were still combing the mountaintop battlefield when the chapel door flung open and one of the cultists burst from the structure. Fire licked the man’s form. Two bullets struck down the living torch—a mercy killing, courtesy of the same mysterious assailant.

      The guards spun around and spotted a shadowy figure disappearing behind a nearby Mercedes. A moment later the sound of the engine bashed the air and the vehicle screamed past them, hurtling down the narrow mountain road. Shouts were exchanged and the men rushed to their cars and motorcycles.

      The chase was on.

      Behind the wheel of the fleeing Mercedes, Mark Talon allowed himself to steal a glance at his rear-view mirror. The eyes staring back at him flickered with single-minded determination.  Six months earlier the former Delta Operator had lost his fiancée at the hands of a murderous cult. In the wake of the tragedy, he’d turned his back on his military career and signed up for a new mission - hunting down evil occultists across the globe and stopping them before they could unleash the forces of darkness upon the world.

      The roar of a black Ducati motorcycle bashed the air as it popped up in the mirror next to his face, a BMW hot on its tail.

      Talon punched the Mercedes’ accelerator, his attention split between the high-speed chase and the object that had brought him to the remote chapel: The Grimoire Incatrix.

      According to Simon Casca, the Silicon Valley billionaire turned occult expert who sponsored his missions, it was one of the most dangerous tomes of black magic in the world. Five long weeks of recon had led them to Northern Italy. The billionaire’s intel had steered him toward Roberto and his connection with an organization known as the Order of the Flayed Prince.

      How the hell do these cultists think up these names?

      After tailing the man for a few days, Talon had discovered that Roberto kept the book locked up in the Cassa Depositi e Prestiti and only retrieved it from the Italian banking institution for special occasions. So he’d waited, remaining in the shadows, biding his time.

      Until today.

      Once he had discovered the location of the initiation ceremony, he’d made his move. Approaching the chapel from the mountain-side, he ‘d reached the peak thirty minutes before Roberto did. Hiding in the chapel’s vestibule, he’d switched out the books and waited for the new members of the circle to arrive. He had felt zero mercy when the bomb went off. Each one of the initiates had spilled blood as part of their dark rites. Seven innocent lives had been snuffed out so that the decadent fools could gain access into one more elite club.

      The dead could not be brought back, but Talon would make certain these fanatics would never hurt anyone else again. He knew from experience that the world was a better place without certain people in it.

      The screaming engines of the advancing BMW and Ducati reminded Talon that one more battle lay ahead. The explosion in the chapel had cut off the head of the snake, but he still had to deal with the spasms of its dying body.

      Talon twisted the steering wheel, the tires tattooing black marks on the winding road as he carved a hairpin turn. One wrong move would send the car hurtling down the steep mountainside to a fiery end. Right hand on the wheel, he used the left to bring up his Glock. With the press of a button, the window whirred open and then he was returning fire, the recoil sending tremors up his arm. The mountain landscape streaked past him in a mad blur. In the fading light, it was difficult to aim. The sun’s light was growing dimmer, and darkness was falling like a shroud across the land.

      The solar eclipse was beginning.

      Right on schedule…

      Talon had come prepared. He lowered the Glock for a beat and snatched a pair of night-vision goggles from his satchel. The glasses transformed the road ahead into a spectral green landscape. As the orb of the moon slid over the sun, tires screeched behind him, his pursuers struggling to adjust to the sudden darkness.

      Once again Talon’s eyes darted toward the rear-view mirror, but this time his blood turned to ice. A dark, faceless entity peered back at him—a figure carved from shadow. Struggling to keep his terror in check, Talon spun around and found the backseat empty.

      His gaze traveled to the Grimoire, and Casca’s warning came to mind. The tome would do anything in its power to remain with its rightful owner. This wasn’t just a book but a direct line to another plane of existence, with the ability to sway the minds of those who didn’t keep their guard up. The terrible vision in the backseat of the car was probably just the beginning. As soon as the fatalistic thought crossed his mind, the book launched its next attack. The windshield fogged up and an oily mist filled the car. It coated the windows and turned the world black. Damn it! He was flying blind now. If he missed the upcoming turn, the Mercedes would go over the side of the road…

      There was no hesitation as his gloved fist shot out at the windshield. Glass shattered and the ghostly green vision of the mountain landscape jumped back into view. Not a moment too soon as the guardrail rushed up at him. Talon understood he was mere seconds away from shrieking down the mountain in a steel coffin. He jerked the wheel, inwardly cursing the infernal book as he barely navigated the sharp turn. Rubber burned.

      The car grew icy cold, but Talon wasn’t impressed. The Grimoire might be pulling out all the stops, but cheap parlor tricks wouldn’t be enough to defeat him. He turned away from the book of black magic and focused on the motorcycle closing in from behind.

      With a snarl, he floored the brakes. The biker was going too fast to correct his course and slammed into the back of Talon’s Mercedes. The impact sent the rider over the handlebars, and the man crashed full-force into the rear windshield. A beat later, his lifeless form lay prostate in the backseat amid a shower of broken glass, his helmeted head lolling. Talon punched the gas, leaving the twisted, smoking remains of the shattered motorcycle behind.

      Talon’s attention switched to the roadway ahead. The BMW was gaining on him.

      Alright, come and get me!

      The BMW pulled abreast of the Mercedes on the left side, and Talon clenched his jaw as he whipped the wheel. Metal collided with metal, the BMW protesting under the violent assault. Talon repeated the move once, twice, his face distorted with killer instinct. The third impact sent the BMW through the railing. The driver’s terrified scream echoed as the car plummeted down the rocky hillside.

      Talon had only a moment to celebrate his victory. A helicopter was moving in fast, headed straight toward him. A man leaned out of the craft, machine pistol leveled at the Mercedes. Bullets stitched the road before perforating the hood, turning much of the Mercedes into Swiss cheese. It was only a matter of time before Talon lost control of the vehicle—or a lucky bullet hit the gas tank. The Glock was no match for the sustained firepower of his airborne attackers. What to do?

      Talon glanced at the dead motorcyclist, and a plan sparked behind his eyes. Instead of slowing the Mercedes, whose engine was now belching smoke, he sped up and reached behind his seat to remove the corpse’s helmet. Swiftly, Talon donned the helmet.

      Thirty feet in front of him, the chopper hovered beyond the road’s flimsy guard railing like some mechanical beast of prey. One last task remained before Talon could make his move. He grabbed the Grimoire and slipped it under his leather jacket. A burning sensation assaulted his chest, almost as if the book had sprouted claws and was ripping its way through skin and bone to get at his pounding heart. How he wished he could leave the infernal tome behind, but Casca would never forgive him. Besides, if the billionaire was right, even an explosion wouldn’t destroy the magical book.

      The Grimoire secured, Talon hurled himself from the moving Mercedes. The mountain road lashed out at him with voracious ferocity, the impact rattling every bone in his body.

      The Mercedes kept shooting down the road, on a direct collision course with the chopper. The pilot tried to pull away from the out-of-control car, now turned deadly projectile, but he failed to react fast enough. With a ferocious shriek of rending metal and glass, the Mercedes slammed into the cockpit.

      The explosion that followed canceled out the eclipse, as for a brief moment it lit up the mountainside. The fiery wreck vanished from view behind the guardrail, and a series of smaller explosions rocked the landscape.

      The symphony of destruction gave way to silence.

      Talon lay on the dusty ground, grateful to still be alive and in one piece. He inhaled deeply and stumbled to his feet. His muscles screamed out in pain.

      He extricated the book from under his leather jacket while the darkness around him lifted. The moon was beginning to pass the sun, and the first rays of sunlight lit up the world once more. The stench of burning metal and plastic permeated the air. Even the book was cold to the touch again, almost as if it sensed the battle was over.

      Already dreading the bruises that would form by the time he reached the bottom of the mountain, Talon began his descent. Once again he’d cheated death, but how much longer would his luck hold up? He cast off the thought and eyed the book over which so much blood had been spilled. Talon could already picture Casca’s excited smile when he handed him the Grimoire.  But would the tome of infernal magic truly be safe in the hands of the billionaire?
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      Demons roamed the streets of Paris.

      Ismael Henni had spotted the first creature three weeks earlier on his daily train ride to the City of Lights. As an elderly French lady had struggled to shuffle into the packed Metro, their eyes had met. There had been nothing human about those eyes, just black orbs of unforgiving darkness. A gnarled hand had clutched his forearm, and he had choked back a gasp of pain, stunned by the lady’s fearsome strength. A reptilian tongue had slithered between the blackened stumps of her teeth.

      Taking three quick steps back from the shocking apparition, he had crashed into a businessman who shot him an annoyed glance. By the time Ismael whirled back to the old lady, reality, to his relief, had returned to normal. Once again the sweet madame, she’d eyed him with a stunned expression, as surprised by his behavior as he’d been by her demonic transformation. Ismael attempted to convince himself that his vision had been triggered by an overactive imagination, but knew he was lying to himself.

      The rest of the train ride turned out to be uneventful, but that night sleep hadn’t come easily. The next day the old lady’s mad cackle kept ringing through the one-bedroom apartment he shared with his mother and sister. Ismael was twenty-two and of Tunisian and Algerian descent, a third generation French Muslim. On average he spent two hours every day commuting between his home and Paris, where he worked at a fast food burger joint. A menial gig, but a step up from the job at the Coca-Cola bottling plant he’d held before. The color of his skin and his post code automatically disqualified him from the better jobs in the city. An address in the Parisian suburbs—the banlieues as Parisians referred to the area—would be a warning flag for any recruiter. It was a wasteland of housing projects dominated by poverty, unemployment, and gang violence best to be avoided. Rarely did the police patrol the crime-ridden slums, except for the occasional appearance by your friendly neighborhood RAID team.

      Ismael got up, showered and dressed. His mother greeted him in the kitchen, concern etched across her features. “You’re having nightmares,” she said. “I could hear your screams.”

      Ismael didn’t feel like getting into it and kissed her on the cheek before dashing out. Hopefully work would make him forget. But the horror was merely beginning. Over the next weeks, more creatures began to reveal themselves on the trains and streets of Paris. The demons always appeared innocuous at first before their true nature surfaced. Taut skin would transform into the rotting flesh of a leper. Smiles became snarls, revealing rows of sharpened teeth. He might admire the derriere of a well-endowed customer at his restaurant, only to spot a glimpse of a monstrous tail slithering underneath her dress a second later. Soon he could no longer deny what his senses were telling him: devils dwelled among them.

      They wore the mask of humanity, but the illusion now failed to put him under its blinding spell. He knew the truth. The evil hordes controlled Paris, and suddenly everything else in his hard life made sense. The discrimination against his people, the lack of opportunity for a better life. The citizens of France were the true enemy, demons that had enslaved generations of Arabs and Africans. They would deport them all if they could, but it was far easier to keep them trapped in the broken suburbs that orbited the City of Light like burnt-out stars.

      Ismael now saw the world for what it truly was, stripped of all illusions. The time had come to strike back at his oppressors.

      To take a stand against the demons.

      After two weeks of bearing witness to the horrors around him, he started bringing a knife to work. He concealed the weapon under his jacket, but its weight filled him with a sense of security. Would the twelve inches of stainless steel do much good if the bestial horde decided to strike out at him? He doubted it, but the knife made him feel better. At least he would be able to take a few of them with him if they attacked.

      His terror came to a head five days later—exactly three weeks after he’d spotted his first demon. Three men boarded the train, and their mistrustful eyes landed on Ismael. He picked up on their dismissive judgment, their sly grins and superior laughter. They saw him as  someone who didn’t have a place in this European city. An outsider. An alien.

      What are you doing so far from home, brown boy? You’re trespassing, beur! Paris is for real French! Time to head back to the Middle East where you people belong!

      Eyes blazing with crimson fire, their words devolved into guttural shrieks directed at him. As they pointed their fingers at him, the digits elongated and sprouted claws.

      In the past he would’ve held his tongue, but not any longer. His days of slinking through French society like a shadow were over. Something snapped in Ismael, and he whipped the knife from his coat. For a frozen moment, the fluorescent lights of the subway train played across the steel. The three demons paused, reverting back to their human disguise. The eyes facing him filled with fear, but Ismael wasn’t going to fall for their tricks this time. He was tired of their games.

      Without hesitation, he drove the knife into the first man’s chest. The blade cut easily through layers of muscle, and the stunned man gasped with agony. Green blood spurted and pooled on the subway floor.

      The blood of a demon.

      Reassured by this proof of the man’s inhuman nature, he withdrew the knife and slashed the second man’s throat in one swift move. The other passengers screamed and tried to surge away from him in the same panicked way Ismael had recoiled from the old lady demon three weeks earlier.

      The third monster tried to join the retreating ranks, but Ismael’s knife still managed to find him. He struck with force and precision, catching the fleeing demon in the shoulder blade.

      There was a stunned cry as the man went down, reduced to a screaming, bleeding mass of humanity.

      The wheels of the train squealed as they pulled into the bustling Gare de Norde station, the frontier zone between the world of affluent Paris and the ghettos of the banlieues. It was one of the few places in the city where the two worlds met.

      A soft ding announced the train stop and the doors swung open. The mob emptied into the station, cries of panic accompanying their rapid escape.

      Ismael took a deep breath, wiped the sweat from his brow, leaving a green streak on his forehead. Following an irrational impulse, he dipped two fingers into the widening pool of blood and drew a symbol that resembled the letter M on the nearest window. His body moved of its own volition, the act disconnected from conscious thought.

      Once done, he stumbled into the station. His gaze flitted back and forth, surveying his environment. He was intimately familiar with the station from his daily commute, but the place appeared foreign and hostile now. Everywhere terrified people turned away from him as if he was the monster. Shouts drowned out all other sounds. A part of him rejoiced in their fear. Serves them right, he thought. This was a taste of their own medicine. How many times had he worried some skinhead might jump him on the way home?

      A police officer barreled toward him, gun up. The cop’s features were grotesquely distorted as if some mad plastic surgeon had tried to mold flesh and blood to resemble a living funhouse mirror. A slash of a mouth, eyes set too far apart, a crumpled mass of cartilage pretending to be a nose. It reminded Ismael of a Picasso painting given unnatural life.

      All thoughts of his own safety cast aside, he rushed toward the demon, his knife raised, lips pulled back into a scream.

      The police officer’s gun roared.

      The world went topsy-turvy as the impact propelled him backwards. The train station’s stone floor rushed up at him. Bone slapped concrete with devastating force. He heard footsteps and shouts, but he couldn’t tell where they were coming from.

      Ismael’s adrenaline spiked, and somehow he managed to jump back to his feet. He lurched toward the officer, his knife outstretched, and this time his blade found its target. Even as the demon in the police uniform fell, others rushed forward. They fired on Ismael and he collapsed. The shouts and gunshots grew dim as a soulless darkness consumed the station.
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      Casca perked up as he leafed through the age-worn pages of the Grimoire, fingers trembling with excitement. His awed expression made Talon think of a little kid unwrapping his first present on Christmas morning.

      Thirty-six hours had passed since Talon had battled the mysterious Order of the Flayed Prince for the occult object in question. He now sat across from his benefactor in a quaint café in the Italian city of Cuneo. Located at the foot of the Maritime Alps, it had been nicknamed the “City of Seven Sieges” and still bore the marks of its military history. The ruins of the fortress walls that once ringed the area were visible everywhere. The twelfth-century fortified town had once been a strategic military center. Now Cuneo was better known for its Cuneesi al Rhum, chocolates with a rum-based filling.

      Funny how the world turns, Talon thought. Eying Casca, he wondered how much his own perception of the billionaire had changed since their last mission. Back in Ohio, when they’d faced the Reaper, Talon had learned that Casca was not just trying to understand metaphysical forces but was also practicing magic himself. His benefactor justified his actions by claiming that he was tapping into the light, not the darkness.

      Or at least so he believed.

      Talon had witnessed enough horrors during his military career to be skeptical. How often had men with good intention set the tragedies of history in motion? Could the billionaire continue on his current path without being corrupted by forces he was trying to control? Only time would answer that question.

      Almost as if Casca guessed what Talon was thinking, he said, “Sergeant, you look like someone who just handed a kid a loaded gun.”

      Talon warily met Casca’s gaze. Had the billionaire actually learned to read minds?

      “I know you’re worried I might turn into some magical big bad,” Casca continued, “but I’m on your side.”

      Talon nodded. His benefactor had a point. On the surface, a billionaire and former Delta Force Operator might seem to share little in common, but what connected them was a shared sense of mission. They’d both declared war against the forces of darkness after losing loved ones to the occult. Together they would do their best to make sure no one else suffered a similar fate.

      Casca leaned closer and said, “To battle terrorists, you and your men needed to get into their heads. Figure out what made them tick. My studies of the occult are not so different. You’ve seen yourself how important some of the magical weapons have been in our recent battles.”

      Casca was referring to the demon slayer blade Talon carried and the pentagram amulet draped around his neck, which could alert him of approaching black magic dangers.

      “All I’m saying is be careful,” Talon said.

      Casca flashed him a grin. “I’m touched by your concern.”

      Talon decided it might be better to change the subject for now. The billionaire had offered up few details about the Order of the Flayed Prince when he sent him after the Grimoire, and Talon was hungry for answers. “So what do we know about this cult besides their interest in classic literature?”

      “Not much, unfortunately,” Casca replied in a sober voice. Talon detected a trace of hesitation, and he suddenly wondered if his benefactor might know more about this mysterious cabal than he had let on. “They’ve been recruiting wealthy people into their ranks. To what specific purpose, I don’t know.”

      Casca raised the Grimoire. “The loss of the Incatrix marks a blow against them, but it won’t end their activities. You took out a cell and eliminated their latest wave of recruits but the larger organization remains.”

      An organization that now knows someone is gunning for them, Talon mentally added. Aloud, he asked, “How do we proceed?”

      “Their agenda is to recruit members of the economic elite. Influencers. I doubt that’s going to change. So why not let them come to us?”

      Talon studied Casca carefully, his curiosity building.

      “Forbes is doing an interview with me next week, and I plan to mention my interest in the occult.”

      Realization hit Talon. Instead of tracking down the cult, Casca would let them come to him.

      “What if they don’t take the bait?” he asked.

      “Considering we just thinned their numbers, I’m sure I’ll be hearing from them soon enough.” The billionaire’s eyes glittered with a confidence that bordered on cockiness. The events in Ohio had definitely changed him. Talon still wasn’t quite sure what to make of this new Casca.

      “What do we do while we wait?”

      “Why not focus on a more immediate problem for now? There’s a situation developing in Paris which requires our attention.”

      Talon perked up. “You’re referring to the recent string of terror attacks orchestrated by North Africans and Algerians?”

      Casca nodded. “I’m glad you’re keeping up with the news.”

      Even though Talon was busy fighting a different war these days, he still shared a keen interest in world affairs. Battling demons and cults hadn’t made him forget that evil came in many forms—and that earth-bound enemies could cause as much harm as supernatural ones. His thoughts often turned to his Delta brothers on the frontline in the battle against terrorism. Part of him still felt like he’d abandoned his unit by stepping away from his military duties but what choice did he have after what had happened in San Francisco? If not for him, who would stand against the darkness?

      “How much do you know about the ‘banlieues’?” Casca inquired.

      There was no hesitation as Talon answered. “Since the 1970s, the phrase banlieues has been used to describe the grim high-rise housing estates in the suburbs that ring many French cities. They are the home of many immigrants and French citizens of foreign descent, mostly of Algerian and North African origin.”

      “I’m impressed. Go on.”

      “French Muslims often straddle two worlds. Unlike immigrants in the US, the descendents of foreigners aren’t well integrated into mainstream French society. They have little economic upward mobility and feel that secular France is at war with Islam. Consequently, it doesn’t come as a surprise that France has supplied more jihadists to the Islamic state than any other Western country.”

      Talon recalled a nearly three-week riot in 2005, which illustrated the potential of conflict in the area. And then there was the recent attack on the magazine Charlie Hebdo by Islamist extremists offended by their satirical portrayal of Muslims. The killers were all Frenchmen born of Algerian and North-African descent who had grown up in the impoverished Paris suburbs. Their attack had ratcheted up ethnic tensions in Europe, igniting social problems that had been simmering away since the 1950s when the first Algerian immigrants arrived. Many Parisians feared the banlieues could become incubators for future acts of terrorism, and this fear was unfortunately turning into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

      “What makes you think these attacks have an occult explanation?” Talon asked.

      Casca answered by turning his laptop toward Talon. “The following video was taken by a witness two days earlier on the Metro.” Casca pressed play, and a chilling scene began to unfold. Onscreen, a young Algerian man exploded into violent motion as he whipped out a knife and launched a terrifying attack at the stunned commuters. Shouts of panic rang out as blood flowed freely. At one point, the camera zoomed in on the knife-wielding killer, the attacker’s voice growing audible over the screams on the train. The man was mumbling strange words in an exotic language. There was no fanatical glee on the young man’s face, nor did he display the aloof, removed quality found among most mass murderers. In fact, he appeared even more terrified than the commuters.

      It hit Talon then. This attack wasn’t inspired by hatred but by fear.

      Before the young man exited the subway, he drew a symbol, which resembled the letter M, on one of train’s windows. The video went dark and was replaced with a surveillance shot of a train station. It showed the killer facing down a police officer. Bullets lashed into the crazed man and hurled him to the ground. Despite the violent hail of lead, the man picked himself up and lurched toward the cop, his knife finding the hapless officer. How could he be displaying such freakish strength after taking multiple bullets? He had to be on PCP or some other drug, Talon thought. More cops appeared, and this time, the power of their firearms dropped the madman.

      In the end, he was only human.

      The video ended and Casca’s eyes locked on him. “As you can see, the attacker was gunned down by the French police shortly after the attack on the Metro.”

      “Did you observe anything unusual about our attacker?”

      “He looks terrified. And he appears to be on some kind of drug, if he could take a few bullets and keep on coming.”

      “My feeling exactly. Could be just a symptom of psychosis, but there’s more. Let me replay the scene without the background sound.”

      A moment later, the scene of violence unspooled again, this time with he background noise stripped out. The man’s words were clearly audible. Talon possessed a working knowledge of Arabic and would have recognized the language, but this was gibberish to him.

      “What language is he speaking?”

      “Good question. Some of the words sounded familiar, and I had a linguist verify my suspicion. He is using Suryaniyya, or ancient Syriac, which is a dialect of Aramaic. It’s an offshoot of the ancestral language of the Semites.”

      “Why is a French-born Algerian using an ancient language?” Talon asked.

      “I’m getting to that. Could you make out the symbol he painted on the window in the train?”

      “An M?”

      “An M to us. If we separate it down the middle, we get two opposite Vs. An inverted ‘V’ means ‘eight’ in Arabic. So this symbol may look like an ‘M’ but is a double eight or eighty-eight. In the Islamic world, 88 holds the same dark power as 666 does for a Christians. The holy Quran states that the Devil has eighty-eight Jinn tribes.”

      Talon searched Casca’s face. Had he really said jinn?  “Don’t tell me they’ve spotted a flying carpet in Paris too.”

      Casca barely cracked a smile. “I know how it sounds to a Western sensibility. Jinns are associated with fairy tales in our collective consciousness, but the Muslim world regards them quite differently. According to Arabian and later Islamic mythology, Jinns are entities that can take on animal form and possess humans. Evil spirits that can whisper into people’s souls and tell them to submit to evil desires.”

      Manifestations of the darkness, Talon thought. He recalled Casca’s explanation of how myths were just a culture’s way of making sense of forces beyond their understanding. Two forces coursed through the universe: the darkness and the light. Cultural sensibilities filtered these forces, and man’s imagination and myths determined how they might materialize on the earthly plane.

      “Recent surveys reveal that over half of the Muslim world believes in their existence,” Casca said. “In 2010, East London resident Shayma Ali stabbed her four-year old daughter forty times and cut out her liver while Quranic verses played in the background. She was convinced that the child was possessed by an evil Jinn. The year before, in Birmingham, England, twenty-one-year-old Naila Mumtaz was murdered by her in-laws and husband when they attempted to drive out a Jinn spirit. Naila was six months pregnant when she was assaulted, smothered, and suffocated during the exorcism.”

      “Alright, I get it. Genies—”

      “Jinns,” Casca corrected him.

      “Jinns…are serious business.”

      “More interestingly, according to legend, Jinns could converse in many human languages but chose to use Syriac among themselves.”

      “So what’s going on here? This guy was possessed by a Jinn?”

      The frozen video on the laptop was replaced with autopsy pictures of the killer. Talon didn’t bother to ask how he’d gotten them. Casca had contacts in many police departments across the globe; his vast fortune could be quite persuasive. In the photos, the knife-wielding attacker was laid out on a stainless steel operating table. Casca clicked through a series of morgue shots until he found a close-up of the dead man’s outstretched hand. A strange symbol was visible across his palm. Upon closer inspection, Talon realized it was an M. Correction, a double inverted V.

      88.

      The mark of the Jinn.

      “According to my source at the Paris police department, the image wasn’t a tattoo but was caused from hemorrhaging blood vessels under the skin.”

      Talon mulled this over. He wasn’t laughing any longer. The more he found out about these jinns, the spookier it was all starting to sound to him.

      “There’s been more than one attack?”

      “Unfortunately. In addition to the Metro attack, there have been six similar incidents recently in the Paris area. All the attackers came from the banlieues, all the assaults displayed a high degree of brutality. In two instances the cases even echoed the Miami cannibal attacks of 2012.”

      Talon cocked an eyebrow. “Some of these crazies have been chewing people’s faces off?”

      Casca nodded grimly

      “What do the French make of all of this?” Talon asked.

      “As expected, the press is speculating about homegrown Islamic jihadists. But I have a feeling there’s more going on.”

      When Casca had a feeling, Talon paid attention. “Sounds like you want me to head out to Paris.”

      “Might as well keep yourself busy while we wait for the Order of the Flayed Prince to make their next move.”

      Here we go again, Talon thought. With a sigh he replied, “Time to brush up on my French.”
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      A cold rain blanketed the monolithic high-rise housing projects of Vichy-Sous. Corbusier, the Swiss architect  behind the buildings, had called them “machines for living,” an attitude that had turned them into “machines for alienation.” There was little variation in the neighborhood, a drab, concrete wasteland stretching to infinity in the misty rain. It made Detective Samia Ahmed think of an outpost on some far-flung world.

      Hands resting on the steering wheel of their green, unmarked Peugeot 308, she eyed her partner, Detective Pierre Baudin. He was munching on a croissant, alternating bites from the pastry with deep swigs from his café au lait. Crumbs decorated his black coat like giant dandruff flakes, and a gloved hand kept brushing them off while he ate his late breakfast. His careless habits extended to his disheveled appearance. He’d missed a spot under the chin while shaving this morning, and his rumpled shirt hadn’t seen an iron in quite some time. Yet she overlooked his less-than-stellar hygiene in favor of his many other admirable qualities. Besides being a good cop, he wasn’t a racist like many other members of the force. Pierre never looked down on her for her brown skin or Muslim religion. On the contrary, he never failed to tell her how much he admired her for seeking employment in the mostly male, white, Christian police force.

      Samia had grown up in an assisted housing project much like this one. A place dominated by squalor and poverty—in short, a slum. She spotted a few Addidas-clad young punks loitering on the slick sidewalks.

      The recent string of attacks by residents of the banlieues against Parisians had sent shockwaves through the country. Giving the case to a female detective of Algerian descent might have been a shrewd bit of political maneuvering, but she planned to work her butt off to prove she deserved the job. She knew these neighborhoods and understood the culture. With any luck, her background would help her overcome the mistrust many of the locals held for the law.

      She slowed the car and pulled up to an empty parking spot on the side of the street facing the tenement. Ismael Hassin had stabbed three innocent people on the Metro the other day, and she hoped that talking with his family might shed some light on his behavior. The animal savagery of the attacks had raised the possibility that drugs might be involved.

      Pierre wolfed down the last of his breakfast and got out of the car. Samia followed his example. The hostile stares of a few local goons immediately landed on them. Cops rarely ventured out to the banlieues, but Samia wasn’t your average cop. She acknowledged the men and held their gaze, hoping the color of her skin would keep them at bay.

      Pierre maintained his cool and even managed a smile as he said, “Friends of yours?” She shot him a mock-angry look while they brushed past the punks and into the building. French hip-hop throbbed from one of the units. They headed toward a graffiti-covered elevator.

      “What am I looking at?”  Pierre pointed at a sign spray-painted next to the lift. It was the image of a raised hand, but instead of a little finger it appeared to have two thumbs, one on either side. The hand contained an eye at its center and a collection of Arabic symbols.

      “It’s the hand of Fatima. It’s one of the national symbols of Algeria and stands for the five pillars of Islam.” Noticing Pierre’s perplexed expression, she added, “It’s a protective charm meant to ward off the evil eye.”

      Pierre cocked an eyebrow. “The evil eye?”

      Samia nodded but skipped a long explanation. She turned toward the elevator. It reeked of piss and dog shit, a strong incentive to opt for the stairs instead. Unfortuantely, Ismael Henni’s mother rented a small apartment on the tenth floor. Samia’s daily workout regimen included both running and Crossfit sessions, and she easily climbed the ten flights of stairs. Pierre didn’t quite fare as well and she could hear him huffing and puffing behind her.

      “Didn’t I tell you to quit smoking?”

      “Why do women have to ruin every pleasure known to man?”

      They grinned at each other.

      A few minutes later, they arrived at their destination. The dank hallway of the tenth floor was as rundown as the elevator. Muffled sounds drifted from the various apartments. Many of the residents were unemployed and spent their days on the couch, numbing themselves with TV shows and video games.

      “Let’s do this,” Pierre said as they reached the Henni residence. Samia rang the buzzer. There was a beat of silence followed by rapidly approaching footsteps. Knife marks scarred the doors of the various units, a sharp reminder of the neighborhood’s heavy gang presence. No wonder Mrs. Henni was hesitant to answer the door. Samia opened her coat, held up her badge, and faced the spy hole.

      “Madame Henni, I’m Detective Samia Ahmed and this is my partner, Detective Pierre Baudin. We’re here to talk to you about your son. We spoke on the phone a little earlier.”

      A pause. Then the sound of a security chain being pulled back. The lock was disengaged and the door opened a few inches. A face shrouded in shadow appeared on the other side.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, madame, and I know you’re grieving for your son. But we must talk about what happened. Could we please come inside?”

      “I can’t help you.”

      “All we want to do is talk. Please.”

      Warring emotions flickered across Mrs. Henni’s face as she finally opened the door. She was about five foot-two, a big woman whose shapeless form was hidden under a grey dress and black hijab. The Quran instructed women to dress in a modest way, and the hijab was a big part of Arabic culture, especially for those who hadn’t been born in the country. The French government had outlawed headscarves in their schools, but in privacy of people’s homes, neighborhoods and mosques, the cultural tradition lived on. Samia personally embraced the freedom of the West, but she also believed immigrants should be able to wear what they wanted. Forbidding a Muslim woman to wear a traditional hijab might inspire her to completely cover her face with a niqab as a form of protest. Forced cultural assimilation came at a price, and whether right or wrong, the government’s actions were widening the rift between the banlieues and the rest of French society.

      They followed Mrs. Henni into her drab apartment. Noise from a talk show greeted them. Samia caught a glimpse of a young man slouched on the ratty couch. He barely looked up from the TV as they passed by, showing little interest in the visitors, hypnotized by the drama of the program. The police file had mentioned Ismael’s brother, and she mentally ran down what she knew about the killer’s sibling. High School dropout. Unemployed. A prime target for radicalization. He sounded like another banlieue statistic in the making.

      Mrs. Henni told them to take a seat in the dining area as she poured them cups of hot tea.

      “First off, Mrs. Henni, I’m so sorry for your loss,” Samia said. “Your son committed terrible crimes, but I know how hard life can be out here. All we’re trying to do today is gain a better understanding of what might’ve driven him to murder. Had he joined any groups that you were aware of or was he hanging out with any new friends?”

      Mrs. Henni sipped her tea, eyes never leaving Samia’s, but she didn’t say a word. This wasn’t going to be easy—but then again, Samia hadn’t expected it to be.

      “Did you notice anything unusual in your son’s behavior leading up to the attack?”

      Mrs. Henni showed no signs of having registered the question.

      Pierre pulled out a small vial emblazoned with the letter M, which had been found among Ismael’s possessions. Some of the other attackers had carried similar vials, and the police feared a new drug might be infesting the streets of Paris. Toxicology had discovered traces of a strange substance in the young man’s bloodstream, but the lab had been unable to make heads or tails out of it. According to the scientists, this wasn’t like any drug they’d seen before.

      “Do you know where your son got this drug? Did he ever talk about it?”

      There was a flicker of recognition in Mrs. Henni’s gaze as she studied the empty vial. She was clearly familiar with the drug on some level, but she merely shook her head and wiped tears from her eyes. Her features emerged from the hijab like a turtle from a shell. “Ismael is a good boy.”

      Samia noted the mother’s refusal to use the past tense when talking about her deceased son. This visit was turning into another dead end. She cursed inwardly and fought to control her growing frustration.

      She asked more questions anyway, hoping Mrs. Henni might open up, but after ten increasingly frustrating minutes of questioning, she decided to call it a day. Her partner’s long look told her he shared her feelings. This was getting them nowhere.

      She finished the last sip of her tea and got up, thanking Mr. Henni for her time as she turned toward the exit. Ismael’s brother had evacuated his spot on the well-worn couch and silently snuck out of the apartment. She suddenly wondered if they might’ve questioned the wrong person today.

      As they left, Mrs. Henni locked the door behind them. Milky beams of sunlight seeped into the deserted corridor from a large window next to the staircase. To their surprise, someone was waiting for them in the stairs. Ismael’s brother, Hakim, leaned against the wall. His eyes flitted nervously back and forth.

      He’s afraid, Samia thought.

      “We need to talk,” he declared matter-of-factly before she could even ask him a question. He kept darting paranoid glances around. Who or what was he terrified of?

      “Talk about what?”Pierre asked. “Do you know anything about the drug your brother was taking?”

      Hakim remained mum, almost as if he was having a change of heart about sharing information with the police.

      “Listen, we’re trying to stop anyone else from getting hurt. I know Ismael wasn’t a violent guy-”

      “I’m taking a big risk talking to you. His eyes and ears are everywhere…”

      Pierre took a step forward. “Who are you talking about?”

      There was a scared beat of hesitation before he said, “Rakan.”

      A frown furrowed Samia’s brows. “Who is Rakan?”

      “He’s the devil who stole my brother’s soul.”

      As if to emphasize his words, he held up an empty glass vial. It was engraved with an M just like the other vials they’d found among the recent attackers. She traded glances with her partner before she said, “The drugs…they come from around here?”

      Hakim nodded. “They call that shit Soul Jacker on the street. It steals your soul.”

      Samia considered this.

      “Where can we find Rakan?” Pierre asked.

      Hakim bit his lips and stepped away from the large window, revealing the thirty-story tenement located about a block away. The forbidding structure rose from the urban sprawl like a fortress of darkness. It was by far the ugliest and tallest building in the neighborhood. Samia searched her memory for the name. Le Tour de Flandre—The Flanders Tower.

      Hakim tilted his head toward the building, the meaning of the gesture unmistakable.

      Before he could add anything else to his story, Hakim’s eyes widened with sudden terror. Samia whirled and so did Pierre. Mrs. Henni lurked behind them. Her tears were gone and so were any other signs of grief. Her face seemed carved from stone, her eyes narrowed into slits. The wrinkles had metastasized, transforming her face into a spiderweb of gnarled skin. In her grey dress and black hijab, she moved like a wraith.

      Words in Arabic exploded from her lips in a guttural, distorted voice that barely sounded human. Without hesitation she launched herself at a terrified Hakim. Before Samia could stop her, the heavy-set lady slammed into her son, the momentum carrying them both toward the large window. Glass shattered, and the two figures disappeared from view, plunging ten stories down.

      Samia peered through the jagged maw of glass. Below, blood framed the shattered bodies of mother and son. Mrs. Henni’s final words, spoken in Arabic, echoed in her mind. Samia doubted she would ever be able to forget them.

      Your soul belongs to me.
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      After he finished up his meeting with Casca, Talon returned to his rental car, a black Aston Martin Vanquish, and began his long journey to Paris. The powerful V-8 engine and the low-profile sports car body made him feel like a teenager again as he hurtled down the endless roads. He normally tried not to take advantage of Casca’s generosity, but how many times would he get a chance to drive through the Swiss Alps? Flying might’ve been faster, but he had a funny feeling airport security would have some issues with the ominous looking pentagram around his neck—not to mention the demon slayer blade and his trusted Glock.

      While the snow-capped mountains streaked past him, a British-accented voice emanated from his car speakers, elaborating on the complex history and mythology of the Jinn. Casca had been thoughtful enough to provide a few audiobooks on the subject. There was much to learn. Even though Jinns could be conjured with the help of occult rituals, they were difficult to control. The only person said to have complete power over them was the legendary biblical King Solomon. According to the stories, God gave Solomon a magic ring that allowed him to subdue the Jinn. In some of the tales the ring was inscribed with a pentacle, which made Talon think of his own magical Sumerian talisman. Could there be some sort of connection?

      After five hours of listening to various experts chime in about the cultural origins of the Jinn, Talon had heard enough. His mind reeling from data overload, he turned off the audiobook and switched to a local rock station. As much fun as Arabic demonology might be for some people, it just wasn’t the right soundtrack for the stunning mountain vista.

      Another six hours passed before he arrived in the City of Lights. The streets glistened with rain. Paris was cold and dark, and Talon questioned if the sun would ever shine on the beautiful metropolis again. He’d lived here for one year when he was ten while his diplomat father was stationed at the American embassy. He remembered many a rainy day spent indoors learning French and missing the States. He still knew enough of the language to get by but was far from fluent.

      Using his GPS he located Hotel Inis, where he’d booked a room for the next week. He’d passed on a fancy hotel in favor of a more modest dwelling near the Gare de Nord, the train station regarded as the frontier between central Paris and the banlieues. He planned to reconnoiter the suburb of Vichy-Sous, the hometown of all the attackers, by train. Talon didn’t see any point in setting up camp too far away from the enemy.

      After parking his rental, he checked into his room and within minutes fell into a deep, dreamless sleep despite the scent of cigarettes staining the air. The next morning he showered, slipped into a baggy hoodie, dark pants, and boots, and headed for the nearby Metro. His tan, combined with the beard he’d grown while in Italy, would hopefully allow him to blend in with the predominantly Moroccan and Algerian population—as long as no one looked too closely. He had successfully gone unnoticed back in Afghanistan during his Delta days, so he should do okay in a Paris suburb.

      The train ride to Vichy-Sous offered a good preview of what was waiting for him in the suburbs. This wasn’t some postcard vision of France where people wore berets and carried baguettes. Minorities dominated these banlieues, a world apart from the tourist fantasy of Paris. France struggled to integrate their diverse population of immigrants and instead had isolated them in subsidized neighborhoods where crime and unemployment defined their lives. It was an ethnic powder keg waiting to go off.

      Yet there was opportunity here. Many of these people were second and third generation French and could act as formidable allies in the war against terror if France finally embraced them as citizens. Unfortunately this was a city where someone called Mohammed, Ali, or Kamel was four times a likely to be unemployed than someone named Philippe or Renee, a city where drug dealers competed with career advertisers to recruit teenagers from the banlieues. It was fertile ground for extreme ideologies to take root. And now someone appeared to be weaponizing the anger of the banlieues with the power of the occult.

      The power of the Jinn.

      Talon eyed the blank faces of the fellow commuters, their thousand-yard stares mirroring the dreary, rain-soaked cement landscape zipping past them outside. Three teens shot him cursory glances, but he met their probing gazes with a hard look and they turned away. The train passed the Périphérique, the highway that encircled Paris. Talon recalled that entering or leaving the suburbs was often called “crossing the périphérique,” as if what lay beyond was an unknown frontier.

      Forty minutes later, they reached the end of the line, and Talon stepped into the Vichy-Sous train station. Even the weather seemed different out here, damp and murky. A cold wind blew through the wet landscape, and a skyline of ugly, oppressive cement behemoths greeted him. Endless rail tracks cut through a wasteland of graffiti-covered walls, abandoned industrial lots, soccer fields and trash fires. The beauty of the Swiss Alps seemed a world away.

      The air was ripe with rain that wouldn’t fall as Talon braved the forlorn neighborhood of colossal tenements. The population of the suburb was a snapshot of French colonial history. Vichy-Sous was far more diverse than the ghettos back in the States. Bearded men wearing chechias and flowing white habayas emerged from a mosque. Down the road, French hip-hop drifted from a coffee shop, interspersed with a salvo of Arabic. The graffiti showcased the rage and rebellion simmering under the suburb’s surface. Arabic slogans bled across crumbling walls and told their own story. Na'al abouk la France! and Nik les schmitts: “Fuck France” and “Fuck the cops.” The French street names felt out of place in the Arabic neighborhood and heightened Talon’s feeling of cultural disorientation.

      Three veiled women passed Talon and the muscles in his neck bunched up. Talon was surprised by his response. The neighborhood triggered something normally buried deep inside of him, transporting him back to his days in Iraq and Afghanistan, when each robed stranger could turn out to be a suicide bomber. The old paranoia suddenly held him in its grip. Heightening the sensation was the fact that he was flying solo this time around. There was no unit watching his back—hell, he didn’t even have body armor. Was he entering a battlefield armed only with a knife and the Glock?

      The thought rattled him and he had to remind himself that this was a French suburb and not a Middle Eastern warzone. But was that true? The recent attacks felt like a declaration of war, and who knew what future horrors were being conceived in this neighborhood. The constant presence of weed, gangsters, girls, and Islam made for a heady cocktail of crime and extremism. The new generations were trapped in a cultural limbo with little knowledge of where they came from and no chance of ever being fully accepted into the homeland their parents or grandparents had chosen for them.

      Talon dedicated the next three days for reconnaissance. He hit up the most run-down bars he could find and observed the locals while pretending to sip on his beer. The scene was a mirror funhouse version of an American ghetto. Black and brown faces sporting baggy hip-hop gangster styles with a European touch abounded—Latinos replaced with Arabs. Talon wasn’t quite sure what he was looking for but had a feeling he’d know when he came across it.

      After three fruitless days, he was almost ready to give up when his luck finally changed. A group of hooded men entered the bar, their eyes blank and pitiless as they studied the patrons. The big Algerian bartender, Jammaal, faced them with a wary expression, his body coiled and tense. Talon stealthily studied the newcomers as they navigated the smoke-filled bar. They sported glossy black hooded coats, sweatpants, and sneakers, their faces stoic, their demeanor business-like. They zeroed in on two younger men who were playing a game of pool in the back.

      Talon couldn’t quite make out the words, but he didn’t need to. The glass vial in the gangbanger’s hand told him everything he needed to know. He was witnessing a drug deal, but no money was exchanged. It appeared the group was merely handing out samples.

      The bartender clenched his jaw and balled his fists, but experience must have taught him to hold his tongue. As the gangbangers shuffled out of the bar, the leader of the group took note of Talon. His expression barely wavered as he approached. A beat later, the man loomed before him. Talon held the drug dealer’s gaze but tried to project curiosity as opposed to hostility. The leader appraised him for a second before he pulled out a glass vial containing a clear liquid.

      “A hit of this will lift the veil. Show you the truth. It will take a small life and turn it into a powerful one.”

      With these words, the drug dealer turned away from Talon and left the bar. They didn’t even wait to see if Talon would take the bait and try their wares.

      Jamaal reached out for the vial, but Talon fingers closed around it first.

      “You take that shit, you’ll be their slave for life,” the bartender stated matter-of-factly.

      “Thanks, but I can take care of myself.”

      The bartender shrugged, figuring Talon for another lost cause.

      He touched the vial, and his pentacle amulet immediately ignited with magical energy. This substance was setting off occult alarm bells. Inspecting it further, he notice the inverted double-V engraved in the vial. The same sign the attacker had left behind during the train murders and had been engraved in the palm of his hand. The symbol of the Jinn.

      What could it mean? Maybe Casca might have a theory.

      Talon pocketed the vial. He then pulled out a few Euros, making sure his tip was on the generous side, and exited the bar.

      The wind was wet and chilly and neutralized the light buzz of the beer. The drug dealers were about a hundred feet ahead, and Talon stealthily began to follow them. He would’ve expected a pack of gangbangers to be raising hell as they made their way through this lawless territory, where most French cops didn’t dare venture, but the opposite held true. The crew made no noise, and in their hoodies they seemed like monks who’d taken a vow of silence. Once again, his pentagram grew hot to the touch, and Talon’s worst suspicions were confirmed. Dark forces were active here. Could the dealers be under the influence of the strange drug they were giving away? Were they possessed by Jinn?

      They marched down the street, stopping whenever they encountered someone new. Each time the same scene repeated itself as vials of the mysterious drug were passed out freely.

      They’re not selling product but infecting the neighborhood, Talon realized.

      Talon followed the group to a large tenement and saw them vanish through the main entrance. He was about to go after them when sirens cut through the night. He stepped back into the shadows as a van and a Peugeot pulled up to the towering tenement with screeching tires. Sirens bled into the foggy darkness. Apparently he wasn’t the only one taking an interest in these drug dealers.

      The French police had decided to join the party.
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      About a dozen members of the French RAID team crowded the briefing room, pumped for action and oozing testosterone. Officers checked guns and secured their tactical bullet-proof vests. Detective Samia and her partner stood in the back, observing in silence, their plainclothes attire making them stand out among the sea of black-clad armored warriors. The team wasn’t even fully suited up, yet their eagerness to get the mission under way was palpable. Soon enough those boots would be kicking in doors, their rifles spitting bullets. These men were highly trained professionals, the best of the best. Arresting a few low-level drug dealers wouldn’t pose much of a challenge for these men under normal circumstances. Street attitude was a poor substitute for tactical armor and years of military-style training. Nevertheless, Samia couldn’t shake a growing sense of anxiety. Something was off about this case. The extreme violence of the attacks, the mysterious nature of this new drug—not to mention the horrific murder-suicide she witnessed back in the banlieues earlier in the day. Something terrible was unfolding in the housing projects.

      The police chief entered and took his place behind a podium. The men quieted down. His demeanor deadly serious, he addressed the eager team. “As you probably heard, a new drug is making the rounds.” To emphasize his words, he held up an empty vial they’d confiscated from one of the dead attackers. From where she was standing, Samia couldn’t quite make out the strange markings. No one on the force had been able to identify the symbol, and it added another level of mystery to the case. “We don’t know how many people are using the drug and our science guys are still trying to figure out what the hell we’re dealing with here. What we do know is this shit makes people go crazy. Think of it as meth and bath salts on steroids. You guys have all seen the stories on the news. Six attacks in the last eight days alone, resulting in twenty dead and another fifteen in the hospital. This drug turns users into homicidal monsters, and the sooner it’s off the street, the sooner I’ll be able to catch up with some much needed beauty sleep.”

      What had Hakim called the drug? Soul Jacker. Remembering the name sent shivers down her back.

      “What’s our move?” a second RAID guy wanted to know.

      “Detectives Ahmed and Baudin have found credible evidence that the drug is being manufactured in a Vichy-Sous housing project.” The tenement building in question appeared onscreen. “If their source is to be believed, the whole operation is run by a man named Assad Rakan.”

      The building was replaced with a mugshot of an Algerian male. The hardened features projected attitude, the eyes dead and cold. “Rakan, age 34, has had multiple run-ins with the law and served a three-year prison sentence in 2008. We believe he was radicalized while in prison and in 2014 traveled to Syria in an attempt to join ISIS. Five months later, he returned to Paris. The government tried to keep close tabs on him, but he somehow managed to disappear from the face of the earth.”

      Samia stared at the man onscreen. The face was all too familiar to her, a detail she hadn’t shared with anyone, not even her partner. The captain might pull her off the case if he found out about her past with Rakan and she wanted—needed—to be on the scene when these men stormed the building. Hopefully having an officer of Algerian descent among their ranks would prevent any abuses of power. Samia wanted this drug off the streets as much as everyone else, but she had no desire to see innocent bystanders getting caught in the crossfire. That fate should reunite her with Rakan like this seemed both ironic and weirdly inevitable. She’d always known where the dark path he was headed down would take him.

      “I want your men to get the bad guys and shut down this operation with minimal losses. Fire only if fired upon. Lets avoid a media shitstorm. Headlines, not obituaries. Be safe and be professional. Let’s do this!”

      The chief stepped away from the podium, and the briefing was officially over. Once again the room buzzed with activity as the men geared up for the impending raid. Samia and her partner fell in step with the team members as they filed out of the briefing room and headed for the waiting RAID van.

      Samia and Pierre followed the team in their unmarked Peugeot. The team would go in first and take the lead in the operation, but Samia didn’t intend to sit this one out on the sidelines. She was itching for action. As someone who’d grown up in the banlieues, she knew all too well the poverty and hopelessness fueling extremist ideology. Any crime committed by someone in the banlieues would be inevitably magnified through a lens of race and religion, reaffirming stereotypes and increasing harassment of the locals by law enforcement. These attacks by fanatics were putting her people in a terrible light once again. Rakan had to be stopped, and she wanted to be there when it happened.

      Fat raindrops pelted their windshield, and sharp gusts of wind stirred the awnings of the stores they passed. Beyond the shops, the projects loomed, jagged and towering. As she tailed the RAID van, she noticed Pierre looking at her.

      “Something on your mind?” she asked.

      “I was about to ask you the same.”

      She held his gaze and he said, “What do you think we’re walking into here?’

      “I don’t know. I don’t even understand what happened the other day.”

      For a second, the image of Mrs. Henni slashed through her mind, the woman’s mad face distorted, inhuman. Radicalism bubbled and simmered in these neighborhoods, but what could trigger such lethal ferocity, especially from a mother and directed toward her son? The memory made her shudder and she fought back the terrible vision of Mrs. Henni dragging her own flesh and blood to his doom.

      Reality reeled her out of her thoughts as the RAID van screeched to a halt in front of the looming tenement. The back door burst open and a swarm of armed men emerged from the van into the misty night.

      Samia slowed her vehicle and pulled up to the curb. Clouds of fog swallowed up the beams of her car. As she got out of the Peugeot, the raw April wind pierced her jacket and she clenched her jaw, fingers tight around the steel grip of her service revolver. The building felt abandoned, further heightening her unease. Many of the residents didn’t hold down steady jobs, and the apartments normally teemed with life and activity. There should be gangs of teens lurking near the entrance, locals shuffling down the sidewalks, lights flickering in windows. But the structure appeared as deserted as a moonscape. An eerie, unnatural silence reigned, almost as if aliens had abducted everyone in the vicinity. Something was wrong. And judging from the nervous expressions on the team members’ faces, they sensed it too.

      “They knew we were coming,” Samia said to her partner. She wasn’t fatalistic, but the certainty had been building all day. Now that they were finally here, her worst fears seemed to be coming true. The tower loomed, oppressive and intimidating. Something waited within its thick walls, something that was all too aware of the twelve RAID team members and two homicide detectives making their way through its arched main entrance.

      Deep down, Samia sensed they were walking into a trap.
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      A scream woke Yasmine in the middle of the night. For a disorientated moment she drifted, neither asleep nor awake, still wondering if the cry had been an echo of a dream. Then a second bloodcurdling cry cut through the night, and she jerked upright. Eyes wide open now, she rolled out of bed. This wasn’t the first time high-pitched shouts had awoken her in the last month. It was turning into a semi-regular occurrence. She eyed the time on her phone; it was three-thirty in the morning. The terrified screams as well as the freezing cold inside her subsidized housing unit made her shake all over. Yasmine felt like she was seventeen going on ninety. Life in the banlieues had forced her to grow up quickly.

      She wrapped a blanket around her body as she opened the bedroom window. Wind lashed her face with arctic force and her teeth chattered. Who needed coffee when one had a French spring? Many of the older Algerians complained incessantly about the damp weather in their adopted country and for once, she found herself on the same page.

      Clutching the blanket tighter, she stuck her head out of the window, just in time for the terrified scream to reverberate through the night one last time. The way it suddenly cut off told her the man’s suffering had come to an end. The Flanders Tower had claimed its latest victim.

      She craned her neck toward the dim lights glittering on the top floor of the thirty-story tenement. The cries always came from the top floor and always in the middle of night. She shuddered at the thought of what might be happening up there.

      She waited another minute before she closed the window and jumped back into the bed. She pulled the covers tight, but her body wouldn’t stop shaking. Something evil had taken up residence in her building.

      An evil that was growing stronger.

      Despite the nightmarish visions her imagination conjured in the dark of her bedroom, Yasmine managed to nod off. By the time her eyes fluttered open again, it was seven-fifteen and time to get ready for work. She showered and got dressed. She’d dropped out of high school a year earlier so she could work at a flower shop fifteen minutes down the street. Her teachers had protested her decision, believing she was throwing away her whole future. They were right, but someone needed to make money to take care of her grandmother. Her parents had been out of the picture for years, and her grandmother had done the best she could to raise her under not so ideal conditions.

      Yasmine peeked into the adjoining bedroom where her ailing granny wasted away. She walked up to the bed and stifled her revulsion. The air was heavy with sickness and foul perspiration. Nevertheless, she kneeled beside her grandmother and planted a kiss on her cheek. The old woman smiled weakly at her. Yasmine gently stroked her grandmother’s worn face until she fell asleep. Granny spent much of the day in bed, and that was fine with Yasmine. The poor woman had worked like a dog for most of her life; it was time for her to rest. She deserved some peace.

      Yasmine slipped out of the bedroom and left the apartment. Her unit was located on the ninth floor, and her steps reverberated in the desolate stairwell as she descended. Only a few weeks earlier the building had bustled with life. The elderly would play cards in the downstairs lobby over cups of hot tea, while teenagers would roam the passageways of the various floors, shouting and hollering and doing their best to make their presence known. She missed the energy that used to course through the building. Rakan had turned the tenement, which housed over eight hundred units, into a ghost town. The punks still haunted the floors, but now they did so in unnatural silence. The young men’s faces were masklike whenever they ran into her, their blank gazes following her with hostile intent. The wild abandon of youth had been replaced with a robotic, inhuman creepiness. Thinking about these changes made her clutch the Fatima necklace her grandmother had given her. She had no idea if it could actually ward off evil forces, but she felt safer wearing it than not.

      Shaking off her disturbing thoughts, she reached the lobby without incident and walked briskly away from the tenement, which cast a long shadow in the grey morning light. Another rainy day awaited her. How she wished it was already summer. Even the weirdness unfolding in her building would seem more palatable if the sun could chase away the thick, grey clouds. She wished she could leave the tenement for good, but where could she and her grandmother go? The woman was sick, maybe even dying, and where else would they find a government subsidized dwelling? They were trapped in this neighborhood, trapped in that infernal building.

      She arrived at the flower shop and welcomed the chance to throw herself into her work. Anything to get her mind off her troubles. The job could be monotonous, but the beautiful flowers distracted her and she tried to have fun with her arrangements. It turned out to be a busy day, and time passed quickly. Around five o’clock Yasmine’s mood darkened. All too soon she’d have to set foot in her building again. Her small steps lacked energy as she returned to the tenement. Fog clung to the deserted structure, and the few people she spotted in the mist walked past her in silence, features locked. There was something about the intensity of their quiet looks that wasn’t quite normal. Somehow she’d have to find a way for her and her granny to move out of this neighborhood before they became like everyone else.

      With a heavy heart she entered her building and tried to avoid a run-in with a gang of teens. She was about to sidle past them when one boy spoke up. Hearing a human voice after the days of silent stares silence made her flinch.

      “Your time has come, Yasmine.”

      The gangbanger held up a vial with a clear liquid and a strange symbol engraved on its surface.

      “Let us lift the veil, Yasmine.”

      The chilling words galvanized her into action. She burst into motion, turning on her heels and running as fast as her legs could carry her the other way. She reached a second staircase, made sure she was alone, and tore up those nine flights of stairs as if she was being chased by the devil himself. Breathing heavily, face masked with sweat, she stumbled toward her unit…and paused. To her horror, the door to her apartment was open. Nerves frayed, her mouth went dry as she gingerly stepped into her dwelling, driven by one thought.

      Granny.

      She considered all the missing elderly people and cold terror gripped her. The dark apartment amplified her steps. Once inside her granny’s bedroom, her worst fears became reality. The rumpled, sweat-stained bed was empty. Her grandmother was gone.

      Sounds behind her made her whirl, and she came face to face with the punks from the lobby. They crowded the doorframe. No further words were necessary. She knew why they were here.

      Your time has come, Yasmine.

      There would be no escape. No one ever did. As these thoughts tumbled through her mind, another noise broke the silence. This time it wasn’t a terrified scream, thank God. Instead sirens filled the night.

      The police.

      But would they arrive on time?

      Two men grabbed her by the arms. She fought them with all her might, but her resistance ceased the moment a fist connected with her face. Her head snapped back, and the coppery flavor of blood filled her mouth. What did they want from her?

      A moment later she received her answer. One of he punks leaned closer, glass vial in his hand. “Open your mouth.”

      She tightened her lips, teeth clenching down hard. If she swallowed the substance in the vial, she too would become like the others. A shadow of her former self. One of Rakan’s soulless drones.

      The leader of the group twisted her right index finger until she heard the bone break. Her lips parted with pain, and a tasteless liquid hit her tongue. A second punk pressed a flask of water against her lips, which made it impossible to not swallow the drug. She grew limp in her attackers’ arms, her will to resist swept away as the unholy concoction burned its way down her throat—and into her soul.
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      The RAID team charged up the tenement’s two main staircases in a single file. Samia and Pierre followed, weapons ready, eyes alert. Glass crunched under her shoes, and she realized the vials of the mysterious new drug littered the ground.

      The inside of the boxy tenement building was hollowed out and contained a large atrium that spanned the height of the construction. Thirty stories worth of apartment units grew before her in each direction. It felt like she was standing in the courtyard of a prison, she thought. Balconies decked out with satellite dishes ringed the floors—a lifeline to Arabic programming. The pervasive graffiti only increased her growing feeling of dread. Making matters even worse was the tenement’s sense of spooky desolation. The heavy police presence would motivate many residents to stay in their units, but curiosity should’ve gotten the best of at least some of them. There had to be at least eight hundred apartments in a building this size. So where was everyone?

      Voices of the ascending team members crackled over her earpiece, amplified by the building’s unnerving silence. She picked up the mounting tension in their exchanges; they all sensed the growing threat. Had Rakan and his crew taken up position on the top floors? Were they perhaps keeping hostages?

      She craned her neck toward the upper floors. Shadowy figures flitted through the thickening layer of condensation. Was she looking at the RAID team or the enemy? The mist was now descending to the atrium at an accelerated pace, swallowing one floor after another, erasing the human silhouettes from view.

      A strange banging sound suddenly drew her attention. The tip of a machete poked from a roiling cloud of fog about ten stories above the atrium. The man wielding the weapon kept rhythmically tapping the tip of the blade against the balcony’s metal railing.

      Again and again.

      Mist devoured the blade, but the unnerving sound continued unabated. It echoed and grew in volume. Phantom figures in the fog were joining the unholy chorus. At least ten knifes and machetes were striking railing and walls now like the drumbeats of an approaching enemy tribe. Any moment now the advancing RAID team would make contact with the machete-wielding locals. Knifes seemed no match for bullets, but these hooded gangbangers had the home turf advantage—not to mention the concealing power of the almost supernatural fog.

      Pierre was clearly struggling to keep his growing panic at bay as the eerie fog kept expanding. Samia had never seen anything quite like the incoming cloud. It was almost as if the mist was assisting the enemy. Her heart hammered in her chest, but the firearm somehow remained steady in her hands.

      “What the hell is happening here?” Pierre said. “Have you ever seen anything like this fog before?”

      Samia shook her head and palmed her mic. “Captain, how are things up there?” Hissing static greeted her question.

      The silence stretched.

      She peered up again, hoping to see what was going on, but realized it was hopeless. All movement erased by the insatiable fog.

      The incessant banging of machetes continued.

      Suddenly a figure appeared out of the mist. The man was of average size, of Algerian descent, and wore a hoodie over a pair of gym pants. He was a stranger, but he regarded Samia with an unnerving sense of familiarity. What he said next shook her to the core.

      “You shouldn’t have come here, kanz.”

      Only one man had ever called her kanz—Arabic for “treasure”—and that had been a long time ago. Before she could counter with a question of her own, the hooded man vanished back into the fog.

      “Freeze!” she shouted, but the mist had already engulfed the stranger.

      “What was that?” Pierre wanted to know, but Samia found herself beyond words. A second later, gunfire shredded the atrium, followed by shouts and cries. There was a rush of air as something tore past her, and a RAID guy splattered against the atrium floor. Empty eyes peered at infinity through a mask of blood.

      She backed away, gun trembling in her hand. Pierre wasn’t faring much better. He was taking a few steps back when a hoodie-wearing figure burst from the condensation, an axe clutched tightly in his hand. There was no time to shout out a warning before the axe came down on Pierre’s head. Blood sprayed, and her partner was reduced to a twitching mass.

      The killer regarded her with empty eyes. Gore dripped from the axe in thick strands. Once again, she couldn’t quite shake the sense of familiarity in the long stare. This man knew her…

      As he raised the bloody axe Samia centered her sights on him. Bullets flung the figure backward into the fog. At the same time, a volley of gunfire rained down from the fourth floor. Her training took over and she dashed toward the stairs, running in a zigzag pattern, trying to make as poor a target as possible.

      More sounds behind her. Incoming footfalls. A crowd surged through the building’s main entrance, gangbangers armed with guns and machetes.

      No way she could stop them all. She had only one option.

      Escape.

      Legs pumping, she barreled into the nearest staircase, leaving the open space of the atrium behind.  The fog was making it impossible to spot friend or foe. She had to catch up with the RAID team. Their best odds were to present a united front. The image of Pierre’s cleaved skull haunted her, and it took all her self-discipline to cast the memory aside. She would mourn him later—if she was lucky enough to experience a later.

      A sound made her turn as another attacker materialized in the narrow staircase in front of her. Two-hundred pounds of muscle and bone barreled into her. Her pistol slipped from her grip as she was pinned against the wall. The gun hit the floor and she staggered away, legs caving in, dazed from the brunt force of the attack. She peered up at her massive attacker. He sported an icy expression as he raised a machete over her head.

      You shouldn’t have come here, kanz.

      No, she shouldn’t have.

      The machete came rushing down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Talon watched the RAID team, trailed by two plainclothes officers, vanish through the main entrance of the ugly apartment tower. A fine drizzle pricked his face while he crouched behind the cars parked across the street from the tenement, observing the unfolding events in grave silence. The heavy police presence left little doubt as to whether he’d come to the right place.

      Talon debated what his next move should be. Originally he’d hoped to reconnoiter the building and get a better sense of this new enemy. He still had no real idea what he was up against, and rushing into battle without intel was a guaranteed way to end up in a body bag. Unfortunately, the arrival of the authorities made it difficult to remain in the shadows. Maybe the cops could handle this problem on their own, but most likely they would be in over their heads if occult forces were truly at work here.

      Pounding footfalls jolted Talon out of his thoughts. A quick glance to his left revealed an advancing gang of punks. They were marching toward the parked RAID van, heads held high with ruthless determination, expressions fixed into cold, hard stares. The eyes of the van’s driver widened as the gang closed in.

      A split second later, one of the attackers raised an AK-47 and pumped a burst into the van. The windshield shattered and the driver’s head snapped back. The attack unfolded with such lethal speed that there was nothing Talon could’ve done to save the officer’s life. He cursed under his breath as he smoothly unholstered his Glock. The enemy still hadn’t spotted him, and he planned to use the element of surprise as a way of overcoming their superiority in numbers. They might not be trained soldiers, but these gangbangers were heavily armed and didn’t seem to care about their own survival—always a dangerous combination. Their empty expressions reminded him of the punks who’d offered him the drug earlier. Who knew how the drug affected its users? He was reminded of the video Casca had shown him. The attacker had kept coming despite being riddled by bullets. Caution was in order. Talon waited for the hoods to disappear inside the structure before he started moving.

      As he swiftly crossed the street on his way to the building, pops of automatic gunfire detonated. His pentacle radiated waves of searing heat as an unnatural fog descended on the building like a poisonous cloud. Black magic had to be in play here. The RAID team had walked into a paranormal trap. Under normal circumstances the team’s superior training would have left no doubt as to the outcome of the battle, but other forces were at work here. Superior training and tactics were worthless if one couldn’t see the attacking enemy. And Talon somehow doubted the fog would handicap the bad guys in the same way.

      Throwing all caution aside, the blood thrumming in his veins, Talon picked up his pace and rushed into the building. He shared a kinship with these officers. They were men dedicated to protecting their city and its people at all cost. They were willing to risk their lives to carry out their duty and deserved better then to be slaughtered like cattle. If there was any chance he could turn the tide of the battle in their favor, he had to give it a go.

      Guard up, finger on the trigger, he entered the building’s lobby and then stepped through a second glass door into the large, rectangular-shaped atrium. Twenty floors of apartments encircled him. How many people called this place their home? Now there was no sign of a living soul. Most of the units remained hidden behind a wall of spectral fog. Only the sound of automatic fire and the screams of the RAID team hinted at the life-and-death battle being waged above.

      Talon spotted two dead officers in a giant pool of red and his heart sank. For a moment, he was reminded of the scene of terror he’d faced at Omicron back in Silicon Valley. Would the bloodshed ever cease? He had no idea what the dark endgame might be here, but he swore right then and there he’d do everything in his power to put an end to it.

      A woman’s scream exploded from a nearby staircase and his senses snapped alert. He whirled and rapidly homed in on the voice. The second plainclothes detective was down and her attacker was wielding a machete. She must’ve dropped her pistol and was staring up at certain death. Yet there was no fear on those enigmatic eyes. Her legs scissored out and connected with her attacker’s knees. He let out a grunt, the maneuver buying her enough time to scoop up her firearm and bring it up with practiced ease. She blasted Mr. Machete and the man crumpled. She still hadn’t noticed Talon behind her and was stumbling to her feet when another gangbanger shot from the staircase. This guy sported an AK-47, and it was Talon’s turn to fire. Two quick shots drove the man back in a tangle of limbs.

      Aware of his presence now, she spun toward him, her pistol leveled, still not sure if Talon was a friend or foe. For a moment they regarded each other as the mist circled and undulated around them, guns leveled. He couldn’t help but take in the detective’s striking, exotic looks and jet-black hair.

      “I’m here to help,” Talon said in French.

      The words meant nothing to the detective and her guard didn’t waver, her eyes remaining narrowed into slits. Talon couldn’t blame her. In his baggy hoodie, he looked like just another gangbanger out on the prowl. Why would she trust a stranger? He needed to convince her that he was on her side, but how?

      A beat later he received his chance as two more gangbangers burst from the fog. Talon took out the two men with military precision. More men appeared behind them as the next phalanx of locals surged into the atrium. It was almost as if the building was calling in reinforcements from the neighborhood, the gangbangers following some twisted siren call for murderous action.

      “Come,” Talon said, and this time the detective fell in step with him. They ran toward the staircase as clouds of condensation greedily wrapped around them. Talon whipped out his pentacle and held it up at the encroaching fog. The amulet radiated heat, its own inherent magic reacting to mystical fog. The clouds parted before them, clearing a narrow path. They still could only see a few feet ahead, but at least no enemy would be able to sneak up on them unseen.

      Five flights of steps later, Talon heard another group rapidly storming down the stairs. The heat coming off his pentacle intensified. Danger was closing in from above. His arm shot out at the detective, a clear signal for her to stop in her tracks. She eyed him curiously. He shook his head and pointed at the door that led out onto the sixth floor.

      “What if it’s the RAID—?”

      She broke off, having spotted the pentacle. He sensed another round of questions coming on yet knew this wasn’t the time or the place for long-winded explanations. He grabbed the woman’s arm and dragged her onto the sixth floor. Fortunately, she seemed to trust his instincts enough to go along with him. Talon had moved not a moment too soon as the group of gangbangers hurtled down the stairs.

      “Where are we going?” the detective asked.

      Good question, Talon thought. He truly was making this up as he was going along. A real plan could be formulated later. Right now, it only boiled down to survival. Death was approaching from every direction, and he was doing his best to stay one step ahead of the grim reaper.

      His eyes scoped his surroundings. Chipped apartment doors with flaking paint lined the dank passageway. A shout from the staircase made him curse inwardly.

      “They are on the sixth floor,” a voice said in monotone French.

      Damn it! Now it would be only a matter of seconds before the enemy would arrive and try to box them in.

      As the helplessness of their situation dawned on Talon, the detective’s eyes lit up. He followed her gaze. Someone had opened the door of a nearby unit. A shadowy figure was waving at them, urging them to come inside. Could it be a trap?

      The sounds of machetes and axes hitting steel railings and guns being fired swept the last vestiges of hesitation aside. Better to take their chances with the unknown than face the killer army in the mist.

      Talon pulled the detective into the dark apartment.
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      Captain Alan Dumont squinted, his eyes struggling to penetrate the thickening fog around him and his team. He’d never witnessed anything quite like it before. The mist had appeared out of nowhere, engulfing the seventh floor passageway with almost supernatural speed. Thick tendrils wrapped around the men behind him and he could barely make out the team members. Judging from the squawks bursting from his earpiece, his men were beginning to panic. Who could blame them? Neither training nor experience had prepared them for an enemy that could turn the very elements against them.

      Alan scolded himself for the irrational thought. The mere notion was ludicrous. France was cold, rainy, and foggy around this time of year. The punks who called this godforsaken slum their home had nothing to do with the freaky mist. They’d just caught a lucky break. Nevertheless his attempt to rationalize the situation failed to completely silence the voice of doubt inside him. There was just something about the fog…almost as if it was spreading with a chilling purpose.

      Sudden gunfire interrupted his thoughts and instincts took over. He might not be able see the enemy in this blinding mess, but there were other senses he could tap into. He pressed himself against the wall and listened to all approaching sounds. A renewed burst of panicky chatter boomed over his mic, but he turned it off. The people shooting at them lurked in the same fog, and he would let their gunshots guide the rifle. The bullets were coming from his right, suggesting the gunmen were on the other side of the hollowed-out building. He depressed the trigger and was rewarded with angry shouts of pain for his efforts.

      Gotcha, cretins…

      His moment of triumph turned out to be short-lived. He suppressed a cry of his own as a bullet impacted with his helmet and catapulted him backward.

      Waves of darkness washed over him, and the world threatened to go pitch black.

      Blood roared in his ears, and he inhaled the wet, almost sour condensation. His fragmented thoughts surged with adrenaline and turned to wife  Nadege and Francois, his eight-year-old boy. Was this the end? No, it couldn’t be. He wouldn’t allow it. He was alive. Wounded, but a long way from being defeated. He brushed all sentimental thoughts aside and instead concentrated on the problem at hand. First order of business was determining how badly hurt he was. Blood covered his face, but it was from a gash and not a bullet hole. The helmet had saved his life. Lucky bastard, he thought.

      The radio chatter had died down. Where were his men? Did the extremists take out the whole team? As the thought crossed his mind, the fog lifted, revealing a corridor littered with the broken bodies of the RAID team. Jean-Paul, one of his closest friends and one of the most talented officers he’d ever had the honor of serving alongside, gazed back at him with blank eyes. Anger quickened Alan’s pulse, and he stifled a cry of rage. These dead men were his comrades and brothers; they’d been to hell and back over the years. Goddammit, how had a bunch of hoods managed to massacre one of the best teams on the force and turn the mission into a meat grinder?

      From his tilted angle on the ground he could make out a group of gangbangers armed with a mix of machetes, knives, AK-47s, and pistols. He searched for his own rifle but he realized he must’ve dropped it during the fall. There was still his service revolver, but experience told him he might be able to take out one or two of the incoming hoods before their return fire would put a swift end to him. His best option, as frustrating as it might seem, was to play dead for now and wait for the right opportunity to strike. He closed his eyes, hand draped lightly on his pistol, ready to jump into action.

      The gangbangers brushed past him and scanned the dead team members. Alan’s face was slick with gore from the deep gash on his forehead, and the punks saw him as just another one of the dead. One by one, they snatched the officers by their combats boots—Alan included—and dragged them into the open elevator waiting at the end of the hallway. It took all of Alan’s self-control to keep up the charade as they unceremoniously tossed him on top of the pile of dead bodies. He let the anger simmer, drawing strength from it. He’d make it out of this mess alive and get payback for the men who’d perished here today.

      The elevator doors slammed shut, and three gangbangers remained behind in the ascending lift with Alan and the five other dead RAID officers. A quick glance at the elevator’s control panel suggested they were headed for the top floor. Did their boss want to see the bloody spoils of the battle first hand? There was a sick logic to it, Alan thought. If it turned out to be true, he planned to shoot the mastermind behind this horror show as soon as he laid eyes on him.

      Less than a minute later, the elevator stopped and the gangbangers pulled the bodies into an otherwise deserted hallway. Once done with their grisly work, they rushed back into the elevator, seeming all too eager to leave the desolate floor. Alone, Alan dared to move. The dimly lit corridor stretched before him. There was no sign of a living soul. The dead surrounded him, and once again he stifled his boiling rage. Unlike the other floors in the building, this one wasn’t lined with a balcony. Instead walls on both sides prevented him from looking down into the atrium below. It almost felt like he was in a different building all together.

      He took a step down the hallway, grateful to still be armed. The graffiti-covered walls and ugly, smoke-stained carpet heightened the apocalyptic feel of this godforsaken place. Gingerly, he passed the closed apartment doors on his left. The hallway was as silent as a tomb. Nevertheless, he was beginning to sense he wasn’t alone. Did the air stir at the far end of the hallway? And what was that faint yet revolting odor? Almost like rotting fruit…

      Hairs standing on end, Alan advanced down the dark corridor. He brushed past three more apartments before he spotted one where the door was partially open. He breathed in deeply and registered the subtle yet distinct putrid aroma. This wasn’t his imagination running wild.

      Giving himself an internal push, he walked through the open door.

      The apartment was bathed in darkness, the air stale and oppressive. There was a weight to each breath he took, almost as if he was an astronaut in some science fiction movie who was running out of oxygen. He entered the living room and encountered a quaint, low-income dwelling. Except for its being abandoned, there was nothing remarkable about the place. He was about to return to the hallway when the chilling scene in the adjoining kitchen set the hairs on back of his neck prickling. A collection of human bones covered the floor, the skull staring back at him leaving no doubt as to its human origin.

      Alan struggled to keep his cool. He’d stared down death on numerous occasions and wasn’t easily spooked. But he he’d never seen anything like this before. Had the gangbangers left another victim up here to rot? Impossible. It would take months for a body to dissolve to this point, and the dwelling would reek of decay. Acid could have dissolved the body, but the bones would have been destroyed too. Something else had happened here.

      Something far worse.

      He turned on his heels and fled the unit. His steady gait turned into a sprint as he surged toward the lift. He didn’t plan on using the elevator, but the entrance to the emergency staircase was located right next to it. He would make his way down the stairs and blast away any fool who dared to get in his way.

      Terror coursed through his bones as he tore toward the lift, which seemed to be receding into the distance. His imagination was playing tricks with him. He bit his lips and reigned in the irrational thoughts cycling through his mind.

      Ten feet separated him from the elevator doors when the rotten stench hit him with all its might. And this time it was accompanied by movement.

      A shape burst from the darkness around the corner near the elevator, a mere blur in the shadowy passage.

      Alan stopped dead in his tracks. His brain attempted to process the living nightmare slithering toward him. Glistening wet flesh, a segmented body framed by whirling tentacles. Despite the monster’s size, it shot out at him, extending like a giant snake. As wet tentacles closed around him and a gaping maw of razor-sharp teeth found his warm flesh, he caught a glimpse of his dead teammates in the corridor and realized they’d been the lucky ones.
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      Samia and her savior surged into the dimly lit apartment. She did not know what might await them in the dark unit, but it couldn’t be worse than facing down more of the crazed killers in the fog. As the door fell shut behind them, she barely dared to breathe. Blood thrummed in her veins and her heart hammered frantically, her thoughts in turmoil.

      A sound broke through her panic. Muffled footsteps tore down the adjoining hallway, but the mad horde rushed past the unit without pausing.

      Samia exhaled.

      They’d found a momentary refuge.

      She turned away from the door and searched the shadow-soaked apartment. The décor made Samia think of weekend visits to her grandparents. Under different circumstances, the old-fashioned furniture and flowered curtains might seem quaint and stuffy, but right now it was a welcome retreat from the nightmare raging beyond the unit’s walls.

      A shiver danced up her spine as the full horror of her situation sank in. Nothing made sense any longer. The raid on the building had gone horribly wrong, and Samia had no idea whether the rest of the officers were already dead or still being slaughtered. The thought filled her with helpless rage. She would’ve been just another casualty, too, if it hadn’t been for the swift actions of her mysterious savior.

      She studied the man in question. His dark skin, facial hair, and clothing suggested he was just another local—but the hooded features and the way he’d handled himself told a different story. He’d taken out the attackers with laserlike focus, his movements calm and precise, like a deadly force of nature.

      She meant to thank him for saving her life, but instead she asked, “Who are you?”

      Before the stranger could respond, a noise drew her attention to the shadowy figure who’d offered them sanctuary in his home. In the low light she recognized the frail form of an old man. A white beard stood out against the dark brown skin, and his eyes glimmered with a rebellious streak despite his weakened physical state. Questions burned in her mind, but the answers would have to wait a little longer. First order of business was calling for back-up. She palmed her mic, attempting to reach headquarters, but was greeted by the hiss and crackle of dead air. She was cut off from the outside world.

      Dammit!

      She switched channels and tried to contact the other RAID officers, but her efforts were rewarded with the same disappointing results.

      “What’s happening here?” she asked.

      It was the old man who answered. He replied in a guarded, sober voice. “An ancient evil has returned.”

      The words hung in the air for a beat before he continued. “Ask your friend. He knows.”

      Samia turned toward the stranger, more confused than ever. “What is he talking about?” Panic crept into her voice, her composure wavering. The seams were showing, and she hated herself for it.

      The old man responded by pointing his gnarled finger at the stranger. Draped around her mysterious savior’s neck was an amulet of some kind. A five-pointed star set inside an iron ring.

      “He wears the sign of Solomon.”

      For a moment the stranger regarded her in silence, dark eyes boring into her. Then his features relaxed, revealing a capacity for warmth—the face of a killer becoming that of a man. As he spoke his first words of accented French, she quickly concluded that he was an American.

      “I’m here to stop the men who attacked your fellow officers.”

      “Alright, time out. Nothing is making sense here anymore.” Her voice shook with growing panic, but Samia figured she was allowed to freak out after witnessing some psycho cleave her partner’s head in two.

      The stranger reached out, and her first instinct was to pull away. But her body wouldn’t obey her commands. His hand closed around her shoulder, and she sensed the strength in those fingers even though he was being gentle with her. On some level, she welcomed the human contact. Needed it after what she’d witnessed.

      “My name isn’t important, Detective, but you can call me Mark. We’re on the same team. If we want to get out of this alive, we’ll need to work together.”

      To her surprise, she did trust him. How could she not? He had risked his life to save hers. His precise motives were of little consequence, at least for the time being.

      Mark turned toward the old man. “Tell us what you know. What’s happening here?”

      The old man leaned against the wall, his lips quivering. Below the surface calm, there was fear. “After Rakan returned from Syria, everything started to change,” he said.

      Rakan is part of this madness.

      Some small part of Samia had hoped she was wrong about her former lover’s involvement, but the old man’s words erased any lingering doubts.

      “I feared the worst when he arrived, but even I couldn’t imagine the monstrous evil he’d unleash upon our home.”

      Mark held up one of Rakan’s drug vials. “He brought the drug to this neighborhood.” It wasn’t a question.

      The old man nodded. “It turns men into martyrs for an unholy cause. Rakan can control them like puppets. First he took the young men, then the women. The elderly began to vanish, one by one. I’m one of the few who remain.”

      He bowed his head and stifled a sob. “I watched helplessly as old friends were dragged from their homes. I did nothing to help.”

      He cast down his gaze with shame. “All this time I’ve hid, praying the nightmare would pass me by. Knowing in my heart it wasn’t going to.”

      “You risked your life to save us,” Mark said. “There was nothing you could’ve done for your friends.”

      Samia tried to understand, but the pieces wouldn’t quite come together. What sort of drug turned its users into blind followers? Granted, people changed while under the influence. As a cop, she’d seen her share of meth users lose their minds and commit horrific acts, but this drug was different. The building’s residents hadn’t attacked like a disorganized mob of crazed maniacs. There was planning and thought to the violence, a level of organization and strategy to their attack.

      “Why does Rakan need the elderly?” Mark asked.

      “I don’t know.” The old man’s body shook with a mixture of rage and fear, the horror clearly fresh in his mind.

      She eyed Mark. “Does any of this make sense to you?”

      He shook his head. “The drug is the key. The lab must be somewhere in this building, and I’m going to find it.”

      For a second Samia thought she misheard. Judging from the stunned expression on the old man’s face, he must’ve felt the same way. She studied Mark more closely. This man wasn’t reckless, nor did he harbor a secret death wish. He looked as disturbed by the unfolding events as they all did. But below his fear there was something else. Some elusive quality she couldn’t quite point her finger at. She’d witnessed it in the eyes of firefighters who stormed into burning buildings. Call it a sense of duty or mission. Samia sensed this man was here for one single reason: to put an end to what was happening in the banlieues. He might not even know exactly what he was up against, but he wouldn’t leave until the job was done—and pity the men foolish enough to get in his way.

      “Where can I find Rakan?” the American inquired.

      Almost as if the building had decided to answer his question directly, a terrified cry pierced the night. Samia immediately realized two things. The scream had emanated from the building’s top floor—and the voice belonged to Alan Bertand, Captain of the RAID team.
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      The death cry of the RAID team captain cut through the night. Rakan smiled. The sound reminded him of his own screams during those long years spent in a French penitentiary. He was surprised by his sudden nostalgic turn. Nowadays the past held little meaning to him. His former self had ceased to be of any consequence.

      It had to be Samia’s fault. There was a time when he would have done anything for his pretty little treasure, but he now served another master, devoted to a different cause. Romantic feelings didn’t factor into his thinking. Samia had turned her back on him years earlier and sided with the enemy. Nevertheless some part of him, maybe the remaining vestiges of his humanity, wanted to see her one last time. Call it curiosity. Maybe he wanted to understand how she justified being a cop when the police rejoiced in harassing their people. The Samia he’d known had been a rebel, not a lapdog of the establishment. Perhaps now she might be convinced to see the error of her ways.

      Ideology and prison had cut short their love affair. A string of petty crimes had led to his arrest, and a racist judge had thrown the book at him. He had been banished to a maximum security facility, where he’d become the plaything of a group of white supremacists. The beatings and abuse eroded whatever had been left of his innocence, chipping away all the soft parts until only stone remained.

      Hatred and rage defined his reborn self. The boy who once upon a time wanted to grow up to be a photographer had been replaced with a hardened criminal who sought refuge and transcendence in the teachings of radical Islam. Over half the prison population was Muslim, and his tormentors had driven him toward his own people. Toward Abdul Akmal, considered one of France’s most radical jihadists. The man had trained with Osama Bin Laden, and his words had fired up Rakan’s soul. Abdul’s electric message had spoken to him in a deep way, and by the time he left the prison, Rakan was ready to lay down his life in the battle with the infidels.

      As soon as Rakan had managed to scrape enough money together to purchase an airplane ticket, he booked a one-way trip to Syria. A new holy war was being waged by a group hellbent on establishing a caliphate and fighting an epochal battle against the infidels. Rakan was eager to join their ranks. The battlefield was waiting, and he yearned to see the blood of his enemy color the desert red.

      It was in Syria that he learned the art of war. The streets and prison had taught him how to handle himself, but the training in the desert turned him into a soldier. A few weeks into his grueling transformation, an imam approached him. The man had the presence of a great spiritual warrior - he radiated a mixture of battle-seasoned wisdom and animal cunning. A general in a holy war, he spoke of mysteries that, at the time, still meant little to Rakan.

      The imam had plans for Rakan. He wanted him to return to Paris and bring the war to the enemy. The imam promised to give Rakan a weapon that would allow him to strike a decisive blow. A weapon no airport security in the world would be able to detect.

      The Jinn.

      At the time, Rakan was still oblivious of the power the imam was entrusting him with. The man must’ve seen potential in him, however, because during an elaborate ceremony Rakan was presented with the instrument of the infidel’s destruction. The imam handed him a small clay pot, which contained an oval seed resembling a bean pod. Rakan’s disappointment was palpable. He expected guns or explosives, but the imam simply ordered him to swallow the seed.

      Rakan raged. What sort of joke was this? Was he being mocked for being too Westernized? Officially, recruits from the West were welcomed, but he could sense that the locals didn’t trust them. They did little to hide their scorn. It was clear they thought the years of breathing the air of the infidels somehow infected the moral character of these foreigners. But Rakan had believed he’d earned the imam’s respect.

      Searching the imam’s face, he detected no mockery in the serious features. He did as he was told. He scooped up the seed, which felt wet and alive in his freshly calloused hand. For a split second he thought the pod wriggled. The sensation didn’t deter him from carrying out the imam’s request. On the contrary, it made the next step so much easier. All doubt swept away by the humming magic in his hands, he swallowed the bean pod. A wave of heat welled up inside of him, and an approving smile lit up the imam’s sun-scorched features.

      Four days later, he was on a plane to Paris. The strange seed inside him would play a vital role in the days and weeks to come, but the imam had refused to offer up further guidance. The spiritual leader’s last words still rang in Rakan’s ears: When the time comes, you will know what to do. The conviction behind this statement had boosted his confidence and calmed his nerves.

      Returning to the banlieues after getting his first taste of battle was hard. For a few days, Rakan felt lost and alienated. In his heart, he knew he didn’t belong here any longer. In Syria, he had been a holy warrior fighting for a cause far greater than himself. In France he was just a statistic, the product of a broken system. Just another French Algerian with a record and no prospects.

      After five days, the imam’s wisdom was finally revealed to him. The intestinal cramps started in the early evening. His first response was to blame the processed Western cuisine, but the pain in his stomach kept getting worse. It felt as if he’d swallowed razor blades. He gasped with agony and was tempted to call an ambulance, but another voice told him to abandon the idea. The anguish stirring in his gut wasn’t triggered by a bad meal. The power of the seed inside of him was about to manifest itself. The pain was unbearable, but he had been chosen for a reason. The imam had sensed both his strength and his burning commitment to the cause. Now it was Rakan’s chance to prove him right.

      He crawled out of bed and stumbled to his feet, fighting back the retching sensation racking his body. Tapping into every reserve of energy, he pushed himself erect and staggered out of his apartment. He felt compelled to head to the roof of the tenement. A gaggle of punks lurked around the elevator and watched him like a pack of wary jackals. Even though they outnumbered him, no one dared to mess with Rakan. He’d broken enough jaws and knocked out enough teeth to earn their respect over the years, and there were rumors that he’d become even more dangerous after his stint in prison.

      He turned away from the elevator and headed for the stairs. His unit was located on the fifteenth floor, and only five flights separated him from the roof. Climbing those steps turned out to be one of the most challenging tasks of his life. Each step became an excruciating exercise. But even as the terrible pain churned away inside of him, his resolve grew firmer.

      A cold rain pelted his face as he pushed open the roof access door with his last vestige of strength and stepped onto the rooftop, gasping.  Rain sweeping down on him, his legs caved as another set of violent convulsions contorted his body. He violently hunched over, his neck snapping to attention, and for a moment he thought his back was going to break. Something stirred deep inside of him. His lips parted, and he swallowed rain. Instead of offering any relief, the water seemed to intensify his contractions. Whatever was inside of him wanted…needed…to get out. Another sharp wave of pain exploded through his stomach and all the way up his esophagus. The world turned dark, reduced to the sensation of his body stretching and twisting as something forced its way out.

      Without warning, a strange mass shot up his throat and filled his mouth. Revulsion and nausea threatened to overwhelm him as the living parasite fought its way into the world. A second later, a black, segmented serpent, measuring about twelve inches in length, burst from his wide-open lips and uncoiled across the rain-slick roof. It reared up like a cobra before slithering away, drawn to the dark puddles. Rain cascaded down on them, man and beast, in heavy sheets. Rakan eyed the snake-like creature before him. This was the weapon the imam had promised. His body had protected and nurtured it, smuggling it into France and allowing it to grow from mere seed into the monster he birthed. Soon the country would get to experience its fearsome power.

      Rakan knew what to do next. The young and able-bodied would join the ranks of his army, the elderly would feed the Jinn so his new master could attain its full strength. Over the coming weeks, the Jinn’s physical transformation reminded him of his own journey in prison. He’d entered the French prison system as a scrawny teen, but three years later, a 250-pound man stepped through those iron gates into the light of freedom.

      As the Jinn grew in size, its body began to produce the drug.

      Anyone under its influence became an extension of the Jinn.

      Of Rakan.

      They were all connected now, bound by his master’s lifeforce, one organism driven by a single, dark mission: to declare war on the French oppressors.

      Rakan stepped into the atrium, and his piercing gaze locked with his waiting flock. He basked in their hushed reverence. His commanding physique was cloaked in a black, formfitting hoodie, bulging muscle stretching the fabric. His clean-shaven head and thick beard demanded respect. His followers were awaiting his orders. The premature arrival of the cops was forcing him to push up his timetable. Even though his master could block their communications, it was solely a matter of time before more cops would arrive. This next wave of officers would be far better prepared than the first. Originally he’d hoped to let the terror grow and metastasize with each successive attack until the enemy turned on itself. The RAID team had ruined those plans; he would have to launch his final attack now. The fifteen men and women gathered before him would deliver one devastating blow, which would make the previous attacks pale in comparison.

      The group regarded him with near-religious anticipation. Words wouldn’t be needed. Shared hatred fueled their fanaticism and determined their destiny. They filed out of the atrium, an assortment of pistols, machetes, and explosive vests hidden under their baggy hoodies and raincoats. Rakan had transformed them into glorious martyrs who were willing to sacrifice themselves in the name of their new master. Their souls were his to command. Soon his army would rain down terror on Paris, and cast the city of Light into darkness.
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      The death scream reverberated through the walls of the tenement. The old man quivered in stark terror. Anger coiled up in Talon. The poor man had suffered immensely, his life defined by fear and loss. Physically he might be alive but inside he’d died a thousand times since Rakan unleashed his reign of fear in the banlieues.

      Another victim of the occult.

      The screaming stopped, and silence descended upon the building. He could tell the detective was struggling to maintain her composure.

      “We can’t stay here,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “What do you suggest we do? We’re outnumbered and I can’t get through to call for reinforcements.”

      He chewed it over in his mind. By now the police probably were aware that something had gone wrong with the raid. Soon enough, a new team would arrive, but they too would have to battle Rakan’s forces. Bottom line, they were on their own and would have to rely on their own wits to survive. This time Casca wouldn’t show up at the last minute with some mystical ace up his sleeve. His amulet and demon slayer blade, combined with his trusty Glock, would have to be enough to stop these fanatics. Retreat seemed the wiser strategy, but odds were good they’d never make it out of the building. Rakan’s followers most likely anticipated the move and were sealing off all exits. The key was to do the unexpected and—with a little luck—catch the enemy off guard. Going after the mastermind behind this nightmare was their best bet.

      “We make a go for the elevators and head for the top floor,” Talon said. “Last thing they’ll expect is for us to come straight at them. We take out Rakan, and maybe his followers will back off.”

      Samia shook her head. “It’s suicide,” she said.

      “So is waiting for them to corner us.”

      A flicker of anger crept into the detective’s eyes. “Why should I even trust you? You pop up out of nowhere, claiming to be one of the good guys. But who the hell are you?”

      “There’s more to all of this than just extremist ideology. You saw the fog and the power of this drug, and you heard his story. Rakan has found a way to turn people into killers.”

      She still stared at him, still wavering. He took a step toward her.

      “You want to know who I am and why I’m here. I’ve seen things most men couldn’t imagine in their worst nightmares. There are horrors out there, dark forces men can tap into. Men like Rakan.” Talon knew how fantastical it all sounded, but he hoped the detective would be open-minded enough to consider his words.

      Talon turned back to the old man and noticed the Quran resting on the kitchen table. Like many religious texts, the book could inspire both great deeds of faith and barbaric acts of violence. Talon couldn’t shake the sense his old life as a Delta Force Operator had collided with his new mission fighting against the occult.

      He’d fought Al Quada and ISIS as a Delta Operator and seen firsthand the power of ideology distorted in the name of hatred. He didn’t equate the Muslim faith with evil; men had murdered in the name of all great religions. He’d worked side by side with many Muslim soldiers and informants over the years. Good people who wanted to help him and his team of Delta soldiers take out the fanatical assholes who were turning Iraq into a slaughterhouse. The way Talon saw it, the true enemy was extremist ideology. It didn’t matter in what form it might come. Cult teachings, world religions, nationalism—they all could channel hatred in the same destructive manner and pit people against each other.

      “How much ammo do you have left?” Talon asked, focusing on the upcoming mission. Mind made up, there would be no looking back or second-guessing himself.

      Before the detective could reply, her walkie-talkie crackled to life.

      A penetrating voice, deep and mellifluous at the same time, filled the apartment. “You can keep running, my dear Samia, but you can’t hide from me. This building belongs to me.”

      Talon’s jaw tightened, realizing the speaker was the enemy.

      The voice continued, “Don’t you find it ironic that we should be reunited like this?”

      Samia offered no answer, seemingly too shocked to respond. Talon concluded there was some sort of past between the detective and the man on her walkie-talkie. Just what he needed—another complication in an already difficult mission.

      “Before you die, I hope to look into your eyes and understand what made you join the forces with the enemy and turn on your own people.”

      Samia found her voice at last. “I became a cop to protect my people.”

      “If your think your badge buys you acceptance in a country of the infidel, you’re a fool. We’re strangers in a strange land.”

      “You think killing a few cops will change things for our people?”

      “This is just the beginning, kanz.”

      With this ominous message, the radio grew silent.

      Talon wanted to know how the detective knew Rakan, but before he could ask her about it, he caught shadowy movement beyond windows in the living room. A trio of human silhouettes appeared against the glass, which Talon now realized opened up onto a balcony. Even though the new arrivals were cloaked in darkness, he recognized the shape of their AK-47s.

      Instincts snapping him into alertness, he threw himself on top of the detective as a volley of lead shredded the apartment. They hit the floor as bullets decimated every piece of furniture in the unit. Metal sparked, wood erupted, and glass shattered. The old man’s frail form twitched like a marionette before crashing to the ground in a string-cut sprawl.

      Talon’s heart pounded, but his features remained composed, scoping the battlefield with clinical detachment. The Glock rested in his hand, waiting for the right moment to unleash hellfire on his attackers. Thick tendrils of cloying smoke wafted through the dead man’s home, and the stench of cordite filled the air. Silence followed the barrage as the enemy swapped their spent magazines for fresh ones.

      Talon seized the moment.

      His hand came up, he sighted on his target, and he fired. The bullet smashed first through glass before finding flesh and bone. The target was catapulted backward, disappearing from the balcony as the impact sent him over the railing. Three more shots took out Rakan’s followers. A heartbeat later, the apartment’s front door flew open, and more armed men jumped into view.

      Talon whirled toward the new enemies as Samia unleashed her own volley. The men crumpled, but the enemy knew their position now and they would have to stay in motion. Talon had no idea how many more foes might lurk in the adjoining hallway but it would be better to face them head on than to be boxed in until they ran out of ammo.

      He nodded at Samia, and they both sprang to their feet. Taking the lead, gun ready, Talon rushed for the exit. Samia followed right behind him, eyes alert, her fear held in check. Talon’s strategy was simple. Fight their way to the elevators and then make a go for the top floor. Rakan or one of his minions might detect their approach, but that’s where the second part of the plan would come into play.

      The corridor was still blanketed in the unnatural mist, but it was free from armed fanatics. Luck was on their side, and they reached the lift without any further resistance. Talon stabbed the call button and the elevator doors split open. They slipped inside and he punched in the top floor.

      Samia’s voice shook as she said, “We can’t go out there. Rakan will know we’re on our way. They’ll be waiting for us.” Her dark eyes darting from side to side. He could see how hard she was fighting to control her burgeoning panic.

      “I know,” said Talon. “That’s why we’re not going out there. We’re going up here.”

      Talon pointed at the elevator’s roof access door. He popped open the hatch and lifted Samia through the opening. Less than a minute later, he’d pulled himself onto the roof of the ascending elevator. If the enemy planned to open fire once the lift reached the top floor, they would be safe on the roof and positioned to rain down destruction from above.

      His eyes locked with the detective’s. “What was all that about back in the apartment? You used to know Rakan?”

      She turned away and replied in a halting voice, “I grew up in the banlieues. Rakan and I were close for a while. I always worried things would end badly for him. He became a criminal.”

      “And you became a cop,” he said.

      Samia nodded. Talon wondered how he might use this revelation to his advantage in the upcoming battle. More importantly, could Samia still be trusted in a fight with a man she once loved?

      Questions continued to cycle through his mind as the lift ground to a halt. Three floors still separated them from the top. He traded a look with Samia and tilted his Glock toward the open elevator roof hatch. She followed his example, body coiled and expression tense as the elevator doors opened in the cab below. A hungry fusillade tore apart the elevator’s interior as Rakan’s followers opened fire. Sparks and smoke filled the lift. After about ten seconds, the gunfire stopped, and two of the attackers cautiously stepped inside.

      Talon was about to open fire on the enemy below when his pentacle flared with scorching heat. He sensed sudden movement in the elevator shaft as a massive shape shot through the darkness. Samia’s lips opened to form a scream as a the thing wrapped its tentacles around her waist and hoisted her into the shadows above with brutal force.
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      Samia had sensed rapid movement above her, the hairs on her neck prickling with alarm. A thick, powerful limb had closed around her waist and squeezed with ferocious force. She had dropped her pistol and an instant later, she was airborne, being whisked up the elevator shaft by some unholy beast. She caught a glimpse of the wet, albino-white tentacle, a network of fiery red veins visible under the translucent skin.

      She screamed as she was pulled through the open elevator door three floors above and hit a hallway coated in a weird, sticky slime. The tentacle tightened and she was dragged down the wet hallway. Her scream echoed in the empty hall.

      All movement suddenly stopped and the ivory tentacle withdrew, vanishing down the far end of the corridor. Dizzy, she sucked down a big gulp of air, becoming aware of the stench of rotten fruit. She realized the smell was coming from the sodden carpet. It smelled exactly like Rakan’s mysterious new drug. Was this monster somehow excreting the drug Rakan was feeding his followers? The thought boggled her mind. Talon had said there was more to this case than met the eye, but this was impossible—wasn’t it? A shadow moved and she turned to see  the monster slithering ponderously toward her. Samia wished the beast had remained cloaked in the shadows. The transparent creature called to mind a giant earthworm or super-sized maggot. A ring of squirming tendrils framed a maw of razor-sharp teeth positioned below a giant cyclopian eye. The tentacles moved in strange synchronicity, seemingly under the command of an inhuman yet intelligent mind. Like a slug, the beast was leaving a slimy trail on the floor as it advanced toward her.

      Rakan’s drug. It had to be.

      Then she spotted the body of the RAID captain inside the see-through mass of the monster. The hapless officer resembled a fly caught in amber, his skin almost completely dissolved by the creature’s digestive fluids. While she watched, the RAID captain’s skeleton twisted and bones were ejected one by one from the demon’s slimy body as it quivered and sloshed toward her with malevolent intent, tentacles jittering.  Samia remembered the old man’s story. The elderly were sacrificed while the young were turned into soldiers. She was about to become a meal for this beast.

      What ancient evil had her former lover unleashed upon the world?

      Her grandmother had told her tales of demons and Jinns when Samia was a child, but she hadn’t believed them. Her mind turned back to the graffiti of the hand of Fatima she’d come across in the neighboring building, a symbol of protection. It all made sense now. An ancient force of evil had returned to haunt the modern world.

      Talon’s words slashed through her mind: I’ve seen things most men couldn’t imagine in their worst nightmares. There are horrors out there, dark forces certain men can tap into. Men like Rakan.

      Her terror catapulted her back to her feet, and she began to retreat down the corridor. Unarmed, her only option was to flee. But where could she go? The giant worm reared up, readying for an attack, its tentacles casting a mad parade of shadows against the walls.

      Seconds before they could pull her toward the waiting maw, the beast froze in place. Footsteps echoed behind her. She spun around to see Rakan closing in from the other side. The skinny young man who’d courted her ten years earlier had been replaced by a powerfully muscled figure. The long hair was gone, and a thick beard hid most of his features. Only his eyes remained untouched by time. The spark of fanaticism had always been present, even when he had been a skinny teenager, but years of prison and hardship had fueled the fire that now burned with piercing intensity.

      Had she truly once been in love with this man?

      His eyes locked with hers, empty slits bereft of mercy or human emotion. Rakan had spared her so he could say his farewell, she realized, but it was only a momentary reprieve. His attention shifted to the monster at the far end of the corridor.

      “Master, accept my offering.”

      With these fatalistic words, the beast reared upward and rippled toward a screaming Samia.
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      Yasmine followed the others into the waiting van parked outside their tenement building. For the first time in her life, the world and her role in it made perfect sense. She finally understood her true purpose. Thanks to Rakan, the cause of all her suffering and pain had been revealed. The demons that ruled this unholy land had banished her and her family to this forgotten part of the city to live out their lives without hope. Rakan understood this. He’d lifted the veil that had blinded her.

      The true enemy walked the streets of Paris. Safe in their wealthy neighborhoods, they felt shielded from their impoverished neighbors—but this false sense of security would be shattered today.

      Today they would stand up to their oppressors.

      She climbed into the van, joining a group of twelve other men and women. Their faces were familiar, fellow residents of her building, some who she knew by name and others who’d been strangers to her even though they were neighbors.  Most were armed with AK-47s and machine pistols. At least half of the group sported explosive vests under their jackets and coats.

      Yasmine had never fired a gun in her life, but the weapon felt strangely good in her hands, almost soothing. The metal was warm to the touch, and she was gripped by a powerful sense of confidence and purpose. She knew exactly what to do. All uncertainty had left her body. A singular goal drove her now, shared by the others in the van. Soon she’d be pointing her gun at the monsters that ruled this accursed land.

      The door clanged shut, and the vehicle lurched into motion. Rain pelted the windows, washing away the building she’d called home for most of her life. As the tenement receded in the haze, she cleared her mind of all thoughts beyond the upcoming battle.

      Nevertheless, her eagerness made the drive toward their destination seem to last an eternity. When the van finally pulled into the underground parking garage of the Forum des Halles, Paris’ largest shopping center, Yasmine rejoiced. The moment of reckoning was at hand.

      It took them another ten minutes to find a parking spot in the crowded structure. Their oppressors were busy fattening their stomachs and filling their empty lives with material possessions that would never make them happy. She almost felt sorry for them. They were travelers on the wrong path, driven by goals and desires that took them further away from the truth and deeper into the darkness.

      Yasmine drew a deep breath as the driver killed the engine. He opened the door, and they all filed out of the van, faces locked into masks of concentration. The final battle was about to begin.

      The mall was crowded with stores, restaurants, discotheques, a museum, and movie theaters. A city below the city, Yasmine thought. High street retailers dominated the shopping landscape: Mango, Zara, Kookai, H & M, Bershka, Sephora, Yves Rocher, and Fnac were all represented. Symbols of wealth and privilege, all serving as another sharp reminder of her people’s oppression. The French embraced materialism and spent their inflated paychecks on all this junk while her people barely could make ends meet. Failed colonialism and a need for cheap labor had lured them to this country so that their sweat and backbreaking work could bolster the economy of the infidel. Caught in a cycle of material indulgence and selfishness, their ungracious hosts refused to bear enough children, forcing the government to continue to import cheap labor from other parts of the world. They promised immigrants a better life, but all her people received for their efforts was a subsidized housing unit in a forsaken neighborhood where no one else wanted to live.

      Even though some shops had already closed for the night, crowds filled the underground city. Bright overhead lights revealed a series of escalators busy carrying shoppers from the surface to the underground shopping paradise below. She studied the eclectic crowd, fighting back a surge of primal terror. On the surface, these people might look human, but Rakan had opened her eyes to the truth. Demons lurked below the façade of wealth and refinement. Crimson eyes glared back at her, and peals of cackling laughter drifted from restaurants and shops. Struggling to fight back a panic attack, she took in the world as it truly was. Her hijab, which immediately identified her as a resident of the banlieues, was a beacon to these monsters. They homed in on her cultural differences, earning suspicious glances from the security officers who roamed the underground hallways of the complex like a hungry pack of wolves. They were servants of the demons. The guards would have to be taken out first before they could point their machine pistols at the demons lurking inside the maze of shops and restaurants.

      She studied the others in her group. They were spreading out across the mall, forming teams of two or three so as to not arouse unnecessary suspicion. Eventually the demons would become aware of their presence, but by then it would be too late. Yasmine knew that she would certainly fall in battle to the infidel’s bullets, but she planned to take a few of them with her.

      Someone had to stand up to these monsters.

      Someone had to try to save their people.

      Hopefully her sacrifice would pave the way for a better future. She was ready to lay down her life in the name of her new master and his glorious vision. This was not merely an attack on the decadent West—it was the first salvo in a war.

      With the confidence of a seasoned soldier, she released the safety of her AK-47 and steeled herself for the next phase of the plan.

      Soon the blood of the demons would flow freely inside the Forum des Halles.
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      Samia’s scream echoed as the tentacle closed around her waist and pulled her up the elevator shaft. Talon reacted on pure instinct. He brought up his Glock but was unable to squeeze off a shot without risking hitting Samia. He let out a curse of frustration as the detective was pulled toward an open elevator door three floors above him and vanished from view.

      More men barreled into the lift below him and started opening fire at the elevator roof. He had to go after Samia and get out of there before one of those fanatics managed a lucky shot. His eyes locked on the steel emergency ladder that ran up the length of the shaft.

      Without hesitation he hurled himself toward the ladder and began to scale it, bullets whizzing past him. As he fought his way to the top floor, his mind was on fire. What sort of creature had snatched Samia in the darkness? Talon had faced mad cult leaders, demons, and even the spirits of the dead, but he’d never seen anything like the monster that had abducted Samia. What was he up against?

      Casca would have an answer; the billionaire always did. There was always some archaic text he could reference that would make the miraculous feel mundane and the extraordinary ordinary. Based on the size of the tentacle, Talon concluded a beast of massive proportions lurked on the top floor.  He had imagined the Jinn as a creature made of smoke or fire, but the nightmare waiting above him was all-too-solid—and a monstrosity of gargantuan size.

      The last six months had exposed the vast gulf between myth and reality. How did Rakan control a creature of such proportions? Or maybe he was getting it all wrong here. Maybe Rakan was the servant and the beast the master. Whatever the case may be, it would be up to him to stop both man and beast, and he prayed his weapons would be adequate for the job.

      Moving swiftly, he continued his ascent. Stray bullets pinged against steel cables, narrowly missing him. He refused to worry about Rakan’s followers below; all of his thoughts were focused on the primordial terror he was about to confront in battle.

      He arrived at the top floor and slipped through the open elevator doors. The monster had pried them apart with enormous force and must’ve damaged the mechanism in the process.

      As Talon stepped into the corridor, an overpowering stench of rotting fruit made him gag. His shoes smacked against the slippery floor, and he slowed his gait to avoid losing his footing on the slimy substance. After a few cautious steps—Glock in one hand, the demon slayer blade in the other—another insight hit him. The smell of decay came from the thick fluid blanketing the floor. It had to be the drug Rakan was distributing to his followers, but why had buckets of it been emptied out across the floor?

      Eyes alert, nerves on edge, he advanced down the dark corridor. Adrenaline pumped furiously through his veins, his dread growing with each step. A monster lurked in these hallways, waiting to strike. He could have definitely used a pair of night-vision goggles, and an MP5 and a few grenades sure would’ve calmed his ragged nerves. The Glock and demon slayer blade felt ill-suited for battling the colossus that had snatched Samia.

      Where was the detective? Had the creature devoured her?

      A second later he received his answer as he nearly tripped over the prone figure splayed across the floor. Samia looked up at him, eyes shiny with terror and her clothes coated in slime.  Her lips weakly whispered words that drove a chill up his spine: “We’re not alone.”

      A sudden sound behind him made him whirl. A figure had appeared on the other end of the hallway.  The powerfully built man cut an intimidating silhouette in the moonlight. It had to be Rakan.

      There was the master, but where was the Jinn? Talon’s eyes roved the dim corridor, and at last he caught a glimpse of shadowy motion another twenty feet behind Samia. A gargantuan worm oozed from the darkness and filled the hallway with its impressive bulk. Talon swallowed hard, atavistic fear taking hold of him. The creature slithered toward Samia with preternatural speed, leaving a trail of slime in its wake. Talon’s stomach lurched, the truth hitting him in a wave of revulsion. Rakan’s drug was a byproduct of this giant worm.

      Talon doubted bullets would be effective against a beast of that size, but old habits died hard. He reflexively emptied a whole magazine into the incoming creature, the slugs digging deep into the translucent skin. The gelatinous mass of the monster’s body absorbed the projectiles without sustaining any damage. Blood twitched and pulsed under the glassy skin, but the monster didn’t slow its inexorable approach. If anything, the bullets seemed to just be pissing it off.

      Two tentacles shot out from the teeth-ringed jaw, unfurling down the hallway with lightning speed. Before they could snatch the detective and add her to its list of victims, Talon was beside her, demon slayer blade in hand. The knife cut a wide arc and found its target: the first incoming tentacle. The blessed steel managed to bite into the creature’s flesh, drawing blood where the bullets had been useless. A roar shook the walls of the corridor as the tentacle withdrew as if struck by lightning. It whipped back into the wormlike body, vanishing momentarily from view.

      Talon wondered where this abomination had come from. Had some ancient ritual or some other form of infernal magic given birth to it? Or had it always dwelled amongst humanity, lurking in the shadows?

      Didn’t matter. Casca might care to speculate at length about the Jinn’s origins, but Talon was more interested in how to defeat it.

      Another cry of pain joined the monster’s roar. Talon whirled toward the beast’s human master closing in from the other end of the corridor. Rakan was screaming, a large gash running across his arm.

      Somehow attacking the beast had hurt the man.

      The Jinn, the drug, Rakan—the three were all linked. Together, they chained the residents of the tenement in a nightmare of enslavement and addiction. It would be up to Talon to cast off those shackles and break the hold Rakan’s drug exerted on the poor people of this neighborhood.

      “Watch out!” Samia screamed as two more of the wounded beast’s tentacles rippled toward him. This time around one of the tendrils wrapped around him before he could launch a counter-attack with the magical blade. The creature’s wet flesh pressed with inhuman force, and he dropped the demon slayer blade with a scream of pain. Steel thumped against the wet floor.

      The Jinn pulled him thirty feet down the hallway toward its wide-open maw, eight-inch teeth gleaming with the same strange substance that blanketed the floor.

      Talon was helpless. Nothing would stop the beast now, unless…

      The pentacle burned painfully against his chest, igniting in response to the approaching darkness. It made him wonder—could the amulet be a weapon as well as an early warning system?

      There was only one way to find out!

      Fueled by a rush of newfound hope, he snatched his amulet with his one free hand, every muscle in his body screaming with agony. Seconds before the teeth of the waiting maw could tear him open, he pressed the amulet against the monster’s glistening, see-through flesh.

      The contact was electric, the results immediate.  The Jinn released him from its steely grip mere seconds before those razor-sharp teeth would’ve ripped off his face.

      The tentacles violently reared back, and Talon was sent tumbling down the corridor.

      He hit the wet floor face first. Desperately, he pressed his lips together, refusing to allow any of the horrible, addictive substance into his mouth. Barely clinging to consciousness, he knew he had to get back to his feet.Tapping into a last reserve of strength, he stumbled erect, but it was too late. Rakan’s massive shadow eclipsed the wall before him. One meaty arm closed around his throat in a brutal headlock.

      Talon clenched his jaw; he had to get out of the submission hold before it was too late. Instincts taking over, he twisted his head to prevent Rakan from choking him. In the same instant, he brought up his middle fingers under the man’s nose. He pushed up and back. Rakan’s grip loosened, giving Talon enough leeway to make his next move. He put all his weight into his enemy, slamming him against the wall.

      Rakan grunted, releasing his hold with a pain-filled curse.

      The beast on the other end of the corridor echoed his irritation with a renewed roar. Interesting, Talon thought. Apparently the link between man and monster worked both ways.

      Talon spun around just as Rakan’s fist blasted out at him. The drug dealer’s paw connected with his ribs, cracking bone. Talon exhaled agony and stumbled away from the mountain of a man, who outweighed him by at least fifty pounds.

      He’d defeated bigger men, but Rakan’s punches were fueled by the supernatural power of the Jinn.

      Talon’s bleary eyes turned toward Samia. She had scooped up his demon slayer blade and now bravely faced the fast approaching monster. Even armed with the magical weapon, she didn’t stand a chance. The Jinn’s weight and momentum would flatten her.

      Death was closing in from both sides of the corridor. The Jinn on one end, Rakan on the other. Struck by sudden inspiration, Talon’s gaze locked on Samia.

      “Throw me the knife!”

      The detective looked at him with disbelief yet did as she was told. She slid the blade across the floor and Talon caught the magical weapon before it slid to a stop. Blade in hand, he swung around at Rakan. To hurt the beast, he would have to harm the man. Talon drew the knife across Rakan’s face, drawing a deep gash across the man’s eyes.

      Blinded, Rakan staggered back with a scream.

      On the other end, the Jinn bellowed, and slowed its advance, blood gushing from its cyclopean eye.

      The maneuver had bought Talon and Samia precious seconds.

      Talon toyed with the idea of going after Rakan, but even without his sight, the drug dealer made a formidable opponent. Besides, the Jinn would be upon him before Talon could subdue Rakan.

      There was only one way to defeat both enemies—turn them on each other. He would have to pit master against servant and trust that he and the detective could escape in the melee. Talon surged toward Samia and pointed at the open elevator door. Understanding filled her features and she nodded. Just before Talon flung himself through the door, he shouted, “Hey, come and get me, you slimy bastard!”

      Before either Rakan or the Jinn could reach them, Talon and Samia jumped into the dark elevator shaft. Their hands clasped the emergency ladder while the enraged Jinn barreled down the corridor, its bulk shooting past the open elevator doors. In its blinded state, the monster was unaware that its real prey had fled. Driven by rage, it kept spiraling down the corridor, headed straight for the nearest human.

      Rakan.

      A heartbeat later, the massive beast opened its mouth wide and engulfed the man in its path. As the servant disappeared inside the translucent form of his master, the spiritual link between them shattered. The giant worm reared and bucked but kept moving, completely out of control. Unable to slow its forward momentum, the Jinn burst through the window at the end of the corridor and disappeared in a rain of shattering glass, plunging to the wet streets below.
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        * * *

      

      Yasmine was about to whip out the AK-47 from under her long coat when the world around her shifted. For the first time in days, her thoughts were clear and her mind once again her own. One moment the notion of mowing down the demonic Parisians in the small café before her seemed like a sacred calling. Now she felt sickened by what she’d almost done. It felt like she was waking from a terrible nightmare. She spotted five other banlieue residents in the surging crowds, terrified eyes in ashen brown faces, mirroring her own shock and fear.

      Yasmine was all too aware of the machine gun under her coat and the phalanx of security personnel milling around the mall. Somehow, she had to flee the shopping center and get rid of the weapon without being caught. If she was arrested or killed, then who would take care of Granny.

      Her heart skipped a beat. She vaguely recalled returning to her apartment only to find Granny missing. That’s when the punks had grabbed her. They’d forced her to take the drug, and afterwards, there had been only darkness. She’d been convinced that she lived in a world where demons ruled Paris and were to blame for every misfortune that had befallen her people.

      Moving as swiftly as she could without drawing attention to herself, she fled the underground shopping center. She was driven by one single thought: she had to get home. As soon as she reached the parking structure, she pulled the machine gun from under her coat and let it drop behind a trash bin. It clattered against the concrete floor and she picked up her pace, using her hijab to keep her features obscured from the security cameras placed intermittently around the parking structure.

      A few minutes later, she stepped into the Paris night. A fine drizzle stung her skin. She welcomed the sensation, which further grounded her in reality. She could sense that this nightmare was truly behind her. She didn’t understand what had broken the unholy spell the drug had exerted on her—and truth be told, she didn’t want to know. Yasmine was free; it didn’t matter why or how. All that mattered was finding her grandmother.

      She walked briskly down the brightly lit streets of Paris, appreciating, perhaps for the first time, the beauty of her adopted city.
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      By the time Samia stepped out of the tenement and into the night, the rain had stopped and the mist had thinned out. Swirling tendrils of fog still wove their way through the streets, but the condensation had lost its supernatural menace.  She still couldn’t quite believe that they had defeated Rakan and the unholy creature under his command.

      As they’d descended the tenement stairs, they’d encountered many of Rakan’s erstwhile followers. They all looked like they were waking from a horrible nightmare—which, from what Samia understood, wasn’t that far from the truth.  The death of the Jinn had broken the dark spell of its lifeforce.

      She expected to find the beast’s shattered form on the pavement, but they only discovered Rakan’s broken body splayed a few feet from the building. The twenty-story fall and the creature’s digestive fluids had reduced her former lover’s features into a bloody, pulpy mass. There was no sign of the monster. If both monster and man had been linked somehow, maybe the creature had dissolved in the same way Rakan’s features had been obliterated. Or could the beast have stolen away into the rainy night? The thought sent a cold panic down her spine, and her eyes probed the surrounding darkness. The halogen streetlights did little to illuminate the gray soup around them.

      Combing the darkness, her gaze landed on an open sewer grate. Had some part of the monster escaped into the bowels of the city? Wounded, maybe dying, but still able to infiltrate the heart of the metropolis somehow, an evil poison polluting the water that flowed through the city’s stone arteries.

      Tensions between the French and her people were at an all time high, and that wasn’t going to change any time soon. Things would get worse before they got better. The last thing her city needed was a monster churning up hatred and fear. The situation was bad enough without a supernatural influence.

      Sirens grew audible in the near distance, and Samia let out a sigh of relief. Reinforcements would be arriving any second now.

      “I must go,” the American said. She turned toward him and searched his battle-worn features.

      I’ve seen things most men couldn’t imagine in their worst nightmares. There are horrors out there, dark forces men can tap into.

      She doubted he would share his story with her. He didn’t have to. He’d saved her life, saved this neighborhood. He didn’t owe her any explanations.

      “Are you at least going to tell me your full name?”

      The American smiled, squeezed her shoulder and said, “Mark Talon.”

      With these words, he vanished into the mist.

      Moments later, the first squad car pulled up to the tenement.
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        * * *

      

      Talon studied Casca as he inspected the strange vial. Five days had passed since the battle in the banlieues, and he now found himself in Casca’s office at his sprawling Silicon Valley mansion. The drug was the only tangible evidence of the horror he’d faced.

      “Your experience in Paris changes everything. I will have to revisit the myths of the Jinn and interpret them in a completely new way.”

      “Sounds like fun.” Talon rolled his eyes, knowing all too well the billionaire would have a blast unraveling this new occult mystery.

      Casca placed the vial in a drawer of his mahogany desk. Talon glanced at the large globe that stood in the office’s corner. For most of his life, he’d been traveling the world, constantly on the go and he had a feeling his lifestyle wouldn’t change any time soon. He wondered where the billionaire would send him next.

      Almost as if Casca had scanned his mind, he said, “Did you get a chance to read my interview in Forbes? I think I did an excellent job of playing the rich boy with too much time on his hands and an unhealthy interest in the occult.”

      “Can’t say I have. Did the Order of the Flayed Prince take the bait?”

      “Someone was paying attention because I received a personal invitation to attend a workshop hosted by the Shadow Seeker Society in New York City.”

      “You think they’re connected to the order?”

      “There’s only one way to know for sure.”

      Talon mulled it over. Normally the billionaire commanded their campaigns from the safety of his mansion while Talon put himself in harm’s way. Now his general planned to venture out onto the battlefield. He’d proven to be a helpful ally when they’d faced the Reaper’s murderous spirit back in the Ohio mall  but Talon couldn’t shake a growing sense of unease. Casca was developing an appetite for action, his confidence bolstered by his growing mastery of the magical arts.

      On the other hand, the Order wasn’t like the any enemy they faced before. He’d scored another victory in Paris, but even the most skilled soldier knew that survival was mostly a matter of luck—and a lucky streak could only last for so long. This new enemy possessed the funding and membership numbers to pose a real problem. Who knew how deep their influence went and what horrific goals they might be working toward.

      “You accepted the invitation?” Talon asked after a long pause.

      Casca nodded. “The seminar is scheduled a week from now. I was hoping you might join me for the event.”

      Talon cocked an eyebrow, and Casca added, “I have a feeling I might be in need of a personal bodyguard.”

      Talon nodded. “I’m on the payroll, boss.”

      Casca grinned and Talon joined him. Inwardly, though he wasn’t smiling, gripped by a dark premonition. He sensed the battle ahead would test them both in ways they couldn’t even imagine. Casca believed the Order had taken his bait, but Talon wasn’t so sure. What if their new enemy knew exactly what they were up to? He’d set a cunning and deadly trap in that remote Italian chapel, and he feared that the Order was now planning a trap of their own.

      Picking up on his unease, Casca poured him a shot of bourbon. Talon drained the glass and gave his employer a more genuine smile.

      Whatever horrors might be waiting for them in New York, this time they’d face them together.

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        Note from the Author

      

      

      Dear Readers:

      The recent horrific terrorist attack in Paris shocked me deeply, especially since I was in the middle of writing Soul Jacker at the time which echoes some of the ethnic tensions impacting Europe and the world at the moment. This story wasn’t designed to ride on the coattails of a recent tragedy or to be sensationalistic. It was conceived way before the recent horrific attack and was originally planned to be the second book in the series. The Charlie Hebdo attack early this year made me push the story and Apocalypse Soldier became book 2. But the tale continued to haunt me, and I finally came back to it this summer, after I felt enough time had passed. Little did I realize even more horrific attacks would soon rattle the City of Lights.  Extremist ideology has been replaced with the occult in the Talon stories but like the Dark Knight movies, Occult Assassin is designed to take the real world of terrorism and give it a fantastical push. Sometimes art imitates life and other times it intercepts it, becoming eerily prophetic. My heart goes out to all the victims and I sincerely hope the story doesn’t offend anyone. It was meant to be cautionary tale, grounded somewhat in reality but clearly a fantasy-horror story.

      The world is a dangerous place even without monsters and demons, and I’m grateful that the real Mark Talons out there valiantly strive to keep it safe for all of us.

      

      William Massa

      December 2015

      Los Angeles, CA

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6: Doomsday Disciples

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Mission

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        After a decade spent fighting the enemy abroad and keeping his country safe, Delta Force Operator Mark Talon is ready to settle down with the love of his life. But Talon’s world crumbles when his fiancée becomes the victim of a murderous cult.

      

        

      
        In the wake of his terrible loss, Talon dedicates himself to a new mission – hunting down twisted occultists around the globe and stopping them before they can unleash the forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting world.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Just outside of Los Angeles.

      Turning thirty didn’t have to be the end of the world, not even if you found your fiancé in bed with another woman only three months before the wedding.

      The seven-year itch had hit her beau a little early, that’s all.

      Gracie tried to look at the bright side. At least she’d discovered that David was a cheater before he put a wedding ring on her finger, so screw him and good riddance. After three months of crying herself to sleep every night—and consuming way too many pints of ice cream and bottles of wine—she was beginning to feel better about life.

      Or at least that’s what she tried to tell herself.

      Patching up her broken heart would take time. Some might heal by immediately diving back into the dating pool. Gracie didn’t belong to that tribe.

      Despite her recent heartbreak, she planned to celebrate her upcoming milestone birthday in grand style. She wanted to do something edgy, extreme, and super memorable.

      When her best friend Vanessa proposed that Gracie jump out of a plane to commemorate the Big 3-0, she’d immediately said yes. Vanessa was an extreme sports enthusiast. She loved to surf and snowboard—and, yeah, jump out of planes.

      Gracie, on the other hand, was a lot less adventurous by nature. She preferred a good meal or nice book over taking unnecessary risks with her life. But something about floating high above the world (okay, technically you were falling, not floating, but that’s what it looked like in skydiving videos) appealed to her.

      And perhaps she had something to prove to herself.

      Maybe David had cheated on her because she was too cautious and uncool and lame. Maybe it was time to turn over a fresh leaf, to make some actual changes in her life and show the world that she could take risks and have a blast doing so.

      So here she was inside a Cessna 182, puttering toward the exit altitude of 10,000 feet, a parachute and tandem skydiving instructor strapped to her back.

      Gracie stole glances at the dizzying sight of the Earth below. She was getting serious second thoughts about the jump.

      Don’t you dare chicken out of this one, she admonished herself.

      Vanessa flashed her a reassuring smile. How could she be so damn cool about all of this?

      Gracie hoped that her protective goggles and scarf hid how terrified she was. How many minutes had passed since they’d taken off? Fifteen? Twenty? Scott Hacken, the young, handsome tandem instructor with the mysterious eyes, had told her it would take about half an hour to reach jumping altitude. They should have gone with a bigger plane that would have reached these heights in mere minutes.

      Thirty minutes had never felt this long before. The anticipation was maddening.

      According to Scott, the Cessna 182 was the workhorse of the skydiving community. The plane could only carry a pilot and up to three jumpers, and they were all packed into the small plane like sardines. Gracie clenched and unclenched her fists, the claustrophobia getting to her in the rumbling aircraft.

      What had she gotten herself into here? Stupid, stupid…

      “We’re almost there,” Scott said.

      Across from them, Vanessa’s eyes lit up with anticipation. Seasoned pro that Gracie’s friend was, she would jump on her own and be the first one out of the plane.

      “Hey, Gracie, it’s okay,” Vanessa said. “If you’re nervous, it’s normal. Everyone gets butterflies on that first jump. Once you’re out there, that all goes away. You can barely process what is happening, and you’re living 100 percent in the moment.”

      Gracie flashed her friend a plastic smile. At this point, she’d settle for living 10 percent in the moment.

      “I’ll keep ya safe,” Scott said. “All you need to do is get out of the plane, and I’ll be in charge after that. Just enjoy the ride.”

      Mentally Gracie knew what to expect, but emotionally she was all over the place. During their thirty-minute crash course, Gracie had learned how to exit the plane, arch her body in freefall, and assist her instructor in flying the parachute. They’d spend the first thirty seconds falling at speeds of up to 120 mph before Scott opened the chute. A breathtaking canopy descent would follow. HD cameras attached to their helmets would capture the rollercoaster ride so Gracie could relive her act of courage over and over again.

      She was looking forward more to watching the video than having the actual experience. God, she was such a chicken.

      Perhaps the close quarters of the Cessna were affecting her, too. Scott was attractive, and being so close to such a cute guy after her break-up was not exactly calming her nerves. There was something both intriguing and unnerving about the intensity of the man holding her life in his hands. The unnerving part worried her. He would smile at her jokes but there was a bit of a delay, like his mind was elsewhere. For a moment, she even wondered if he might be on something, but he didn’t act like a pothead. There was an intensity and focus there, a devotion almost. Was it a skydiving thing, perhaps?

      Stop sabotaging the experience, girl, she scolded herself. You’re not getting out of this one, so just relax and try to have a good time.

      Gracie gritted her teeth and focused on her breathing and being present. Only a few minutes later, the pilot flashed them the thumbs-up sign.

      Vanessa wiggled her body into position, preparing to jump first. With a big grin, Gracie’s best friend cranked the lever that opened the Cessna’s door.

      A sudden rush of icy wind assaulted the cabin, and goosebumps rose on Gracie’s skin. The roar of the air mixed with the throb of the plane’s engine.

      Vanessa turned toward Gracie, her eyes gleaming with excitement. Air tousled her hair, which was sticking out of her helmet. Gracie felt a pang of envy at Vanessa’s fearlessness.

      “You can do this, girl! Woohoo, I’ll see you on the ground.”

      With these words, Vanessa smoothly rolled out of the plane.

      They swapped one last glance and poof, she was gone. Vanessa’s disappearing act had happened so fast that Gracie barely had time to process it. She stole a glance outside, still unwilling to accept that only seconds separated her from her own jump.

      Scott’s voice rumbled behind her, “Alright, Gracie, it’s your turn. Are you ready?”

      Are you fucking kidding me?! she thought while she nodded yes, a thin smile frozen on her face.

      Next birthday, she was going to a bookstore and her favorite café. Why had she agreed to this?

      “Remember what we went over earlier. Just lead the way, roll out the door, and position your feet on the landing gear and your hands on the wing strut until I tell you to let go.”

      Gracie swallowed hard. The wind whipped her face and drowned out most other sounds as she inched toward the open door. Her heart slammed so hard in her chest she thought it would burst. She looked over her shoulder at the handsome instructor, then down at the muscular forearms wrapped around her. He had an odd, triangular tattoo on one arm. She momentarily wondered what the image represented until Scott nudged her toward the door. Without even realizing it, she’d frozen up.

      So much for staring the adventure right in the eye. Her cowardice was embarrassing.

      Gracie gazed down at green fields as they zipped past her, thousands of feet below, and made a choice.

      She could back out right now, or she could toughen up and do this. She thought of her ex, channeled all the anger she felt toward the cheating bastard.

      David had always thought she was too cautious and conservative.

      Well, she would show him.

      Gracie clenched her jaw as she fought her way out of the plane. To her surprise, she still had some feeling in her legs after being pretzeled inside the tiny Cessna. The wind slapped her face as her feet touched the landing gear.

      “You’re doing great,” Scott said.

      You bet I am. 

      She felt Scott position himself behind her and shift his weight. They started tilting forward.

      “Let’s fly.”

      A heartbeat later, they did.

      One moment Gracie was bracing herself against the landing gear, and the next she was plummeting toward the Earth below at 120 mph.

      As Vanessa had promised, everything happened so fast that there was no time to process it.

      It didn’t even feel like she was falling. Instead, she was flying like a superhero. Scott gripped her tightly, and his calm strength and sense of control eased her fear.

      Vanessa had warned her of sensory overload earlier. “It will feel like your brain is still stuck in the airplane looking down, even after you jump.”

      Well, Gracie was having a slightly different experience. She was under no illusion that she was still inside the plane. But to her amazement, her fear was gone, and she was enjoying every second of this insane adrenaline ride. What a rush!

      For a moment, her fear vanished as she took in the soaring beauty all around her.

      She was flying, flying…

      The ground was rushing up at her, details jumping into view. She could now make out individual trees and see where brown stretches of earth separated the green fields.

      Wait, shouldn’t Scott have deployed the parachute by now?

      Both Scott and Vanessa had explained that they would only experience freefall for thirty seconds. It was easy to lose track of time when you’re blasting through the sky at incredible speed, but this had been going on for longer than thirty seconds, that she was certain of. Gracie’s eyes ticked back and forth, panic kicking in.

      “The chute!” she screamed over the wind.

      Scott’s answer was to grip her tighter. This time his strength didn’t make her feel safer.

      The ground, which had seemed so far away at first, was closing in fast.

      Gracie wasn’t flying any longer.

      They were falling and falling… and Scott was still not opening the chute.

      Her hand reached for Scott’s cord, but his steely grip stopped her.

      No. 

      The ground rose toward them, almost as if eager to explore the skies.

      Help…

      Gracie saw trees tear past them, felt branches reaching out for her, reality reduced to a green-brown blur…

      As the Earth came up to greet her, a primal scream of terror exploded from Gracie’s lungs.
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        * * *

      

       

      Vanessa was gently floating toward the ground on her parachute. She watched in confused concern as Scott and Gracie ripped past her, then with growing horror as they hurtled toward the ground. She could only observe helplessly as Scott and Gracie slammed into the field thousands of feet below her.

      For poor Gracie, there wouldn’t be any future birthdays.

      By the time Vanessa’s feet touched down on the ground, tears were streaming down her grief-stricken features. She was too shocked to notice that the wind had picked up mightily around her, almost as if the air itself was mourning the two brave souls who’d perished here today.

      Little did Vanessa know that this wasn’t the only skydiving accident that day in the Los Angeles area. Two more people died that same afternoon at another skydiving school, located just miles from the one where Gracie and Scott had lost their lives.

      Within hours, the two skydiving accidents lit up the airwaves and became the story of the day. Speculation ran rampant whether the tragic deaths were freak accidents or murder-suicides. Could two parachutes fail to deploy on the same day in such close proximity? Was it all a giant coincidence, or was there something far more sinister at play here?

      But the public’s attention span is notoriously fickle, and viewers’ focus shifted to a new, more pressing story a few hours later. The worst windstorm in a century was rapidly approaching the Los Angeles area. By late evening, no one was paying attention to the story of the skydivers who’d met their end only a few hours earlier. Folks were too preoccupied with their own safety and survival.

      Meteorologists anticipated 20–35 mph winds with 60 mph gusts. Their predictions turned out to be conservative at best. The violent winds roaring through Los Angeles paralyzed the city, uprooted trees and knocked down power lines, leading to countless outages. The high wind warning would last for days.

      No one suspected that Mother Nature’s ferocious display was connected to the terrible skydiving accidents that had occurred only hours earlier.

      The weathermen had no way of knowing that the Doomsday Disciples had performed their first two sacrifices.

      And as Vanessa blamed herself for the death of her best friend, she did not know that more deaths would soon follow. Gracie was just the beginning. The killing had only begun.
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      5 Days Later. Los Angeles. 

       

      Detective Robert Mason pulled up to a beautiful Hollywood Hills property in his unmarked Ford and parked in a driveway lined with police cruisers. Robert was in his forties, with over twenty years on the job. Murder was his beat, but dispatch had warned him to steel himself for what was waiting inside the luxury home.

      Robert traded a glance with his younger partner, an idealistic kid who’d risen swiftly through the ranks. Despite his youth, Manuel had put in his time and racked up some serious arrests. His partner was street-savvy, smart and methodical, and Robert respected the younger detective despite the twenty-year gap between them. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a little protective.

      “Word is that this one is real bad,” Robert said.

      The younger man nodded. Manuel was young and didn’t spook easily.

      They both got out of the car and made their way to the property’s front entrance. Uniformed cops swarmed the place, their haunted expressions confirming to Robert that dispatch hadn’t exaggerated the crimes. Something sick and horrifying had transpired behind that sunny, luxurious facade.

      Once inside the property, another detective met them. The man’s name was Candela, and he looked a shade or two paler than usual. There was a green cast to his face. What the hell was so bad that it could make a veteran like Candela sick?

      They exchanged perfunctory greetings, but when Mason pressed the detective for details on the murders committed within these walls, Candela told them to follow him outside.

      Candela led them through the richly decorated living room and a series of glass sliding doors. Forensics guys were combing every square inch of the place.

      Manuel let out a low whistle as the young detective took in the wealth on display here. From the ergonomic leather furniture to the abstract art on the walls and the high-end entertainment system, all indicators suggested that this family was loaded.

      “What did the head of the household do?” Mason asked.

      “Jon Pogue was some hotshot movie producer, made a bunch of high-profile action flicks.”

      Mason chewed on this information as they stepped out onto the large patio and approached the swimming pool. More techs circled the water, which glittered invitingly in the early morning sunlight. For an irrational moment, Mason wanted to strip off his suit jacket and just dive in.

      And then he spotted the two police divers, their black wetsuits forming a sharp contrast against the pool’s turquoise tiling. Suddenly Mason wasn’t in the mood to take a swim any longer.

      Mason drew closer, Manuel at his side. They reached the edge of the pool and stopped as their eyes found the victims. 

      All four of them.

      The bodies were only vaguely visible at the bottom of the pool. They appeared to be holding hands underwater. The logical part of Mason’s detective brain wondered what was keeping the corpses from floating to the surface.

      Mason crouched down and struggled to get a better view of the distorted figures beneath the water’s surface and make sense of it all. 

      Candela must have read his mind.

      “We believe Mr. Pogue and Mrs. Pogue both played an active role in this murder-suicide. They’re wearing fifty-pound weight vests and ankle weights, which suggest some serious premeditation and commitment on their part. They cuffed themselves to their daughters and to each other before diving into the deep end of the pool.”

      In Mason’s mind’s eye, he saw the crime unfold. The Pogue daughters, fifteen and seventeen respectively, were pleading with their parents. These were the two people in the world they were supposed to trust the most.

      The poor teens probably didn’t even know what was happening until they hit the water. But as they dropped to the bottom of the pool, their lungs screaming for precious air, the horror must have sunk in. The vests and ankle weights ensured that no one could change their mind once the water closed in over their heads.

      Why had they done it? What would drive a successful, seemingly happy couple to obliterate themselves and their own damn kids?

      A shiver ran down Mason’s back as he left the mansion ten minutes later. Manuel looked like a shell of his normal, wisecracking self. By the time they reached the unmarked car, it had started to rain.

      Later that day, the pictures the police divers had taken landed on Mason’s desk. His hands trembled as he took in the bloated faces of the Pogue family—bodies suspended in the water, hair swirling, eyes bulging. The two photos of the teenage girls were especially hard to stomach.

      For a moment Mason placed the photos aside and peered out the window, almost as if he was hoping that the daylight outside would chase away the darkness in this world. Too bad the storm had blotted out the sun.

      Mason drained the rest of his coffee and turned his attention back to the images splayed out on his desk. Going over the underwater photography, Mason noted that both Mr. and Mrs. Pogue sported inverted triangle tattoos on their forearms.

      This made Mason think of another case from a few days back.

      Two skydiving instructors hadn’t deployed their parachutes, killing both their students and themselves. The jury was still out on whether the deaths were freak accidents or chilling murder-suicides. If memory served Mason right, the skydiving instructors also had triangle tattoos.

      A few more taps on Mason’s computer keyboard confirmed this. The tattoos in question were triangles with a line drawn through the bottom.

      Looking at the similar, yet different tattoos linked to both cases, Mason knew the time had come to make the phone call. Not to his chief—that would come later. First he had to call one of the richest men in California.

      Unbeknownst to everyone else at the LAPD, Detective Mason secretly reported to a billionaire based in San Francisco, in exchange for a tax-free monthly donation to his bank account. Mason’s job was as simple as it was unusual. He was to call the number on the gray business card that he’d just fished out of his wallet and provide a brief report whenever he came across crimes with occult undertones.

      Mason’s benefactor was a self-described nut when it came to cults and ritualistic crimes. “Just call me an eccentric billionaire with one hell of a weird hobby and money to burn.” 

      The billionaire in question was Simon Casca—the head of Xtel, a company that manufactured about 25 percent of all the computer chips on the market. Detective Mason had crossed paths with Casca during a murder investigation at Xtel’s Los Angeles offices. Casca must’ve been impressed enough to add him to the payroll. Or perhaps the billionaire sensed in Mason someone who could keep a secret and who’d appreciate the additional cash flow. Either way, he’d worked for the billionaire for a few years now and dutifully updated him whenever he found a case that might be of interest.

      These recent murder-suicides sure fit the bill.

      Mason slipped out of the bullpen and went outside to the rarely used smoking area for a little privacy. As he gave his report, rain washed down in sheets. It rarely rained in Los Angeles, so when it did, it was big news. The city shut down, people stayed home, and the roads became a nightmare.

      Within hours, the initial showers would turn into a torrential downpour that would shatter state rainfall records and trigger mudslides, car accidents and power outages across Los Angeles County.

      Detective Mason was a good cop, even if he was on the take from a strange billionaire. But even the best detective in the LAPD couldn’t have figured out that a terrifying ritual had just entered its second phase.
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      Mark Talon had not chosen this war against the occult; it had chosen him.

      After serving in Iraq and Afghanistan for more than a decade, Talon had been ready to put his military career behind him and settle down with the love of his life, Michelle Rossi. Fate had other plans for him. When a diabolical cult murdered his Michelle, Talon signed up for a very different kind of conflict—a war fought in the shadows between the forces of good and evil.  

      The night Michelle Rossi died was the night Delta Force Operator Mark Talon became the occult assassin.

      He discovered a most unusual ally in this new conflict when he crossed paths with Simon Casca. At first glance, the rugged professional soldier shared little in common with the polished Silicon Valley billionaire. But if you looked past their surface differences, you would find two men united by tragedy and bonded by a common enemy. A satanic cult had invaded Casca’s lavish home when he was but a boy and sacrificed his sister before his eyes. During this horrific experience, young Casca encountered true demonic evil and subsequently devoted his life to finding answers that might explain his traumatic experience.

      Some folks would call Casca’s obsession with the occult an unusual hobby; the Silicon Valley billionaire saw it as preparing for war.

      Casca, with his considerable wealth and knowledge, was uniquely suited to running operations from his secret command center, but he was no soldier. What the billionaire needed was an individual both dedicated to fighting the war against the occult and skilled in combat and infiltration. He found that man in Mark Talon.

      Over the course of the last year, Talon had traveled the globe hunting down one occultist after another. But like any extended conflict, there were lulls in the fighting from time to time. The occult assassin was currently experiencing such a break and had returned to San Francisco, where he sought refuge in Casca’s gated mansion.

      He hadn’t always stayed with the billionaire, preferring to keep a certain professional distance between soldier and general. At the start of their partnership, Talon preferred to crash at hotels or Airbnbs until the next occult mission forced him to hit the road again. But as of late he’d appreciated the privacy and security Casca’s home provided. It boasted some of the best electronic security on the planet, and his partner had warded the property with protective sigils in case a more otherworldly force decided to target them.

      By now the forces of darkness must have sensed that they had a new enemy—an enemy who would mercilessly hunt them down no matter where they plied their evil trade. It wasn’t safe to rent a room in a hotel where innocents might get caught in the crossfire.

      But besides security, there was another reason Casca’s estate had turned into a home base for Talon. In a world of demons and monsters, Simon Casca was the closest thing to a real friend Talon had left. Only Casca knew what they faced daily. The same enemy had scarred them both, and they’d become brothers in arms.

      Casca offered Talon the smaller guest house on his estate, which still felt like a palace to him. Talon was a career soldier who’d spent a good part of his adult life sleeping in tents, in crowded barracks or under the stars. His needs were modest and he had little interest in the trappings of wealth.   

      War and personal tragedy had taught Talon the fragility of all things in this world, human life foremost among them. Bombs could bring down the most magnificent castles and bullets the most powerful men. Duty, discipline, courage—those were qualities no one could take away from you. But they were also qualities that needed to be tested consistently on the battlefield if you didn’t want to lose them. Perhaps that’s why this long break in the fighting was wearing on the former Delta Force sergeant.

      In the beginning, Talon had appreciated his respite from the horrors. But as the initial lull in the conflict turned into months of inactivity, the itch to get back out there grew stronger. Stay away from the front too long and you’re liable to lose your nerve. Idleness was a killer for a man of action.

      Talon tried to keep himself busy to the best of his ability while waiting for his next assignment to materialize. Fortunately, his benefactor provided plenty of opportunities to keep his fighting skills in tip-top shape. The top-of-the-line shooting range beneath Casca’s property was one of them.

      That’s where Talon was headed right now. His mood and energy levels had been low all morning, and he hoped some target practice might lift his spirits. It was the anniversary of Michelle’s death, and the memories were coming fast and furious. He’d visited her grave earlier that day and it had stirred up a lot of old demons.

      Determined to get a grip on himself, Talon entered the shooting stall of the 100-yard lane. The range was equipped with an Action Target Programmable AWD retrieval system. The wireless touchscreen keypad made manipulating the targets a breeze and kept accurate track of shooting scores. It came preloaded with more than a dozen different games and drills to keep him from getting bored.

      Talon brought multiple magazines, both for his Glock 19 and Heckler & Koch MP5 machine pistol. He snapped the first mag into his Glock.

      Talon started at twenty-five yards and increased the difficulty level after each magazine. The shadow silhouette targets hung suspended from a rail system and could turn up to 360 degrees. Sometimes the targets would twitch as if they were about to turn but then wouldn’t, and if Talon was too quick on the trigger, it would send a round downrange into empty space.

      Talon started with a basic shoot/don’t shoot drill with the target stopping, turning to face him, and then moving farther away for the next series of shots. A perfect way to warm up. 

      After a few more magazines were emptied, Talon switched over to an intermediate skills drill using a target with much smaller, round strike zones. The target’s face times were much shorter and more varied in length. As an additional challenge, this drill included advanced lighting features. Talon could choose from daylight, white light or low-light situations that included simulated muzzle flashes or police-car strobe lights.

      Like a machine he fired round after round, the world reduced to the weapon in his hand and the targets before him. Down here in the basement, all the horrors faded away in a barrage of loud booms, and Talon achieved a Zen-like level of peace.

      At least that’s how it usually played out.

      Today, things were different. The anniversary of his fiancée’s death had rattled him, and Talon missed more targets than usual. As the empty bullet casings piled up on the floor, his mind repeatedly snapped back to his battles in the war against the occult. The flashbacks were nightmarish in the extreme, intercut with memories of Michelle’s beautiful, smiling face.

      The system’s tendency to randomly drive a paper target straight toward Talon at high speed to simulate a charge by a real assailant was making matters worse. As the targets surged toward Talon, the images of generic crooks brandishing weapons morphed into the monsters from his past. Instead of some generic bad guy with a knife, Talon saw Revok, the winter warlock he’d faced in Norway.  

      A volley from Talon’s Glock tore the bastard apart, but a parade of other monsters followed.

      There was Zagan, the Silicon Valley tycoon who’d taken his Michelle from him; Amon, the Apocalypse Soldier; the Lightwalker, with his army of the dead; and finally Rakan, aka the Soul Jacker, who’d tapped into the infernal power of the djinn. 

      The monsters of Talon’s bloody past mocked him as he fired round after round at this procession of resurrected enemies. The underground shooting range was a sacred place for Talon, but today it felt more like a cursed tomb.

      After an hour of this nightmarish trip down memory lane, Talon emptied his last magazine and called it quits. He had to get out of this stifling, suddenly claustrophobic space reeking of cordite and catch some fresh air.

      Not even a six-mile run around the property and another half hour on the punching bag could calm his frayed nerves.

      This extended period of R&R should have been precisely what the doctor ordered. So why was his pause in the fighting having the opposite effect?

      The answer was simple—he’d been idle for way too long. Lounging around doing nothing wasn’t his style. Talon was a man of action. He needed a new mission—anything to keep his mind off the past. Off what he’d lost.

      His muscles aching all over, Talon returned to the guest house, showered and spent some time in the steam room. As the sultry air wafted around his sore physique, Talon finally relaxed. He looked down at his body and took in the scars collected over a decade of warfare.

      The largest scar was the most recent one. Zagan had carved an inverted five-pointed star into his broad chest. Talon traced the ugly design. It was a constant reminder of what he’d lost, what he’d become.

      The wound on his chest had healed, but the one in his heart hadn’t, and probably never would.

      These thoughts consumed Talon as he showered a second time and got dressed. He found it impossible to silence the incessant chatter in his mind. Perhaps he should bug Casca for some company and share a drink with the occultist to get his mind off the future. Or maybe he could try to distract himself for a few hours in the billionaire’s library. His occult reading list was a million miles long, and he was a slow reader.  

      Deep down, Talon knew that none of these activities would solve his current problem. Losing himself in monastic routine wasn’t the solution at this point.

      Fortunately, there was a text from Casca waiting for him when he checked his cell. The brief message was exactly what Talon wanted to see: “The vacation is over.”

      A smile played across Talon’s angular features.

      It was about fucking time.
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      Two armed guards escorted Talon to Casca’s office, more to shoot the shit than to keep an eye on him. Talon got along splendidly with the crew of bodyguards employed by the billionaire, and they tried to work out together as much as their schedules allowed.

      Casca’s spacious office was both elegant and masculine, dominated by brown leather and burnished wood. Two armchairs faced an antique desk that cost more than most people’s cars. A fireplace burned away in the corner, the flames bleeding crimson shadows across several classical sculptures and an illuminated globe. There was an old-school cigar club feel to the billionaire’s workspace, a feeling heightened by the small bar stocked with expensive top-shelf liquor, and Talon immediately felt at home.

      Surprisingly enough, there was no occult paraphernalia around. Casca kept the relics and grimoires in the library next door.

      Casca didn’t look up from his 27" iMac Pro as Talon entered. Judging by the heavy bags under Casca’s eyes, he’d been burning the midnight oil.

      The forces of darkness didn’t sleep, so why should Casca?

      Still not looking up, Casca said, “Hello, Talon. I’m almost finished setting up this little presentation. Just pour yourself a drink, take a seat and get comfortable.”

      Talon nodded and did all three. As he sank into the plush armchair, and the bourbon burned down his throat, he studied his friend. When Casca worked on his computer the man’s intensity mirrored Talon’s on the battlefield.

      He remembered one of their first conversations. During those early days, Talon was only beginning to get a sense of the dark forces threatening humanity. 

      “Sergeant, do you know where the word ‘occult’ comes from?” Casca had asked him.

      “Why do I have the feeling I’m about to find out?”

      “It’s Latin. Direct translation is ‘knowledge of the hidden.’ Secrets. There are mysteries in this world. Questions with no answers.” Casca had paused a beat before adding, “The dangers of the occult are real.”

      “And you’re the guy who will save the world from the boogeyman?”

      “I thought perhaps we could save it together.”

      Talon smiled at the memory. It felt like a long time ago. 

      Casca looked up from his terminal, having noticed Talon’s smile.

      “What’s going through your mind, Sergeant?”

      “Besides this bourbon? I was just reminiscing.”   

      “I see. And how do you feel about the future? Or perhaps I should say, how do you feel about going back out there?”

      I’m chomping at the bit, Talon thought, but held his tongue. Something about the grave tone in the billionaire’s voice made him wary of appearing too eager. If Casca was sending him back into the field, that meant innocent people had already lost their lives. 

      Casca tapped his keyboard and the computer monitor started mirroring to the 77-inch OLED TV behind him. A report on a series of recent skydiving accidents in the Los Angeles area filled the screen. Talon vaguely remembered the news alert he’d received about the tragedy a few days back. He’d given the freak accidents little thought since then. 

      “How many times did you parachute out of airplanes during your Delta career?”

      “To be honest, I lost track after the first few hundred jumps.”

      Casca shook his head. “Showoff. I’ve done it once, Sergeant. Figured I’d better get it off my bucket list sooner rather than later. I even have a video of the experience. Let’s just say I keep it locked away in a safe place, for a good reason.”

      There was a twinkle in the billionaire’s eyes, and Talon knew Casca was joking. He was no soldier, but he didn’t scare easily. 

      “Have you ever wondered how many people die from skydiving accidents in a given year?”

      Talon shrugged. “You know me. Never tell me the odds.”

      “It’s 0.0007%, comparable to the odds of being struck by lightning. You’re twenty-four times more likely to die in a fatal car accident.” 

      “Interesting bit of trivia there. I bet you’re a big hit at cocktail parties.”

      “No one messes with the guy who throws the shindigs and pays for the booze.”

      Talon grinned. Casca’s parties were infamous in Silicon Valley. The billionaire certainly was a study in contrasts. Fancy sports cars, beautiful models, insane parties… and the largest occult library in the country.

      “The reason I’m boring you with statistics is this: Keeping these odds in mind, what are the chances of two fatal skydiving accidents occurring within hours of each other in the same geographic vicinity?”

      “Math was never my strong suit, but I’d say the chances are about zero.”

      Casca nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”

      The billionaire hit another key, and a skydiving video taken with a GoPro helmet cam filled the large screen. The clip offered a dizzying view of the Earth and brought Talon’s past jumps back to his mind. No matter how many times he’d dropped out of an aircraft, the thrill—and sheer terror—of plunging through the skies had never gone away.

      At first, there was nothing strange about the footage. The female skydiver’s legs and arms dangled into the camera’s frame, and the roar of the wind muffled all other sounds. That soon changed. The poor jumper’s movements grew more frantic as the chute failed to deploy.

      Talon knew the skydiver was getting dangerously close to the ground. A rookie might miscalculate the timing between the jump and when they had to pull their chute’s ripcord, but the tandem instructor should have known better.

      The skydiver’s movements grew even more erratic, and muffled shouts competed with the powerful winds. Initial elation quickly gave way to panic and fear, which turned into mortal terror. The skydiving student was catching on that something was terribly wrong.

      Talon had witnessed much death in his life, both as a soldier defending his country and as a vigilante fighting fanatics. Still, the skydiver’s growing terror was hard to bear. Mercifully, the videos went black before the struggling skydiver slammed into the ground. The footage was hard enough to stomach without being forced to watch the terrifying last seconds of the poor jumper’s life. 

      “According to police reports, there were no problems with the parachutes in both cases. The instructors simply did not deploy them.”

      “Were drugs involved somehow?”

      Casca shook his head. “Forensics found no foreign substances in their bloodstream. These instructors knew what they were doing. We’re talking about highly experienced professionals who jump out of planes on a daily basis. These weren’t accidents but coordinated murder-suicides.”

      Talon let that sink in. “Why do I feel like there’s a part of this story you’re leaving out here?”

      “Because you know me, Sergeant. Patience. I’ll be getting to the next part soon enough. But first let’s take a look at two new murder-suicides committed just the other day.”

      The images on the TV changed again. News footage provided glimpses of another Los Angeles tragedy. A father and mother had drowned themselves and their two teenage daughters in their pool at their beautiful Hollywood Hills mansion.

      Footage of the luxurious house and surroundings flickered across the OLED TV. A fresh batch of crime scene photos flashed onscreen. First there were shots taken from outside the pool that only revealed the bodies as indistinct submerged shapes. The next group of photos fully drove home the horror. Taken by waterproof cameras, they offered a clear view of the dead bodies suspended under the pool’s calm surface. 

      The first shot in this series showed a middle-aged man and a younger woman who seemed to be holding hands at the bottom of the pool. 

      Not holding hands, Talon corrected himself as the full horror of what he was looking at sank in. They were handcuffed together. 

      Talon got out of his chair and moved closer to the screen. The man wore what appeared to be a weighted vest and a pair of ankle weights similar to the ones Talon used during his grueling workouts. The eyes and mouths of the two drowning victims were open wide, and their hair danced around their heads. 

      “You’re looking at John Pogue, a film producer of some renown, and his younger daughter. As you can see, Mr. Pogue is wearing a fifty-pound weight vest and ankle weights. The cuffs made it impossible for him to remove the vest underwater, eliminating the possibility that he’d have second thoughts.”        

      Diabolical, Talon thought. The image recalled the more graphic execution videos ISIS had posted online during the height of their reign of terror. One had featured a group of prisoners in orange jumpsuits being lowered into a pool while trapped inside a cage, the caliphate’s cameras capturing every detail of their enemies’ barbaric deaths.

      A picture of the other two drowning victims followed. This new image showed Mrs. Pogue outfitted in a weight vest identical to the one worn by her husband and cuffed to their other daughter.

      Talon clenched his jaw, his heart going out to the poor teenage girls whose lives were brutally cut short at such a young age.

      What made the crime so much more horrific was the parents’ complicity. What sort of fanaticism could override all parental instincts? What made the Pogues destroy their own flesh and blood after raising their offspring nearly to adulthood?

      Talon wondered, as he often did, how Casca got his hands on all this evidence. His intelligence network would have made the NSA turn green with envy. His contacts appeared to be everywhere, willing to share the most confidential material for a payday. How many homicide detectives in the world were on his payroll?

      Best not to dwell on Casca’s wide-ranging influence too much. Talon was just glad that the billionaire was one of the good guys. If a man with his power and means were to ever turn to the dark side… Talon refused to finish the thought.

      “No doubt that these are horrific crimes, Casca,” he finally said, “but I still don’t see the occult connection.”

      “You will,” his partner promised gravely.

      Police morgue pictures of the skydiving victims filled the screens. Luckily, the most traumatic injuries remained hidden by the shrouds covering the bodies. 

      A couple of close-up shots revealed identical tattoos on the skydiving instructors’ arms. The two dead men sported upward-pointing triangles bisected by a horizontal line.

      “Identical tattoos,” Talon said. “What does the symbol stand for?”

      “It’s an alchemical symbol for one of the four elements of nature.”

      Talon eyed Casca, intrigued. “You mean like water and fire…”

      “Earth and air,” Casca finished, placing special emphasis on the last one.

      An image popped up onscreen that showed the symbols for each of the four elements.

      A triangle for fire.

      An inverted triangle for water.

      A triangle bisected by a horizontal line for earth.

      And for air an inverted triangle bisected by a horizontal line.

      “Did the drowning victims have tattoos too?” Talon asked.

      “How did you know?”

      Casca keyed in a command, and two autopsy photos appeared onscreen that showed the water symbol on the arms of the older drowning victims.

      “So these murder-suicides…”

      “Were human sacrifices to the elements of nature.”

      Talon frowned. “But why?”

      “Why indeed? Do you want to know why the skydiving deaths didn’t become a bigger story? A few hours after the tragedy, Los Angeles was hit with the biggest windstorm in its history. Another strange coincidence, wouldn’t you say? Now guess what happened within hours of the ‘water’ murders…”

      “Another violent display of nature?”

      Casca nodded and punched a button on his keyboard. News footage of the record rainfall in the Los Angeles area flooded the office.

      Los Angeles tended to melt down even when it drizzled, so it didn’t come as much of a surprise that the rainstorms had paralyzed and crippled the city. Talon took in the images of the doomsday storms’ destructive power, and then the screen went dark. The main part of the presentation was over.

      He met Casca’s expectant gaze. The billionaire was waiting for his response.

      “What do you make of it all, Sergeant?”

      “These murder-suicides were sacrifices to the elements of air and water, and they triggered cataclysmic winds and rain storms.”

      “My thoughts exactly. Occult ritual fueled by blood sacrifice to affect the physical world.”

      There was a time when Talon would have scoffed at such ideas. Not anymore.

      “So what do you think we’re dealing with here? Some elemental nature cult?”

      Casca spread his hands wide. “It certainly appears that way.”

      “Then we can expect more murders,” Talon said.

      “And more natural disasters,” Casca finished.

       “So what’s next? Earth and fire?”

       “One can imagine what that will lead to.”

      Archival footage of California wildfires and earthquakes flickered onscreen in case Casca’s words hadn’t fully driven the point home.

      “So we’re up against an eco-terrorist group of some kind.”

      “An eco-terrorist group that is tapping into the power of the occult to get its message across.” Casca rose from behind his desk and walked up to his globe. “As usual, we’re dealing with a group of true believers.”

      Casca spun the large wooden globe, almost as if he was some deity contemplating humanity’s future. 

      “Many eco-activists affiliate themselves with a brand of anarchism that opposes modernization and its effects on the natural environment. Some call themselves primitivists, or green anarchists, and contend that humans were better off thousands of years ago, before the advent of agriculture. Primitivism views technology and civilization as an unnecessary evil and believes humanity would be much happier and healthier outside the modern industrial world. What do you think of that idea?”

      Talon considered the question for a beat before he replied.

      “Every age has its good sides and its bad sides, but romanticizing the past is a waste of time. You learn from it and do better in the future.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better, Sergeant. It’s far harder to build something than to watch it burn.”

      Talon looked at the alchemical symbol for fire as he spoke, the triangle an ominous promise of greater crimes and horrors to come.

      “What’s the endgame here? What do they hope to accomplish? You kill some people, trigger some natural disasters, and then what?”

      “That’s for you to find out, Sergeant. Rituals of this kind are greater than the sum of their parts. Each sacrifice and disaster might be leading up to a far greater horror we cannot even foresee. We must act quickly and stop this band of fanatics from completing whatever they’ve initiated.”

      Talon nodded his agreement and asked, “When am I leaving for L.A.?”

      “How does early tomorrow morning sound? My Learjet is fueled and ready to take off when you are.”

      Talon drained the last of his bourbon and rose to his feet. 

      “I’m ready to go now. You know my bag is always packed.”

       “Good luck out there, Sergeant.”

       Talon smiled. “I just hope this job comes with earthquake insurance.”
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      It was almost noon when the Learjet touched down at Van Nuys Airport. The irony of taking a private jet to go after an eco-cult didn’t elude Talon. Private jet travel emitted about forty times as much carbon dioxide as commercial flights but, in his defense, Talon wasn’t flying private for the sheer decadent thrill of it. Time was of the essence, and lives were at risk.

      Once the jet landed Talon headed for the black BMW 840d coupe rental waiting for him in the airport parking lot.

      Casca had booked him an apartment in the Studio City area, close enough to John Pogue’s Hollywood Hills home and the apartment where Scott Hilldale, one of the skydiving instructors, had lived.

      Talon was a soldier, not a detective, but he could track down an enemy with a bloodhound’s efficiency. The key was figuring out the connection between the killers. Find that link, and it might lead him to the cult leaders who put them up to this madness.

      There was no doubt in Talon’s mind that there were other killers out there waiting to sacrifice innocent people for their deranged ideology. How could one respect the sanctity of nature but show a complete disregard for human life? Talon knew these fanatics felt they were doing the right thing here—followers always believed in the cause, whether they employed the occult or not. Extreme ideology was the real danger. Black magic was just another weapon.

      Talon suspected that the mastermind behind these murder-suicides wasn’t merely trying to stop global warming and save the planet. In Talon’s experience, weaponized ideology was, more often than not, about power. And occult power always came at a price.

      That raised an interesting question. What sort of infernal force would this ritual unleash once completed?

      Talon pushed the disturbing thought aside, determined to maintain a positive attitude. He was here now, and he would stop these fanatic murderers before they could complete the third and fourth sacrifices.

      It took Talon almost thirty minutes to reach the Airbnb where he was staying. Traffic tested his patience and reminded him why he never liked Los Angeles that much, despite the stunning weather and natural beauty of the place.

      His temporary home was an airy, spacious apartment with plenty of sunlight. Typically, a titanium case filled with kit would wait for him at his newest crash pad, but not this time. Flying on Casca’s private jet removed airport security from the equation and allowed Talon to travel with his weapons and ammunition. He was sporting his Glock in a leather shoulder holster and the Demon Slayer knife Casca had gifted him back in San Francisco, during their first supernatural case.

      Glyphs and sigils adorned the eight inches of pre-Christian steel. Talon still did not understand what he was up against here in L.A., but the magical knife had proven effective against all agents of darkness he’d faced in the past.

      A quick inspection of the fridge showed that it was well stocked. Talon helped himself to a Stiegl Radler, a blend of beer and lemonade he’d developed a taste for while living in Germany as a teen. As the son of a diplomat, Talon had traveled the world at a young age. It had enriched his perspective on many levels and prepared him for the international scale of this war against the darkness. And once in a while it had led to a habit that stuck.

      The Radler was refreshing and precisely what the doctor ordered. Talon made a mental note to thank Casca later.

      As Talon placed his backpack on the couch, he noted a file folder on a nearby coffee table, another reminder that Casca’s network was doing their job behind the scenes. The folder contained more detailed information on the victims.

      Taking another deep gulp of his beverage, Talon studied the files.

      First up was the producer John Pogue, who’d murdered his family in his pool. The man’s filmography was a mile long. He’d worked himself up from creative exec to exec producer, co-producer and finally mega-producer flying solo. His oeuvre mostly comprised mindless action flicks—“popcorn for the soul,” as one of Talon’s old military buddies used to call them. They used to watch some of these flicks just to spot all the tactical inaccuracies and get a laugh at the stunt choreographer’s expense. Good times.

      Pogue had been an action movie mogul with some of the biggest hits in the genre under his belt. No wonder he could afford to live in a veritable palace in the Hollywood Hills. So how did a guy like that end up a member in a killer eco-cult? Why kill yourself when you had so much to live for?

      During his last visit to Los Angeles, Talon had taken down Rex Colton, a producer who sought career stability with a little help from the forces of darkness. He’d surrounded himself with mid-list industry folks with similar esoteric interests and targeted hopeful rubes right off the bus, eager for Hollywood stardom. Human sacrifice had been a way to ensure his continued financial success and keep the demons fat and happy.

      John Pogue was a very different story. This guy didn’t need to resort to such revolting practices to sustain his high-flying lifestyle. Nor had he targeted anonymous, disposable victims for personal gain. Instead, he had sacrificed his own life and the lives of his family members.

      Talon struggled to wrap his mind around Pogue’s terrible crimes. This guy had been at the top of the Hollywood food chain and had the world at his feet, so why throw it all away?

      Maybe it proved that material wealth couldn’t buy you happiness. The producer and his wife must’ve hungered for something more transformative than smashing box-office records, and his daughters had paid the ultimate price for his hunger for meaning.

      Talon turned his attention to the files of the two skydiving instructors. Nathan Coleman, age 27, had lived about twenty-five miles away in Arcadia, where his skydiving school was based. The second instructor, Scott Hilldale, age 33, had resided at a nearby Studio City apartment. He commuted to a different skydiving center outside the city but maintained a L.A. residence because he did work as a stunt coordinator and consultant for skydiving sequences.

      Scott’s biggest gig had been as an instructor and stunt choreographer on the big-budget actioner Hellseekers. Talon had seen the picture in question back when it first hit theaters and remembered enjoying the film. It had been better—meaning more accurate—than most action movies. He only vaguely remembered the plot, but the breathless skydiving sequences remained fresh in his mind.

      Following a hunch, Talon compared Scott’s filmography with Robert Pogue’s producing credits, hoping to find a project the two fanatics might have collaborated on in the past. Unfortunately, there was no overlap between their resumes. But just because they hadn’t collaborated on a specific film didn’t necessarily mean that their paths hadn’t crossed in the past. Hollywood was an industry town, and the industry was actually pretty small.

      Talon rechecked Scott’s address. The police had searched the skydiver’s home, but they had found nothing else of interest, if this report was any indicator. It was easy to miss important details when you didn’t know what you were looking for. Talon would hit Scott’s apartment and afterward head up to Robert Pogue’s Hollywood Hills home. Maybe he’d get lucky and come across something the authorities had missed.

      A few minutes later, Talon pulled out of the apartment building’s parking structure in his rental car. This time traffic was a little lighter, and within minutes he’d pulled up to the four-story building where Scott had lived. It was a newer, well-maintained complex only a quick walk from Ventura Boulevard, with all its shops and restaurants. Nice place. Maybe too nice for a guy who worked a bunch of side-hustles instead of a steady job.

      In passing Talon flashed a beautiful blonde his most charming smile as he walked up to the building, and she was sweet enough to hold the front door open for him.  

      Accessing the building proved much easier than expected. Locating Scott’s unit in the mazelike complex was more challenging. After a few minutes of walking in the wrong direction, he finally located the apartment in question.

      Talon walked up to the door, rang the bell to make sure no one was in the unit, and picked the front lock. Within seconds the door creaked open, and Talon edged into the apartment. The place was in slight disarray, and the cops had clearly moved some furniture and personal knick-knacks around.

      According to the file Talon had studied earlier, the dead cultist had no immediate family in the city. The building manager was waiting for permission from the authorities investigating the murder-suicide to remove their deceased tenant’s belongings. Only a week had passed since Scott’s death, but real estate was the hottest commodity in L.A. and this unit wouldn’t stay empty for long.

      Talon walked through the apartment. He wasn’t looking for anything but just collecting his impressions of the place, hoping something might jump out as his subconscious processed the details. The cops were looking for a more traditional motive—a potential connection to the victim, evidence of depression, or drug abuse. Talon was keeping his eyes peeled for more esoteric signs.

      He was searching for indications that Scott had been a member of a cult, but so far it seemed like Scott had been an ordinary guy.

      After finding little of interest in the living room and kitchen, Talon turned his attention to Scott’s bedroom. Framed photographs showing Scott working on various film productions lined the walls. Of particular interest were the skydiving photos. Despite being covered up in goggles and a scarf, his daredevil attitude shone through in the photographs.

      Talon’s attention perked up when he spotted a pair of bookshelves. He quickly browsed the titles. Most of the books revolved around pollution and climate change, with a few vegan cookbooks thrown in for good measure.

      Ahh, here we go, Talon thought.

      He focused his search for any other evidence of environmental groups. Going through his desk, Talon found brochures and literature dealing with Greenpeace and the Earth Liberation Front, as well as a print-out of a speech by Greta Thunberg.

      Okay, so we have a stunt guy who cares about the environment. Somehow he falls in with the wrong group and becomes radicalized.

      Talon had no doubt that man’s technological progress was having an impact on the planet, but he wasn’t willing to condemn humanity for being clever enough to find ways to survive and improve living conditions in a world that was trying to kill them at every turn. It had required millennia of human suffering to create the modern world. You couldn’t turn the clock back and return to some idealized past that had never existed in the first place.

      What were people supposed to do? Were folks going to stop driving cars and taking planes and trains? Were they going to stop using electricity and heat? Most modern citizens wouldn’t be able to feed themselves without a microwave.

      Change might be necessary, but it would have to be a matter of degree. And it couldn’t come at the cost of economic collapse and the resulting human suffering. Nor should mankind hang their heads in shame for the progress they’d made. The industrial age was only a blip in the history of the world and like everything else, it was still evolving.

      Talon’s biggest problem was that it was hard for him to distinguish valid environmental claims from those made only to criticize capitalism. The issue, like everything recently, had become heavily politicized.

      You’ve been spending too much time debating with Casca, he thought with a wry grin.

      Talon searched the dresser drawers next, looking for anything else of interest. He was about to turn his attention to the closet when he heard someone unlocking the front door. Shit!

      Talon’s gaze ticked toward the windows, knowing there was no way to avoid the intruder. He pulled his Glock, stepped into the bedroom’s large walk-in closet and closed the door, leaving a one-inch gap to observe whoever had come to visit Scott’s old place.

      Talon was expecting to see a cop or plainclothes detective. Instead, a young woman in her twenties wearing a khaki tank top and cargo pants appeared. She had a flower tattoo on one shoulder and her brown skin, athletic physique and dreadlocked blonde hair all suggested an edgy, free-spirited lifestyle.

      The woman entered the bedroom and looked up at the wall of photographs.

      Talon watched her through the door gap. His body was coiled and ready to respond if she turned his way, but the woman looked like she was fighting back tears, her sadness palpable. Talon’s gut told him he was looking at Scott’s girlfriend.

      The woman confirmed his hunch when she went over to pick up a framed photograph of herself and Scott. They were wearing parachutes in the picture, arms wrapped around each other, lips locked in a passionate kiss. She held the photo to her heart for a moment.

      This is what she’d come for—a memory.

      Something about her grief touched Talon, the woman’s loss echoing his own pain. He knew all too well what it felt like to lose a loved one.

      The woman removed the photo from the glass frame and pocketed it. She sniffed once, scrubbed the tears from her eyes, and made to leave.

      As she circled the bed, advancing dangerously close to the closet, Talon’s eyes narrowed. The woman sported a tattoo of an inverted triangle with a line through it on her other shoulder. The symbol for the element of Earth.

      Interesting.

      Not only a lover, but a fellow traveler.

      Talon was still debating if he should reveal himself when another sound cut through the apartment. The woman whirled toward the bedroom door.

      This place was getting crowded.

      The bedroom door was suddenly flung open and three dangerous-looking men entered. Going by the woman’s look of recognition and fear, she both knew these new arrivals and wasn’t exactly thrilled to see them.

      “You’ve been a bad girl, Charlie. Morgaine has been looking for you,” the biggest man in the group said, flexing his muscles.

      “I told her I’m out,” Charlie retorted in a trembling voice. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      “You don’t have a choice. It’s your turn now.”

      Talon mentally dissected the man’s words. The leader of this cult apparently was a woman. And she was after Charlie.

      The pieces were coming together in Talon’s mind. After seeing what had happened to her boyfriend, Charlie must have experienced a change of heart and wanted out before the cult could force her to take a life and sacrifice herself.

      These goons were here to make sure Charlie didn’t skip out on her responsibilities.

      The big man took a menacing step closer, muscles flexing—no wonder these meatheads had been chosen to represent the Fire Element.

      Talon didn’t like a bully, and he liked it even less when a group of bullies ganged up on a helpless target. Every instinct in his body wanted him to interfere, and he had to remind himself of his mission. These men were here for the girl. The smart strategy was to let them grab Charlie and see where they would take her. With a little luck, they’d lead him to the leader of this cult.

      A good plan in theory, but there was only one problem—Charlie wasn’t going to go along with them. Not without a fight.

      As the big man zeroed in on her, she whipped out a knife. Without warning, fueled by mortal terror, Charlie’s blade slashed the man’s arm.

      He cursed and recoiled, scarlet oozing from the gash in his forearm.

      Talon tensed as Charlie spun toward the other men in the group, bloody knife up, eyes blazing with fear and adrenaline.

      He watched as two more men closed in, dodging the rapid-fire swipes. The young woman lacked training, and she was no killer, but her rage and terror had turned her into a cornered wild cat.

      She dominated the fight for a few seconds until the goons remembered that there were more of them than her. They jumped her simultaneously. The impact of their massive, musclebound bodies slamming into Charlie’s thin frame sent the knife flying.

      The blade hit the carpeted floor as the cultists pinned Charlie’s flailing form against the wall. One of the men clamped his paw over her mouth, silencing her as she opened it to scream. These bastards didn’t want some curious neighbor showing up to spoil their fun.

      The leader of the group, who’d wrapped a bandana around his bleeding arm, stalked toward Charlie. He scooped up the scarlet knife from the floor and waved it in front of her.

      The other men eyed him with something like concern. These weren’t the brightest bulbs in the box, and they didn’t like it when their leader went off script.

      Talon recognized the murderous gleam in the wounded man’s eyes. He had earned the fire tattoo for a reason. Talon didn’t know what kind of trouble this guy had gotten himself into before joining a nature cult, but he was certain the man had lived a life of violence before he channeled that rage into extremist environmentalism. He was not the sort who let a woman take a stab at him without demanding payback.

      Talon could tell the lead goon had forgotten all about his mission. Only the spilling of blood could extinguish the flames raging within his soul.

      That settled it for Talon. He wouldn’t be able to hang back any longer. So much for his plan of following the bad guys to their cult compound or wherever they cooked up their sick and twisted schemes.

      Time to make some new friends, he thought, resigned to what came next.

      Glock up and ready, he kicked open the closet door.
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      If life bore a stronger resemblance to a 80s action flick, Talon would have popped out of the closet, fired off a groan-inducing one-liner, and gone to work on the bad guys. But this was real world, and Talon skipped straight to the ass-kicking part.

      It was one to four, but Talon had the element of surprise on his side, and he planned to make the most of it. Lacking intel on the fighting prowess of these thugs, he had no idea what sort of situation he was walking into. The idea was to strike hard and strike fast, and that’s what he did. 

      The group of thugs never knew what hit them. By the time the cultists consciously grasped that a new player had arrived on the scene, they were already on the ground, painting the carpet red. 

               The blitz-like attack gave Talon a better sense of the threat level that these thugs represented. They were muscular, fast, and knew how to take a punch. These men weren’t a bunch of gym rats who solely relied on their bulging physiques to intimidate. They had training. Probably a few were ex-military, going by the way they took his first set of punches and kicks. 

      As soon as the cultists got back to their feet, Talon would be in for a fight for his life. Therefore, he had to take care of business quickly if he wanted to walk away from this in one piece.

      Talon could have used lethal force and taken out these men while they were gasping on the floor, but he refused to kill unless he had hard proof that he was dealing with murderers—or if they posed an imminent threat to his life. That meant his best option was to grab Charlie and get the fuck out of here, which is what he did.

      Charlie stared at him with big eyes. 

      “Who are you?” she demanded. “What were you doing in my room?”

      Talon grabbed her hand. “Get up. Come on!”

      The urgency in his voice seemed to cast her doubts aside, at least for now. He clearly represented her best bet of getting out of this situation.

      The reluctance drained from her body as Charlie accepted Talon’s hand, and he pulled her to her feet.

      Moments later, they were headed for the apartment’s exit. Thankfully, Charlie was smart enough to realize that Talon was trying to help her, and she was keeping pace with him instead of forcing him to drag her, kicking and screaming. 

      They burst from the apartment and rushed down the landing toward the nearest staircase. By the time they were surging down the stairs, the three cultists had picked up the chase. 

      Talon fought back the impulse to stand his ground and take out these guys with his Glock. Neither he nor the cultists wanted the kind of attention that screaming and gunfire would bring. It was the middle of the day, but at least a third of the residents appeared to be at home. That was Los Angeles for you, where half the city was always between gigs. The potential collateral damage was high—but perhaps having so many potential witnesses could also work to their advantage. There were too many curious onlookers around for anyone to get any stupid ideas. 

      Or so Talon hoped.

      They reached the bottom of the stairs without a hitch. Relief washed over Talon as they powered toward the apartment building’s entrance hall. An old lady whose gym leotard was one size too tight and her make-up a coat too thick shot them a curious look as she picked up her mail, intrigued by all the excitement. 

      Moments later, they reached the streets. As Talon pulled Charlie toward his parked rental, he felt her stiffen. 

      “I’m not getting in a car with you. I don’t even know you!”

      Talon’s gaze bored into Charlie while he kept a watchful eye on the building across the street.

      “I know what happened to your boyfriend. And I know you want out. I can help you.”

      Charlie stole a nervous glance at the glass entrance of her apartment complex, where three silhouettes were outlined in the glare of the California midday sun. The cultists would be here in another minute. She had to choose. Warring emotions made her lips quiver. The fight that had flared up briefly left Charlie’s eyes, and she now appeared resigned to her fate. She allowed Talon to usher her toward the passenger side of his rental. 

      He opened the door for the young woman as their pursuers poured onto the street. The cultists spotted them instantly and cranked up their pace.

      Charlie bit her lips and got in the car.

      Talon slammed the door shut and hoped the girl was smart enough not to jump out of the car while he rushed toward the driver’s side.

      His gaze remained fixed on the cultists as they closed in. Talon was no coward, and he hated running away from an enemy, but he told himself that this was a tactical retreat. There were still too many innocent bystanders milling around the apartment building who could get caught in the crossfire.

      His killer instinct held in check, Talon got into the car, fired up the engine, and floored the gas. A beat later, his rental squealed out of its parking spot. The goons pounded the pavement after them, realizing Charlie and her mysterious guardian angel were getting away.

      You assholes are too late, Talon thought with a savage snarl. He flashed them a grin as he peeled past the cultists, tires leaving black tread marks on the asphalt as he accelerated.

      Talon punched the accelerator, and the three cultists receded in his rear-view mirror, their faces now twisted into masks of frustration.

      For a few minutes, they drove in tense silence. Charlie kept stealing glances at Talon, uncertain what to make of her mysterious rescuer. Once it became clear that they’d shaken off their pursuers, at least for the time being, the inevitable questions came.

      “Who the hell are you? You a Fed?”

      Talon held her probing gaze, then said, “Close enough.”

      “Listen, I did nothing wrong.”

      “I know that.” 

      Charlie looked at him for a long beat. Talon twisted the wheel and pulled into an abandoned strip mall dominated by a pizza parlor, a Noah’s Bagels, and a laundromat. Two screeching teens zipped past them on skateboards. 

      Talon parked the rental and fixed his full attention on Charlie. She shrank back into her seat under the weight of his gaze.

      “I’m not here to arrest you, Charlie. I’m trying to help you. Do you understand?”

      She started shaking her head, gripped by an overwhelming sense of futility.

      “No one can help me.” 

      “I know you never wanted to hurt anyone. Your goal was to save the planet, not murder innocent people.”

      “They’re not innocent!” she said, her voice shaking with emotion. “They’re destroying our world.”

      “Are those your words, or are you parroting the line Morgaine has been feeding you?”

      Talon used the cult leader’s name on purpose, hoping Charlie might think he knew more than he did.

      “We’ve tried to warn people, but the bastards in power aren’t listening. Change requires action.”

      “So why are you bailing?”

      The question hung in the air.

      The young woman’s eyes had lit up with defiance again, fueled by environmental zeal. Talon realized he had reached an impasse and opted for another approach.

      “Listen, I know your cause is just. But even you must realize there is something wrong with this situation. You never signed up to kill people. To kill yourself. But that’s what these guys want you to do.”

      Charlie held Talon’s gaze, and he could see that she was fighting back tears despite her bravado.

      “Who are you? How do know you about Morgaine?” 

      “Let’s just say her activities haven’t gone unnoticed.”

      Charlie glared at him and swiped a hand across her eyes. 

      “You got to give me a little more than that. Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m the guy who’s going to keep you alive. If you allow me to.”

      Talon let his words hang in the air. Charlie nervously chewed her lips while she kept her body averted from him. The former Delta Force Operator sensed that the young woman wanted nothing more in the world than to tear the passenger door open and make a run for it. But Charlie also knew she wouldn’t get far. Even if she eluded her savior, the members of Morgaine’s cult would find her.

      “I know you’re hurting,” Talon said, his voice emphatic. As he spoke, his mind flashed to his beloved Michelle. He understood all too well the pain of losing someone special, and he could relate to at least part of Charlie’s situation. “When your boyfriend died, you realized this whole thing was all wrong, didn’t you?”

      Charlie slumped forward and hung her head. Her body language spoke volumes.

      “Morgaine will find me,” she said in a resigned voice. “No can stop her.” 

      Talon nodded grimly. Charlie’s words confirmed his suspicions. Nathan’s death had shaken the young woman to the core.

      Charlie had foolishly believed that she was a member of an activist organization when, in fact, she’d joined a killer cult that had no qualms about sacrificing innocent lives, including the lives of its members. 

      The cult members weren’t satisfied with raising their fists at the system while educating others about the cause. Morgaine’s group of extremists meant business and were willing to take violent actions to achieve their goals. 

      “You don’t owe this group anything. Morgaine betrayed you, and she betrayed Nathan.”

      The mention of his name brought fresh tears to Charlie’s haunted eyes.

      Talon didn’t enjoy manipulating her, but he had no other choice. “I can stop Morgaine. I can stop them all before anyone else gets hurt. But I need your help.”

      Charlie regarded him.

      “How?” she finally said.

      “Tell me about Morgaine. How can I find her?”

      Charlie shook her head and let out a nervous laugh.

      “You don’t have to worry about that. Morgaine is going to find us first. There is no escape. I realize that now.” Charlie’s eyes narrowed, lips pressed into a tight line. “Whatever you’re trying to do here, I suggest you forget about it. You have no idea what you’re up against.”

      “Then why don’t you tell me?” Talon said.

      “I should have never joined the Children of the Green. But how could I have known how crazy things would get?”

      Children of the Green. So that’s what they call themselves. 

      Charlie reached for the car door.

      “Look, why don’t you just drop me off somewhere. Anywhere. You don’t need to get involved in this. Morgaine will just kill you, too.”

      Talon held Charlie’s gaze for a beat and opted for a different line of questioning. He had to give her a chance to confide in him and build some trust between them.

      Just keep her talking, he told himself.

      “How did you get involved with the group?” Talon asked.

      Charlie looked out the window, hesitating for just a moment as she eyed the skateboarders nervously. “Nathan was already a member when I met him.”

      “So he brought you into the fold.”

      “Yeah, I’d been looking to make a difference in this world. Morgaine was going to show me how I could do my part.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      “Her name is Morgaine LaCroix. She used to be a stuntwoman in Hollywood. The kind of woman who could play with the boys and beat them at their own game.”

      As Charlie spoke about the cult leader, her fear gave way to a sense of deep admiration. Morgaine had cast a spell on Charlie.

      Just another charismatic fanatic willing to lead her flock to their doom, Talon thought. 

      His eyes fixed on Charlie’s Earth tattoo. “How do those symbols figure into the Children of the Green?”

      Charlie held his gaze for a beat before she responded. “It’s who we are.”

      Talon cocked an eyebrow. 

      “We’re all composed of unique proportions of the four elements,” she explained.

      “So, one element dominates your personality?”

      “That’s right. And Morgaine has the gift to look at us, to peer into our very souls and figure out that dominant element.”

      “So Nathan was air…”

      “He was a dreamer, a free spirit, his head in the clouds. I’m more grounded, practical, realistic.” She cracked a weak smile. “Those are Morgaine’s words. She felt that we complemented each other.”

      “I see,” Talon said. “Why were those men after you?”

      “Because I refused to throw my life away the way Nathan did.”

      Talon nodded, her words confirming his suspicions. Charlie was supposed to be the next sacrifice, but she refused to do it.

      “That’s why Morgaine will never stop looking for me. She needs me to complete the ritual.”

      “And what happens when she completes this ritual?”

      Charlie shrugged and bit her lips. “I don’t know. Morgaine wouldn’t give us all the details. But the ritual will change things. It will restore the Earth.”

      Talon mulled this over. Could an occult ritual reverse humanity’s carbon footprint overnight? Would the world wake up the next day with everyone driving electric cars and switching to reusable cups when they showed up at their local Starbucks?

      Talon somehow doubted it.

      The storms and high winds triggered by the first sacrifices proved that this ritual’s magic was real. But that alone wouldn’t alter humanity’s bad habits. Unexpected natural disasters occurred all the time. Why did Morgaine believe that this ritual of hers could change the world? What horrors did Morgaine plan to unleash? The dark possibilities made Talon’s insides churn.

      “Where is Morgaine now?” he asked.

      “She owns a small vineyard in the San Gabriel Mountains. She produces wine that she sells at local farmers’ markets. We all used to pick the grapes together, help out as much as we could.” A reflective note had crept into Charlie’s voice as she recalled better times. “At first, there was a real sense of community. We all had a role to play. It was nice.”

      Talon nodded. It was a familiar story and accounted for the appeal of many cults. They promised a more profound connection, provided a clear identity, gave a sense of purpose. Unfortunately, it all came at a terrible price. This new family had no problem on inflicting violence on outsiders and critics. Those who didn’t share the group’s values represented an existential threat and needed to be crushed.

      Charlie’s eyes lit up with a sudden flash of concern. “You’re not thinking of going out there, are you now?”

      “Why shouldn’t I?”

      “Because Morgaine will kill you. Haven’t you been listening to me?”

      “I’m not that easy to kill. Many have tried.”

      Charlie shook her head. “Morgaine is… changing, and her power is growing.”

      Charlie’s features went blank, as if abruptly realizing she’d revealed too much. 

      After that, all his attempts to get her to open up again proved fruitless. Charlie was done talking.

      Talon eyed her for a beat and fought back his frustration. She wasn’t going to give him anything else. It was time to call Casca and get the occultist’s take on the situation.

      The problem was convincing Charlie not to bolt. If he lost her now, he might lose his best lead on the Children of the Green. Talon was certain she had more to tell him.

      “Charlie, I know that you have no reason to trust me, but I can at least keep you safe from those goons. Will you stick with me for a little while longer?”

      She laughed humorlessly. “Honestly, mister, I’ve got nowhere else to go.”
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      While Charlie listlessly sipped a glass of water in the kitchen, Talon made his way to the apartment’s balcony, which overlooked a busy thoroughfare. Through the sliding glass doors, he momentarily took in the frightened woman huddled on the couch.

      Talon felt sorry for Charlie. The girl was in over her head, terrified for her life and gutted by the loss of her boyfriend. She wanted to leave the cult, but they still had their claws in her.

      You couldn’t walk away from a group of fanatics.

      The physical escape was the easy part. Her soul was still in Morgaine’s compound in the San Gabriel Mountains, a Child of the Green waiting to do her mistress’ bidding. 

      Talon let his gaze wander to the line of traffic crawling past his apartment while he waited for Casca to answer the call. 

      The occultist picked up on the third ring, and Talon brought his partner up to speed. As Talon relayed what Charlie had told him, he could hear Casca furiously typing away on his laptop.

      “I’m impressed you got the girl to talk,” Casca said as he pounded keys.

      “We caught a lucky break. Her boyfriend’s death served as a wake-up call. She never wanted to be part of a murder-suicide club.”

      “Oh, you’ll like this. I dug up a little more on this cult leader of yours.”

      Talon perked up, his curiosity piqued. “Go on.”

      “Looks like Morgaine LaCroix’s father was a stuntman and married his B-movie scream queen. Morgaine never inherited the acting bug, but she became a hardcore daredevil.”

      “That’s what Charlie was telling me. She was a stuntwoman, right?”

      “One of the best in the biz. Morgaine’s movie credits are impressive. Watch any action film from the early 2000s starring a female lead, and the odds are high Morgaine was the one making them look like a badass. She has a black belt in jujitsu, is an expert motorcycle rider, jumps out of planes, scuba dives, rides horses. She is a real-life Amazon, addicted to danger.”

      “Sounds like she was having all the fun,” Talon said with a grin.

      Casca chuckled. “Only a former Delta Force Operator would think that setting yourself on fire or jumping from a tall building is fun.”

      You got that right, buddy.

      “So how does a stuntwoman end up becoming the leader of a killer cult?”

      “Good question. She lost her husband and twin girls in a wildfire a few years back. After her loss, she quits working as a stuntwoman and uses her insurance money to purchase a vineyard. Then she proceeds to set up an environmental non-profit called the Children of the Green.”

      This latest insight into Morgaine’s background gave Talon pause. He fully understood the transformative power of a traumatic event or injury. Losing Michelle to a techno-cult in San Francisco had set him on his current path, after all. The former Delta Force Operator could have never imagined that he would travel the globe one day hunting down evil occultists.

      Talon’s phone buzzed, pulling him out of his thoughts. Casca had sent him a photo. It showed a tall, athletic blonde woman whose chiseled tanned features were as striking as her Amazonian physique. In the photograph, Morgaine wore a skintight leather motorcycle suit.

      Zooming in on the picture, Talon noted the lightning-shaped scar that ran down her forehead and split her left eyebrow in two. Probably a souvenir of her motorcycle accident.

      Talon’s attention shifted from the scar to Morgaine’s neck tattoo. A large circle covered most of her throat.

      “What’s the deal with her tattoo? It’s not like the others.” Talon said.

      “You’re looking at the symbol of the fifth element.”

      A year earlier, when Talon and Casca had first crossed paths, the mention of a fifth element would have elicited blank-faced confusion on Talon’s end. After months spent immersing himself in Casca’s library, he had picked up a thing or two about the occult world and knew how to respond.

      “The element of the Spirit,” Talon said. 

      “I’m impressed, Talon. Someone has been hitting the books.” 

      “I’ve had some downtime. So what’s the deal with this fifth element?”

      “The Greeks called it the Aether, the refined air that the Gods breathe. A power that infuses everything. While the four elements make up the physical world, the Spirit exists within all of them. It’s the invisible, immaterial connection and balance between all the other elements.”

      “Sounds like we’re talking about the Force,” Talon said with a grin.

      “If that helps you wrap your pop culture polluted brain around the idea, sure, why not?”

      “And you think Morgaine is trying to tap into this invisible power through murder-suicides?”

      “According to the literature, some elemental nature rituals can release the full power of the fifth element,” Casca said.

      “Any idea how this spiritual power might express itself?”

      “Sadly, the literature is vague on that front.”

      Talon shook his head. Figures. Casca and his “literature” sometimes delivered stunning insights… but just as often, they were filled with vague ideas that confounded him more than they actually helped. Solid intel was hard to come by when going up against supernatural forces.

      “How far am I from the vineyard?” Talon asked, focusing on a more concrete question.

      “It’s about a seventy-minute drive if you don’t run into traffic.”

      Talon nodded soberly, his gaze turning back to the frightened former cult member in his apartment.

      “That contact of yours with the LAPD. Think you could get him to keep an eye on Charlie while I go take a look?”

      “I believe I can arrange that.”

      The Children of the Green assumed that Charlie and her mysterious guardian angel were on the run or hiding out somewhere. They wouldn’t expect him to make a go for their cult compound.  

      A line from Sun Tzu’s the Art of War popped into Talon’s head: Attack your enemy where he is unprepared, appear where you are not expected.

      Talon planned to do precisely that.
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      Talon’s rental car powered up a winding road that snaked its way through the San Gabriel Mountains. The range ran west to east across Los Angeles through Glendale, Pasadena, Arcadia, Asuza, and Claremont and featured some impressive peaks and canyons. Outside, bloody sunlight cast the mountains in a crimson glow. 

      By the time Talon reached Morgaine LaCroix’s winery, night had fallen. Talon pulled his rental to the side of the road and killed the engine. Terraced vineyards stretched out before him in all directions. Much further ahead, a series of white buildings gleamed in the moonlight. Designed in the California Mission style, all of them framed by trees and more mountains, they stood out like a beacon on the hill. 

      There were no fences or other barriers to ward off intruders except for a rustic stone wall that enclosed the property. The wall was only a few feet high and could be easily scaled, serving only a decorative purpose. On paper, this was just a small winery, not the secret headquarters of a cult. Morgaine LaCroix had no reason to worry that anyone would connect the recent string of murder-suicides with the group of eco-fanatics she’d gathered in this place. 

      Talon planned to take advantage of Morgaine’s false sense of security.

      He wore a black combat suit and balaclava that allowed him to blend with the darkness. He touched the protective pendant hanging from his neck and secured the demon slayer blade around his waist. His trustworthy Glock in hand, Talon slipped out of the vehicle.

      He eyed the parked car, considering whether it could be spotted from the buildings above. A dense thicket shielded the car from the two-lane road that ran past the property. 

      The darkness greeted him with a gust of cold air. The temperatures were chillier up here in the mountains, especially at night. A shiver that had nothing to do with the weather raced up his back.

      Despite his surface bravado, dread had settled in Talon’s stomach, and he couldn’t shake it. As he cut through the terraced vines that surrounded the main structure, Talon’s mind turned to Charlie’s ominous assertion that Morgaine’s powers were growing. He thought of the circle tattoo on the cult leader’s neck. 

      The Element of the Spirit. The Fifth Element. 

      How was Morgaine hoping to tap into this elusive power that, according to the Greeks, infused the physical universe? More importantly, how would such power even manifest itself?

      A sudden sound pulled Talon out of his musings, and he spun around, pistol up. He waited in the darkness for a beat, every muscle coiled and ready to explode into motion. When the sound didn’t repeat itself, the tension left his body.

      Saying that his nerves were on edge was an understatement. Rampant speculation about Morgaine’s plans was impacting his focus. The mind was both a warrior’s greatest ally and his most formidable enemy. He couldn’t let his imagination get the better of him. He had to stay focused on his current objective.

      This was foremost a recon mission. Learn as much about his new enemy as possible so he could strike with greater efficiency when the time was ripe.

      Within minutes, Talon made it to the vineyard’s main structure and pressed himself against the shadow-soaked walls as he circled the property. The place felt like a ghost town. There were no guards or other forms of security. Talon drew no comfort from this. To be honest, he would have preferred a heavily fortified compound. He could deal with guards a lot easier than nasty magical surprises.

      By now Morgaine’s fire-branded goons must have reported back to her about the stranger who helped Charlie escape. The lack of security suggested Morgaine wasn’t too concerned about this recent development. Why? What did she have up her sleeve?

      Talon continued his exploration of the seemingly deserted property, his unease deepening with each passing second. 

      He rounded the main structure and darted past a second building. A glance through the window showed that this was where the grapes were processed. Three large trucks used for transporting cargo loomed in the nearby shadows, each of them stamped with the vineyard’s logo. Morgaine’s winery was a small but viable operation. 

      His wary gaze combed the darkness as he zig-zagged between the buildings and reached a central courtyard surrounded by a wall of green vines. 

      Talon tentatively started to cross the enclosed yard and froze dead in his tracks. If it hadn’t been for the bright moonlight shining down on the area, he would have plunged into a pit that someone had dug in the soft turf. 

      He took a steadying breath as he studied the rectangular hole in the ground. It had to be at least six feet deep. Following a sudden hunch, Talon scanned the area and spotted four more.  

      These aren’t holes, he corrected himself. These are graves. 

      Piles of dirt sat next to pits, suggesting the soil would all too soon cover the freshly formed wounds in the Earth. He thought of the tattoo on Carlie’s forearm, wondering if one of these graves had been meant for her. 

      “The Children of the Green will soon return willingly to the element that spawned them.” 

      The ghostlike female voice drifted from the encroaching darkness, both seductive and threatening at the same time. 

      Talon scanned the moon-soaked field of mass graves for the speaker. It had to be Morgaine. Somehow, she’d been expecting him—a realization which made him tighten his grip around his upraised Glock.

      He stood in the darkness, weapon ready.

      The shadows shifted in the near distance, and a figure stepped into the light, approaching between the fresh graves. The silhouette outlined in the pale moonlight belonged to a goddess, tall and formidable but also curvy and feminine.  She wore a white dress that revealed tantalizing glimpses of tanned skin and her athletic arms and legs. “It’s poetic, isn’t it? From the Earth we come, and to the Earth we return. But few of us ever have the chance to enjoy the experience firsthand.”

      As Talon glanced at the holes in the ground, he could almost see the cult members willingly marching toward these graves. They would lie down in the earth while still alive, most likely cuffed to some unwilling victim while the other cult members began to pile dirt on them. 

      Despite the cooling breeze, sweat coated his features, his jaw set tight. 

      No wonder Charlie wanted to put this insanity behind her. What sort of fanatic would choose to be buried alive?

      Morgaine continued to advance on him. She was either unaware or unconcerned about the gun leveled at her. 

      As she drew closer, Talon took in her striking features. Angular and tough, imbued with an intense sensuality that called out to him like a flame in the dark. He knew it would burn him, but he wanted to touch it anyway.

      They regarded each other for a beat, seizing each other up. 

      “I could ask you who you are, but names given to us by others are meaningless. All that matters is who you are on the inside.”

      Her eyes, dark and fathomless as the empty graves, bored into him. He could not look away as she spoke.

      “I look into your eyes, stranger, and I see you. You’re a man of violence, a man of action, and a man of justice. There’s a hunger that burns inside of you that won’t ever be sated. You’ve seen death, and you experienced loss. There is strength in you, and there is sadness and an indomitable spirit. Perhaps you were a cop or a soldier, a man of action who wanted to change the world. We share that much in common.”

      Talon shook his head. “I’m nothing like you or the fools who blindly follow you to their deaths.”

      “Are you sure? We all follow someone in this life. Didn’t you learn to respect a chain of command?”

      “And who do you follow?” Talon asked.

      “Mother Nature, of course. I’m her humble servant.” Morgaine’s eyes shone in the pale glow of the moon above them.

      “You think Mother Nature wants a bunch of confused hippies to sacrifice themselves for her?”

      Morgaine smiled.

      “I wouldn’t call them confused. Is a soldier confused when he lays down his life for his country? Why would you doubt that some people might want to make the ultimate sacrifice to save the planet they love?”

      Morgaine took another step toward him, her hips swaying. Talon tried not to notice.

      “Perhaps you’ve forgotten the meaning of sacrifice? Once you knew the value of duty, but now you’re just a simple mercenary. Did Charlie’s family hire you to save their daughter from the big bad cult leader?”

      The question hung there for a moment. Morgaine saw a lot, but she didn’t see everything. She wasn’t some all-knowing oracle who had all the answers. The woman was skilled at profiling people, as all great con artists were. But she wasn’t tapped into some magical network. Or at least not yet. She saw him as a veteran who now hired himself out to the biggest bidder. A man who could be bought and therefore most likely swayed.

      Morgaine fundamentally did not understand who she was dealing with here. And Talon hoped to use that to his advantage.

      “How does murder-suicide help your cause? How does it save the planet?”

      “I could try to explain it to you, stranger, but I doubt you’d believe me.”

      “Try me.”

      Morgaine smiled, almost as if impressed by his persistence.

      “Some other time, perhaps over a bottle of wine.” Her gaze ticked to her winery, amused at her own joke. “I think that covers the pleasantries. Where’s Charlie? Where are you keeping her?”

      “Why do you need to know that? So you can bury her alive?”

      “She promised herself to the goddess.”

      “Hate to break it to you. But the lady  had a change of heart.”

      There was a flicker of irritation in Morgaine’s eyes.  

      “You will tell me where she is, soldier, one way or another.”

      Morgaine took one more step toward Talon, and his finger whitened on the trigger.

      “Alright, that’s close enough. Stay right where you—”

      Talon never finished the sentence as an invisible force wrenched the Glock right out of his hand.  He watched with disbelief as the pistol sailed through the darkness. As a consequence, he was a fraction too slow to react when Morgaine sprinted toward him. She cut through the air with a grace that spoke to her years of martial arts training. Her outstretched leg connected with his chest and sent him reeling. 

      Talon stumbled backward and almost fell into one of the open graves before he caught himself. His chest felt like someone had thrown a brick at it.

      Morgaine kicked and punched with lethal precision, and Talon struggled to fend off the savage blows. Talon was an expert in hand-to-hand combat, but so was this woman. No wonder Morgaine had doubled for famous actresses in some of the most intense fight scenes ever caught on film. She was a born fighter, her technique flawless. And the barrage never stopped, making it impossible for Talon to launch a counteroffensive. Again and again, her blows found their target. Each strike got through his defenses, sending explosions of pain through his body. 

      Talon spun around the open graves as Morgaine continued to batter him, each kick and punch driving him toward the center of the eerie graveyard. There was a superhuman quality to the pneumatic beating Morgaine was dishing out. She was superbly trained, but there was something else happening here. The former stuntwoman floated through the air and glided over the ground as if carried by invisible currents. Her fighting prowess reminded Talon of wire-fu, where wires and pulleys augmented actors’ martial arts abilities. But this wasn’t a movie set. How was she able to move as if the rules of gravity didn’t apply to her?

      The answer slashed through his mind as another one of Morgaine’s explosive punches connected with his face.

      The Element of Spirit.

      Morgaine was tapping into that elemental power somehow. That’s what Charlie had meant when she said Morgaine was changing.

      It has already begun, Talon thought with growing horror. 

      And if two sacrifices made her this powerful, what would happen if she completed the ritual? Talon preferred not to find out.

      Wham!

      Morgaine’s foot whipped Talon’s head to the side, and he staggered back another few feet, spitting blood. The world grew cloudy around him, the rain of punches taking their inevitable toll.

      Talon weakly brought up both of his arms, but his countermeasure was seconds too slow. Morgaine’s next punch snapped his head back and rattled his jaw.

      She regarded him without emotion. There was no sense of triumph or gloating in those perfect features, only a grim determination.

      “You’re a good fighter, but you’re no match for the forces of nature. Now I will look into your mind, and I will find the child of the Earth who tried to turn her back on us. Do you understand?”

      Talon understood all too well as his fingers closed around the handle of the demon slayer blade. He waited for a beat that allowed Morgaine to draw even closer, and then whipped up the knife with lightning speed.

      Steel slashed the cult leader’s arm, and for a moment, time stood still as a stunned Morgaine took in the deep line of scarlet. 

      Then rage distorted her features, turning them masklike. With a banshee howl, her roundhouse kick jerked Talon’s face backward. 

      The blow catapulted him through the air, and a split second later, he didn’t have solid ground under him any longer. The earth opened up and swallowed him whole.

      Talon hit the bottom of the open grave. The moon transformed into a blur as he looked up at the night sky and tasted dirt and copper in his mouth.

      Morgaine stood at the edge of the pit, a towering figure. To his hazy senses, the cult leader appeared to have grown taller, a true goddess on this Earth. Morgaine indeed was a force of nature to be reckoned with.

      Talon tried to cling to the mission, to force his battered body upright. Above him, the goddess slipped out of focus, and the world grew dark.
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      “I ran his prints. His name is Mark Talon. Ex-special operations. It looks like he’s been out of the military for a year now. No phone number, no permanent address, not even a fucking email.”

      The man relaying this information to Morgaine over her cell phone was Tim Turner, a police officer who’d joined the Children of the Green two years earlier. Most of the members of Morgaine’s new family had turned their backs on their old lives and didn’t work regular jobs any longer. Turner was one of the few exceptions. He’d wanted to resign from his position on the force many times, but Morgaine always convinced him to stay. She’d  known that having an inside man in the LAPD might prove invaluable as they closed in on their goal. 

      Morgaine eyed the unconscious man splayed out on a wooden table inside the wine tasting room. Rows of solid oak barrels surrounded them, the pale moonlight seeping through the windows casting jagged shadows. The cloying smell of fermented grapes hung over the chamber like an invisible shroud. 

      “If you ask me, he’s a freelancer,” Turner concluded.

      Morgaine nodded to herself. That had been her first guess, too. Charlie’s well-heeled family had never approved of the Children of the Green. Worried sick about their daughter’s cult activities, they must’ve hired a mercenary. Who knows how long this Mark Talon had been filling her head with the seeds of betrayal.

      There was only one problem with that explanation. Why would a professional mercenary venture out to the compound at this point in the game? The soldier already had the girl, so what else was he after? Did Charlie’s family want revenge?

      Morgaine clenched her jaw. Something about Talon didn’t quite add up, and it bothered her.

      The man was an unexpected development, and his timing couldn’t have been worse. The power of the fifth element was surging inside her, and Morgaine refused to allow some hired gun to derail them when they were so close to completing the ritual.

      “Any leads where this mercenary might have been staying?” Morgaine asked.

      “I’m afraid not,” the cop said. “The bastard must’ve booked a room under an alias. Even his rental car was paid for by some dummy corporation. The guy is a pro. A real ghost.”

      Morgaine’s irritated gaze ticked toward the gash on the unconscious man’s face. Ghosts don’t bleed, she thought.

      Morgaine flashed back to her fight with Talon. She recalled the pain and loss in the soldier’s eyes, the fire and rage. Like so many retired soldiers, the merc carried scars, both physical and emotional. Had they met a few months earlier, Morgaine might have tried to recruit Talon the way she had so many other doubters over the years, Officer Tim Turner included.

      The cop hadn’t always been a believer. Their paths had first crossed during a police investigation of one of her group’s more volatile members. She remembered how cold Turner had sounded when he interrogated her. By the time he’d finished asking all his tedious questions, Morgaine had unlocked the rage inside the LAPD officer’s heart. Not to mention igniting a fire further south with her seductive looks and wicked smiles. She went on to first conquer his body, then his mind. And now he belonged to her, loyal to the death, a willing sacrifice. Talon could have been another—and seducing him would have been a worthwhile pursuit in itself.

      Sadly, this weary soldier wouldn’t get a chance to join the Children of the Green. Only hours separated them from the final gift, and time was of the essence. She had to find Charlie. Without the girl, all was lost.

      Fortunately, Morgaine’s powers were growing with each new sacrifice.

      There would be other ways to track the traitor. To make Charlie recognize the error of her ways and return to the fold.

      The elemental force of the spirit roared within Morgaine. Power permeated every cell of her body and radiated from her pores. She’d been amazed when she knocked the mercenary’s gun out of his hand without moving a finger, the first time such telekinetic powers had manifested themselves. Morgaine instinctively sensed she could tap into those same mental powers and use them to locate Charlie.

      The Element of the Spirit, which bound all the other elements together, was hers to command, and it felt almost eager to show her how to wield it. She would pluck the information right out of the mercenary’s mind. Talon would give up Charlie without even realizing he’d done it.

      There would be no escape for the treasonous bitch. They’d find her, and she’d fulfill her holy duty as promised. They all had a role to play here, and Charlie’s turn to sacrifice herself could not be postponed.

      The Earth was depending on the Children of the Green to save it.

      Humanity had exploited the planet for centuries, but the worst affronts had occurred since the Industrial Revolution. These assaults on Mother Nature had to end. While storms raged and forests burned, the politicians bickered, and the corporations continued to rape the land and pump their poisons into the atmosphere. Solutions seemed further away than ever, despite all the superficial virtue signaling. The survival of the planet called for drastic solutions. 

      Even if America made all the right moves, where did it leave the rest of the world? China might be a member of the Paris Accord, but spy satellites showed they talked a good game yet failed to back it up with action. The same held for India and Russia—these nations didn’t give two shits about the state of the planet. A clear message was needed, something that would make the world take notice.

      Only a taste of the apocalypse would make them pay attention to the doomsday clock racing toward midnight. Mother Nature would unleash her terrible power, and humanity would be humbled.

      The thought calmed Morgaine’s churning anxiety. The former stuntwoman hadn’t always been an activist. There was a time when all she cared about was the adrenaline rush of a new shoot and seeing her death-defying work immortalized on film. She’d lived for the thrill of tackling physical challenges and facing death. In her previous life, the elements of nature were forces to be conquered, not worshipped. She’d been set on fire, jumped out of planes, and spent hours diving to the ocean floors. She respected nature, but she hadn’t committed her life to it yet.

      That all changed during the last Los Angeles wildfire. She’d been away on a shoot when she received the news that her husband and two children had perished in an out-of-control blaze raging through Ventura County. Nothing but ash remained of her home and family. There were no bodies to be buried.

      On that fateful day, everything changed for Morgaine. She truly began to respect Mother Nature—and hate the people whose indifference and greed contributed to these manmade natural disasters. She started to read up on climate change and realized something had to be done about this growing cancer consuming the world and threatening all life on Earth.

      Morgaine joined activist groups and took part in marches and boycotts, but she quickly realized that the world’s governments weren’t interested in actual change despite all the media attention. They didn’t care about the future of the planet. All gave they gave a shit about were their profit margins and stock portfolios. Energy independence was a cruel joke in a dying world.

      As this truth dawned on her, Morgaine lost hope. But her rage grew. She turned her back on Hollywood, medicated herself with drugs and booze. Only in the ancient mystic texts of the old nature religions did she find some solace. If social media activism failed to produce the desired changes, then perhaps more drastic measures were required. The time was ripe for reinventing old rituals for a soulless age. She would be the one to tap into ancient secrets and forgotten ceremonies.

      It would be up to the Children of the Green to save the world.

      Change required sacrifice on all levels. Even back in those early days, Morgaine knew blood would need to be spilled.

      Remembering her beginnings calmed her, and the power coursing through her veins filled her with a pleasant warmth. Morgaine rolled up the sleeves of her shirt and exposed her toned arms. The large circle on her neck—the symbol for the element of the spirit—wasn’t her only tattoo. The signs of the other four elements lined her arms. Air, water, fire, and earth were all part of her personality. As the fifth element’s power grew within her soul, so did her connection to the four other elemental forces, as well as the cult members who embodied their qualities.

       Morgaine held up the strange knife the merc had brought to her compound. Its polished steel glittered in the pale moonlight. She took in the runes inscribed on the blade and the bone handle.

      Not exactly standard issue. Strange indeed. Maybe there was more to this soldier. Perhaps he knew about magic, even knew what she was doing. But how could that be possible?

      She pushed the disturbing thought aside and focused her energies on the task at hand.

      Morgaine drew the blade across the palm of her outstretched hand, and blood oozed. She let the red liquid drip onto the earth tattoo on her arm. The crude ink represented her link to all the cult members marked by this symbol, including Charlie. 

      At first, nothing happened. Then, Morgaine felt the burgeoning power of the spirit element open up a channel to the woman who’d tried to turn her back on the cult. The earth tattoo on Morgaine’s arm exploded with a spectral energy, and the spirit tattoo on her neck quickly followed suit. She felt as though she was casting out invisible feelers that would find Charlie no matter where she hid.

      There was no escape; they were bound to each other by their tattoos and the emerging power inside Morgaine. Their commitment to the Green would bridge time and space.

      There.

      Morgaine had found the little bitch. It was almost too easy.

      The time had come for Charlie to return to her family.
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      Charlie was dreaming. In her mind’s eye, the world was coming apart. Giant tsunamis swept across sprawling cities, and blazing fires turned the air black with smoke while devastating earthquakes split the earth and swallowed every man, woman, and child. It was the vision of the future Morgaine had always talked about, a future which was fast approaching. 

      Charlie was one of the many terrified people on the ground during this end-of-the-world scenario, an antlike being hoping to escape forces beyond her comprehension. There was nothing she could do but accept her fate and perish. Charlie peered up at the giant wave crashing down. It had become a vengeful god in her mind.

      Seconds before impact, she jerked awake with a startled cry. Dazed, she took in her surroundings. For a disoriented beat, she had no idea where she was, and then it all came back to her. 

      She was inside Talon’s safe house. Earlier, she’d tried to distract herself by watching some inane reality TV and must’ve dozed off on the couch. The TV was off now, and the moon shone brightly outside. 

      A man sat in a nearby armchair and watched her intensely. She studied the man who Talon had brought in to keep an eye on her. What was his name again? He’d introduced himself as Robert, no last name. He never said he was a cop, but she had enough run-ins with the law over the years to spot the type.  

      “Bad dream?” he asked.

      Charlie nodded as she wiped the cold sweat from her forehead. Deep down, she sensed it had been more than a dream. 

      She received a vision of the future. A future she wanted to prevent at all cost and why she’d joined the Children of the Green in the first place. 

      She shook off the cobwebs and stumbled to the nearby bathroom. The cop continued to watch her intently. What was the man’s story? How was his connection to Mark Talon? One thing was for sure: He certainly wasn’t here on official police business.

      Somebody was paying this man off the books to babysit her. Who were Talon and this detective working for, and why were they interested in Morgaine?

      The answers eluded Charlie. She was missing an important piece of the puzzle, making it impossible for her to put it all together. She blinked, unable to process so many questions in her groggy state.  

      As she flipped on the light in the bathroom, she tried to avoid looking at her reflection. The last few days had aged her, and the toxic combination of stress and anxiety had left deep lines in her waxen complexion and heavy bags under her eyes. 

      She turned on the faucet and splashed some water on her face. Her gaze shifted back to the face in the mirror, and she barely stifled a gasp. Morgaine stared back at her. The cult leader regarded her with grave concern.

      Terrified, Charlie recoiled from the mirror and spun around. She was alone in the bathroom, yet the image of Morgaine remained next to her reflection. Impossible!

      “Why have you forsaken us?” the cult leader asked. 

      Charlie took a step back from the sink and hugged herself. Her entire body was shaking. 

      “We need you, Charlie. Your boyfriend will have died in vain if you desert us. He gave his life to save this world. He wouldn’t want you to back out now. Nathan would want you to keep going.”

      Charlie swallowed hard, struggling to fight back her tears. 

      “I know you’re hurting. I know you’re scared. It takes courage to fight the system. But the elemental forces of nature are on our side.” 

      Almost as if to prove her words, the Earth tattoo on Charlie’s arm lit up. Her eyes widened in amazement. Morgaine had been telling the truth all this time. 

      She eyed Morgaine, uncertain about what she should do. 

      “Let us know where you are. Come to us. And help us win this fight.”

      Morgaine’s voice grew weaker, and her features became blurry. The contact was breaking off.

      “We’re counting on you, Charlie. I know you’ll do the right thing and make Nathan proud.”

      A mist formed around Morgaine’s image. It was almost as if someone had drawn a hot bath and clouds of steam were erasing her from view. And then she was gone. 

      Charlie let out a long breath and supported her shaking body against the sink. Hot tears coursed down her face. 

      We’re counting on you, Charlie.

      The guilt and doubt that had been building since Talon had placed her in this safe house was coming to a head. True, she wanted to live. Charlie was tired of the violence, but her nightmare had served as a powerful reminder of the stakes involved here.

      She could turn her back on the Children of the Green, go on the run, but to what purpose? What sort of life could she possibly have in a dying world? There was no future unless somebody took drastic steps. 

      Nathan had given his life so others could have a chance down the road. What would he think of her now?

      She knew the answer. Nathan would be disgusted with her cowardice.

      This world faced certain doom unless Morgaine carried out her plan. But Charlie could help them win the fight.

      She’d made a promise to the Children of the Green. She couldn’t break that promise now.

      A newfound resolve gripped Charlie as she stepped out of the bathroom. Her nightmare and the magical message from Morgaine had chased away all doubts, sharpened her focus. She knew what needed to be done.

      The cop was still seated in the armchair, his attention focused on his phone. While he was distracted, Charlie made her move. 

      She snatched a vase of flowers from a nearby wooden stand. By the time the detective looked up from his phone, the vase was already rushing toward his head. 

      There was a sharp crack as the ceramic shattered on his skull. The man collapsed in the chair, face slack, and his cell hit the carpet.

      Charlie scooped up the man’s phone and started dialing. Morgaine answered on the first ring.

      “Charlie,” she simply said.

      “You were right. I was lost. But I found my way back. Thanks to you.”

      She could hear the satisfied smile in the other woman’s voice as Morgaine said, “I know you’d come around.”

      For a split second, Charlie wondered if Morgaine’s new powers had triggered the terrible nightmare, but it didn’t matter. The doomsday dream was the PG-13 version of the real apocalypse that awaited humanity. Everyone had a role to play when it came to saving the environment. 

      She was about to embrace her own.

      A small pool of red was already forming around the unconscious cop’s head when she gave Morgaine her new address. Members of the cult would come and get Charlie, and she would fulfill her duty.

      Her destiny.
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      Detective Rob Mason didn’t know what to make of Simon Casca’s latest assignment.

      The tech billionaire wanted him to keep an eye on some girl connected to this recent string of murder-suicides.

      For a moment, he hesitated when Casca first pitched him this side job. Putting in a call to the man about some occult-tinged case was one thing. Coming face to face with a potential suspect who could identify him down the line involved more risk than he was comfortable with.

      Casca must have sensed his reluctance, as he offered him an embarrassing amount of cash for his help. Ten grand to spend the night looking after some scared girl wasn’t a deal any cop juggling both a mortgage and child support could refuse.

      So he said yes.

      And as Mason watched the young woman dozing away on the couch, this was turning out to be the easiest payday of his career.

      The young woman was pretty but haunted. She was moaning and tossing on the couch, in the throes of some nightmare. Casca’s mercenary had refused to share too many details about the woman in Mason’s care. She was a cult member who wanted out, that’s all he knew.

      The cop in Mason wondered why Casca didn’t tip-off the police so they could raid the cult compound, but the ten Gs in his bank account told him to keep this opinion to himself. Casca had his reasons, and the man working for him meant business. The less he knew about what was going on here, the better.

      Casca’s heart was in the right place, that much was for certain. He was trying to stop this cult. And Talon, who Mason pegged as ex-military, mostly likely special ops, could handle himself. So best to keep his doubts to himself and his eyes on the lady for a few hours, and collect his payday. 

      When the young woman stirred around four AM and shuffled toward the bathroom, Mason realized he’d almost nodded off himself. He turned on his phone and hoped the news might help him stay awake. Only a few hours to go. Talon had promised to be back in the early morning to relieve him of his guard duties.

      Mason was still scrolling down the morning news stories on his phone when he made out the sound of footsteps. He looked up, but it was too late. There was a flash of violent movement as the woman drove a vase down his head. Darkness followed.

      Mason had no idea how long he’d been out for when he finally woke up.

      Bright lights and sharp sounds greeted his return to consciousness. A thrumming sound assaulted his eardrums, and vibrations shook his body. He found himself in the passenger seat of a moving truck, hands cuffed to the handlebar above the door. What the fuck?

      His gaze ticked to the driver. The young man gripped the vehicle’s steering wheel with both hands, the thick beads of sweat rolling down his forehead, suggesting that he was under a lot of stress.

      A second later, Mason realized why.

      They were barreling at breakneck speed toward a tanker truck. Mason instinctively grasped that this man was aiming his vehicle straight at the other vehicle, determined to create an accident. Mason’s horror deepened when he spotted a second truck to his right, matching the speed of the vehicle he was trapped in. The driver sported a similar terrified yet determined expression, his foot glued to the gas pedal as he hurtled toward their fate. 

      A glance to Mason’s left revealed a third vehicle on a similar collision course with the massive steel beast carrying 10,000 gallons of gasoline. The face of a crying woman pressed against the passenger window of the other truck.

      She had not volunteered for this joy ride into Hell. Mason’s thoughts turned to the ritual murder-suicides the girl he was supposed to watch had been mixed up with. Was that what this was?

      She’s about to be sacrificed, Mason realized with horror. And so are you, buddy.

      This last insight made his blood turn to ice. 

      Panic metastasizing, Mason pulled against the steel handcuffs, the metal cutting painfully into his skin. 

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      He had to get out of here! 

      Now wide awake and alert, Mason turned his gaze toward the driver. The man punching the gas didn’t acknowledge him, his full attention locked on the belching tanker in front of him.

      Something else caught his eye, a flash of red. With horror, Mason spotted the explosives resting on the dashboard, a timer racing down. These fanatics weren’t taking any chances. Three trucks ramming into an oil tanker might or might not trigger an explosion, but the explosives assured a fiery outcome of cataclysmic proportions. 

      “Don’t do this,” he croaked.

      The cult member’s response was slam his foot against the gas pedal.

      Seconds before impact. 

      Mason’s last thought before the world erupted into flame was that he should have never answered Casca’s call.
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      As Simon Casca watched the news in his home office, his heart sank. Every channel was broadcasting the same shocking footage of the tanker truck explosion. The news anchors addressed the audience in grave voices and urged viewer caution, warning of the disturbing nature of the footage they were about to see.

      Casca cracked his knuckles as three smaller trucks hurtled toward the oil tanker truck. Tons of fast-moving steel had become weaponized. The driver of the tanker truck appeared unaware of smaller vehicles homing in on him.

      And then the trucks were upon the tanker. They ignited into fireballs that almost instantly engulfed the much larger target vehicle. The world turned red as smaller explosions from inside the trucks ignited the oil in the tanker’s iron belly. As the frame went supernova, the news cut to footage of the same chilling incident taken from a greater distance. This new angle offered a much clearer view of the devastating explosion that followed.

      Casca gripped the armrests of his office chair and wished he’d poured himself a stiff drink before reviewing the footage. His mouth felt dry.  As the flames engulfed the gutted wrecks of metal lining the freeway, Casca knew that the Children of the Green had performed their third murder-suicide.

      Drownings for water.

      Skydiving “accidents” for air.

      And now this terrible attack for fire.

      They were running out of time to stop the cult. To make matters worse, Talon had gone silent. All attempts to reach Detective Mason or Talon had failed. Sometimes Casca hated being the man who directed this war against the supernatural from behind a desk, cut off from the frontlines of the action. What the hell was happening out there?

      Casca switched to a different series of news reports. Only a few hours had passed since the fiery tragedy, but the fire sacrifice was already manifesting itself all across Los Angeles and Ventura County. Reports were coming in of a freak lightning storm that had started several raging wildfires.

      His growing anxiety getting the better of him, he redialed the soldier’s cell and was redirected straight into Talon’s voicemail. His fingers whitened around the casing of the phone.

      As his 38-inch curved computer monitor filled with aerial views of the various fires blazing through California, Casca hung up the phone. Without Talon, no one could stop the Children of the Green from completing their fourth and final sacrifice.
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      Talon woke up on a small cot which had been set up in a sparsely decorated office space. He wasn’t restrained, but he had no doubt that he was a prisoner.

      Crimson light lanced the room through a single window, and the acrid stench of sulfur mixed with smoke filled the air. Each breath carried with it a hint of ash. Somewhere nearby, a massive fire was burning; that much was certain. 

      The Element of Fire.

      The thought jerked Talon fully awake, casting aside the last traces of grogginess. 

      He rose slowly to his feet, his body a map of pain. Simple movements felt like he was fighting his way through syrup. He would not soon forget his fight with Morgaine. Casca had described her as an expert martial artist, and that wasn’t an understatement. She was a force to be reckoned with, even without the Jedi tricks.

      She’d handed his ass to him. 

      Every muscle and bone in his body protested as he stumbled toward the red glowing window. He gritted his teeth, determined to keep going. 

      A cursory glance at the stack of invoices on the nearby desk suggested that Morgaine performed the administrative tasks of running the winery in this space. She had built a real business while growing the membership of her cult.

      As Talon drew closer to the window, he realized he had to be on the top floor of one of the winery’s main buildings. Three stories—or roughly thirty feet—separated him from the courtyard below. He barely looked at the graves below, his gaze riveted to the inferno unfolding in the near distance. Walls of flame had transformed the surrounding mountains and vineyards into a hellish landscape.

      Morgaine’s winery was in the direct path of the growing wildfire.

      A ring of hungry, searing fire engulfed the property, black smoke rising into the red skies. Talon fought back a cough as the scorched air hit his lungs full force. 

      The cult had carried out their latest sacrifice while he’d been dead to the world.

      Just one left. One more chance to stop them.

      Talon’s gaze shifted from the fast-approaching flames to the three graves in the winery’s central courtyard. The Children of the Green were completing their terrible ritual.

      Several cultists were busy filling in the newly dug graves, while two new arrivals were being led toward the third, still open pit.  

      Dread knotted Talon’s stomach when he realized one of the figures was Charlie. How had the Children of the Green found her?

      A scared-looking man stumbled after her like a zombie. The cultists had worked him over, his hair caked with blood. He was the innocent victim they were going to bury with the cult member. One soul devoted to the cause, one hapless stranger who’d been chosen by Morgaine to die for the sins of the polluters.

      Talon wondered what crime the man had committed in the eyes of the cult leader. Was he an oil executive? Just some schmuck who posted too much about fracking on social media?

      The bloodied man clearly grasped the fate in store for him and was pulling on his cuffs, forcing Charlie to stop her march toward the open grave. A cultist stepped up and violently punched the man in the stomach. He crumpled, and now that his muscles were jelly, Morgaine’s goons tossed both Charlie and the downed stranger into the waiting abyss. 

      As soon as they vanished from view, the cultists began filling the grave with dirt.

      Burying them alive. 

      Talon had no desire to find out what would happen next. He judged it was merely a matter of minutes, if not seconds, before the first of the sacrifices began to suffocate. How long could someone last with the soil pressing on top of them and squeezing the very breath out of their lungs? Inside a coffin, you might have some time before your oxygen would run out, but the Children of the Green were opting for a far more primitive burial ritual. 

      I guess caskets are environmentally unfriendly, Talon thought, amazed he could still find some black humor in the gruesome situation. Perhaps he’d been working for Casca for too long.

      His eyes swept the fresh graves and landed on Morgaine. She stood on an incline at the far edge of the courtyard. The higher vantage point allowed her to survey the burial ground while also offering her an unobstructed view of the incoming tsunami of fire. She had traded her jeans and T-shirt for a blue robe. The skies painted her hard features scarlet, transforming her into an unearthly druid princess. She projected a primal quality—an elemental force to be reckoned with.

      Morgaine took in the flashing firmament, ready to welcome the full power of the fifth element. Talon knew he had to get out of this room and do everything in his power to stop this last sacrifice. 

      His gaze turned to the door. It had to be locked. There was no chance Morgaine would neglect such basic security. Still, he had to make sure. 

      As he advanced toward the door, he tried not to dwell on what was happening outside. Tried not to imagine his own mouth filling up with earth as he tried to scream, to claw his way to freedom.

      He tested the doorknob. Locked. His gaze flicked back to the window. That wasn’t an option. It was a thirty-foot drop to the ground below, and doubtful that his battered body would cooperate if he tried to climb down the walls. The door was his only way out of here. Was there anything in this room he could use to pick the lock or ram the exit?

      His gaze was still roaming the office space when the sound of incoming footsteps gave him pause. Someone was rapidly approaching.

      Talon stepped back from the door as the lock was unlatched. A powerfully built man lurched through the doorway. His granite features and bulging physique indicated that the fella wasn’t the type you’d want to run into in a dark alley—or piss off in the light of day for that matter.

      He carried a pistol, which he kept leveled at his prisoner. His icy eyes regarded Talon.

      “Come. Morgaine wants you to have a front row seats for what happens next. Now get moving!”

      The former Delta Force operator shot the armed cultist a withering look.

      The cultist nodded at the three other armed men standing behind him. Even if Talon could somehow disarm the fanatic, the others would cut him down in a hail of lead.

      Patience, he urged himself. You’ll get your chance soon enough.

      Talon raised his hands as instructed, and the armed man entered the room. While his buddies kept their pistols leveled, the cultist circled Talon until he was behind him. He dug the barrel of his gun in Talon’s back, a clear indicator he wanted the prisoner to get his ass in gear. 

      Talon would play along. For now.

      As they made their way across a landing and down a winding staircase, Talon’s mind turned back to the cultist’s words. Morgaine wants you to have a front row seats for what happens next. What did that exactly mean?

      By the time they’d reached the lower level of the structure, Talon had successfully silenced his whirling thoughts. One of the reasons he excelled in the field was his ability to compartmentalize. Right now, it didn’t matter what Morgaine wanted to happen. His objective was to break free from these goons and interrupt the ritual before it could happen.

      The downstairs functioned as the wine storage facility and tasting area, and wooden racks filled with a wide assortment of vintages lined the chamber on both sides. Red light bled through the windows and bathed the collection in a hellish glow. 

      Talon wondered if Morgaine planned to abandon her compound before the fire engulfed the winery. Or perhaps she believed herself impervious to the raging inferno at this point. That might even become true if she carried out the final sacrifice and unleashed the full power of the fifth element. 

      Talon had seen enough weird shit since teaming up with Casca to know that black magic could give birth to dark miracles. Still, he doubted that Morgaine’s followers would fare so well once the flames encircled the property and escape became impossible. To a power-hungry woman like Morgaine, these followers were just collateral damage, a means to an end.

      Talon’s gaze remained alert, his breathing controlled, as they made their way through the wine storage. He was biding his time, waiting for his opportunity to make a move. 

      As Talon watched for an opening, he saw the lead goon stumble. A split second later, Talon felt it too. A powerful jolt rippled through the structure, followed by violent shaking that seemed to go on forever. As the earthquake battered the building without mercy, Talon knew a new victim had succumbed to Morgaine’s terrible plan.
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      The intense vibrations made the wine bottles dance and crack against each other in their wooden racks. Within seconds, bottles were flying from their shelves and exploding in geysers of red.

      The cultists were caught off guard and were struggling to stay on their feet. One of them tried to bolt and immediately fell down in a puddle of spilled wine and broken glass.

      The trembling intensified as waves of force relentlessly pummeled the structure. It was getting worse with each passing second, the seismic onslaught showing no signs of abating. 

      For a moment, the cultists’ focus wasn’t on Talon, and their pistols were no longer pointing at him. And that meant the time had come to make his move.

      Talon whirled toward the nearest wine rack, his mind shutting out what was happening around him, disconnecting himself from the fear of being crushed under a deadly pile of rubble. His eyes locked on a potential weapon, and he made a go for it. 

      The cultists only vaguely registered what Talon was up to. By the time their loyalty to Morgaine overcame their mortal terror, Talon was upon them, armed with a wine bottle. He swung at the first cultist’s face, shattering enamel and reducing the man’s stunned features to a bloody pulp.

      Talon spun toward the next man and brought the bottle down on the hand with the pistol, smashing bones. The cultist let go of his gun with a cry of agony.

      Talon had become a wild beast unleashed. He didn’t see these cultists as men—they were mere obstacles he had to overcome. Outside, more of these fanatic assholes were piling dirt on Charlie. Who knows how long she had before she too would succumb to the soil pressing down on her. Talon refused to let that happen. Even though he barely knew the young woman, he wanted… needed to save her.

      In his mind, any woman offered on the altar of some fanatical ideology became his Michelle. He’d failed his love. He hadn’t been there for her when she needed him the most. 

      Saving others didn’t bring her back, but it allowed him to live with himself. 

      Deep down, he hoped that wherever Michelle was, she was looking down on him. And whenever she saw him save an innocent life, she could be proud of him. A part of Talon scoffed at the idea, while another part needed it to be true.

      Atonement. That’s what he lived for nowadays.  

      He would not let Charlie die.

      He clenched his jaw as he pounced at the third cultist like some wild jungle cat. The unbroken bottle cut through the air, an extension of his arm, and the cultist’s chin erupted in a spray of red on contact. 

      The bottle found the fourth cultists before he could launch a counterattack. It blew up in the man’s face in an explosion of glass and red wine. The man collapsed into a heaving mass. Blood mixed with cabernet.

      The moment the cultist’s unconscious form hit the ground, the shaking stopped. 

      Talon’s breaths came in sharp bursts as he cast aside the jagged neck of the bottle. It joined the other broken pieces of glass littering the floor.

      Talon wiped the sweat from his face and scooped up two of the cultists’ pistols. A few feet away, one of the downed men still had some fight left in him. His reached for the gun he’d dropped when a bullet from Talon’s newly acquired pistol tore through his outstretched hand.

      The man’s yelp was still echoing through the winery as Talon sprinted into the battle that lay ahead. Wine bottles would not cut it in a rematch with Morgaine. If he was honest, he wasn’t even sure that the guns would be enough. He needed a magical weapon. He wondered what had happened to his demon slayer knife, but there was no chance of stopping to look for it.

      Armed with two pistols and a steely determination to save Charlie, he ran toward the winery’s exit.
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      The first thing Talon noticed once outside was that one of the three graves had vanished. Where the freshly dug up soil had formed a small mound not long ago, there was only barren earth. It was almost as if the ground itself had swallowed all signs of the grave during the initial quake.

      Talon was still trying to figure out a plan when a second tumbler rattled the courtyard.

      He instinctively threw himself to the ground as the quake rippled through the property. Giant cracks exploded across the walls of the structures enclosing the courtyard, and windows erupted. Talon clawed at the soil, the vibrations emanating from beneath the ground thrumming up his arms.

      Up ahead, he saw a replay of what must have happened to the first grave. The mound of soil heaved and shivered, and then the ground itself swallowed up the rectangular patch of dirt—and the two dead sacrifices inside. Flesh and blood in exchange for all the abuse humanity had afflicted upon the planet.

      From where he stood, Talon saw the cultists who’d dug the graves huddling on the trembling ground, frozen in mortal terror. The earth shook, and the vineyard burned, and to them, it would have seriously seemed like the end of the world. 

      Not to Talon. 

      His years as a Delta Operator might not have exposed him to supernatural dangers, but Talon knew what it felt like to be shelled by mortar rounds while bullets buzzed around his head like wild hornets. War was chaos, and it had taught him to think under pressure.

      Focus, buddy. Where is the enemy? Where is Morgaine?

      Talon’s gaze swept the winery’s courtyard and found the statuesque Amazon in her blue robe. Positioned atop a small hill, she faced the incoming tidal wave of fiery destruction. Her face was a tranquil mask, but her eyes were alive with a terrible joy, dancing with depraved delight. Arms open wide as if she was welcoming a returning friend. She was both composed and savage, controlled and untamed. Her long, dirty blonde hair fluttered in the wind, miraculously untouched by the clouds of ash swirling around her.

      As she held up her tattooed arms, the ink started to light up with a spectral glow, the power of the elements growing with each passing second. Air, Water, Fire and Earth were all active now. And the neck tattoo was joining the light show too. Talon wasn’t as well versed in magic as Casca, but he’d learned a thing or two. To his eyes, it appeared as if the Element of the Spirit was powering up.

      “I call forth the powers of the elements,“ Morgaine said a moment later. “Mother Earth, I command your forces now. Giving me your avatar of destruction and let me punish the parasites who take you for granted.”

      In response to Morgaine’s pleas, something large and powerful stirred under the earth. The soil spasmed and buckled, almost as if some giant mole was burrowing its way toward her, forming tunnels at breakneck speed.

      The earth crested in a wave, confirming that this wasn’t another quake. No, some creature of massive proportions was working its way through the undulating ground.

      Morgaine was calling forth this avatar of destruction.

      The earth opened up, and the head of a giant wormlike beast surfaced, its maw open wide, teeth gleaming in the light of the incoming wildfires. The tip of this earthworm was the size of a yellow school bus, a prehistoric nightmare brought back to life through elemental magic. Who knew how large the creature was in its entirety? Going by the shifting patterns in the earth, most of the monster’s form remained hidden under the earth.

      And as Morgaine’s neck tattoo ignited with red light, Talon grasped the true power of the fifth element.  The sacrifices had not merely allowed Morgaine to conjure this hellish monstrosity into existence, but also gave her the power to commandeer the beast.

      She will turn this nightmare against the modern world, Talon realized. Perhaps it was one of many such beasts. They would overrun the planet and shake civilization to its foundation.

      It’s not over yet, Talon told himself. As long Charlie lives, this ritual isn’t complete.

      There was still a chance to interrupt the magic and pull the plug on this occult madness. Giving himself an internal push, Talon turned his attention away from the monster eating its way through the ground beneath his feet and focused on the third and final grave. That was where Charlie was buried. Where she was, even now, suffocating.

      Talon clenched his jaw and staggered toward the grave. This was another important lesson he’d internalized while fighting America’s wars abroad. Shut out the chaos by focusing on a simple objective and make it the only thing that mattered in the goddamn world.  

      He stepped up to the fresh grave and stared at mound of earth beneath him, sweat dripping down his face, every muscle in his body on fire. Talon would have dropped to his knees and dug Charlie free with his bare hands, but tonight luck was with him. His eyes fastened on the shovel one of the cultists had haphazardly discarded.

      As the quavering of the second quake subsided, Talon snatched the tool and went to work. Steel sliced through the soil. A pile of dirt grew around him as he dug frantically, heedless of the blisters forming on his palms. In Talon’s mind, he imagined Michelle was buried in the ground beneath his feet. 

      I’m coming for you, he thought as he repeatedly plunged the blade into the earth. He’d become a machine, programmed to save the two souls whose lives hung in the balance. He stopped thinking about Morgaine and the primal nightmare now under her control. Stopped thinking about everything but the mission at hand.

      After removing over a foot of soil, he tossed the shovel aside, afraid the blade might hit the victims entombed in the earth. He switched to his hands now and continued to dig. To his amazement, he dug even faster using his hands, scooping up large clumps of earth. He was a man possessed, driven by a singular goal.

      The woman orchestrating this madness suddenly became aware of what he was doing.

      “No! Stop him!”

      The panic in Morgaine’s voice energized Talon. He redoubled his efforts with a savage snarl, digging faster and harder than before. Now that Morgaine had noticed what he was up to, she would do everything in her power to stop him. And he knew all too well what she was capable of.

      A few seconds, he caught his first glimpse of a mop of blonde hair. He hurried to clear Charlie’s face, gently brushing the dirt from her eyes and mouth.

      For a terrifying beat, he thought he was looking at a dead woman. Charlie’s eyelids remained sealed, her skin imbued with a bluish tint.

      And then her eyes snapped open and she gasped for precious air. As she filled her lungs with oxygen, Talon’s fingers clamped around her small wrists and pulled her out of the ground. Clumps of soil ran down her body, the ground only reluctantly giving up its prize. 

      With one final heave, he wrestled her from the grave, the element of earth denied its prize in the final moment. Talon lowered her to the grass and then turned back to the yawning pit. The second sacrifice was still down there.

      The man had rolled onto his side, perhaps becoming disoriented in the dark as he was buried alive. Talon worked to turn him over and clear the man’s airway. A moment later, he jerked to life too, spitting out dirt as his arms flailed against the soil imprisoning him. He landed a solid hit against Talon’s jaw, and the former Delta Operator groaned.

      Sacrifice thwarted, he turned to check on Charlie. The young woman’s haunted gaze met his. Instead of gratitude, there was only dismay.

      “What have you done?” she hissed, tears cutting muddy tracks through the dirt on her cheeks.

      Dark understanding filled Talon’s heart. Charlie had wanted to be sacrificed. She’d tried to escape the pull of the cult, but in the end its power over her heart and soul proved to be too strong. The cult hadn’t tracked her down, as he’d first believed.  She’d voluntarily given herself over to her ordained fate.

      Talon shook his head, heavy with the sense that although he’d saved her from death, Charlie was still lost.

      An animalistic roar filled the courtyard and Talon turned away from Charlie’s accusatory glare. The supersized earthworm was expressing its displeasure at this latest turn of events, clearly unhappy to be denied the sacrifice promised by its worshippers.

      The creature reared its massive bulk before Morgaine. For a brief moment, Talon’s eyes met Morgaine’s panicked gaze. The light of the glowing elemental tattoos was rapidly growing fainter, the movements of the giant creature growing more erratic as her control over the beast started to waver.

      Talon made a mental note to tell Casca about this. Their theory had been correct. Without the final offering, Morgaine would lose her dominance over the thing she’d called forth from the pit to punish humanity.

      But first, he needed to survive the night.

      Morgaine’s features twisted into a mask of pure rage and she whipped out a metallic object. Without hesitation, she hurled it at Talon.

      On instinct, he ducked. And at the same moment, Charlie rose to her feet and made a move toward her beloved cult leader.

      It was pure chance. A spin of fortune’s wheel.

      The demon slayer blade that had been meant to kill Talon instead buried itself in Charlie’s chest.

      Her eyes widened as she stared at the steel handle sprouting from between her ribs, and then she collapsed.

      Talon felt as though he’d been the one who was stabbed in the heart as he aught Charlie in midfall and lowered her to the ground. She stared at Talon for a moment, her face a mask of incomprehension, and then all life left her face. She was gone.

      No third earthquake followed. That meant the ritual was officially a bust. Charlie was supposed to die  by the earth, not the blessed steel of Talon’s knife.

      As the young woman’s stunned gaze glazed over, the world froze for a moment. As if reality had switched into slow motion, Talon peered up from Charlie’s dying form and locked his gaze on Morgaine. The glowing elemental tattoos on her limbs had dimmed to a mere hint of luminescence, and as he watched, the light radiating from the symbols went completely dark.

      The giant worm towering above Morgaine unleashed a monstrous wail. The chilling sound froze Talon’s blood.

      What was the creature going to do next?

      Talon received his answer a moment later. He watched in horror as the prehistoric monstrosity snatched up a few screaming cultists in its wide open maw before whipping back into the earth from which it had sprung. Seconds before vanishing from view, a long tongue shot from its wide-open maw, wrapped itself around Morgaine’s waist, and pulled her into the underworld.

      Her scream seemed to reverberate for a short eternity, followed by a shocked silence. The remaining members of the Children of the Green traded glances, completely lost now that their leader was gone. Someone in the crowd started crying, but otherwise all was silent save for the crackle of flames and the creak of half-ruined buildings.

      Talon released Charlie’s lifeless body and liberated the demon slayer blade from her chest.

      He rose and surveyed the destruction. The wildfires were rapidly dying down all around the winery. They were magical in nature, and he guessed they needed the ritual to burn in the same way real fires needed oxygen.

      A giant crater was all that remained of the horror that had nearly invaded this world.

      Talon eyed the confused followers for one more beat and then helped the innocent man he’d freed from the grave to his wobbly feet.

      “C’mon, buddy,” Talon said. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      “Who are you?” the man asked, looking around the scene with awe.

      The sky had cleared, red skies giving way to a brilliant blue firmament and brilliant sunlight. Around them, the crowd of cultists parted. Talon walked through them, daring them to make a move.

      No one did. The Children of the Green were broken.

      Morgaine had seen humanity as the greatest threat to the Earth. Perhaps she was right, or perhaps she’d exaggerated. Either way, you didn’t save the world by destroying billions of lives.

      In the end, the human race was a threat to the planet, but an even a greater threat to themselves.

      While some folks dedicated their lives to saving the natural world, Talon was determined to save humanity from its own darkness, own person at a time. He knew that Casca would see the events of tonight as a win. He’d stopped the apocalypse and prevented untold deaths. But Talon also knew that Charlie’s loss would weigh on him.

      The war against the evil raging inside the human soul would continue. And no matter where the next battle took place, Talon planned to be fighting in the frontlines.
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