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            PROLOGUE

          

          NEWBURY-FALLS, MASSACHUSETTS BAY COLONY. 1687.

        

      

    

    
      A wicked wind stirred the barren trees in the forest still frozen from the merciless winter, their limbs shaking with indignation at the women below huddled around a fire blazing with the fires of hell itself.

      Trying them, passing judgment on them, condemning them, as if possessing providential insight into their impending trespasses.

      The coven of suspicious women had stolen themselves away in the dead of night. They were a cross section of young and old, paupers and propers alike.

      The rest of the village had occupied itself with the trappings of spring, even as winter held on for dear life—shearing sheep, churning sweet, spring milk into butter, sowing Indian corn for later harvest. So they used the opportunity to gather and complete the task they were given: the task of testifying to an untapped power of the ages, a spiritual force and consciousness permeating the Universe.

      The women huddled around the fire atop the stone altar now blazing from the winds whipping off from the bay a half a mile away, waiting with bated breath for the One who would make it all possible. The fire’s crackles and pops combined with the wind’s whistles and creaking protestations from the surrounding trees was the only soundtrack for the evening.

      The woman at the center of them all who had brought them together in the dead of night counted the assembled. Five, plus herself.

      Six.

      The number of humanity. Of enlightened consciousness.

      A smile curled upward at the thought of all she had accomplished, all that she had endured the past few years since plumbing the depths of the power herself. Finding other kindred spirits to share in the bounty had not been easy. For the sort of power leveraging the full depths of human consciousness was not permitted. It was unlawful.

      Heretical...

      Yet she persisted, making the connections with like-minded souls and assembling the coven of women who would carry forth the plans of the Guardian of the ancient spiritual Order.

      Her mouth curled upward as she studied those whom she had chosen, those who had made the decision to walk down this path of higher consciousness offered by the sublime powers gifted by the Ruler of the Power of the Air.

      There was Elizabeth How, a woman married to a farmer in her early fifties who had long been particularly adept at leveraging the higher consciousness and preternatural affections of the Ruler.

      Forty-year-old Mary English, the daughter of a prominent merchant and husband to an entrepreneur and newly elected councilman, had been hesitant, her soul still clinging to the old ways. But she had made the case and convinced the woman it was in her best interest, as well as her husband’s business.

      Susannah Martin, a sullen, unkempt, and petite seventy-one-year-old widow had been previously accused of dabbling in such darkness decades before, but was acquitted. Yet she came running at the chance to reconnect with the ground of her being once offered.

      Martha Carrier was a late-thirties, abrasive mother of five whom many sisters and not a few brothers in the coven called “Queen of Hell”—both with affection and vilification.

      Elizabeth Proctor, a forty-one-year-old mother and the matriarch of the household served by the woman who had orchestrated the evening, stood with protective hands around her swollen belly, knowing all too well the stakes, given her familiar connection with an Accused.

      And then herself, a twenty-year-old orphaned servant of Elizabeth and her husband John, two vile people who abused her without mercy. However, given her deep connection to the evening’s rite and its various manifestations over the years, and the need to assemble a coterie of the willing, she had tolerated it.

      All for the cause, the consciousness, the—

      A drum beat interrupted the woman’s contemplation.

      Dum-ditty-dum-ditty-dum-dum-dum.

      Somewhere, the sound pierced through the howling wind, low and hesitant yet growing in surety and intensity. Soon, it was echoed by three or four more, a stereophonic beat surrounding the women from all directions and converging on the altar ablaze with the fires of hell itself.

      “He has arrived, my darlings,” the woman whispered, her mouth widening into a grin as a ping of adrenaline coursed through her body, all at once making her bosom grow warm and her bowels go weak.

      This is the day which the Ruler hath made…I will rejoice and be glad in it!

      The women spun toward the sound, their hooded robes rustling and the flames flapping in protest as a wild wind gusted through the trees on the arrival of their guest.

      Out from the shadows he appeared. A ghastly, ghostly being with the face of an ancient god, the ibis Bird-Man. Thoth, the Egyptian god of knowledge, of human consciousness.

      Despite the frigid nighttime air, the man who wore the ancient face was bare-chested and tanned to a burnished bronze, his upper shoulders ringed by an intricate weave of gold and turquoise beads at the base of his neck. As he plodded toward the women, a long beak of onyx black, silent and probing, peered down at them from behind a mask of gold, flanked by ribbons of indigo.

      A murmuring chorus, a mixture of confusion and anticipation, rippled through the gathered faithful who were about to pledge themselves to the incarnation of all that they held dear.

      All at once, the echoing drumbeat ceased from the shadows, as suddenly as it had risen.

      A sacred silence enveloped the gathered. Even the trees themselves seemed to have ceased their protestations in honor of what was about to commence, the only sound coming from the elemental, the primal, the archetypal ingredients of the universe: the flapping fire, the pops of earth’s wood, the raging river a stone’s throw away, and a distant whistling wind.

      Bird-Man stood erect, immobile, peering. As if sizing up those who would dare give themselves through this rite of darkness to the Ruler, the Authority, the Cosmic Power, the Spiritual Force.

      “So these are the ones, are they?” he finally said, voice deep and gravelly and significant. “Those who have pledged to deed their souls to Ha-Satan?”

      “Yes, master,” the woman said, bowing low with outstretched arms, her knees knocking together under her long skirt—both from the frightful chill and the freighted depth of the moment.

      The man said nothing, his onyx beak merely passing over the women again before nodding approvingly.

      “Excellent…” he finally muttered with approval. “Have you brought the elements?”

      The woman looked to Martha Carrier, who nodded as she raised a large basket covered by a dark cloth for protection. Inside bore the elements of the sacred, secret rite. The elements parodizing another sacred ritual stretching back a millennium plus nearly seven centuries.

      “Excellent…” Bird-Man said again. “Then let us begin.”

      A small wooden table had been brought and set up near the blazing altar. Martha set the basket on the table, then stepped aside as the guest assumed his position behind it.

      The man lifted the black veil, dark, angular shadows from the fire nearby dancing across his face and body, making him look menacing, wicked.

      Demonic.

      Although…perhaps it wasn’t the firelight after all.

      Bird-Man was chanting something under his breath, his mouth moving with dramatic invocation as he summoned all that the Universe held beneath the surface—the man seeming to grow in size and shape the more he invoked the ancient words summoning the ancient, primal Ruler, the one who was humanity’s original Consciousness.

      With one hand, the man raised what looked to be a loaf of bread, dark and almost crimson in the light. With another, Bird-Man raised an earthenware chalice.

      Bread and wine.

      Flesh and blood.

      The elements at the heart of the rite, ushering in the light of human consciousness suppressed for generations.

      Suddenly, the drumbeat started up again—dum-ditty, dum-ditty—in all of its stereophonic glory as the man bearing the elements began the alternative ritual.

      “Let us eat this bread and drink this cup in remembrance of the consciousness available to all,” he said.

      In one motion, Bird-Man tore the loaf of whatever it was in half, something black and liquid draining to the table beneath.

      The women assembled a line reminiscent of the Eucharistic ritual performed each Sunday at the village church, the congregants lining the aisle and shuffling forth with outstretched hands for a bite of the bread, a sip of the cup.

      The woman at the end of the line couldn’t help but let a giggle slip at the display of burlesque sacrilege.

      One by one, the women went forth, eating and drinking with abandon. When the one woman arrived, she bit into what she thought was bread. Only to realize it was cold flesh of some sort, slimy and sour, her lips stained crimson.

      She forced down the tough meat, swallowing hard as the drumbeat continued its syncopated rhythm and reaching for the earthenware cup, drinking a mouthful. Only to realize it, too, was of somatic origin.

      Actual blood.

      The woman handed the chalice back to Bird-Man, wiping her mouth and bowing reverently before hastening back to the other women.

      Suddenly, the man began to sway. Front to back on the balls of his feet. His head moved in sync: back and forth from side to side.

      A growl began to well up within the belly of Bird-Man. At first faint, but growing in intensity until it exploded in a supernatural roar the woman could only describe as a fierce black bear mauling a goat to death.

      And then, all at once, it ceased. But in its place was something altogether not of this world.

      “Mine you all are,” a Voice said, guttural and deep-throated and wholly unlike that of the original Bird-Man. “Mine I say!”

      The women looked at one another, their faces registering a mixture of shock and fear and intrigue.

      “Sign the book that will deed me your soul. In return, I give you my consciousness, so that you may know both good and evil, the depths of the Universe in all of its fullness.”

      Bird-Man retrieved a book from his back, a small crimson-colored hardback, along with an athame ceremonial blade. He presented both to the woman.

      She took them with shaking hands, but knew what needed to be done. Pressing the knife into her palm, she slit it open. The blood ran black in the dead of night, her life force dribbling across her wrist in hot, steamy rivulets and down onto the frozen ground below.

      The woman winced, but taking a small, sharpened stick handed to her by Bird-Man, she dipped it into her blood, then opened the small red book and signed her name.

      The drumbeat now picked up pace, and the trees shook their limbs in protest as a wind gusted through the forest upon the signing.

      She handed the book and knife back to the man.

      Immediately, the woman burst out into a cackle and began flailing about, having been overcome by a force, the promised Cosmic Force, opening the doorway into the primal consciousness. The one first tasted by humanity’s original ancestors.

      This continued as each of the other five women followed in this one woman’s footsteps: slitting their palm with the athame blade, dipping the wood pen into their blood, signing their name to the Bird-Man’s red book. All the while being overcome by cackling and writhing.

      The drums were hammering away now, stirring the elements of the universe into a frenzied state with their dum-ditty, dum-ditty refrain.

      When they were finished, Bird-Man led each of them by the hand down to the river. One by one, into the frigid waters he took them, dunking them below its knee-high surface in an unholy parody of the Christian rite of baptism. Sealing the deal and claiming their souls for himself.

      When they emerged, the women suddenly fell to the ground and arched their backs. In their own ways, each of their faces transformed into a series of menacing poses. Cheekbones and lips and eyebrows all contorted in ways not thought possible.

      And then a Voice, all their own, emerged. Different in tone and timbre from Bird-Man and unique to each woman. All having been overcome by the Ruler of the Power of the Air—their consciousness having been turned over, their eyes having been opened to the knowledge of good.

      And Evil.

      Then it all ceased, as quickly as it began. The Voice, the arching, the transformation, the drumbeats. Bird-Man had left during it all, retiring back into the shadows.

      All that remained were the elements: the crackling fire, a light rain now slapping the women and hissing in the fire, the earth’s killjoys waving judgmental branches from above, and the howling wind threatening to spread their secret.

      Without word, each woman left her separate way, bearing with them their newfound Voice deep in their bones—the eyes to their consciousness having been opened, the deed to their souls having been sold. All for the power offered by the Ruler.

      Over time, it would manifest itself in various ways; they couldn’t help themselves. Which would grip the region with a blazing, unrelenting fear lasting for generations.

      Many would be accused; all would give their lives for the cause. It was, after all, their upside-down cross to bear, given what they had signed over.

      And to whom they had signed it over.

      Soon, the consciousness that would usher humanity into the marvelous light of the Ruler of the Republic of Heaven would be unearthed and unleashed.

      With nothing to stand in its way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          FAIRFAX, VIRGINIA. PRESENT DAY.

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll take one of your large, bottomless buckets of popcorn and a supersize soda.”

      Silas Grey handed his credit card to the pimply-faced teenage boy looking like he had just rolled out of bed as his date for the matinee movie sidled up next to him.

      “I will never understand how you Yanks can handle consuming copious amounts of trans fats and refined sugars whilst filling your mind with rubbish at the cinema,” Celeste Bourne moaned, grabbing his hand and resting her head against his arm.

      Retrieving his credit card from the teenager, Silas laughed. “It’s an American tradition. Besides, I’m not sure our choice of entertainment is much better than our choice of snacks.”

      “You do realize you made my point for me in one fell swoop, don’t you? And if I knew you were such a horror-flick junkie, I’m not sure I would have agreed to this courtship of yours.”

      Silas shrugged. “What can I say, I’m an onion with untold layers brimming with all kinds of bits of revelation.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she murmured.

      The attendant handed Silas an empty, supersize soda cup and a bucket overflowing with popcorn, which Silas handed to Celeste. “Why don’t you go get us a seat and I’ll fill up our Coke.”

      “Coca-Cola?” Celeste said, making a face as they made their way over to the drink station. “It’s Dr Pepper or nothing, mate.”

      Silas opened his mouth and eyes with dramatic flair. “You’re a DP gal? I had no idea!”

      Celeste shrugged and grinned. “What can I say? I’m an onion with untold layers brimming with all kinds of bits of revelation.”

      He laughed and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Alright, Dr Pepper it is. But just this once. I’ll meet you inside.”

      Folding his arms, Silas leaned against the drink station and watched the love of his life walk through a crowd of adults dressed in Halloween costumes toward an attendant taking tickets for Another Nightmare on Maple Creek Road, her hair perfectly twisted in a brunette braid that stretched the length of her back, black boots snugging her well-toned—

      “Yo, dude?” a pasty white guy dressed in black with long greasy hair interrupted, the top corner of his mouth raised with irritation and a hand with black painted nails motioning to the Mello Yellow.

      Silas raised a brow and smirked.

      Can we get any more cliché?

      “Yeah, buddy,” Silas said with irritation at having lost his view. “Hold your horses.”

      He filled up on the DP and headed for a night of horror-flick bliss, feeling like the luckiest guy on the planet.

      It had been six months since he and Celeste made their on-again-off-again dating relationship more official, committing to date each other and see where the Spirit led them. After offering his commitment to get more serious about their relationship, in Saint Peter’s Square during Easter Mass of all places, Silas grabbed the reins and tried leading them more intentionality than he had given any relationship before.

      In the past, he was either too immature as a person or too serious about his work to give any attention to his love life. After making mistakes with women as a teenager and then in college, he vowed to follow Saint Paul’s exhortation to do ‘everything to the glory of God’ when he rededicated his life to Christ during his tour in Iraq with the Army Rangers. Which included everything he did in the bedroom—or not in the bedroom, as was the case until marriage.

      But then Celeste Bourne came along…

      It was like he was a teenager again, feeling all twitterpated as Thumper so accurately described the punch-drunk love that had taken over his heart and brain. He found it difficult to concentrate on his research projects with the Order of Thaddeus, ancient defender of the Christian faith. His credit card bill was larger now, going all out to provide tickets to the Kennedy Center, dinners in Georgetown and Adam’s Morgan, small gifts here and there to express his love with flowers and books he thought Celeste would like. She kept telling him to stop showering her with such gifts, but he couldn’t help it.

      He loved her.

      This wasn’t to say there weren’t complications—primarily with their mutual place of employment. Given that she was his superior as director of operations for SEPIO with the Order of Thaddeus and he her subordinate direct report as an agent, it was a delicate dance with the rest of the Order. Rowen Radcliffe, Order Master, couldn’t have been more thrilled, dismissing any concerns about fraternization and divulging his secret prayers petitioning the Holy Spirit to work his nuptial magic. And the rest of the crew—Zoe and Abraham, Gapinski and Torres—thought it was about time they tied the knot anyway. Somehow they were making it all work.

      Silas just prayed he didn’t screw it all up. Because he had a bad habit of sabotaging his relationships. Usually intentionally when things got serious. He vowed things would be different this time around.

      He found Celeste seated in the middle eight rows up in the stadium seating section. He pardoned himself as he squeezed past a pair dressed as witches, jostling their Dr Pepper and managing neither to spill it nor step on any toes.

      “I have to say,” he said, slumping down next to her, “you do know how to pick a good movie theater seat.”

      “I had some help growing up.” She handed him the popcorn and commandeered the Dr Pepper, promptly taking a sip. “Daddy was big into the cinema and showed me a thing or two about how to ensure the best visual and aural experience.”

      “Well, God bless Daddy,” Silas said, popping a few kernels of the buttery goodness into his mouth.

      She raised the armrest sitting between them and reached for the popcorn herself. But Silas jerked the bucket away, tossing a large handful onto an oversized man dressed as a warlock sitting next to him.

      Silas instantly reddened. “Sorry about that, sir,” he apologized.

      The man scowled at him and brushed the kernels to the floor, leaving a streak of glistening oil across his black garment. He scowled again but grunted something that communicated, don’t worry about it, then went back to eating his own popcorn.

      He apologized again then leaned toward Celeste, who was stifling giggles to the point of tears. Silas wasn’t too far behind.

      Their heads met as they tried to contain themselves like two high schoolers when a familiar voice from behind killed the mood.

      “I’m watching you two, Silas and Celeste. Just do us all a solid and keep it G for the kiddos, alright?”

      Celeste startled and sank into her seat. “Please, dear God, let it not be so…”

      Silas turned around to confirm the truth of it.

      He frowned when he saw the familiar six-foot-four man sitting a few rows behind, offering a nod of bro solidarity and grinning as he chewed a mouthful of candy. Jujubes by the look of the extra large green box he was holding.

      “Gapinski? What the heck are you doing here?”

      “Chaperoning,” he said, continuing his full-mouth grin, specks of red and green and yellow candy glistening in between his teeth.

      “Seriously, mate, are you creeping up on us or what?” Celeste said, turning around. “I’ve got half a mind to report you to the authorities on suspicion of stalking.”

      “Naw, it’s not like that. Besides, I was here first. You two lovebirds were so enraptured in your perfect-couple selves that you didn’t notice your good SEPIO pal chilling a few rows back.”

      “Would you shut up back there?” someone bellowed from down below.

      “Right back atcha, pal,” Gapinski said.

      Silas said, “Sorry, man. We’d ask you to join us, but the row is a little full.”

      Gapinski laughed. “Thanks, but I’d rather get a root canal with all those pheromones floating around down there. And besides, someone needs to make sure there’s enough room for the Holy Spirit between you two lovebirds. Much better view from up here.”

      “Come on!” the same guy yelled from down below.

      “Sounds like someone didn’t take his meds this morning,” Silas said. “We’ll catch you after the flick.”

      “Just remember,” Gapinski said, pointing two fingers at his eyes. “I’ve got my eyes on you. Both of ‘em.” He pursed his lips and motioned his fingers toward Silas and Celeste down below, then back at his eyes again.

      “Thanks, mate,” Celeste said. “We owe you one.”

      The two faced back around as the lights dimmed and the screen showed the familiar green introduction before a movie trailer played for yet another horror flick began to show.

      “I guess we better be on our best behavior with Nurse Ratched back there,” Silas said, slumping down in his chair and getting comfortable.

      “And best not forget to leave room for the Holy Spirit between us,” Celeste said with a giggle.

      Silas grinned and leaned in for a kiss. “Not a chance.”

      After cycling through a few slasher flicks that seemed even more tropey than the main event, the film opened with a return appearance of the actor who had made the original A Nightmare on Maple Creek Road shine with his characterization of Kevin Fraser, the psychopath with the razor glove.

      He was kneeling before the altar at an abandoned church that looked in severe disrepair from either neglect or abandonment. Dark stains streaked the walls from ceiling to floor. Pews were smashed and overturned. The high altar itself at the front, usually bearing the Eucharistic elements, was barren, the Bread and Cup missing.

      Silas wondered about the imagery, what the author was trying to convey about the Church, when a shadow loomed over the psychopath. Mysteriously his skin was no longer pockmarked and scarred as it was in the original film. It glowed with a luminescence that seemed to cast the man in an almost angelic light.

      As the shadow came crashing down upon the psycho, enveloping him in its darkness, Silas jumped when a door down below suddenly opened. He grabbed Celeste’s leg, and she giggled.

      “Got the jumpies, do we? I thought you were a pro at these slasher films?”

      Light cut through the darkness at the ground beneath the red Exit sign. A shadow rushed inside and took an empty seat in the second row, the door thudding close behind it.

      Silas took a breath to calm his strumming heart, then chuckled and grinned at Celeste. “Darn kids these days, sneaking into movie theaters through the emergency exit.” He threw a handful of popcorn into his mouth and reached for the Dr Pepper. “What has the world come to?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never had your fair share of sneaking around the cinema as an adolescent, Agent Grey.”

      He shrugged. “I cannot tell a lie.”

      The rest of the movie was basically a recapitulation of the previous one, with some of the original characters now middle-aged and being chased by the same psychopath, but with an update that seemed to be saying something about the evils of capitalism and climate change while trying to pose as a story of redemption through gumption and human ingenuity—as if thousands of years of history hasn’t told us a single thing about the capacity of the human heart for evil and its complete inability to rescue itself. Celeste cringed throughout most of it, burying her face in Silas’s shoulder. Which he didn’t mind one bit.

      At the climax, Kevin-the-psychopath made another appearance, surely making Carl Jung proud by having given himself once again fully to his shadow side. He let loose a barrage of bullets into a crowded street of trick-or-treaters, exchanging his original blade-equipped glove for an AR-15—another thinly veiled commentary on recent gun-control debates.

      The rat-a-tat-tat sound of bullets ricocheted throughout the theater, an impressive display of aural greatness that caused even Silas to tense at the realness of it all. The barrage received the obligatory screams and cries for help from the victims who started fleeing for their lives. Kids and adults fell in the street from the mayhem and writhed before the monster cackling with joy.

      Then a screeching roar that sounded like a cross between a strangled sheep and irate mama grizzly bear reverberated around the theater—but from down below, panning from stage left toward the center. It was dark, almost demonic, and crescendoed with a wicked intensity.

      Silas craned his head in confusion at the noise, a shiver walking up his spine and a faint warning going off at the back of his lizard brain at the frightening, almost supernatural-sounding noise.

      More screams and cries of agony ensued, but there was something different about these ones.

      Same menacing reply to the leaden rampage unleashed from a high-powered assault rifle. Different timbre and tone and tenor.

      The warlock next to Silas mumbled something to his partner on a shaky breath and leaned forward out of his seat toward the front for a closer look. Silas did the same.

      The picture on the screen continued its fictional mayhem, its light casting an eerie glow across people down below yelling with horrifying terror at what they were experiencing and standing to flee for their lives.

      Literally.

      Another rat-a-tat-tat sounded, followed by three more menacing bursts of depravity.

      The only problem was that the sounds were wickedly out of sync with what was flashing on the screen.

      The on-screen psychopath wasn’t shooting. In fact, he had discarded his weapon for his trademark knife-claw glove.

      “GUN!” someone shouted down below.

      Silas leaped to his feet, trying to discern what had happened.

      Then he saw it.

      Someone had mowed down the first three rows with an automatic rifle that rang with menacing terror.

      Inside the movie theater.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Silas threw Celeste to the floor and pressed himself on top as another barrage of wickedness was hurled out into the theater.

      People screamed in agony as they fell to the ground and others thudded into walls and seats in useless escape as the terrorist continued mowing down the movie-going crowd.

      No way in hell would he let that bastard take her out. He would die before he’d let that happen!

      Unfortunately for the terrorist, Silas had a concealed carry license for the Commonwealth of Virginia. Which he was putting to good use by withdrawing his weapon hidden inside his jacket.

      As Gapinski counseled him on his first day on the job with the Order of Thaddeus’s Project SEPIO: ‘Never leave home without cold, hard steel.’

      Wise words.

      “Silas…” a familiar voice said lowly from behind. “Please tell me you came packing heat.”

      The gunfire came to a sudden halt. Silas chanced a glance above the row in front, figuring it was just the window he needed.

      He was right. The man was reloading, holding up a massive weapon, barrel aiming for the ceiling, the sight sending chills skittering up his spine with memory—a mirror image of what he had held for years while fighting for Uncle Sam in the Middle East post-9/11. The effects of which he had tried to medicate but still failed to get under control.

      A faint click echoed as the new clip mercilessly filled with more lead slid into place. Another screeching roar escaped past lips curled back at a frightening angle, teeth bared and tongue hanging out like a panting dog.

      No way, no how...

      Silas closed one eye and aimed for center mass, then let loose one-two-three-four-five rounds.

      Just as the man dropped to one knee and started opening up again on those fleeing and hiding for their lives.

      The bullets bit uselessly into the screen behind him, but they startled the man and drew his attention to the stadium seating.

      Silas flattened himself beneath the seats again on top of Celeste as the psychopath refocused his aim and answered with way more lead than Silas thought necessary.

      “Glad to know you followed my advice, bro,” Gapinski bellowed again behind as the gunfire opened up a new front in its terrorism. “But next time, do us a solid and hit the target!”

      Celeste screamed beneath him as the bullets found purchase in the seats in front of her, chewing into more flesh and sending bodies slumping to the concrete. She winced, grabbing her head with both hands and twisting it from side to side, as if injured.

      “Are you alright?” Silas asked in a rush.

      “I’m fine,” she hissed. “We’ve got to do something!”

      Silas knew her tone was borne more out of irritation from an impulse to act and run headlong into the heat of battle than out of fear for what she would face. It was one of the many qualities he liked about her. Her fearlessness and bold resolve was an inspiration that gave him the courage he himself needed.

      He said, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Plenty more rounds where that came from.”

      The barrage stopped again. Silas thought the psycho was ready for yet another refill, but then the gunfire started back up. This time in short one-two punch gunshots, followed by yelps and gasps and agonizing cries.

      “Oh, God! Please don’t—” someone screamed before being cut short by another pair of pops.

      They were getting closer, and they were followed by a clunking pair of steps, more screeching roars escaping the man in guttural bursts that sounded positively otherworldly.

      Pop-pop. Pop-pop.

      Clunk, clunk, clunk.

      Pop-pop. Pop-pop.

      Clunk, clunk, clunk.

      “My God…” Silas whispered. “He’s going row by row.”

      The warlock he had been sitting next to was whimpering a foot from his head, his massive body squeezed between the row of chairs and draped by a black cape that bobbed and swayed with each convulsive, stifled sob.

      Silas noticed the backside of the man was peeking up above the threshold of the seatback in front of him, and was more pronounced as he shook and whimpered. He motioned for the man to get lower, but he didn’t see him.

      Pop-pop. Pop-pop.

      Clunk, clunk, clunk.

      The warlock suddenly yelled with impassioned fright, back arching and hands flying to his ears.

      Another barrage was thrown their way, nicking the man in his backside and throwing him up above the parapet of seatbacks.

      Which gave the terrorist the kill-shot opening he needed.

      A pair of bullets pierced the warlock’s face. He instantly crumpled to the concrete floor like a bathrobe in a tangled mess of limbs.

      “Bloody hell…” Celeste stifled a scream with her hand. “I’ve got my 9mm just inside my boot. Give it over and we can take down this bloody psycho together.”

      “I like the sound of that,” he huffed breathlessly, shuffling back over a woman dressed as a princess who had taken one in the head.

      Pop-pop. Pop-pop.

      Clunk, clunk, clunk.

      Pop-pop. Pop-pop.

      Clunk, clunk, clunk.

      The terrorist was closer now. Only a few rows away. Probably just crossed the main walkway dividing the front section from the stadium seating.

      There was another pause in the fire. The sound of a clip slipping out and thudding to the floor was followed by the man reloading another.

      Giving the SEPIO pair all the window they needed to end this thing.

      Celeste scrambled from the concrete floor slick with the blood of the warlock pooling out from his face. But no time to think about that.

      “Ready?” she said, readying on her haunches.

      He nodded and did the same, feet pulled underneath and knees bent to spring into action. “Aim...” he whispered.

      They popped up from the floor into a defiant stand and fired as one, like any couple should when they tackle life together. Particularly when putting down a psycho on Halloween.

      The man jolted from the force of their reply, his eyes rolling back into his head to reveal only white orbs that raged of the demonic. He slammed into a wall leading to the exit with arms splayed out and his own rifle firing on impulse. Just like any great slasher film worth its salt. But a way better ending than anything Another Nightmare on Maple Creek Road could have cooked up.

      Silence enveloped the space even as the memory of the barrage and screams echoed in their heads.

      “Nice shot, kiddos,” Gapinski said, standing himself. “I would have joined in the fun but my piece is at the cleaner.”

      Silas hopped over the seatback in front, feet planted on an armrest. The sudden movement startled a young couple into a spastic screamfest, the man in particular hyperventilating with clenched eyes. He ignored them and ran across the row from armrest to armrest, weapon aimed at the man spread out on the floor.

      Celeste was close behind. Gapinski was struggling to extract himself from his row, grunting with complaint.

      Silas leaped to the floor, grabbing the butt of his weapon with both hands and padding forward with purpose—the terrorist clearly in his sights.

      But he didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. The psycho was quickly disarmed when Silas padded up to his side and sent his assault rifle sailing down the side aisle with a kick.

      He holstered his weapon and knelt beside the man, who didn’t at all look right.

      There were those eyes again, white and haunting; there were those lips, curled back and mouth open in a perpetual state of raging depravity; there was slick foam running down his chin. But there was more.

      The man was Caucasian, with icy blue eyes and blond hair, face badly scarred by what appeared to be acne or some other deep skin blemish, almost scale-like. Around his neck was what Silas could only describe as a necklace made of bones. A shiver walked up his spine at what he saw tattooed just beneath it in crisp black ink.

      A pentagram—wait, no: a pentacle, the lines clearly forming a five-point star used as a talisman by neopagans and as a magical object of the occult.

      He swallowed and took a breath, then leaned in for a closer look at the man. Tiny burns of some sort, cigarettes maybe, were evident up and down the pasty-white arm that had been holding the rifle, its sleeve having been pulled back in the tumble.

      “Really?” Gapinski said, walking up and shaking his head. “A dude sporting a pentagram tattoo shoots up a movie theater watching a slasher film on Halloween. How cliché can you get?”

      “But odd, right?” Silas said.

      “Odd, I’ll give you,” Celeste said. She winced again, closing her eyes and shaking her head before taking a breath and nodding toward the man. “Check him out, will you?”

      Silas furrowed his brow at the sight, then stepped around to the man’s other side, noticing a backpack strapped to his back underneath.

      Faded forest green JanSport with a faded brown faux leather bottom. Looked like it had seen some use.

      He reached around and wrenched it off the man, then threw it to Gapinski. “See what’s in here.”

      The man let out a scream. The backpack fell to the floor with a thud.

      “You check it out, man!” Gapinski complained.

      Celeste sighed and reached for the bag. “Apparently, this is a job for the girl in the group.”

      Before opening it, she hesitated. “Are you sure about this? Shouldn’t we leave this to the authorities?”

      “There’s something about this that feels wrong. Did you both catch the ungodly sounds that psycho made?”

      “Sounded like a cross between Godzilla and a velociraptor,” said Gapinski.

      “What are you saying?” Celeste questioned.

      Silas shook his head. “Not sure, exactly. But my gut tells me to open it.”

      Celeste held his gaze a beat then started unzipping the bag.

      “I’m warning you…” Gapinski complained. “If a head pops out, there’s no telling what I might do.”

      She finished unzipping and carefully opened it. The two guys craned over her shoulders.

      Gapinski covered his nose and gave a disgusted cry.

      A rank, sour smell and a faint buzzing sound escaped the sack. Some sort of animal was missing its head, and white worms the size of rice were inching along the exposed flesh to their hearts’ content. Dried leaves of some sort, smelling of lavender and rosemary and sage, were scattered about. Five candles, wicks blackened and base dripping with hardened melted wax were arrayed on top of the animal.

      And resting on top of those were two books. Very old books, by the looks of it. Maybe two or three hundred years.

      Silas reached inside and retrieved them.

      The first was a hardback bound in red cloth, crimson and vibrant and hiding delicate pages scrawled with faded black ink, the pages seemingly singed at its edges and smelling of smoke and peppery incense. Other than that, it was a perfectly preserved volume, though aged.

      “What’s it about?” Celeste asked.

      “Not sure. Looks like just a bunch of handwritten names. Maybe a register of some sort?”

      “Or little black book—in red?”

      Silas shrugged and reached for the other book, a stiff hardback bound in faded burgundy leather, its pages stained and damaged by mildew.

      “This one’s not much better…” he mumbled.

      He peeled back the cover, its crisp but tender pages whispering to him. Faded black ink was scrawled along the underside and end page. He turned to the title page, glimpsing the word witchcraft when Celeste startled.

      “Oy, look here!” she exclaimed.

      He closed the book as she reached inside, waiting to see what she had found.

      She withdrew a jar that had been wedged against the side. Inside was an upside-down crucifix, floating in yellowish-brown liquid.

      Gapinski brought a hand to his mouth. “Is that what I think it is?”

      She brought the jar up to her nose, then winced. “Sure smells ripe.”

      “Eww!”

      “I heard about a similar photographic exhibit in the 80s,” Silas said. “Piss Christ, I think it was called.”

      “Sure looks like piss to me,” Gapinski said, hand still covering his mouth.

      “But in this case, the crucifix is upside down.”

      “Which is thoroughly pagan,” Celeste said.

      “Occult, even…” Silas added.

      She nodded grimly, then set the jar back inside the backpack.

      He asked, “Why the heck was this man carrying such a thing inside a movie theater?”

      “A more apropos question would be,” Celeste offered, “why was this man carrying it along with a slaughtered animal, candles, herbs, and two mysterious books?”

      “And before going all psychopathic maniac on the joint?” Gapinski added.

      Silas nodded. “Agree.”

      He stuffed the books back inside, then carefully pried the bone necklace off from the dead man’s neck. Looked like the bones were held together by some sort of resin. He slipped it into the backpack then zipped it closed and stood, slinging it around his shoulder.

      “Hold up,” Celeste said.

      Silas turned toward her. “What’s up?”

      “We can’t just take evidence from a crime scene. That opens us up to major criminal liability.”

      “I’m with her,” Gapinski said.

      “You saw what was in here. A pagan symbol combined with occult objects and that pagan Piss Christ replica, plus those books and the sounds that dude made I can only describe as…well, supernatural—all of it seems to make this our business, the business of the Order of Thaddeus.” He planted his hands on his hips and sighed. “Whatever this business is.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Celeste cautioned. “Evidence tampering opens the Order up to way more liability than I care to imagine. And personally, nabbing evidence from a crime scene is not what I’d like to go down in the books for.”

      “Again, I’m with her,” Gapinski said. “But regardless, if we don’t get out of Dodge soon, the po-po are liable to think we were the ones who went on a psychopathic rampage.”

      Celeste turned to Silas who had his head cocked and brows raised with a plea.

      She took a breath and sighed. “Fine. We take the backpack and get to work on...whatever this is. But the minute we know anything, we go to the authorities. Deal?”

      “Deal,” Silas said, grinning as if he got his way. Which he technically did.

      “And wipe that grin off your face, as if you just scored a goal, smartie. Or else no loving later.”

      “Like I said, keep it G for the kiddos!” Gapinski complained.

      Silas led them down the aisle to the emergency exit. He hesitated and looked back at Celeste, who nodded him onward. He took a breath and shoved through.

      It was early evening now, the sun having begun its descent beneath the horizon, inflaming the darkening sky with the orangish-red fires of hell. Which seemed appropriate.

      A tract of rocks, green with algae and stained brown from weathered wear, lined the backside of the building. On the other side stood the theater’s parking lot flanking the south side of the mall. Red and blue lights flashed and sirens blared around the edge ahead.

      Looking as if they were in the clear, he stepped out, followed quickly by Celeste and Gapinski.

      He was wrong.

      Rounding the corner was a squad of heavily armed men wearing thick black padded armor and helmets with plastic visors—all bearing menacing assault rifles that put the psychopath left dead inside to shame.

      And all pointed at the SEPIO trio.
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      Silas’s heart seized in his chest and his breath faltered at the sight of the heavy police presence. He understood why, given not only the high-alert status of the region but also the recent panic over a rash of mass shootings ricocheting around the country.

      Nonetheless, panic flooded his veins, and he knew the night just went from really bad to terrible real quick.

      “On the ground! On the ground!” the counterterrorism unit screamed in unison.

      Silas complied, raising his palms and flattening himself to the pavement.

      Celeste and Gapinski quickly followed.

      One of the unit members landed hard on Silas’s back. He winced and grunted as the officer wrenched his arms behind him.

      “We were victims of the domestic terrorism behind that door!” Silas yelled as the man yanked off the backpack and quickly secured his hands with plastic ties. “I’m a former Army Ranger, and I’ve got a weapon on the inside of my jacket with a concealed carry permit.”

      That revelation seemed to activate the men in a way that seeing them flee from the building hadn’t before.

      Two others quickly apprehended Celeste and Gapinski, throwing their full weight into their backs and securing them with the same plastic ties.

      “Hey, dude, be gentle,” Gapinski complained. “I’m breakable!”

      “My weapon is stowed safely in my boot with the same permit as well,” Celeste said as she was dragged up to her feet. Her 9mm was secured, as was Silas’s Beretta.

      Silas was also brought to his feet, as was Gapinski whose forehead was bleeding.

      “The man you’re looking for is inside,” Silas said. “We were able to incapacitate him before more lives were lost. Unfortunately…” Emotion caught in his throat as the images of the dead and sounds of the dying finally caught up with him.

      “Let’s go,” the lead officer said, grabbing Silas by his bound arms and leading him forward. “We’ll sort this out at command.”

      The parking lot was a mess of rescue and law enforcement vehicles and personnel. A large mass casualty unit the size of a semi was anchored at one end, lights whirling along with the rest. Several acronyms from the full spectrum of federal and state agencies were present in force, taking command, and no doubt jockeying for control, of a domestic terrorist event just outside the nation’s capital that added to the year’s toll of similar catastrophes.

      People were lined up in rows sitting along the sidewalk, some bleeding and most crying from the weight and shock of it all. Stretchers with white sheets, bulging where bodies lay hidden underneath, were being wheeled toward a row of ambulances. News crews were also out in force, their satellite dishes raised high and personalities chattering away bearing the grim news that meant bags of gold in advertising dollars.

      And then there were Silas, Celeste, and Gapinski, caught up in what should have been a nice night out on the town. At least for two of them.

      The trio were brought outside a command center that looked like a souped-up RV and told to sit on the ground and wait for instructions. Five men surrounded them facing inward with weapons drawn across their bodies and ready to respond to any movement they didn’t like.

      Silas thought it was overkill, but he understood the need for extreme caution given what the nation had been facing the past few years with homegrown domestic terrorists rampaging from nightclubs to theaters to country music festivals.

      The officer who had handled Silas sauntered up the stairs and into the mobile command unit. Inside, he talked with a frantic looking petite blonde whose head was buried in a tablet and cradling a cellphone against her ear. The man gestured outside to the group, and she turned for a look.

      “Don’t suppose he’s giving her our drink order, do you?” Gapinski said, shifting uncomfortably on the ground.

      Silas wasn’t paying attention. He was too focused on trying to keep his head on straight after what had just happened. Too focused on not letting the event dredge back the painful memories of what he had witnessed—what he himself had perpetuated—while at war with international terrorists overseas.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, starting a countdown routine he had developed during his tour with the Rangers to get his head in the game. He hadn’t had to use it in a while and was silently cursing himself for his weakness.

      He began at 1000 and counted backwards:

      999, 998, 997, 996…

      He took another breath, the image of his Ranger buddy Colton blown to smithereens by that damn roadside bomb in Iraq seizing his consciousness.

      He winced at the memory—from the sounds of the blast and screams of agony to the smells of the burning flesh; from the taste of blood in his own mouth from hitting his face on the window during the explosion to the sight of Colton missing part of his face.

      946, 945, 944—

      Silas was jolted from his trance when the counterterrorism unit commander threw open the door to the command center with an echoing thud.

      He sauntered back down the stairs along with the woman. She followed him toward the trio—until she stopped short.

      “Silas Grey?” she said with surprise.

      He snapped his head toward the pair. Furrowing his brow, he narrowed his eyes with concentration at the woman who clearly recognized him. Took him a beat, but then it hit him.

      Brittany Armstrong.

      Former girlfriend he had dated briefly back at Georgetown. And by briefly, it was all of two weeks. Sort of.

      “Saved by the blonde!” Gapinski said, looking to Silas for understanding.

      If memory served him right, he ended the relationship with an email. It was for a good reason, but still. Texting hadn’t yet been a thing, and serving notice through email wasn’t supposed to be a thing. But it was to the immature twenty-year-old who was now nearly two decades older—and now at the mercy of his former girlfriend, sitting next to his now current girlfriend and partner, and other partner.

      This could get messy…

      “Go ahead, Tom, and get those restraints off. I’ll vouch for him. Even though he did dump me. And through email of all things.”

      “Dude, we’re at the mercy of a jilted ex-lover?” Gapinski whispered. “And through email, no less?”

      Silas threw him a look as he rubbed his wrists after having been freed.

      “Yes, do tell, dear,” Celeste said as her ties were cut. “Sounds like a jolly good story behind that one.”

      Silas stood and offered a limp wave. “Uh, hey there, Brit. Nice to see you again.”

      “Hey, yourself,” Brit said, folding her arms and widening her stance.

      Yeah, not good.

      He looked to the ground and rubbed the back of his reddening neck. “We, well...we sort of dated back in college.”

      “Sort of is a good way of putting it.”

      He chuckled. “Looks like you didn’t look back. And clearly you’ve made a life for yourself with the FBI.” He smiled and offered her his hand.

      “You could say that.” Brit opened up for an embrace instead. “Oh, come on. For old time’s sake.”

      He hesitated, stealing a glance Celeste’s way, but opened up as well. They hugged awkwardly before letting go.

      Silas threw his partners an embarrassed grin as he pulled away then raked a hand through his thick dark brown hair. The cigarette pack in his pocket was screaming for attention at his heightened state of anxiety. But he had promised Celeste he would quit after picking up the nasty habit again earlier in the year. Now seemed not the time to test that promise.

      Brit said, “Last I heard, you had made a pretty good go of life yourself. Professor at Princeton, isn’t that right, after playing with the Marines in the Middle East?”

      “Rangers,” Silas corrected, “and ex-professor. I’ve, well...” he glanced at his partners, catching Celeste’s eye who had folded her arms and widened her stance—mirroring Brit to a T. He took in a breath and continued, “I’ve moved on to another venture.”

      “Like shooting up a movie theater?” Brit said with a wry grin.

      Silas startled, then started stumbling for words to explain.

      “Relax, I’m just kidding. So who are your accomplices?”

      Without waiting for an introduction, Celeste announced with extended arm, “Celeste Bourne.”

      Brit took it. “Bourne? As in the confused CIA Ludlum character?”

      Celeste flashed a grin. “I was a Bourne before Bourne was a Bourne.”

      Silas noted her tone, which was more of a challenge than an explanation. He sensed rising tension between the two women—which he found all at once cute and terrifying.

      “Alright then,” Brit said. “There you go. And you?” she asked, turning to Gapinski.

      “Matt Gapinski,” he said with a wave. “And I wasn’t a Gapinski before I was a Gapinski—or something.” He chuckled; no one else did. “Nevermind…”

      “So what the hell happened here?” Brit said, crossing her arms again.

      Silas led her through the events in the theater—from the emergency exit door opening, which he figured was when the psycho gained entrance, to him opening up with the AR-15 and finally Celeste and him taking the man down.

      “Thank God you two were there. Could have been much worse.” She motioned toward the command center then led them forward.

      Silas followed, shaking his head and sighing. “Just wish we could have stopped him sooner. So many lives were lost…”

      Brit climbed the stairs and smiled. “I do remember liking that about you. The whole superhero quality. You wore it well.”

      “Thanks,” he said, glancing behind at his partners, heat rising up the back of his neck and hearing a stifled giggle from Gapinski. All that mattered was what Celeste was thinking. And he couldn’t tell either way.

      He hadn’t shared much with her about his dating past. Mostly because there wasn’t much to share, but also because of the shame it carried. He imagined she would find out sooner than later.

      The four settled around a table along the side of the command center. Brit asked a few of the remaining personnel to leave, then hoisted up the JanSport bag that had been leaning against her bench. “Who wants to explain what this is? Tom told me it was found on your person, Silas.”

      Silas flashed Celeste a glance and shifted uncomfortably on the bench. She offered a slight nod, and he steeled himself for offering an explanation.

      “So, you know how I said I had left Princeton for another venture?” he began. “Well, it’s with a religious order.”

      Brit furrowed her brow. “A religious order? You? Like with monks or something, and vows of celibacy and all that?”

      He laughed nervously. “No, not really. It’s called the Order of Thaddeus.”

      “Now this takes the cake. Sorry, but you’ll have to excuse my disbelief. Silas wasn’t all that religious back in college. Quite the partier, and other things…”

      Silas shifted again and raked a hand through his hair. “Yes, well, that was a long time ago. And since then, I’ve devoted my life to my faith in Jesus Christ. But at any rate, all three of us are with the Order, and we thought the contents of the backpack related to our work.”

      “Which is?”

      He hesitated, then said, “Which is protecting and preserving the memory of the Church from nearly the very beginning of her existence, especially from a militant group that has been threatening and attacking the Church since the beginning called Nous.”

      “Nous…”

      The edge to her voice annoyed Silas. Like what he imagined people thinking when someone said they were abducted by aliens or saw Bigfoot.

      He let it go and nodded. “In the past, Nous struck at the heart of Christian ideas by propagating heresy and seeking to undermine the essence of the Christian faith by destroying her teachings. Its power and influence has waxed and waned over the centuries and manifested in various ways. But in recent years, they have stepped up their game big time—and with violent results. Remember the attacks against churches across the world earlier this year?”

      “Sure,” Brit said. “We were running ops with Homeland Security to determine the nature of the threat across the country.”

      “And so were we,” Celeste said. “Us three, with the Order.”

      “Wait, that was this shadow organization you call Nous?”

      “It was,” Silas said. “But the point isn’t Nous, the point is that there is something about what happened in that theater and what’s in that bag that doesn’t sit right with me. Something I thought the Order could help solve. Especially because of the sounds we heard.”

      “The sounds…”

      “Yeah, the sounds,” Gapinski said, stepping in to help. “Sort of a cross between Godzilla and a velociraptor. Gave me the heebee-jeebees.” He shuddered and shifted against a window.

      “I’m not sure if any of it’s related,” Silas continued, “but between the supernatural yelps the man made, combined with the cultish memorabilia—it seemed like a job for the Order of Thaddeus.”

      Brit sat back and folded her arms. She said nothing for the longest time before the ends of her mouth curled upward and she leaned forward with a guttural laugh, offering a snort for good measure. A quirk Silas remembered had been one of the excuses for the email he had sent dumping her twenty years ago, as immature as it was.

      He rolled his eyes and glanced at Gapinski, who shrugged, then turned to Celeste, who looked annoyed.

      “I’m sorry,” Brit said, recovering. She waved her arms with apology and said again, “I’m sorry, but this all sounds like some cheap airport novel or one of those bargain-bin Kindle deals.”

      “Brit, come on…”

      “I seem to remember an episode of The X-Files from the 90s that sounds vaguely familiar.”

      Silas stood. “Nice seeing you again, Brit. If you’re done with us, and we’re no longer being detained, I think we’ll take off.”

      “Oh, Silas, I was just playing around.”

      Celeste slid out as well, followed by Gapinski.

      “No, it’s fine. You’ve got a job to do and we shouldn’t stand in your way. But, hey, if you see a bird tattoo on the guy, give me a call. If you still have my cell number it hasn’t changed since college.”

      He chuckled, but the look from Celeste told him bad move. Even Gapinski raised a brow.

      “Why a bird tattoo?” Brit said.

      “Huh?” Silas said, chiding himself. “Oh, it’s a Nous calling card. Anyway, good luck with the investigation.”

      Brit thanked them for the insight and said the FBI would take if from there, but that they should be prepared for follow-up questions. Then she sent them on their way.

      “I can see why you sacked her,” Celeste said as they walked from the command center, “especially through email.”

      “Does that mean she’s fair game?” Gapinski said, grinning and jabbing Silas in the side.

      The two glared at him as they weaved through the law enforcement personnel.

      “What it does mean is that date night is over,” Celeste said. “Time to fill Radcliffe in on the matter.”

      “Always something,” Gapinski mumbled.

      Indeed there was with the Order of Thaddeus.

      And Silas suspected whatever had gone down in that theater was just the beginning.
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