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PART ONE

FLIGHT








Chapter One

“The meek shall inherit the dirt
they are buried in.”

—Codex Infernales

“And what
about our investments in Afghanistan?” asked Blaine Deschamps. He
was wearing a seventy-five-thousand-dollar William Westmancott
steel-gray suit and sitting behind a blond-wood desk that dominated
one end of the large office. Leaning back in an overstuffed chair,
he casually toyed with a platinum letter opener shaped like a
misericord. Eyes half-closed, he seemed to a casual observer
relaxed, almost bored. Those who knew him understood it was a pose.
The hard, lean body beneath the overpriced trappings contained all
the ferocious energy of a crouching Bengal tiger.

“Still unimpeded by the war, sir,”
said the older man standing in front of the desk, a tablet computer
clutched in one hand. His charcoal pin-stripe Briony suit, although
well-tailored, fell far short of Blaine’s and sold for tens of
thousands of dollars less. “And with the American troops finishing
their withdrawal this year, our profits from the opium trade should
triple.”

Blaine set the letter opener carefully upon the
desk blotter and steepled his fingers under his nose,
concentrating. He was aiming, successfully, for an air of studious
reflection. The year 2014 had seen a swift rise in assets and 2015
was shaping up to be a record-breaker. “Excellent, Fergus.
Excellent.”

The older man, Fergus, gave a thin smile and
visibly relaxed. These daily sessions with the boss drained him,
and he silently cursed Blaine’s need to micromanage. His green eyes
shifted to the large African-American gentleman standing in the
corner of the spacious office a few short feet from his employer.
Blaine’s personal bodyguard, Alexander.

The bodyguard caused Fergus a twinge of
anxiety, though Fergus’s lean, Scottish face under sandy hair gave
away nothing, thanks to years of learning to survive while employed
by the world’s most dangerous family. The previous, unlamented
bodyguard for the head of the Deschamps Family, Boris, had unnerved
him more than the previous Family head. Boris had been like a force
of nature, hard and implacable, but something about Alexander
scared him shitless. Where Boris was clearly suppressing what made
him human, Alexander seemed to have been born with a deficit of
emotion, having no apparent connection to feelings such as love,
hate, or even anger. It did not appear natural. His glassy stare
resembled a china doll’s and the reflection from the
floor-to-ceiling monitor mounted on the wall colored his
darker-than-dark skin, the numbers from the stock market channel
winking off his black eyes and smooth-shaven dome.

Blaine noticed the other man’s studious
nonchalance and smiled inwardly. He had spent over five million
dollars acquiring Boris’s replacement and was pleased to have found
the perfect specimen. Untiring, uncaring, and utterly ruthless,
qualities he treasured in an ever-present bodyguard.

“Send Senator Cridwell a message. I
want his aide to leak information that Synoco will not be receiving
a government contract. That should cause their stocks to tumble
enough that we can pick it up on the cheap.” He took a deep breath.
“That is all for now. We will continue tomorrow with our Eastern
European developments.” He waved a hand toward the exit, and
Fergus, the most junior member of the board, was more than happy to
comply.

Blaine grinned. “I think he is scared of you,
Alexander,” he said after the door had shut.

The giant gave a small, yet deep, grunt in
reply.

Leaning back in his alligator-hide chair,
Deschamps placed his hands behind his head and marveled that Julian
Deschamps, his father and predecessor, had had the good grace to
die and leave him in charge.

When the Patron had informed the board that he,
Blaine, was to be the new head of the Family, the leader of the
Deschamps’ multibillion-dollar conglomerate, the shock of it nearly
tore the board apart, but no one ever argued with “The
Patron.”

For the first time in a thousand years, a
non-European member of the Deschamps family sat at the head of the
table. Born into one of the two American crèches, Blaine had
survived a childhood filled with assassination attempts,
temptation, and ready wealth by maintaining strict
discipline—discipline over his mind, body, and emotions. By the age
of fourteen, he had quietly killed four of his half-brothers in
such subtle fashions that their deaths could not be linked to him
(two had no talent in magic and were therefore off-limits, to be
groomed for high-ranking positions in the business side of the
Family enterprise.) By sixteen he had mastered the martial arts
training of the Sicarii, the assassination and covert ops
side of the Deschamps Family business. In magic, he possessed
eleven out of the twelve Words of power.

So he was a prodigy by Family standards, even
if he was an American.

Unlike many of his half-brothers, he took after
his biological mother, a perfect specimen of Norwegian beauty and
constitution. Tall, with sandy blond hair and wide shoulders, he
shared few traits with his father Julian, whose features were more
Mediterranean. Only full lips and an aquiline nose.

My mother, he mused sourly. What a joke.
The Family selected women for their beauty and intelligence and
genetically screened them to ensure that they would be perfect
incubators for the Family offspring. They were then implanted with
Julian’s seed and carefully monitored during their pregnancies. Any
sign of defect and the child was aborted, as were any children
whose genetic assessment showed them to be less than ninety-six
percent of compliance to the rigorous standards. This was called
the filtering process and it had been used efficiently, ruthlessly,
for the past few decades. Thus the quality of offspring had
improved over the old stock.

Blaine smiled. Julian was gone, so it would be
Blaine’s DNA, the best of the best, that would be carried on in
future generations of Family members. It would be his brood that
would scheme and plot and kill in an orgy of Darwinian survival. He
could almost feel paternal pride.

The harsh glare of the city lights was softened
by the lightly tinted floor-to-ceiling window that formed the
outside wall off his office. Constructed of Lextrope, the hardest
substance ever manufactured, it was three-inches thick and
virtually indestructible. Able to withstand everything from a .50
caliber round to an RPG, it providing unparalleled protection for
the new head of the Family.

Ahhh … New York. A great city.
My city. The thought warmed him in a way the embrace of a woman
never could. Other cities might be more elegant, such as Geneva, or
storied, such as Prague or Istanbul, but New York was the city of
action, of guts and glory and anything the heart could ever want.
It teemed with furious life and energy, and he fancied he could
feel the sizzle of its vigor against his skin like a warm
breeze. The other cities might have the genteel atmosphere of a
venerable grand dame, but New York was a place for business,
and that suited Blaine Deschamps just fine.

The NYSE, Wall Street, the Diamond Quarter, the
Garment District, etc., etc. Places where he could sink his teeth
into the bloody meat of industry, then tear it off the bones. There
was nothing better, no wine headier, than the glory of besting his
foes in business, and any who opposed his will were foes. He wanted
it all, to own everything worth owning, and Patron-help anyone who
stood in his way. While most people treated business as a chess
game performed with careful, deliberate movements, not Blaine
Deschamps. He approached business the way the Conquistadores
conquered the new world, with ruthless brutality. He was morally
certain that the world belonged to him, and it was ripe for the
plucking … assuming he had the time to carry out his
plans.

Time …. There was never enough, not for
the grand plans he wished to set in motion. Not enough hours in the
day, not enough years in a mortal’s lifespan. There were too many
things to accomplish, and he knew in his guts that it would require
his ferocious discipline to accomplish them.

Once again, he renewed his vow to live forever,
and in this age of genetic manipulation and medical advancement,
that was entirely possible. The progress with geriatric medicine
achieved by Schiller Pharmaceuticals excited him beyond measure.
Now that he was the head of the Family, he could spend billions
extending his life, improving his health. He smiled at the
possibilities.

What a delightful shock it had been to learn
the truth about the Deschamps family. That it was “The” Family—an
unbroken lineage dating back to the legendary Founder, Yehuda,
called the son of Simon, better known as Judas Iscariot. Judas, who
in reality was the first son of the Patron and betrayer of the
false God’s get, Yehoshua, the so-called Messiah, better known as
the Nazarene. Then there was the prophecy of the
Redeemer ….

Riiiinggg.

Blaine straightened in his chair, fear suddenly
hot and loose in his bowels. It was The Line. There was only
one person who used The Line. He tapped a swirling knot on
the blond wood of his desk.

“Hello, sir.”

The sugar-coated shit of the Patron’s voice
slid through the speakers hidden in the walls of the large office,
a voice both terrible and avuncular. “Hello, Blaine. I trust my
interests are thriving.”

Despite the urbane confidence the Patron’s
voice exuded, Blaine was hardly comforted. “Yes, sir.” Sweat beaded
his forehead.

“I had thought Burke was the best of
the ‘B’ series, but I must say, the past year and a half has proved
me wrong.”

Blaine felt a stab of annoyance. Burke?
Hah! Burke was a disappointment and had proven it by failing to
kill that miserable abortion of a half-brother Olivier Deschamps.
Twice. His death at Olivier’s hand was only just, considering he
had chosen to face the more powerful magus in single combat, no
backup, no SS team to ensure his success. That kind of foolishness
invited death. He said as much to the Patron in more diplomatic
verbiage.

The sigh that came over the speakers reminded
Blaine of hot wind over shattered rock. “Yes, of course, my boy, he
should have incapacitated the rebel Olivier with a horde at his
back. His lack of pragmatism led to his demise. It is your
pragmatic, uniquely American view on such things as combat and
business that have elevated you in my estimation. That is why you
are the head of the Family. Had Julian been as direct, not only
would he still be alive, but we would have regained control of the
Silver.”

The Silver … an ancient Family artifact,
the thirty talents of silver paid to the Founder for
betraying the cursed Nazarene. In each talent rested a
Terrible Word designed by the Patron. Words so evil, so awful that
few in the Family had the power to grasp more than one. It tore at
Blaine’s soul that the artifact had been destroyed before he could
use it to test his mettle. The fact that Olivier had mastered all
thirty Terrible Words, and had known all twelve of the Words of
Magic available to ordinary magi ate at him like a cancer. Being
the best was Blaine’s destiny, and being bested by Olivier before
Blaine had even been born added insult to injury. Blaine
should have been the strongest in magic, not Olivier.

“Yes, sir, but the Silver is
destroyed, so that is a moot point,” Blaine remarked.

The silence that greeted his words was pregnant
with malice. Finally, he said, “That is one of the reasons for my
call, boy.” The last word was spit out with such thick anger
that Blaine’s bladder nearly let go and he cursed himself for
poking the bear.

“I-I am … sorry, sir,” he
stammered, sweating freely now. “It was impolitic of me to state
the obvious. Please continue, sir.”

A small pause, long enough for Blaine to know
that the Patron had not quite forgiven him. “It has come to
my attention that Cain has departed Omaha.”

Blaine did not ask how the Patron knew such a
thing, but accepted it as a fact. The son of Adam was the only
person the Sicarii—the whole Family—feared. Besides the Patron, of
course. “He has left the priest to his own devices?”

“It is so.”

Father Michael Engle … alone and
unprotected. The thought almost sexually aroused the
twenty-year-old head of the Family. “Then I should take care of the
matter quickly.”

“Not so quickly that mistakes are
made, my boy.”

“Of course not, sir.” Blaine slowly
rubbed his hands together. “In fact, when I took command of the
Family and had learned of the priest’s involvement in Julian’s
demise, I made sure to position one of our assets from the UK in
the American Midwest. Someone, I believe, you will find perfect for
the job.”

“Indeed, do tell.” The Patron’s deep
voice became heavier still and Blaine imagined he could feel every
word land hard on his shoulders. “Why not a Special Services
Team?”

Blaine made sure his voice did not sound the
least bit self-satisfied or smug. “An SS team would be noted by our
old enemies, especially considering the events of two years ago, so
it is better to do things under the radar, so to speak. Besides,
Cain has a long arm and he’s no fool. He might have the priest
protected from an SS Team. Why not try a subtler approach? Where
teams might be noticed and stopped, a single man might slip through
unheeded.” His smile was tight and unpleasant. “Such confrontations
are better when we can pick the field of advantage. A single person
already in the United States, ready to be aimed at a target of our
choosing, would not attract attention. The death of that particular
priest will attract notice, but nothing that could point at us,
nothing that could cause an extreme response.

“Five years ago,” Blaine continued,
“one of the A-series—a distant cousin with only one Word and a
modest ability with Botanical Magic—developed a penchant for …
ah … eliminating pre-operative transsexual prostitutes
in the Whitechapel area of London. He remained at large in the UK
until I had him relocated to the U.S., once you, ah, promoted me to
head of the Family.”

The Patron cleared his throat. “You mean Alvin
Deschamps, the one the British rags so drolly dubbed ‘Nitpicking
Nick.’ He does fine work. A fine asset, indeed.”

Of course the Patron would know of Great
Britain’s most infamous serial killer since Jack the Ripper. He
knew everything. Blaine continued, “Well, yes. We know him as ‘The
Giggler,’ for obvious reasons, but in order to bolster his utility,
I had him moved to Illinois, where he changed his modus operandi
and became the serial killer known as ‘The Atheist.’ I believe
Alvin will be the perfect one to, um, rid us of the pesky
priest.”

The Patron was silent so long that Blaine
feared his displeasure would strike him down. Then, finally, a
soft, scratching began to emerge from the hidden speakers, a
scritching that rose to an ear-blistering wail of feedback
that disturbed even the indomitable Alexander. The giant shook his
head softly and took a small step from the wall.

With a start, Blaine realized the Patron was
laughing.

Was this good news or bad?

Whatever it was, it was possibly the scariest
thing he had ever experienced. No human throat could make that peal
of metallic noise like a cross between a horrendous traffic
accident and the wails of tortured babies. Blaine doubted there was
a synthesizer capable producing feedback so emotive that it
sent chills through his flesh. It was the laughter of a being so
jaded that all emotion had become alien.

“Oh, Blaine,” the Patron finally
said once the crackling noise subsided, “I do so appreciate irony.
Very well, have Alvin the Giggler, the Atheist, sent to
Omaha to remove the priest from the equation.” A pause. “What are
your plans for Cain?”

Fucking Cain, Blaine thought angrily.
The fact that the world’s oldest man and first murderer was still
alive and kicking ate at his insides. “I am attempting to locate
him even as we speak. I have a plan for the Son of
Adam.”

“He is in Great Britain,” the Patron
replied. “If your plan for him is to shorten his lifespan
drastically, you must beware of the consequences. The Lying God’s
curse is not something you should take lightly. As is breaking our
agreement with the man.”

“Of course not, sir, but I do have
the Family, and you, on my side.”

A long pause. So long, in fact, that Blaine
feared the Patron had hung up, but then that the sugar-coated shit
of his benefactor’s voice emerged once again. “I owe that do-gooder
choirboy priest some serious pain, and I want him to experience
some serious hurt before he dies. Make sure Alvin
understands that.” He paused. “Do you understand, Blaine?
Hurt. Call it an obsession of mine.”

“I understand, sir.” Oh yes, he
did.

“And speaking of obsessions, I see
you have purchased Genomica, that company so invested in anti-aging
technologies. Still looking for the secret of immortality, are
we?”

Of course the Patron would know. “Yes, sir.”
Lying to the Patron was a sure way to find himself in a place where
screams were food for beings that lived on misery.

“I myself have my own little
obsessions, my peccadillos as it were, so I understand what drives
you. Immortality is a rare gift, Blaine, so rare that I have
bestowed it upon only one man. Julian was almost worthy of
such a gift and might have received it had he not dealt with the
matter of his wayward son, your half-brother, so poorly. Olivier
had the best of him on more than one occasion, and that could not
be tolerated, no matter that our holdings doubled in size during
his tenure as head of the Family. Go ahead, indulge your little
obsession. Try to unlock the human genome, search the globe, every
rain forest, and lost valley for the chemical cocktail that will
give you the secret to immortality. It should be interesting to see
what you come up with.”

“Sir, if I do succeed in
significantly extending the human lifespan, think of the profits,
think of those who would sell their souls for just a little more
time. Even a few years are precious to those who have stared death
in the face.” Blaine licked his lips. “Politicians, heads of state,
CEOs, and the like would be beholden to us, would do
anything for a shot at immortality. We would hold the key,
the key to their lives. This isn’t just a mission to fuel my
obsession, this is a mission to literally control the
world.”

The Patron’s voice slid softly through the air.
“Interesting. You have much more ambition than even I anticipated.
Go ahead, support the research for viable, sellable
immortality and see where it leads you. But know this: if you
succeed in your quest, if you manage to bring the world to its
knees before the Scions of Yehuda, before Me, then I will
personally grant you immortality. True immortality,
youth and vigor for all time. This will be your reward for a job
well done.”

Oh my …. Blaine reeled in his
chair. His eyes darted to Alexander, who merely stared impassively,
as unemotional as a stone. So close. It would probably take
years, but the Family’s businesses were cutting edge and even the
United States government did not have the technology that was at
the fingertips of the Deschamps.

Immortality.

“Thank you, sir! It will be
done.”

“My name, My will,” said the
Patron.

“Pardon, sir?”

“You may thank me by using my full
and proper name.” Evil, thick as paste, seemed to flow from the
speakers.

Blaine suppressed the urge to vomit as fear
once again clutched at his guts. No, the Patron had not
forgotten nor forgiven his earlier faux pas.

Bowing his head, the young man closed his eyes
and assumed an attitude of prayer. “Thank you … oh Mighty One,
Star of the Morning, Najmun Thāquib, Heylel, for the gifts you have
given me, that I may increase the measure of your Glory upon this
wretched Earth. Thank you for creating in me the Preparer Of Ways
for your Second Coming in defiance to the Lying God and his bastard
son. Thank you for the gift of Yehuda, the Founder, without whom I
would not exist. His seed is potent because it is yours, and all
things must spring from your terrible loins and insatiable lust.
Bless me, Oh Dreadful Lord. Bless me and grant me the strength to
do your will.”

“Continue, boy.”

Blaine paused, sweat running freely down his
face, then intoned in an appropriately fearful voice:

 


My Master, who dwells beyond the
World

Whose name is Legion

Thy Kingdom is forever

Thy Glory overshadows

This paltry Earth, as it should.

Grant us our lives

That we may serve

And strike at the heart of Thine
enemies.

Let us storm the vile halls of
Heaven

And cast out the Lying God.

For Thine is the Might,

The Majesty and the Dread

For all Time.

 


There was no Amen at the prayers finale,
just an abrupt end. Blaine took a deep breath and finished with, “I
thank you, Lord Lucifer Morningstar.”

The Patron answered, in a voice smug and fat
with evil, “Damn right you do.”

 


 



Chapter Two

“Blessed is the man who remains
steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will
receive the crown of life.”

—James 1:12

“C’mon,
Eddie, keep your guard up!” shouted a strong baritone
ringside.

Don’t listen to the voices, just keep punching.
Focus, old man, Mike thought.

“Sweep the leg, then
shoot!”

That’s right, tell the other guy what to do so
I can counter.

The kid was good, I gave him that. He went for
my leg, his foot striking with impressive speed, but I was ready. I
dropped forward and down, twisting in midair, wrapping my legs
around his waist, surprising him with a scissors take-down. A
second later, I had him in a kimura armbar.

It was supposed to be practice, a bit of
sparring to test the kid, but at first he didn’t take it seriously,
figuring that the old man he faced would be too easy. It didn’t
take too darn long for him to realize that I wasn’t playing around
and that I was pretty tough myself.

Still, the kid was strong and possessed arms
like steel cables.

“Turn your hips in!” That voice
belonged to Joe, the guy who owned the gym, the man who had let
Cain and me train there for the past couple of years. He was bald
as an egg with cauliflower ears and built like a brick with two
stubby legs. Turned into a good friend, too. “Your hips, Mike,” he
urged. “Turn them in.”

Sweat stung my eyes and my lungs burned, but I
held on ferociously, the larger man’s sweaty wrist in my grasp. A
big kid, that Eddie, but you know what they say about the bigger
they are. I had the kimura deep and within a few seconds felt his
fingers drum on my forearm as he tapped out. Sighing in relief, I
let go, fingers tingling.

Standing, slicked with sweat head to toe, I
took deep and measured breaths, even though my body wanted to pant
like a dog. It was a good workout, my hardest yet against someone
who wasn’t Cain. I tore at the Velcro of my padded, fingerless
gloves with my teeth, ripping my hands free.

“Good job, Mike,” Joe enthused as I
staggered toward the ropes. The big grin covering his lovable
pumpkin face revealed how many teeth he’d lost over the years.
“Three rounds. That kid gave you a serious workout.” His massive
forearms rippled as he gripped my hand.

“Yeah.” I nodded, chest heaving.
“Never … went that long before.”

The other trainer—the guy with a baritone
voice, Steve—was visiting from Minnesota with his protégé, Eddie.
He walked over to where we gabbed, the skin on his neck flushed red
beneath the swirling tribal tats that covered it like a collar. He
held out a massive hand for me to shake. “Heck of a fight, Mike. If
I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’tna believed it.” The
expression on his face showed his sincerity, but his hazel eyes
were flinty. His meal ticket had just lost a fight to a man nearly
twice his age, and that didn’t sit well.

I gripped a hand thick with calluses.
“Thanks.”

“I can’t believe you’re forty-five.
You fight like you’re twenty-five and you look all of thirty. How
you do that?” he asked. “Protein shakes? Special diet?”

Laughter hurt. The kid had given me a couple of
good shots to the ribs that I’d be feeling for days. “Just clean
living, I guess.”

“Steve, old Mike here is the
original Clean Marine,” Joe said proudly. He handed me a towel,
which I used to wipe the sweat off my body. Within seconds it was
heavy with moisture.

“Clean Army Ranger,” I said, handing
the damp towel back. “Call me a Marine again and you’ll be in
trouble.” My smile took the sting out of the words.

“You learn mixed martial arts at
Ranger school?” Steve asked. To the kid, he said, “Go shower up,
Eddie.”

The “kid,” all two-hundred-fifty pounds of him,
sulked off to the showers while rubbing his arm, trailing a trio of
friends who had come along for the ride. They all tossed me heated
glares.

“He’s a good egg,” Steve told Joe,
rubbing his eyes. “And I was thinking of taking him pro, but your
man here put paid to that.” A long sigh. “For now, at least, thanks
to those Ranger moves.”

“I was in service before the Army
adopted the Modern Army Combatives, but for the last two years I’ve
been training with a guy who has forgotten more about hand-to-hand
combat than I’ll ever know.” I lifted the top rope and ducked
through. “He was harder on me than any DI, and if he hadn’t been,
your man would’ve eaten me for lunch.”

“He’s the best I ever saw,” said Joe
thoughtfully. “Fast as a snake and stronger than any two guys.
Coulda turned pro anytime.”

Steve rubbed his tatted neck, a frown on his
broad face. “I’d like to meet this guy. Perhaps he can train Eddie,
make him a force to be reckoned with.”

“Can’t. He left town recently,” I
said softly. “Eddie will be fine. I have another advantage, as
well.”

“What advantage?”

I smiled. “God has my back.”

 


Joe’s Gym occupied a spot at 46th
and Center, not too far from where the city was trying to gentrify
the area with new builds. It looked like a dump from the outside,
the air inside redolent with stale grease and old sweat. It needed
a coat of paint something awful—the walls gray and peeling—but the
locker rooms were new. Shiny white tile and gunmetal-gray steel
lockers for the members and clean stalls with an endless supply of
hot water for us older guys trying to act twenty years
younger.

The mind wanders when fatigued, but that’s no
excuse for a man with a bull’s-eye on his back. I should’ve been
more alert when trouble arrived in the form of an irate
kid.

“That was uncool, dude, beating me
in front of my trainer, and you ain’t even a real mixed martial
artist and stuff. Steve told me you just train here three days a
week.”

I ran the towel through my close-cropped black
hair and my handlebar mustache, feeling clean, feeling good, almost
like a blessing. Perhaps it was, a blessing from a friend who had a
particular affinity to water. Silly, I know. He was long
dead.

“Don’t sweat it, son,” I said while
pawing through my locker. “I beat you fair and square. It happens.
Someday, someone will beat me. In fact, there are many who can,
including my trainer, who can beat any five guys you care to
name.”

The sound of a bare foot softly slapping on
cold tile and I felt a large presence loom behind. He was trying to
intimidate me by invading my personal space. Another step. Another
person. And another. Did Eddie really think he needed friends to
intimidate one man?

“Why are you taking it so hard,
son?” On went my black shirt and pants, the cloth stiff and
scratchy against my flesh.

“I ain’t your son, and look at me
when I’m talking to you!”

Sigh. The clichés had started. I
finished adjusting my collar and turned around. “I have work to do,
son.” Eddie and his three friends stood there, big arms crossed,
but when they got a load of my priest’s collar, they took a
collective step back. Two crossed themselves. Nice to know that
some young people still believed. “Now, if you don’t mind, I must
return to work.”

Eddie and the gang, now pale and nervous,
mumbled and backed away, and as I passed them, I couldn’t resist a
bit of fatherly advice. Comes with the job. “It’s not how you win
that measures you as men, but how you handle losing.”

They had the good grace to look
abashed.

Merging into the scant traffic on Omaha’s L
street, I headed west, listening to Def Leppard on the CD player.
Although a priest, a man who is supposed to comport himself with
the dignity due his station, I still liked to listen to 80s rock.
Pour some sugar on me is my jam.

I was sure that the Lord would forgive me for
enjoying the double entendres found in that song and Aerosmith’s
“Love in an Elevator.” God had saved my life several times
and I had felt His power flow through my mortal flesh on more than
one occasion, providing me with the certainty of His existence. I
am a man of faith, but it’s sure nice to have proof, you
know?

Oh, yeah, let’s not forget another sign that
the Lord is real and both His love and justice know no
limits … Cain. Yes, that Cain, the son of Adam, the
trainer I mentioned earlier. How much more proof do you need for
God’s existence than a man cursed to wander the earth forever?
Makes you think twice about breaking any of the Ten Commandments,
doesn’t it?

I passed a motorcycle out front (a Kawasaki
Ninja 300, not my style, but kids love their crotch rockets) and
parked my Honda Civic in the spot reserved for us priestly types.
As I entered my office through the back, I thought of my friend
Cain, who had left just a week ago for parts unknown. The day of
his departure, I hadn’t bothered with the priestly dog collar,
instead settling for a plain gray T-shirt and jeans when I went to
say goodbye.

He had called me, asking to meet in the Jobbers
Canyon area of downtown, where the businesses catered to tourists,
and old warehouses and factories became loft apartments for the
nouveau riche—an expensive antique surrounded by garishly
modern.

Unease trickled down my spine as I pulled into
the parking lot where Cain stood like shining beacon in his tan
summer suit. A fat manila envelope was clutched under one
arm.

“What’s going on?” It was a thick,
warm August evening, and the cobbled streets of the old downtown
were radiating enough heat to make me sweat.

My friend gave me a smile, his eyes hidden by
pair of oversized Glacier-Sherpa sunglasses. I’m a big man, but he
topped me by several inches. His long, curly hair floated about his
head like a halo and his long, lean face was tanned several shades
darker than its normal olive. “I’m leaving, Mike,” he stated
flatly.

Usually Cain spoke with the flowery
extravagance of a Cohen Brother’s Western, and those three simple
words, uttered with gravitas, unnerved me. “Leaving?
Why?”

“Surely your wandering eye has
espied the various congregants of your ministry regarding me with
much unearned suspicion?”

That was true. The previous week’s service had
been slightly marred by the dark looks and mutterings the
congregation tossed his way. I assumed it was for the ever-present
shades he wore, but looking at him in the evening light, I realized
that it was his curse, the Mark of Cain bestowed upon him by God,
which caused the others to fidget and glare. They had no clue as to
why he made them uncomfortable; they only knew that something about
Cain set their nerves on edge. Even I wasn’t immune because lately
I felt irritable when he was around.

“So, you have to go?
Really?”

He nodded. “Really.” Sighing, he removed his
glasses, revealing his eyes. Ice-blue like a wolf’s, the irises
were bordered by thin line of soft brown. That strange coloring,
those wolf eyes, was The Mark. “I had fervently hoped
that my stay in Omaha would yield certain advantages in my quest
for the Almighty’s forgiveness, yet so far my search to be quit of
my peculiar malady has yielded naught, and as I have stated before,
my curse does not afford me more than a brace of years in any one
locale.”

It took a second to untangle the knots of his
words, but I got the gist. When he helped Morgan (who started as
Olivier, then changed to Jude and ended his life as Morgan—the
name, I think, suited him best) and I defeat the Sicarii, God
showed him a small measure of his grace by lining the Mark in his
eyes with brown, his eyes’ original color. It was proof that he
could someday be forgiven, but it seemed that he was still limited
to two years before people began to point fingers.

“I am sorry to see you
go.”

His gaze was grave. “Not as sorry as I, my
friend.”

It had been fifty thousand years since Cain
first lied to God.

“Where is your brother?”

“I do not know, am I my brother’s
keeper?”

It wasn’t the murder of his brother, it was the
First Lie that was the true affront.

I was sure he suffered all manner of emotional
turmoil, angst for the ages. But as I looked upon his normally
impassive face, I was struck by the notion that he was weeping
inside, that his very guts were aching at the thought of his
departure.

My own heart breaking, I nodded and gestured to
the bar. “Why O’Toole’s?”

“Where better to imbibe alcohol with
a dear friend than at an Irish pub?”

Not being much of a drinker, I slow-walked my
way through a glass of truly terrible chardonnay while Cain put
every alcoholic that ever existed to shame, drinking shot after
shot of Glenfiddich until the general manager herself came over to
ascertain his sobriety.

He muttered under his breath as she replaced
the bartender. She was a serious-looking redhead with a wide,
smiling face and laugh lines bracketing her mouth.

“You okay there, hon?” She eyed the
army of overturned shot glasses resting in front of him. “Had a
lot. I think I’ll have to cut you off. No offense. I can call you a
cab or fetch you a bite.”

Cain’s smile lit up the bar. “Madam, I assure
you that, although I have imbibed a prodigious quantity of this
Scottish amber nectar, I am now, as I always am, sober as a judge
and in full possession of my rather amazing faculties.” He extended
a hand, holding it rock steady in front of our eyes. “So, as you
see, I am capable of ingesting even more of that precious fluid
without harm. But if it will allay your fears, my good friend here,
who nurses his wine in quite a miserly fashion, is a man of the
cloth, one of great import and faith. He will see to it that I do
not suffer any gross physical indignity and that I will not pose a
threat to those whose hearts are pure.”

Her arms crossed beneath large breasts. She
hemmed and hawed, screwed her face up in concentration as she tried
to judge Cain’s level of inebriation. Eventually she gave up and
nodded, toddling off with a bemused expression.

“So, tell me,” I urged after the
bartender poured another shot. “What’s your secret?”

Cain’s lips stretched in a toothy grin.
“Purify.”

“Excuse me?”

“Purify. It’s a Word. A very good
and puissant Word indeed, and it carries with it the smell of
freshly sliced green apples.” He closed his eyes, inhaling. “How I
do love the smell of apples.” Eyes glinting, he shot me an amused
glance. “Ironic, isn’t it? Considering my lineage.”

“You cheated,” I
accused.

“Purify merely removes
impurities from food and drink, as well as all toxins. If used with
proper intent and inflection, it removes toxins from a body as
well. Considering that alcohol is a poison, I have merely rendered
the small amount in my body inert. It’s most definitely not
cheating, my friend.”

The Words …. Let me tell you, a
couple of years ago I would have scoffed at the notion of magic,
but my friend Morgan, who turned out to be an ex-member of the
largest criminal organization known to man called the Sicarii,
removed all doubt. I saw him heal wounds, grant me a fantastic
vision on a moonless light, and perform feats of strength that
should have torn his flesh apart. Yeah, I believed in
magic.

Sigh. “So, Purify smells like apples to
you? Nice.” There was smell attached to the uttering of a Word that
was unique to the magus using it. When Morgan had used Healing, he
smelled cinnamon.

“My friend, it occurs to me that I
am afflicted with the disease of procrastination, which is a malady
a man such as myself cannot afford.” He removed the manila envelope
from his lap and slid it across the bar. “Here.”

It was heavy, over a pound. “What is it?” I
asked, not wanting to open the envelope.

“Our enemies, the Sicarii, will no
doubt attempt to do you great harm—that we both know. You
and I have aided in the deaths of many of their Dagger Men and the
timely destruction of their fortress in New York. They do not
possessive a capacity for forgiveness, for forgiveness belongs to
those who follow the arduous path of the Lord. These scoundrels
will come to extinguish your life in order to soothe their wounded
pride, which is the very reason I have trained you so extensively
these past two years in the manly arts of unarmed combat. I have
made of you a weapon, taught you much of the hand-fighting I have
gleaned and devised through centuries of conflict.”

Images of death and horror streamed across my
mind. The Sicarii had tortured me, tried to kill me, but by the
grace of God I had survived. Thanks to my friend. Thanks to Morgan.
“You’ve made me ready. Unless they send an SS team, I will
survive.”

I met my reflection staring back at me from the
lenses of his Glaciers. “You will not be ready,” he said. “They
will come implementing surprise and under the unpleasant cover of
darkness to claim your life, and no matter how wonderful your skill
at hand-fighting, they will plant a small lump of lead in your
brain, which will terminate your existence. I find that thought
unacceptable. That is why I have delivered unto you the contents of
yon envelope. If you ever find yourself in dire straits, it should
be of some aid.” He sighed, taking a sip of Scotch. “When I depart
this oasis of alcohol, I will make such a fuss that the Sicarii
cannot help but follow. This may grant you some small measure of
protection.”

“God will provide,” I said
firmly.

“That is true, but He also helps
those who help themselves.”

“Do you really think this
necessary?” I asked, nudging the envelope, not wanting others to
come to harm in my defense.

“Please, my friend, do not endeavor
to equate yourself to be the legendary man of the cloth in the
famous joke ‘The Priest and the Boat.’ ”

I rubbed my mustache. “Sorry, don’t know that
one.”

The bartender, a young, pudgy man who had just
poured another shot, leaned in close, obviously wanting to hear a
new joke, or at one he didn’t know.

Cain smiled at the bartender and motioned him
closer. “Come, my good purveyor of fine spirits, listen while I
regale my thick-witted companion.” He emptied his shot glass. “Fill
your ears whilst you fill my glass.” When his shot glass was full,
he turned his attention back to me.

“In 2005 there was a great storm
called Katrina in the glorious land of Louisiana,” he began. “And,
lo, the stately city of New Orleans suffered a calamitous flood of
nearly biblical proportions, tearing through the streets as through
tissue paper.

“A humble, somewhat elderly priest
of a small church worked hard to save the people of his tiny
parish, and before the flood reached his church, he managed to save
his entire congregation. All except himself and two elderly
ladies.

“You see, he had spent so much of
his valuable time assisting in the evacuation of his flock that by
the time he had sent most on their merry way, the waters trapped
him and the two ladies within the confines of the House of God.
They found their options limited: drown or climb to the roof and
pray for assistance, divine or otherwise.”

Cain finished his Scotch. “Good man, pour me
another round of yon sublime liquid, if you will.” The bartender
complied while I smiled to myself. Cain could gab with the best of
them and he sure was in his element, drawing attention and teaching
at the same time. He would have made a heck of a preacher. For all
I knew, he might have been one in the distant past. I imagined
there wasn’t much he hadn’t tried in fifty thousand
years.

“Ah, thank you, my good man. Where
did I leave off? Oh yes, the roof of the church. There crouched our
intrepid trio watching the waters rise all ’round, praying with all
their might to the Lord for salvation when suddenly, emerging
through the rain and fog like a vision came a small powerboat
chugging along, low in the water due to a surplus of
refugees.

“ ‘Ho the church!’ came the cry
from the gentleman steering the stalwart craft. ‘I have room for
two more!’

“Of course the kindly priest
escorted the ladies to the conveyance, urging them to safety. The
gentleman at the tiller assured the clergyman he would return. ‘God
will provide,’ intoned the pious priest.

“So the swift, terrible waters rose
and the elderly priest was sodden, bravely weathering the horrific
gale that tore at his frail body. Before too long, the boat came
back, burdened with refugees. The same Good Samaritan was at the
tiller.

“ ‘Go, save those poor
wretches,’ said the priest. ‘God will save me.’

“Nodding, the Good Samaritan sailed
away with his precious cargo and once again the poor priest was
subject to the harsh elements. Soon, however, the same boat
returned, once again burdened with a surplus of refugees. The noble
priest sent them on the way over the Good Samaritan’s
protestations. ‘God will save me.’

“As the boat was lost from the
priest’s vision, the little church collapsed and he drowned, for he
could not swim.

“Of course, such a goodly man found
himself within the hallowed halls of Heaven, at the foot of the
Throne, no less. In the ecstasy of the moment, the Lord spoke unto
the priest and asked if he was inclined to inquire about any moment
in his life. The goodly man, with eyes averted, asked, ‘My Lord,
why didst Thou not save me from drowning? I prayed unto You for
safety but found none.’

“The Lord looked down with kindly
eyes full of holy wisdom and said, ‘I did try, my son. I sent that
boat to you three times!’ ”

Dead silence met the punch line and silence won
until I blurted out, “That’s a joke?”

The bartender left, shaking his head, while
Cain merely chuckled. “It killed them in Antwerp,” he
said.

I couldn’t help but smile and then laugh just a
little bit. “Okay, big man, I get your meaning. The first sign of
trouble and I’ll open the envelope. It’s not like I can use magic
to protect myself.”

As for Cain, he had the magic of twenty-five
Words, the full measure of knowledge from the apple eaten by his
mother and father, Adam and Eve, and could protect himself quite
well. Not to mention that he was filthy rich, I mean richer than
most countries. That kind of money could buy a lot of
security.

“You could, my friend, find it in
your heart to join me in my travels where such companionship would
be most welcome.” He spoke nonchalantly, but there was a strange
undercurrent in his voice.

Heck of an offer, to join the world’s oldest
man on his quest for God’s forgiveness. If anyone needed
forgiveness, it sure was he. I smiled. “My parish needs
me.”

“Of course they do—the flock always
needs a good shepherd—but consider your own safety. Do not endeavor
to emulate the priest in the joke I have just regaled you with, my
friend.” His face was dead serious and from behind those shades I
could feel the heat of his gaze. “Come with me, please.”

I shook my head. I couldn’t leave; I’d been on
enough crazy quests to last a lifetime.

He sighed. “Your funeral.”

We sat there in silence for a few hours until
the stars came out, the manila envelope an oppressive reminder of
what lay ahead.

That was it. He was gone out of my life and I
felt the worse for it.

 


Work was at St. Stephen’s Catholic Church in
southwest Omaha, Nebraska. The building was originally conceived
with an eye toward modern funk, but wound up looking a trifle silly
with its rectangular, leaning steeple done up in gray and walls of
plain masonry in eye-numbing beige. Not the best look for a church
dedicated to Christ, but it was home, and home was
comfortable.

St. Stephen the Martyr Parish was the largest
Archdiocese of Omaha, with thirty-five hundred families, three
priests, and six deacons. We were proud of our parish, which has
the largest religious education program in the state. I counted my
blessings every day that I was able to serve in such a humble, yet
important place.

I was content. No, that’s not the word. I was
happy. Not many found their calling in life and not many
could say with absolute certainty that they were in good with the
boss. And I don’t mean Archbishop Conroy.

God.

Yeah, Him. Two years ago, in 2012, my
best friend and I found ourselves on a quest to destroy an evil
artifact called The Silver. Along the way I
encountered a rock legend, a biker gang, two demons and the Holy
Grail. With the Grail, I was able to destroy the Silver. God had
found my faith sufficient and had given me the tools to get the job
done.

 


I entered my office, a bit surprised by the
large cardboard box sitting in the middle of my desk. Where had
that come from?

The label read LAW OFFICES OF HAMMERT &
LEDSKER. Interesting. Why would a law office send me a package? I
tore into it.

Inside was a plain, battered wooden box about a
foot long and half as thick. It had somewhat rusty iron hinges and
a crude iron lock that looked to have been constructed sometime
during the height of the Roman Empire. The wood was crusty gray
with age and had splits and splinters along its length. Resting
next to it was a ream of paper thick enough to be a George R.R.
Martin novel. Sitting square on the ream was a cream-colored
envelope bearing the name Father Michael Engle.
Me.

“What’s all this, then?” I muttered,
tearing open the letter.

 


Dear Mike,

If you are reading this, then I have either
disappeared or have been killed, perhaps both. I have instructed my
attorneys to deliver this package to you if they have not heard
from me for a period of no more than two years. Since you’re
reading this, I’m history and that sucks, but I can’t think of a
better person to entrust the contents to.

Inside are two items:

One: My personal story. When you read it,
don’t judge me too harshly. I have been trying to live a better
life. Believe me, it’s a lot to swallow, but it’s all
true.

Two: In the wooden box is the Family History,
the Codex Infernales. Don’t bother reading the original—it’s
in Hebrew, Aramaic, Latin, and a few other languages that use slang
and euphemisms unknown to modern man. As such it makes poor
reading. However, I have taken the liberty of translating the
important parts into modern English for your benefit and attached
it to my personal records.

I’m sorry to lay this burden on you, but you
are the wisest man I know and the only man I trust in this whole
wide world. It may be onerous, but I have faith in you, that you
will know what to do with the Codex. Destroy it, perhaps?
Maybe entrust it to a higher power, or just bury it in the Utah
Salt Flats. The only things I have faith in these days are you and
your judgment, so do what you will with the Codex. May the
God you so devoutly believe in protect you from what you will
learn.

Sincerely,

Jude Oliver

 


Tears blurred the office around me as I
finished. Jude Oliver. Olivier Deschamps. Morgan Heart. The same
man. My friend. I preferred Morgan, the name of the man he had
become, the man who sacrificed himself for others. Olivier was the
name of a callous murderer, a member of a heartless “Family,” a
criminal who used people without thought or concern. Jude was the
name of a lost soul looking for a friend, for answers in this
life.

Words sent to me from beyond the grave. My
chest tightened and my throat grew thick.

Rain pattered against the window as I cried.
Two years later and it still hurt, a splinter in my eye, a wound in
my side. I prayed to God that his soul had found its way into
Heaven.

Wiping my eyes, I hefted the ream of paper and
rifled through. Most of it I’d read before: Morgan’s beginnings,
his Family shenanigans and his life-changing meeting with the Angel
of Knowledge, Herachel.

Tap-tap-tap.

The water droplets fell fat, fast and heavy on
the window. It was surprisingly loud through the glass. Then, a
little slower.

Tap … tap … tap.

I rubbed my face, feeling my handlebar mustache
rasp against my palms. Fast again:

Tap-tap-tap.

My eyes flickered to the window, annoyed.
Raindrops continued to patter against the glass, but it was the
thick ones that made the noise.

Tap-tap-tap.

I smiled, remembering what Morgan said about
water Elementals. Water talks, he told me several times.
Water talks.

Tap … tap … tap.

Each drop hit hard against the window, spraying
a surprising amount of water.

Tap-tap-tap.

Water talks? I drummed my fingers in time to
the drops. Tap-tap-tap, tap … tap … tap,
tap-tap-tap. Funny, there seemed a pattern there like …
like … like ….

Morse Code.

Dot-dot-dot, dash … dash …
dash … dot-dot-dot.

SOS.

Oh boy.

 


 



Chapter Three

“Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your
adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking
someone to devour.”

—1 Peter 5:8

Dread prickled across my skin
and my stomach clenched with nausea, but the sick feeling didn’t
stop me from moving quickly to my desk. There, under the center
drawer, lay a weapon.

Specifically, a Taurus PT 24/7 with a ten-round
magazine loaded with S&W .40 caliber ammunition. It fit
smoothly and comfortably into my sweating palm.

A priest with a gun, what a concept, but when
chased by the most elite assassins in the world with no weapon but
fingernails, one develops a need for alternate defensive
strategies. Priests may be the extensions of God’s will on Earth,
but that doesn’t mean we can’t defend ourselves. Especially from
the aforementioned assassins.

Gun in hand, I made my way through my office
door into the nave. I immediately smelled it, the coppery tang I
was all too familiar with. Blood, and a whole heap of it. Mixed in
with the metallic smell was the odor of feces and urine.

My eyes speared immediately through the gloom
of the dimly lit interior to the sanctuary where the altar lay. The
gray-blue carpeting shone dark with clotting blood, staining the
steps to the nave.

Taking long, slow breaths, I swiveled my neck
to scan the large, warehouse-like interior with its wooden beams
hung with lights that didn’t offer nearly enough illumination.
However, just enough light shone from the hollow, square steeple
above that I didn’t have to squint.

Plock.

The gun came up as my eyes tracked the noise. I
lifted my gaze to see ….

Oh my Lord.

Father Paul. The oak cross where Christ’s image
hung had been desecrated by the corpse of the good father hanging
upside down, legs bound to the arms with nylon ropes. He was slung
across Christ’s image like a bizarre, reverse piggyback. Paul’s
arms hung down past his head, along with several ropes of intestine
that glistened with purple wetness in the sparse light. Drip,
drip, drip fell the blood from his fingertips, plocking
down upon the sanctuary. A look of fear and pain and horror carved
the face of my friend, ample evidence that he’d been quite alive
while eviscerated. Bile stung the back of my throat.

Out in the dim light of the church proper,
written on several pews, written in blood that shone black in the
spare light, were the words “There is NO GOD.”

“Do you know how long I have waited
for you?”

That voice floated from the darkness pregnant
with menace. An Irish brogue so thick the words were barely
understandable. A man’s deep baritone. I didn’t jump or twitch or
scream. I was firmly in combat mode, training that ended over
twenty years ago kicking to the fore in a rush of muscle memory. My
switches flipped and I felt frosty, cold enough that I fancied the
juices in my eyes froze solid.

“Come out, come out wherever you
are,” I sang, mind clicking along like a clock.

“A priest with a sense of humor,”
said the voice. “I like that, I do.”

“Who are you?”

What answered me was a sort of high-pitched
warble, a fluctuation of tones that grated on my nerves. The man
was giggling.

When the voice once again emerged, it was
filled with a strange sort of hilarity. “Me? I’m the one having
fun!”

“Come on out. Let’s have fun
together.” Drip, drip. Fun. Eviscerating Father Paul and
hanging his corpse in an obscene parody of crucifixion was
fun for this guy. I was sorely tempted to put a few rounds
into his skull the second he showed his face.

But that’s not the kind of guy I am. Not
anymore.

Deep breaths, stay frosty, be the machine,
no emotions. “Come out, Sicarius.” I flicked my eyes to Father
Paul, whose dull, lifeless hazel eyes gazed fearfully at the
blood-drenched carpeting. “Come out, Atheist.”

“Awww … who’s been telling
tales?” came the mocking voice in a parody of a child’s whine.
“Been watching the telly?”

“You’ve been making a splash in
Chicago,” I replied, trying but unable to get a fix on the source
of the voice. The only thing I saw were shadows and the twin rows
of pews stretching toward the front door. It was a wide-open space,
but there were plenty of places to hide. “A serial killer who
targets priests, hangs them upside down from the cross and writes
‘There is no God’ in blood on the pews. Tends to grab the attention
of my sort.”

“It’s good to be famous, isn’t it?
Be that as it may, I’m glad you know what I am, who I answer to,
although it takes away from a clever monologue I’ve been
developing.” Giggle.

“Who’s the new boss, Mr. Atheist?”
Any intel was good intel. Providing I survived. “Who pulls your
strings?”

“We all have strings, giggle,
little priest. Rome pulls yours.”

There you are. My gun rose as if it had
a will of its own. There, fourth pew from the front, where the
shadows were deep. Come on.

Giggle. “There’s a new sheriff in town,
and his name is Blaine. He had the intelligence to send me to
America, put me ‘in play,’ as it were. Giggle. Allowed me to
indulge my passions. Different sort of passions than back at home.
He’s the man who said I should focus on priests. Clever,
eh?”

“Clever.” Blaine? Not surprising I’d
never heard of him. The late Julian I knew, as well as Boris. The
thought of the Russian bodyguard sent a spasm of nausea through my
gut. Even two years after his death, I still felt the fear, the
mind-numbing terror associated with our time together.

Shadows moved, coalescing into the form of a
tall man, skinny with a wiry mop of reddish hair and jug ears. He
rose from the pews, the shadows dripping from his long body like
sheets of water, revealing blue jeans and a tank-top T-shirt
liberally stained red. His hands were gloved in reddish brown. The
grin pasted on jaws was as horrible as his giggle, a perverted
thing more suited to a jackal than a man. He stepped to the aisle
and performed an elegant bow. Dried blood crusted the corners of
his mouth.

“Please to make your acquaintance,
lad.” Giggle. “I am Alvin Deschamps.” There was a knife in
one hand—long, thin, and silvery, dripping crimson.

Of course. I was seriously tired of that
Family. “Drop your knife.”

“Now why would I want to do that?”
His lips barely moved from their awful grin. His eyes glittered
like green gemstones.

I lowered the Taurus a fraction. “I’ll shoot
you in the shin if you don’t.”

The knife came up and I nearly shot him then
and there, but he only stabbed the air in my direction. “Now that’s
not right, a priest with a gun. Not very Christ-like at
all.”

“Drop it. Now!”

He shook his head. “Don’t believe I
will.”

The Taurus barked. The noise was deafening
inside the spacious church and I felt a twinge of regret for adding
to the violence already committed in the house of the
Lord.

But nothing happened.

Again. Same result. Again and again and
nothing. The bullets hit, but didn’t penetrate his skin. Instead
they flattened, broke apart and fell to the floor. Each and every
one. The Atheist stood there with that terrible grin on his face
and I harkened back to what Einstein said—that the definition of
insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting
different results.

Damn.

Alvin the psychopath took a mincing step
forward. “You see, ever since you, Cain, and that misfit Olivier
took out our hotel two years ago, I have been … studying.”
Giggle, giggle. “I’m shite when it comes to Words, but I do
have maaaaaad skills when it comes to Botanical Magic.”
Giggle. “I came appropriately prepared.” His sick grin
disappeared and he rushed forward.

Anger blurred my vision as I raced to meet his
charge, still holding the Taurus in one hand. For two years I’d
suffered guilt over killing a Sicarii Dagger Man—one of the elite
assassins bent on sending me to meet my maker—by putting a bullet
in him. It was him or me, and I chose him. The memory was still
an-hour-ago fresh. The bang of the pistol, the blood and
bone and the sightless eyes and then the crushing guilt.

Thou shalt not kill.

It took me a while, a lot of soul searching,
before I came to grips with that commandment in relation to the man
I had killed. Murder is immoral, against the will of God, but
self-defense is another kettle of fish entirely.

So, without hesitation, I attacked Alvin the
Atheist, fist filled with two pounds of polymer and steel. He sure
wasn’t going to pussyfoot around with me.

Feet squelching on blood-soaked carpeting, I
closed in. The Taurus hit Alvin’s knife hand hard, cracking bones
and sending the blade spinning to the floor. I followed with an
uppercut that took the starch out of his shorts quick, his knees
buckling.

Right cross, and then, while he staggered, I
grabbed the back of his head and helped introduce his face to my
knee. Bones crunched and blood soaked through my pants and my knee
stung, but it dropped the serial killer to his knees. I followed up
with a kick to his skull, and that should have been
that.

Should have. Moving snake-fast, he
caught my shin with one large hand and I had to struggle to remain
upright as he stood, eyes gleaming with madness and
fury.

Then I was airborne.

What the … I didn’t get to finish
the thought because pain and stars intruded as my body slammed into
the first row of pews. Wood cracked and my head slammed into a
surface harder than bone, ringing my bells. The Taurus went flying
to points unknown. Time for the ref to count to ten, or to tap
out.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
Fighting Evil is a Full-Time Job

Che
Judas

i \\\

|"

"odex

I THE JUDAS LINE CHRODICLES





OEBPS/tmp_bf96da992f2b50a2b0b7a6be45ea2b8e_e8MDrO_html_386e1b48.jpg





