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      “After all this time, you’ve got nothing to say?” Knight Captain Matthew Riley, Cade’s oldest friend, asked with a smile on his weather-beaten face.

      Cade stood frozen for a moment in the entrance to Major Hale’s office, staring in at the three men inside the room - Major Hale, Captain Riley, and the towering figure of the archangel, Uriel - and then, with a shout of joy, crossed the floor and wrapped his former executive officer in a bear hug that somehow managed to envelop the other man despite his larger size. They pounded each other on the back, genuinely happy to see each other. For Cade, it had only been a few months but for Riley it had been more than five years since he’d laid eyes on his friend.

      Cade released Riley and took a step back, but kept his hands tightly gripped around the other man’s upper arms. His words tumbled out in a rush as he said, “You have no idea how happy I am to see you still alive, but we don’t have time to celebrate. Gabrielle, and several of our troops, are being held in the Regent’s headquarters in the old Trump Tower building in Manhattan. If we mount an assault immediately, we have a good chance of getting her and the rest of our people back.”

      Riley opened his mouth to reply, but Major Hale beat him to the punch.

      “That’s insane, Williams. Attacking that place without a plan would be tantamount to suicide!”

      “Says who?” the former knight commander asked, letting go of Riley and whirling on the other man.

      “Says anyone with half a brain,” Hale scoffed, exasperation in his tone. “You’re talking about a fortress full of troops deep in the heart of enemy territory. Just getting there would take a miracle, never mind the resistance you’d face once you’re inside. Busting in there now would practically guarantee that we’d get the prisoners killed before the sun came up tomorrow, never mind the assault force that goes in after them. We have to be smarter than that.”

      “If we wait, the prisoners won’t stand a chance. They’ve already shot all of the men. I don’t need to remind you of what they do to the women, do I?!”

      Hale glared. “Of course, you don’t! But this is war and terrible things happen in warfare, I’m afraid. All of us knew that long before we joined the resistance. We knew what we were signing up for. I guarantee you that not a single one of them would want us to throw our lives away in some vain attempt to rescue them without doing everything we can to make the mission a success and right now that means not rushing off half-cocked!”

      “He’s right, Cade,” Riley said, stepping in between the two men as he saw the anger rise in Cade’s eyes. “The raid on the work camp kicked over the hornet’s nest. Rushing in there right now would simply stir it up further. Better to wait and let things calm down. That will give us time to plan the proper response.”

      “She’ll be dead by then, Riley,” Cade replied. “You know it as well as I do.”

      “I don’t know that and neither do you. Given all she’s survived to date - this is the woman who came back from the dead, remember? - I think those holding her prisoner have more to worry about than she does.”

      Cade shook his head and was about to respond when Uriel interrupted.

      “There is no need to worry.”

      His voice was deep, commanding. The other men turned to look at him as he spoke for the first time since Cade entered the room. “Your wife is safe for the time being.”

      “And how would you know that?” the former knight commander asked.

      “I have seen it.”

      Rather than reassure the other man, Uriel’s answer only seemed to inflame him further.

      “Like the way you foresaw the death of Adversary when I stabbed my wife in the heart with that fucking blade of yours?” Cade snarled. “Didn’t quite work out as expected, now did it?”

      “No, it did not,” Uriel answered truthfully. “This is different, however.”

      “Sure, it is! And let me guess, I’m just supposed to take your word for it, right?”

      To Cade’s surprise, the tall figure of the archangel shook his head. “No. Even I would not be inclined to take the word of someone who had been so grievously wrong before without proof to back it up. If it is proof you need to trust us, then proof you shall have.”

      Uriel turned and looked at Riley. The unspoken request was met with a nod from the renegade Templar.

      “Come,” Uriel said to Cade, before turning and slipping out of the room with barely a sound.

      Cade glanced at Riley, surprised by the archangel’s deference to his former teammate, but when the other man inclined his head in the archangel’s direction, Cade hustled to catch up.

      Riley and Hale followed closely on his heels.

      Uriel led the trio through the hallways of the commandery until they reached the scrying room. Cade had been here a couple of times since arriving at the commandery, for he found the work of the Order’s mystics to be fascinating, especially now that their powers seemed to have increased in the wake of what the Seven had done to the world.

      In the center of the room was a large stone cistern about two feet in height. The cistern was filled to the rim with crystal clear water, which acted as a kind of projection screen during a scrying ritual to display whatever it was that the mystics were seeking. Uriel headed straight for it.

      Upon reaching it, he let the top half of his robe fall to his waist, revealing his bare skin and the images that danced upon his flesh. Cade had seen the phenomena before, the day he’d first encountered the Forsaken One in the bell tower on the island of Poveglia, but behind him he heard Hale gasp in surprise at the sight of all those tattoos seemingly moving under their own accord.

      As Cade looked on, the tattoo in the center of Uriel’s chest began to swirl about itself, the images flickering past in the blink of an eye, like the faces of a fluttering deck of cards in the hands of a master magician until, at last, one image in particular rose above the others and settled into view. At that very moment Uriel plunged his arm in the pool up to his elbow and the image that seconds before had begun to manifest on his chest suddenly swam into view on the surface of the water.

      Cade stared in shock and awe.

      The image was of Gabrielle.

      She was standing in an arena of some kind, thick sand beneath her sandaled feet and rows of spectators visible in the stands behind her. She was dressed in a leather outfit that reminded Cade of Zena the Warrior Princess and she held a gleaming sword in one fist.

      As he looked on, she turned to face a howler demon that was currently racing toward her across the arena sands.

      Unable to help himself, Cade shouted “No!” and leaned forward, reaching out as if to warn her. The moment his fingers touched the surface of the water the image vanished.

      “What happened?!” he shouted, turning to Uriel in fear and dismay. “Get her back!”

      “I’m afraid I cannot,” Uriel replied, removing his hand from the pool and shaking the water from it. “Each moment can only be viewed once and nothing in my power can change that.”

      “But she’s in the middle of a battle for her life!”

      “Not yet, she is not. The moment you viewed is something from her future, not her present or her past. It is yet to come. We have time, but we must make judicious use of it.”

      “We will go after her, and the others, Cade, when the time and circumstances are right,” Riley said. “You have my word on it.”

      Cade stared at him, wondering if he could trust him, and then realized how ridiculous his present line of thinking was. Of course, he could trust him. This was Riley, after all, the man whose hands he put his trust and faith into time and time again. He was more than a brother-in-arms and when he gave his word, he meant it.

      What the heck is wrong with you?

      For once, his inner voice didn’t reply. It had been a long and arduous day; he’d leave it at that.

      Cade nodded.

      It would have to do.
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      Riley’s duties kept him busy for much of the rest of the day, but Cade joined him for dinner that evening. Uriel was there as well, but since the archangel didn’t require sustenance like his human companions, he took a seat away from the table and was soon seemingly lost in his own musings. When the meal was done, the two old friends did what they could to catch each other up on the events of the past five years.

      For Cade, there wasn’t much to tell; he’d spent the majority of that time in the Beyond, throwing himself into a never-ending assault against the spectres that inhabited that place as penance for what he believed he’d done to Gabrielle. He relayed how shocked he’d been when Gabriel had appeared and explained the reality of what the Adversary had done and his dismay at returning to the real world to find that all their efforts to defeat Asharael had been for naught.

      Those intervening years had been radically different for Riley, however, and Cade was anxious to hear what his friend had been through as a result.

      “Gabbi told me about the battle at the quarry,” he said, “about watching that grenade go off at your feet just as she was pulled through the portal into the Beyond. After hearing that, I was all but certain that had been the end for you.”

      “Makes two of us, truth be told,” Riley replied. He was silent for a moment, no doubt due to the difficulty in remembering such trauma. Cade was about to tell him to forget it, the details were unimportant, when his friend finally shrugged.

      “Our brooding friend over there,” Riley said, inclining his head in Uriel’s direction, “would call it God’s will that I survived, but these days I’m more inclined to call it a little bit of old-fashioned good luck. Thanks to what can only be described as a perfect storm of events, I’m standing here with a titanium foot instead of being torn to pieces by that grenade. Ain’t life strange?”

      He paused, looking for the best place to start his story and Cade gave him the time he needed. “Johannson’s biggest mistake was striking when some of the teams were in the field. If he’d waited and bided his time for us to return to the commanderies, I suspect we wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation today.

      “By moving too soon, those he attacked first were able to get word out through the Code Black system you created. The rest of us scattered, just as you’d trained us to do, going to ground all of the country in small groups, pulling the hole in after us wherever we could. It was Black Friday all over again, except this time we were running from our own.

      “Unfortunately for Echo, we discovered too late that we had a traitor in our midst. Sergeant Green not only relayed out position to Johannson and his men, but also tried to kill your wife when it became clear that you were vital to our long-term success against the demons and she was the only one who could make the trip into the Beyond to find you. After we dispatched Green, Johannson must have figured there wasn’t anything more he could gain by waiting and he sent a large strike force against us where we were holed up in the quarry.”

      Riley shrugged and that one gesture said all he needed to say about the inevitability of a small force trying to hold back a much larger one when supplies were limited. “We did what we could to hold them off, to give Gabrielle time to open a portal into the Beyond, but they just kept throwing more bodies at us as if their losses were irrelevant. Eventually we had to retreat. Our intent was to use the back door and escape through the old quarry railway system, but they managed to break through before we could get everyone out.

      “We made a last stand in the same room where Gabrielle was working to open the gate. The room was filled with the roar of firearms and the screams of injured men, near deafening in the narrow confines of the space, but I tell you, I’ll never forget the sound of that grenade bouncing across the floor toward me, the distinct chink, chink, chink noise it made as it skipped across the tiles. Everything else faded to silence as my focus narrowed to just that fist-sized hunk of metal that had set itself on a collision course with what were apparently the final seconds of my life. I knew I was a goner; it spun to a stop a mere foot from where I stood and I remember glancing back at Gabrielle and thinking in that moment how ironic it was that I’d managed to survive hand-to-hand combat with some of the nastiest, mother-fucking creatures ever to crawl out of the depths of hell and here I was being taken down by some asshole with a gun in his hand and a fire team at his back. An asshole that belonged to the same damned Order that I did, no less!”

      “Sounds like a rough time.”

      Riley shook his head. “It was fucking embarrassing, is what it was.”

      The former commander of the Echo Team laughed. “Clearly not embarrassing enough to kill you, though.”

      “True,” Riley said, shaking his head, “but it was damned close and it wasn’t thanks to anything that I did, I can tell you that. In the end, it all came down to timing. In the split second before that grenade went off, your wife finally managed to open that gate to the Beyond. The portal formed at a point equidistant to both of us and it sucked most of the energy out of the room the instant it opened, taking ninety percent of the explosive blast from the grenade with it.”

      Riley reached down and rapped on his prothesis with the knuckles of one hand. “The grenade might have taken everything from my knee down, but that was all it took. That portal saved my life.”

      He went on. “With Gabrielle’s mission accomplished, Uriel could turn his attention to other matters, specifically me. As the last of my men fought to keep the rest of the traitors from reaching us, he cauterized what was left of my leg somehow - he won’t give me specifics - and then snatched me up like I was a sack of toys and he was Father fucking Christmas.

      “As we retreated deeper into the room, he used some more angelic mumbo jumbo to bring the ceiling down on the advancing troops, cutting us off from them and buying us time to escape. I was still conscious, heaven knows how, and was able to direct the men to the back door.”

      Cade nodded. He and Gabbi had used the same back door to escape the sneak of demons that tried to corner them when they’d visited the scene of the battle several weeks earlier.

      Riley continued. “After that, things got a bit hazy. I have vague recollections of escaping through the old railway tunnel, of rendezvousing with members of Delta, and of the surgeon taking off what was left of my leg later that night once we’d reached a position of relative safety. I’m not sure if they are actual memories or just images my mind invented to fill in the missing gaps once someone told me what happened and I guess it doesn’t really matter at this point.”

      Cade was silent for a time, taking it all in. His friend was lucky to be alive. Even luckier to have survived what came after.

      “And the war?” he eventually asked. “How soon after your injury did all that happen?”

      “It took a few months for all hell, literally, to break loose but I’m sure the plan was set in motion long before that. Once in control of the Templars, Asharael no longer had to worry about active opposition to his efforts. In a way, we were our own worst enemies. By keeping the rest of the world in the dark about the reality of the supernatural around us, they weren’t prepared to fight back on their own when we were no longer there to protect them.

      “While the Adversary was focused on the Templars, the rest of his scream infiltrated major world governments, rising up through the chains of power until they became the personal confidantes of the leaders of those nations, whispering fear and hate and destruction in their ears. Like Grima Wormtongue’s hold over King Theoden, but a thousand times more powerful, for these were princes of hell and not some foolish mortal with delusions of grandeur. The age-old mantra of strike them before they strike you was made over and over again, until someone did it. Someone through reason and caution to the winds and pressed the button. Before you could say Armageddon, the birds were in the air and speeding in a thousand different directions.

      “If God had been paying attention, it would have been all over right then and there, I suspect. He could have taken us out of our misery, leveled the playing field, and started creation all over again. Unfortunately, it wasn’t that easy. God was either looking for payback for all the sinful shit we’d done over the generations or he was on vacation in Aruba or something and missed it when it all went down. Heaven only knows.”

      Cade was shocked to hear Riley speak like that. His faith had been one of the rock-solid pillars that made him who he was and to hear him say things he would have considered near sacrilegious in the years past told Cade just how hard things have really been in the aftermath of the Fall.

      “For some unfathomable reason, the nukes didn’t go off. Maybe the presence of the Seven had already changed the fundamental reality of our existence so much that nuclear fusion no longer worked, I don’t know. In the end, I suppose it didn’t really matter, for the conventional warheads were enough to bomb us and everybody else across the globe back to the Middle Ages. Sure, some cities made it through intact for some inexplicable reason. New York, Las Vegas, Denver, Houston, all survived with minimal damage. Boston, Atlanta, Washington, Miami and so many others were reduced to great plains of rubble filled with the bones of millions of people. If that wasn’t enough, trans-dimensional rifts, or hellgates as we called them, began appearing with regularity, spewing forth demons in massive numbers to aid the Seven. What was left of society collapsed soon thereafter.

      “While their allies were hunting us into near oblivion the same way we destroyed the buffalo and the humpback whale, the Seven set up shop, one on each continent. North America fell under the sway of Bezaliel. South America, Cambriel. Africa went to Kabiel and Australia to his brother, Araqiel. Europe continues to be ravaged by Tamiel, while the biggest land mass of all, Asia, went to Asharael himself. Even Antarctica wasn’t forgotten, with the enigmatic Suriel claiming the cold wastes of the southern-most continent for his own mysterious purposes.

      “Despite their presence, some of us continued to fight, but the majority fell in line pretty damn quick. It was either that or watch as your family was fed to a hungry demon or two or your loved ones were sent into the breeding pens to help create the halfbreed Fomori that swelled the enemies ranks like fucking rabbits. To be honest, I don’t blame those who surrendered. I don’t think I could have found the backbone to sacrifice my own to the cause.”

      Riley sat back and sighed. “And that’s how things have been for the last few years. The demons keep growing in strength and numbers, while we lose more of us with every battle that we find ourselves in. It’s a losing cause, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      “What about him?” Cade asked, inclining his head in Uriel’s direction. “Has he been much help?”

      Riley nodded, but Cade sensed the hesitation beneath the nod as well.

      “He has been a great source of information.”

      “But no actual fighting, is that it?”

      The de-facto head of what was left of the Templar Order shrugged. “He says he must maintain his neutrality of risk throwing off the balance. His role is to observe and record, not participate.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Riley laughed. “He’s an ally, Cade. You of all people should know that.”

      “Excuse me while I maintain a bit of healthy skepticism.”

      “You’re entitled to that as well.”

      They spent another hour talking about the state of the Order and what they might do in the near future to push back against the dominion of the demons without coming to any firm conclusions.

      Eventually, Cade took his leave, exhausted from the events of the last few days and needing to get some rest.
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      After her well-intentioned but ultimately ill-fated attempt to tear the Regent’s face off with her bare hands, Gabrielle was marched out of the inspection suite with a guard on either side of her and another following close behind. Leading the way was the Captain of the Guard who’d struck her just moments before. None of them looked all that happy with the events that had just occurred and she had no doubt that she was going to pay for daring to assault their leader. The only question was where and when.

      She discovered the answer five minutes later.

      The guards marched her down the hallway and around a corner to a bank of elevators. They boarded the nearest one and Gabrielle watched as one of the guards pushed the number for the twenty-first floor. No sooner had the elevator begun moving that the captain slammed an elbow into the side of her head without warning, stunning her. That, apparently, was a signal to the others to move in and start beating her mercilessly, which they did with gusto. Within moments, Gabrielle was lying curled up on the floor of the elevator car, doing what she could to protect her head from serious injury as the kicks and blows rained down upon her.

      Barely conscious, she heard the Captain of the Guard shouting to the others to stand down. She struggled to raise her head as she sensed more than saw a blurry figure squat beside her.

      “Embarrass me like in front of the Regent again,” the Captain said, “and I promise you that this will feel like child’s play. Understand?”

      Gabrielle did her best to nod, though given the pounding in her head and the pain coursing through her body she wasn’t entirely sure that she managed it or just imagined that she had. The Captain of the Guard didn’t seem to care, for he rose to his feet without waiting for an answer and pushed the button for the elevator to get underway again. Gabrielle noted with a dazed sense of idle curiosity that she hadn’t realized they’d stopped moving in the first place.

      When the elevator reached its destination and stopped again, the Captain ordered her to get to her feet.

      Gabrielle barely managed to push herself up on her arms before collapsing back on the floor, utterly spent.

      A sharp order from the Captain was followed by a guard grabbing her beneath each arm and hauling her up between them. Her head hung downward and her feet dragged behind them as they exited the elevator and moved off down the hall.

      The beating had left her both dizzy and disoriented, but she fought to keep her eyes open, struggling to stave off the darkness that threatened to overwhelm her with every passing moment. She did what she could to focus on her surroundings, knowing even a rudimentary sense of where she was headed could come in handy later. Unfortunately, without the strength to raise her head, all she could see were the grey-colored floor tiles passing beneath their feet. She tried counting the turns they made, but the pounding in her head kept interrupting her concentration and she eventually gave up, having lost count several times in the process.

      Eventually the guards came to a halt. Gabrielle heard the jingle of keys and then they were moving forward again, through a narrow doorway and into the room beyond. She turned her head and through blurry vision thought she saw several people standing off to the side watching as they passed. She wanted to say something, anything, but couldn’t find her voice.

      She let her head slump back down, too tired to support it. A few seconds later the guards came to a halt and dumped her unceremoniously on the floor at their feet, bumping her head in the process. That was all it took; Gabrielle finally slipped into unconsciousness.
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      Sometime later, Gabrielle awoke.

      She lay where she was at first, trying not to move, because moving hurt; her body felt like it was one giant bruise. Gradually, the all-over pain began to separate out into individual injuries as she became more aware of what she was dealing with. Most of the damage had been to her torso and back, though her left hand was swollen like a grapefruit and she had a distinct memory of one of the guards stomping on it with his boot. She hoped he hadn’t broken her fingers. When she thought she had a mental grip on the pain coursing through her, she used her good hand to slowly push herself upright and then took a look around.

      She was in a cage.

      Not a cell, but a literal cage. Iron bars surrounded her on every side.

      Adrenaline flooded her system at the sight, shocking the last bit of sleep and disorientation from her brain. With sudden focus, she examined her surroundings.

      The cage was made of narrow pipes welded to four corner posts that, in turn, were bolted to the floor. Above her head, a thick steel plate served as the roof of her prison.  It looked just high enough to allow her to stand if she wanted to, though she chose not to test that theory at the moment, not having any faith that her legs were ready to support her fully quite yet. A plastic bucket, no doubt to relive herself in, stood in the far corner. Closer at hand, a pile of clothing sat waiting for her.

      Ignoring the clothing for a moment, Gabrielle reached out and grasped the bars before her with each hand, then gave them a firm shake. Neither of them moved so much as an inch. The whole cage was no doubt ugly and haphazard looking, but definitely functional.

      Nor was it the only one in the room.

      A glance to either side showed her additional cages lining the wall behind her as well as along the wall opposite. The room itself was rectangular in shape, with the cages lining the longer sides. At the far end to her left was a set of double doors that seemed to be the only entrance or exit to the room. Opposite the doors, on the other side of the room, was a collection of boards haphazardly nailed up over a large window, like that found in an office or conference room. Light peeked in around the edges of the boards, letting her know that it was daytime.

      Gabrielle noted a pair of guards standing by the door; one human and one fomori. Both were dressed in dark uniforms with shoulder patches that she had come to recognize as the emblem of the Knights of the Iron Fist - a mailed fist over a red Templar styled cross - and each of them was holding some kind of long, slim, wooden rod though what its purpose might be she couldn’t say. The human was short and heavyset, with beady eyes set in a thickly fleshed face that reminded Gabrielle of a bulldog. The fomori was tall and dark-skinned, with large ram-like horns curling about themselves on either side of his head and a thick, hairy beard that reminded her of a billy goat.

      She dubbed them Beady and Gruff.

      Gabrielle let go of the bars of the cage and then crawled over to the clothing. She discovered a threadbare jumpsuit of dark grey, like the kind worn by service technicians the world over, two socks, one with a hole in one toe, and a pair of beat up sneakers. She struggled into the jumpsuit, one limb at a time, discovering in the process that she had a massive bruise running across the front of her chest and down to her hip. From the way she felt, she suspected it covered her back as well, physical evidence left behind from the brutal beating she’d taken in the elevator. From the ugly purple coloring of the bruise, she knew it was going to take a long time to heal, but thankfully when she gingerly pressed against the injury, she didn’t find the hard, unyielding surface that would suggest internal bleeding of any kind so she hoped time and some decent rest would be all she’d need to bounce back again.

      As she turned her head, Gabrielle discovered that there was a dark-haired woman in the next cage watching her with a kind of predatory curiosity. Gabrielle stared back for a moment and then, in a croaking voice, forced out a question.

      “Where are we?”

      The other woman smiled suddenly at the sound of Gabrielle voice and then scooted back, away from the edge of the cage.

      Gabrielle watched her, confused, not understanding what was going on as footsteps approached from across the room. Gruff looked down at her, his head cocked to one side like a child trying to figure out some perplexing oddity, and then thrust the end of the long wooden shaft he held between the bars of the cage so that the tip pressed against her side. For a moment Gabrielle wanted to laugh; what did he think he was going to do with the thing? There were no controls or external parts attached to it and it looked as threatening as a broom handle might. That’s when the end of the shaft glowed a brilliant blue-green in color and, without any further warning, a blast of electricity shot through the weapon and into her body. It was like being hit with a cattle prod; a few thousand volts of power that hurt like hell and caused her to shake for several seconds until the fomori pulled the shaft away from her body.

      Gabrielle slumped down onto the floor of her cage, the shock having stolen what little strength she’d had.

      “No talking,” Gruff told her, in a voice that sounded like someone had taken a cheese grater to his vocal chords, and then returned to his place by the door.

      From the cage beside her, Gabrielle heard the other woman giggle into her hand.

      Bitch, Gabrielle thought. She felt like the other woman had intentionally baited her and didn’t like the implications of that line of thought. Is that what they had come to? Offering up the pain and suffering of a fellow human prisoner to gain a few seconds of amusement for themselves?

      She lay on the floor for several minutes until the trembling of her limbs had passed and she thought she could sit up again.

      She saw that several of the other cages were occupied as well. All of the prisoners were dressed in the same dark-colored jumpsuits that she now wore. There were far more males than females, which didn’t surprise her given what she’d seen earlier. The men were expendable; the women, a more precious resource.

      Unless they did something stupid like attack the Regent, she thought sourly.

      She was going to have to watch herself, she realized. Be patient.

      Unfortunately, Gabrielle knew all too well that patience wasn’t one of her strong suits.
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      That night, under the cover of darkness, Gabrielle examined her cell inch by inch, running her fingers along each beam of her cage and across the floor and the ceiling above her head, looking for a weakened weld, a loose bolt, a sharp edge - anything she might make use of if and when she could escape.

      She found nothing.

      The bolts securing the four posts to the floor and to the iron plate above her head were well tightened and free of rust. The bars were sanded smooth and welded with precision; not a single joint was loose. It seemed the cages had been custom-made for their present use and whoever had done it had taken the time and care necessary to be certain the job was done correctly.

      Gabrielle cursed their devotion to the task and wished a thousand calamities would rain down upon their heads.

      Which, while emotionally satisfying, did little to help her figure a way out of the cage.

      She knew one option was attempting to overpower the guards whenever they opened her cage. For most of the afternoon, the only two guards present in the room had been Beady and Gruff. She was fairly confident that she could taken down both of them if she could avoid getting tagged by their stun-sticks. The bigger question was whether they would call for reinforcements or not if she tried to do so. The only other time she’d seen additional guards enter the room was when they’d brought in a newcomer and had locked him in one of the empty cages. They’d used a team of four - just like they had with her - and from the way the extra guards didn’t wait around to gossip and shoot the shit with the other two suggested that they didn’t see each other regularly. Was it possible that the only guards assigned to look after the prisoners were the two posted within the room itself? And did those guards switch out with two others during the night shift or where the prisoners left to their own devices?

      Gabrielle had no way of knowing.

      As the sun went down, the room slowly slipped into darkness. Apparently the Regent didn’t waste any of his precious electricity on his prisoners, nor did his guards see the need to stick around in the darkness. They’d stepped out of the room and closed the doors behind them the minute the sun slipped below the horizon, sealing the prisoners off from anyone except themselves.

      Despite the absence of the guards, the prisoners still keep to themselves and refused to communicate with each other, which made Gabrielle think they were under some kind of surveillance. For what reason, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t going to be the one to buck the apple cart. She followed along with the others, not wanting to stand out in any significant way, but kept her eyes and ears open for anything she might pick up in the process. As someone once said, knowledge is power. The more she had the better.

      A bowl of porridge-like gruel was brought to them twice a day. It smelled horrible and honestly didn’t taste much better, but Gabrielle made a point of finishing the entire serving each time, knowing that she was going to need her strength for whatever was to come.

      They weren’t allowed out of confinement at any time, not even to exercise. In fact, doing so was swiftly discouraged by the guards. After the first verbal warning, they simply stepped over and shocked the trespasser into obedience. Gabrielle took to doing some simple calisthenics at night after the lights had gone out to keep the blood flowing and her muscles in shape despite her confinement. She considered testing her ability to open a portal to the Beyond, thinking it could provide a quick escape route should she have need of one, but didn’t want to let her captors know of her ability to do so.

      Gradually, the cages around her began to fill up over the course of the next couple of days. Gabrielle watched the newcomers go through the same process she did; trying to understand what fate awaited them, asking those around them for answers, being shocked into silence by the guards for having the temerity to speak.

      Early on the morning of the third day, the guards arrived in force carrying leg and arm chains. The prisoners were released from their cages one at a time, had their wrists and ankles secured, and were then directed to line up one behind each other single file near the exit door. Gabrielle waited for her turn and then did as she was told. The chains had peaked her curiosity; they hadn’t been necessary when she’d been escorted to this room several days earlier, so why were they needed now?

      She got her answer ten minutes later, after they were frog marched down the hall, into a large freight elevator, and were taken to the ground floor. There, in an alley just outside the building, were two former New York City police vans idling at the curb. The rear doors were open and a pair of guards stood beside each, apparently waiting for their arrival.

      Seems we’re going on a field trip, Gabrielle thought.

      One by one the prisoners were loaded into the vans, their leg chains secured to large eye bolts set into the floor of the vehicle. Gabrielle didn’t like it - if something happened to the transport van there would be no escape for any of them without outside assistance - but she knew her concerns would fall on deaf ears so she didn’t bother to voice them. Especially after one of the other prisoners, a large muscular man in his early thirties that she’d nicknamed Thor for his long, blond locks, put up a bit of resistance when it was his turn to enter the vehicle and received a pair of electric shocks for his trouble. Having her brains scrambled with a couple thousand volts wouldn’t let her keep track of where they were going and that was something she needed to do if she hoped to find her way back again at a later time.

      Once the prisoners were secured, the guards that had been waiting by the rear of the vehicle climbed aboard, pulling the doors closed behind them and taking seats closest to the exit. One of the guards lifted his fist and banged twice on the ceiling. Seconds later the trucks got underway.

      There was a small window near the top of each of the rear doors, but Gabrielle wasn’t able to see out of either one clearly due to where she was seated. As a fallback she tried counting the turns, but soon gave up on that as well; without knowing how far they went between the turns the information would be next to useless when it came to retracing the route. Frustrated, she leaned back against the steel wall behind her and waited for the ride to be over.

      To her surprise, it didn’t take long at all before the van pulled to the side of the road and came to a stop. A few moments later the rear doors were opened from the outside and sunlight flooded the shadowed interior. One by one their chains were unlocked and they were escorted out of the vehicle.

      A round glass-paneled building that looked like a giant cake carrier and rose about thirty stories above ground level stood directly across the street and it didn’t take Gabrielle more than a few seconds to recognize it as Madison Square Garden.

      What the hell are we doing here? she wondered.

      Before she had time to think about it, the guards got them lined up and headed toward a set of double doors. She’d been to the Garden a handful of times - for a Knicks game, a Rangers game, and a couple of concerts, including Billy Joel’s World Tour back in 1998 - but the sight that met her eyes as she entered the arena was a far cry from the one she remembered back then.

      To start, the roof was just…gone. It looked as if some giant hand had reached down, grabbed the entire structure and torn it away, leaving a ragged, gaping hole high above that let light down into the arena and turning it into a modern-day Coliseum. The sight reminded her of the name the circus master P.T Barnum had given the original Garden back in 1879, The Great Roman Hippodrome, a nod to the arena in ancient Constantinople.

      But that wasn’t all. The world-famous suspension bridges that had given certain lucky fans the best seats in the house had vanished, along with the massive GardenVision multimedia display that had hung high above the center of the arena. An entire section of seating at the north end of the oval complex had been replaced by a large viewing platform for a very limited number of guests, resembling nothing more than the king’s box from a medieval joust. It had an unobstructed view of the arena floor, giving Gabrielle the sense that it was VIP seating, no doubt for the Regent and his guests.

      Perhaps the most unexpected change was to the floor of the arena. Gabrielle had once seen a time-lapse video showing how they made the change from an afternoon basketball game to an evening hockey tournament and she knew that the floor of the arena had originally consisted of three different layers. The upper most floor was the surface of the basketball court, made up of interlocking wooden plates that fit together like a jigsaw puzzle. It took a crew of sixty-five carpenters, electricians, and laborers to disassemble it, revealing the ice floor cover beneath, which, in turn, was also removed. Doing so unveiled the surface of the rink itself, which would be covered with ice for the evening’s game. All of that was gone now, or, at least, hidden beneath what looked to be several layers of sand.

      The guards hustled them along, down to the floor of the arena and then across it to the other side where they passed through a door and into a series of hallways, These in turn led deeper into the heart of the complex, until at least they came to an open set of double doors. On the other side was a large training room. Two dozen or so hard-looking individuals, many of them men with a few women scattered here and there amongst the group, were working out on a variety of exercise equipment under the watchful eye of their trainer, a muscular woman of about forty with blonde hair cropped close to her scalp and a non-nonsense look on her face. She was dressed in grey military pants with black boots and a tank top. The butt of a pistol could be seen in the shoulder holster she wore on her left side. Something about her looked familiar but Gabrielle couldn’t place where she might have seen her before.

      Activity stopped and all eyes turned toward them as the newcomers filed into the room.

      The trainer didn’t waste any time.

      “You and you,” the trainer said, pointing at Gabrielle and then at a twenty-something male with long shaggy hair near the front of the line. “Come here. The rest of you up against the wall.”

      Having already decided to do what she was told unless there was a good reason not to, Gabrielle stepped forward without hesitation. Shaggy, on the other hand, glanced about, no doubt trying to figure out what was going on, and received a hard shove in the back from one of the guards for his troubles.  He stumbled forward, going down on one knee, but got up quickly as the guard moved toward him once more. Glancing back, Gabrielle saw that the rest of the prisoners were being lined up against the wall, facing forward.

      The sight sent a chill up her spine, reminding her as it did of the targets of a firing squad. She turned away, knowing she needed to focus on her own plight for the time being.

      As she and Shaggy drew closer to the group, those at the trainer’s back fanned out around them, putting them in the center of a circle about fifteen feet in diameter.

      Gabrielle recognized it for what it was; a makeshift fighting ring. The anticipatory grins on the faces of those now surrounding her suggested that she wasn’t going to like what was going to happen next.

      The trainer sent Gabrielle to one side of the ring and Shaggy to the other. She looked back and forth between them, giving them a quick once over and sizing them up in the process. Then, apparently satisfied with her selection, she said, “I am Fight Master Caine. Down here, and in the arena, my word is law. Do you understand?”

      Gabrielle stared at her and then nodded. A moment later Shaggy did the same.

      “Good,” Caine said. “I’m not sure if I believe you, but we’ll see.”

      She put out a hand and someone behind her slapped a knife with a long, brutal-looking blade into her palm. She tossed it to the floor in the center of the ring, midway between Gabrielle and Shaggy.

      In a bored voice, she said, “Pick up the knife and kill your opponent.”

      Gabrielle had been expecting something just like this since the group had formed up around them. Keeping a watchful eye on Shaggy, but making no move of her own toward the knife, she asked, “And if we don’t want to fight?”

      Caine shrugged. “Fight or don’t fight. That’s up to you. But only one of you is getting out of this circle alive.” Her hand moved to rest on the butt of her gun. “If you don’t decide between you which of you that will be, then I will. Of course, I’m just as apt to shoot you both at that point for not doing what you were told. My word is law, remember?”

      It was all said without emotion of any kind, as if the exact same speech had been given a thousand times before. Gabrielle guessed that it probably had and that made her blood boil. The choice she was being given - die or kill an otherwise innocent man - was a horrific one and as she stared at the sardonic smile on Fight Master Caine’s face she vowed then and there that someday she’d make the woman pay for the choice she was forcing her to make.

      Gabrielle was still deciding what she was going to do when Shaggy made the decision for her.

      He ran over to the knife, scooped it up, and came rushing across the circle, screaming as he came.

      Stupid fool, Gabrielle had time to think, and then he was upon her.
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