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      “Get down, you idiot!” Knight Captain Matthew Riley said sharply to the Templar initiate on his right, who was at that very moment foolishly sticking his head above the low outcropping of rock they were using as cover in an effort to get a better look at the enemy hiding somewhere out in the darkness ahead of them.

      The trainee – Davis? Dalton? Riley couldn’t remember the man’s name at the moment - turned to say something in reply, only to be knocked on his ass by the bullet that smacked directly into the center of the helmet he’d so stupidly exposed to the enemy’s sight. The non-lethal round flattened on impact, splattering the man’s face and helmet with the blue luminescent paint the Templars used to indicate a successful “hit” during training exercises like this one.

      The trainee fell over backward and just like that Riley’s assault force was reduced by one.

      The Knight Captain considered returning fire but then decided against it.  He had no idea of the size of the enemy force; it could be anything from a lone sniper to a couple of squads lying in ambush. He didn’t know where the shooter was and exposing himself to try and figure it out would do little more than make himself a target in return. Riley tried to avoid that as often as possible. Instead, he signaled the other squad members behind him and then began moving to his right, staying as low as he could to avoid making the same mistake his less-experienced, and significantly younger, teammate had just made.  As he crawled over the “dead” man’s legs, Riley heard the other man whisper an energetic, “Sorry, Knight Captain.”

      The apology pissed him off more than the man’s mistake had.

      “Next time I tell you to do something, soldier, you do it!” Riley snarled in a voice no louder than a whisper. “You don’t think about it. You don’t debate it. You just do it, understand? This isn’t a game! Stupid mistakes like that can get your entire squad killed!”

      The response was decidedly more muted this time. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      Riley kept the smile off his face until he was certain the other man couldn’t see it. That'll be the last time he sticks his head up like a dumb-ass gopher, he thought to himself with satisfaction.

      The battle with the Chiang Shih had left the ranks of the Templar combat units severely understaffed and so, in addition to his current responsibilities as leader of the Echo Team, Riley had been ordered to bring the units up to full strength as quickly as possible.  The Order’s enemies, which by definition meant humanity’s enemies, were more numerous than he liked to think about. He knew that the Templars would be in serious trouble if a few of the larger groups suddenly decided to band together to launch a coordinated attack against them before they’d had a chance to rebuild their strength.  Doing so was a top priority and that was what had brought him out here today with this particular group of initiates.

      The process for bringing a new member into the Order was normally a long and detailed one.  Prospective members would be watched for months, sometimes years, before they were approached. Precedence was given to men who had worked in military or paramilitary positions previously – soldiers, sailors, law enforcement of any kind, firefighters, rangers, private security personnel and the like.  Virtually all of them were men of faith, though not all of them were Catholic, despite the fact that the Templars were ultimately under Vatican control.  Occasionally a non-believer would be brought in, if the Order had need for a particular skill set that they couldn’t get from within their own ranks, but those situations were few and far between.

      But much of the normal process had been intentionally put aside in order to bring the current ranks up to full strength. Only about a third of this particular class of initiates had the requisite combat training that the Templars preferred.  The rest were quite literally bodies intended to fill a slot in the troop hierarchy and it was up to instructors like Riley to hone them into the finely-tuned weapons they needed to be if they hoped to survive what lay ahead for them as knights of the Order.

      This group of initiates had spent the last six weeks working and learning together in the classroom.  This exercise was designed to see how well they could put the things they’d learned into practice in the real world.

      Riley and his squad of eight men had hiked into the forest shortly before dusk, taking a circuitous route northwest before looping back around to the east, in an effort to approach their destination from the rear. The vegetation was heavy with moisture from rain earlier in the day, the ground slick and muddy, and their progress was slow.  What should have taken them an hour took them closer to three as a result.  It was full dark by the time they drew near their target.

      The squad's objective was a two-story structure deep in the woods that covered the northern portion of the Templar training facility in northeastern Vermont.  An opposition force consisting of three squads of veteran knights, supplemented by a few handpicked members from Echo’s second and third squads, all of whom were under the command of Martinez, his executive officer, had been dispatched a day earlier to take control of the structure and to set up any defenses they required to be able to hold the position against the force that Riley would be leading against it. He hadn’t given Martinez any instructions, other than not to go easy on the newbies, knowing that the other man was more than up to the task.  Riley and his team were crossing a clearing deep in the woods when shots rang out and two of his men were taken out of the fight before they’d even laid eyes on the enemy. Riley and the others hit the deck and events progressed from there.

      Truth be told, Riley was surprised to have made contact this far from their objective, having believed, incorrectly it turned out, that Martinez was more likely to hunker down inside the objective with his troops and force Riley and his team to take on the difficult job of bullying their way inside through sheer use of force and numbers. He couldn’t second-guess the effectiveness of the man’s strategy, though. Coming out to meet them gave his opponent the chance to engage them at the time and place of their choosing and Martinez certainly seemed to be taking advantage of the opportunities doing so provided.

      So be it, Riley thought, as he reached the end of the rock wall he’d been using for cover and held up a closed fist in a signal to the other men behind him to come to a stop.  Better for them to be tested here, under controlled conditions in which they have a chance to learn from their mistakes than out there in the wild where mistakes could get them killed.

      Opening the Velcro flap that covered the small pocket sewn onto the outside of his uniform along his left bicep, Riley withdrew a small dental mirror from inside and very slowly extended it around the edge of the rock, looking for any telltale flashes or lights that might indicate the location of the enemy.

      Nothing.

      A pair of night-vision goggles would certainly come in handy right about now, he thought with chagrin, given that he was the one who set the rules of engagement for the exercise and specifically denied the use of such gear.  He wanted the men to rely on their own abilities rather than any fancy equipment, wanted it to be old school, in essence, and so old school was how he was going to have to do it.

      He reached down and pulled a flare out of the pocket on the side of his fatigue pants. A quick check with his fingers told him he had the right one; the cap on this flare was wider than usual and was hexagonal in shape rather than round. The shape marked it as one of the special flares the Templars nicknamed God’s Light, due to the wave of brilliant white light it gave forth when activated. The flare's natural chemical reaction had been increased with an influx of arcane energy when it had been produced. It would burn with the intensity of an old-fashioned white phosphorus shell but without the intense heat or fire potential that normally accompanied such.

      Riley turned to the man behind him and issued a quick set of orders, which were then relayed down the line to the others.  When Riley was satisfied that his men knew what to do, he turned his attention back to the flare.  Holding it firmly with one hand, he used the other to pull off the cap, exposing the firing pin.  He pushed that forward into the activation slot, arming the flare and starting the chemical reaction inside of it.  From that point he had eight seconds to do something with it or it was going to ignite right there in his hand. He counted to five and then tossed it out into the darkness on the other side of the outcropping he and his men were hiding behind.

      Riley had just enough time to duck and cover his eyes with his hands before the flare went off.

      The world lit up with brilliance as the flare seemed to go supernova, casting out a curtain of blinding light that hid everything behind it.  Riley and his men took advantage of that cover, running in a low crouch directly away from the rock outcropping they were hiding behind in an effort to return to the protection of the forest at the edge of the clearing.  Gunshots rang out, but they were targeted at the spot the enemy thought Riley and his men were trying to cross the clearing, rather than at their actual position.  As a result, Riley and his team were able to reach the safety of the trees without losing anyone else.

      And so it went for the rest of the evening, with Riley's squad trying to get through the enemy defenses while the enemy did their best to hold them back. The exercise ended with Riley’s assault group taking their objective but not before suffering sixty percent “casualties” in the process of doing so. That was unacceptable in Riley’s eyes. The training exercise was supposed to end the next morning, but he made a spot decision then and there that they’d be back at it tomorrow and for as many days after that as was necessary to get this particular set of initiates to work together as a unit and successfully complete the mission without losing so many of their fighting force.  Taking casualties came hand-in-hand with the kinds of enemies they faced and the jobs they were called in to do, Riley knew, but not to such a high degree.  Truth was, he didn’t consider a pyrrhic victory to be any kind of victory at all, and these men were going to learn that before they were finished.

      When the exercise concluded, the teams assembled back at the makeshift camp they’d established along the banks of the Connecticut River. One of the squads was in charge of distributing a late, but much needed, dinner and soon the men had MREs, or Meals-Ready-To-Eat, in hand and were breaking into smaller groups to enjoy some downtime after the day’s activities.

      Riley found a spot on the edge of the crowd at the base of a large pine. Shrugging off his pack, he settled down with his back against the tree and brought his MRE closer so he could read the writing on the front.

      Chicken in Thai-Style Sauce, it read.

      Not his favorite, but not all that bad, either. He opened up the box, pulling out a pouch containing the chicken and sauce and another full of rice.  Taking his Flameless Ration Heater, or FRH, he opened it up and dumped the contents from the first two pouches inside, along with a bit of fresh water from his canteen.  The FRH used a chemical reaction to effortlessly heat his meal in about ten minutes.  A short wait, a quick stir, and he was ready to eat.

      A small group of initiates had gathered in a circle several yards to his left, chatting quietly while eating, and Riley found himself listening idly to their conversation while steadily shoveling the sticky-sweet chicken and rice mixture into his mouth.  MREs might not be high cuisine, but the food was full of the calories needed to replace the energy he lost during the day’s activities and he’d long ago learned to be thankful for a hot meal under any conditions.

      He was spreading the contents of the grape jelly packet onto his crackers for dessert when he heard his name being called.

      “What about you, Captain Riley?

      Riley glanced up; it was same initiate from earlier, the one who’d taken a bullet to the skull.  This time Riley remembered the man’s name. Davis. Tom Davis.

      “What about me what?” Riley replied, as he chomped on a cracker.

      “Why did you join the Order?”

      Silence settled over the group as they waited to see if the Knight Captain would answer.

      Riley didn’t talk about his past much; it was too painful a reminder of how he’d failed those he loved. But there were lessons to be learned from living through such pain, he knew, lessons that only wisdom gained through hard-won experience and time could teach, and he thought it important to impress upon these men and women just how their worlds could be turned upside down in the space of a few, meager seconds.

      He finished chewing, wiped the jelly off his fingers with his napkin, and turned to face Davis and his small group.  Peripherally he was aware that some of the other initiates had picked up that something was going on and were edging closer to listen in as well, but that didn’t bother him.  The more the merrier; this wasn’t a story he was prone to repeat any time soon so better it spread far and wide the first time.

      He cleared his throat and then began speaking.

      “I mustered out of the Army after Desert Storm and began looking for work. I had a family to take care of and would have been happy to do pretty much anything that would pay the bills, but jobs were few and far between.  After looking for a few months, I found a gig with BP on an oil rig in the Gulf, so I packed the family up and moved them to Louisiana…”
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      After six weeks out on the Amberjack Drilling Platform, Riley was happy to be going home, even if it was only for a short visit.  He had two weeks off and then he had to be back down on the Gulf for another stint on the rig.  Being away for weeks at a time was rough, but things would have been much more difficult without the high risk pay the oil company job provided.

      After getting off the boat that afternoon, Riley caught a bus from St. Thomas to Lafayette, and then walked the final few miles from the bus station to the small home he’d rented for his wife, Cleo, his teenage son, James, and himself.

      Riley was in a good mood as he came up the walk, intent as he was on the coming reunion, but the sight of the front door standing a few inches ajar threatened to cast a dark cloud over it all.

      How many times do I have to tell that boy to close the damn door?!

      The neighborhood they were in wasn’t the greatest, certainly a far cry from where they’d lived while he’d been in the service, and he’d drummed it into his son’s head that he was to close and lock the door behind him every time he entered or left the house. No exceptions.

      Apparently, the lesson hadn’t been learned after all.

      Grumbling to himself, Riley pushed the door open and stepped into the foyer. He opened his mouth, intending to call out, but a sudden chill passed over him and he closed his lips without uttering a sound.

      Something was wrong.

      He could feel it in his bones, that creeping sensation at the base of his spine that told him things were far from copacetic. He’d learned to trust that feeling while overseas. Doing so had saved his life more times than he could count, and so he wasn’t going to ignore it just because he’d left the Sandpit behind.

      Riley glanced around, looking for a weapon.

      His son had dumped his Little League gear just inside the door and for once Riley wasn’t annoyed by the sight of it.  He reached down and silently pulled James’ prized Louisville Slugger from the bat bag. He hefted it a few times, getting a feel for its weight and balance. It was a bit light for a man his size, but it would have to do.

      The house was longer front to back than side to side. To his right were the stairs to the second floor. To his left, the master dining area with the massive oak table and chairs gifted to them by Cleo’s parents that they rarely, if ever, used. The hallway ahead of him led to a kitchen and, opposite that, a living room.

      No sooner had he decided that the bat would have to do, Riley heard a noise came from the living room ahead of him, a soft scuffle and what might have been a moan. It made the hair on his arms stand up straight.

      Bat in hand, Riley crept the last few feet to the doorway and looked into the living room.

      What he saw brought him up short.

      A man he didn’t know was kneeling on the floor in front of the couch, cradling Riley’s wife, Cleo, in his arms.  His face was buried in her neck, as if nuzzling her, with one hand supporting her head and the other wrapped around her waist.  Cleo’s legs extended in Riley’s direction and as he looked on they shook slightly, as if shuddering with pleasure.

      An overwhelming sense of shame and betrayal swept over him and for a few seconds Riley found himself unable to move or even to speak. He stood there in the doorway, staring, the bat in his right hand forgotten in the flood of emotions coursing through him.

      Seeing the woman he loved so deeply lying in the arms of another man should have filled him with rage, but instead it flooded his heart with a sorrow so deep that he found himself drowning in its depths. He stood there, frozen in place, as the moment seemed to stretch on, the seconds growing into hours…

      Sensing Riley’s presence, the intruder pulled his head away from Cleo’s neck and looked up.

      Blood stained the man’s face.

      Cleo’s blood.

      It covered his chin and dripped from his thin lips so that he resembled some horrific parody of an errant child with a melting ice cream cone, the deep red hue standing out sharply against the man’s greyish skin tone.

      For a moment the man’s eyes were filled with nothing more than the ecstasy of what he had been consuming, lost as he was in his appetites, but as his eyes cleared they focused on Riley standing there in the doorway and the creature leaned forward and hissed in his direction, revealing two oversized canine teeth that slid out from its gums like a snake’s in the process, his jaws opening impossibly wide as he did so.
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