







Lilith smiled, and it was a cruel expression stippled in moonlight and shadows.

“I told you that she would be trouble. Better to leave her now. Or kill her.”

The thought had crossed Warren’s mind. Violent solutions to problems tended to be normal for him these days. Before the Hellgate had opened and the demons had arrived, that had never been the case. He’d run from every fight he’d ever faced. As a result, he’d been taken advantage of by nearly everyone he’d trusted.

“There’s something out here,” Warren said.

“How do you know?”

“Because I feel it.” Warren lifted his metal hand. “In here.”

Naomi started to say something, then she glanced at the hand and closed her mouth. He’d already proven that he was much more adept at the arcane forces the demons wielded. Now that he had a new hand, his power had taken on new turns that he hadn’t had access to before.

“All right,” she said finally. She pulled her long coat more firmly around her. “But I hope we find it soon.”

Another of the zombies dropped into one of the unseen bog holes barely covered by ice. The sharp crack sounded just before the zombie plunged into the black water. This one didn’t come back.

Only a little farther on, gray smoke plumed against the dark, star-filled sky. The feeling that pulled Warren lay in that direction as well.

Lilith walked beside him again. “You’ll want to hurry,” she stated calmly. “You’re being followed.”
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PROLOGUE

OUTSIDE OF CHIPPING ONGAR

EPPING FOREST

ESSEX, ENGLAND

JANUARY 8, 2025

This is madness, Emily. You’ve got to come away from here before it’s too late. The demons aren’t your friends. They’ll never be your friends.” Rob Houghton pleaded with his sister, but he knew she wasn’t listening to him. She was listening to that inner voice she claimed to be attuned to these days.

The Burn, the strange power that came from the Hellgate that had opened by St. Paul’s, hadn’t made it this far outside London yet. But everyone knew it was coming. Demons occasionally prowled the forests and screamed through the skies of the outlying areas.

As the Burn crept outward, it terraformed the land, rendering it into a hellish landscape that only the demons thrived on. No one in the scientific think tank that Rob had worked in until the demons arrived on All Hallow’s Eve had been satisfied with what they believed the Burn to be.

Some believed the Burn was changing the land into a proper environment for the demons, but that was refuted when it was pointed out that the malevolent creatures handled themselves quite well under regular planetary conditions. Others believed that the demons weren’t causing the change at all; rather, it was their presence in the world that left a cancerous boil on the earth.

Rob’s own beliefs held that the Burn was simply another weapon in the arsenal the demons had. By unleashing the Burn, the demons destroyed potable water and vegetation, all things livestock and wildlife needed to survive. He was convinced that it was supposed to eliminate the natural food chains the world supported.

To the south, he could see London. He thought he could almost see the Hellgate, the interdimensional portal that allowed the demons free egress into the world. He could definitely see the ever-circling dark clouds filled with ominous green lighting that hung low over the metropolitan area.

Chipping Ongar was a small town outside Greater London. Rob’s mother had grown up there before she’d gone off to university to meet their father. As children, Rob and Emily had visited their grandparents there often. They’d maintained a small farm outside the city. When the horror swept over London, Rob had found his sister in all the confusion at the university and gotten her out of the city.

They’d lived on their grandparents’ farm since the invasion. Their grandparents were long dead. Their parents had never made it out of London.

For a time, Rob had believed that they could wait it out. That had been over four years ago, and there was no relief in sight.

Even worse, Emily had fallen prey to the twisted mystics that had risen up to embrace the demons and their arcane powers.

“Emily,” Rob called again.

She turned toward him and he could scarce bear her gaze. When he’d taken her from university, she’d been twenty, not truly innocent anymore—because college served to wear some innocence away—but not worldly, either.

She was petite and slender, possessing a boyish shape made popular by modeling agencies, Hollywood, and adverts. Her natural red hair was cropped even with her jaw, parted in the middle, and she’d had ash-gray eyes.

Rob was bundled up in the winter’s cold. A thick parka with hood, thick gloves, and insulated coveralls barely kept him warm as the wind cut into him. Gusts carried new-fallen, powdery snow up in what looked like sugar confection whirlwinds. The white powder gleamed in the cracks of bark on the tree trunks. Cold moonlight beamed down through the skeletal branches.

Despite the bone-aching cold, Emily only wore what amounted to a halter top and hip-hugger shorts. She went without shoes even though the snow reached her mid-shin. They were clothes probably every university girl had hidden away from her parents and older brothers.

Now, though, Emily embraced her sexuality. She claimed that clothing interfered with her ties to the arcane forces that the presence of the demons had loosed in the world.

Rob didn’t believe her. He was a scientist. He believed in things that could be weighed and measured. Magic was something for role-playing games.

Not all of the Cabalists, as they called themselves—and Rob called them cultists—had the same control over their bodies. Plenty of them that Rob had seen wore winter clothing.

“Rob,” she said in that eerie voice she’d developed. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Neither should you,” Rob countered. He watched the shadows closely. The demons liked shadows because they could use them to hide in.

“You’re cold,” Emily said. “You should get back to the house.”

“Not without you.”

Quietly, her face serene, she turned her gaze back to the full moon. “It’s not going to be safe out here for you.”

“Then it won’t be safe for you, either.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Rob shook his head vehemently. “I’m not leaving without you, Em.”

“All right,” she told him, and sounded just for a moment like the little sister he’d pulled from university four years ago. “Follow if you must, but run if there’s any trouble.” She started walking.

“Trouble?” Rob made himself follow. “What trouble?”

Emily didn’t answer. She strode through the snow as if it weren’t there. Her exposed skin turned blue-green, and Rob noticed that it suddenly looked scaled in the moonlight. He’d seen the effect on other occasions, but never was it so pronounced as tonight.

Several of the cultists had taken to grafting the parts of slain demons onto their bodies. They claimed that the demon parts helped them amplify their powers. Rob didn’t think that was true. As a geneticist, he didn’t know how that could be true. The recipient of a transplanted organ didn’t suddenly experience a DNA change. And that was the comparison the cultists offered. Except their change was on an arcane level, not a genetic one.

“There will be trouble,” Emily stated.

Unconsciously, Rob shoved his hand into his coat pocket and felt for the massive Webley .455 revolver his grandfather had prized. Until he’d left London, he’d never touched a firearm. Now he not only knew how to use them, but he’d practiced till he was proficient with the Webley.

“Then you shouldn’t go,” Rob protested.

“I have to.”

“Why? Who said?”

“I said.”

Startled, Rob pulled the Webley from his coat pocket and took aim. Even with gloves on, the pistol was so big it accommodated the gloves easily. He aimed at the shadow next to a bare elm tree.

“Who are you?” Rob demanded.

“It’s Seeker Orrus,” Emily said. “The one I came to meet. Put away your weapon, Rob. It’s not needed here. You’re among friends.”

Rob kept his weapon where it was. It suited him there. And he definitely wasn’t among any friends that he recognized.

Seeker Orrus remained by the tree and surveyed Rob from under hooded eyes. He was tall and lean to the point of emaciation even in the winter clothing he had on. His head looked heavy for his thin shoulders. He leaned on a tall staff.

“You have nothing to fear from me,” Orrus said.

“I’m safeguarding my sister,” Rob replied.

The tall, thin man barked laughter. “Your sister is far more capable of protecting herself than you are.”

“On that we disagree.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Orrus said. “She’s here because I asked her to be.”

“Why?”

Orrus lurched out from the tree. Evidently he’d suffered an injury in the past that left him at least partially crippled. When the moonlight stripped the shadows from the man’s long face, Rob thought he was going to be sick.

The cultist had braided small demons’ horns from the bridge of his nose all the way to the base of his skull. Weird tattoos in a half-dozen colors covered his shaved scalp. One of his eyes was yellow and far too large for his head. Ridged scar tissue around the eye socket showed where someone had removed bone and tissue to make it fit. Two more horns, these downturned, jutted from either side of his chin. His breath leaked away from him in a slow pour of gray fog.

“Because she has done something no one else in our sept has been able to do,” Orrus declared. “She’s touched the mind of a demon.”

Rob kept his pistol pointed at the man. “I don’t know what kind of tripe you’ve been filling my sister’s head with, but—”

“This isn’t their doing,” Emily said. “I truly have touched the mind of a demon. I called Seeker Orrus here tonight to help me work through this.”

“Work through what?” The pistol had grown heavy at the end of Rob’s arm. His hand shook and his shoulder ached from the weight of it.

“I dream of the demon,” Emily said in a quiet voice. “I dream of the demon every night.” For the first time in months or years, she looked distraught. “I can’t tell you what it’s like, Rob, but I’ve got to gain control of this . . . or it’s going to destroy me.”

Pain tightened Rob’s throat. “What you need is to get out of here. If you get out of here, Emily—”

“I will only dream of the demon somewhere else,” she interrupted. “Seeker Orrus believes he can help me.”

Rob hesitated, but he didn’t shift the pistol aim from the cultist.

“Please,” Emily whispered. “Rob, permit me this. I can’t bear this much longer.” Fear showed in her eyes along with the pain. “I can’t do this on my own.”

“I can help her,” Orrus said. “You can’t.”

Knowing he was defeated, Rob lowered the pistol, but he didn’t put it back in his pocket. “What are you going to do?” With his surrender, the wind suddenly seemed colder.

“I’m going to help her break the link,” Orrus said.

“Then get it done.”

The cultists’ choice to remain in the open surprised Rob. The arrival of seven more members of Orrus’s group joining them in the moonlight under the bare branches of the trees also surprised him. Tiny snowflakes fell.

Two of the new arrivals, both male, didn’t wear any more clothes than Emily did. The flesh of both of them looked like it was covered with scales as well.

At Orrus’s bidding, Emily sat cross-legged on the ground. The cultist leader squatted in front of her.

As he watched, Rob wondered again at how much all life had changed since the arrival of the demons. Their metropolitan lives—his job at the R&D department at Gardner’s Genetics—was gone. His kid sister had gone from a literature nut studying the works of Neil Gaiman and Ian Rankin to some kind of weird sorceress.

The thing was, Emily was a sorceress. Rob had seen her work magic: move things with her mind, summon fire from nowhere, and read minds with uncanny accuracy. He’d learned to be afraid of her, and he regretted that because he’d felt certain she’d sensed that about him.

What Rob hated most was the helplessness he now felt. When they’d first left the city, they’d both foraged for things to eat. Then, slowly but surely, she’d developed her own interests with the cultists. Even after arguments about it, something they’d never done before, she hadn’t given up her studies of the old books that the cultists had let her borrow to make her own copies.

But he wouldn’t leave her. He’d made that promise to himself when he’d gotten her out of the city and they’d both lived.

Orrus took an object from his robe and put it on the ground between Emily and himself. It looked like a jade figurine of a lighthouse.

“This is my foci,” the cultist said in a soft, soothing voice. “Through it, I will access your thoughts and bring more control over them to you.”

“Yes.” Emily sat in a lotus position. Her hands were upraised on her knees.

“Stare at it,” Orrus crooned. “Stare at the foci and feel the dream within you. Unleash its power. You don’t even have to provide energy to feed the dream.”

Rob thought the man’s words were worthless. It was just noise to make himself feel important.

“Feed the dream to my foci,” Orrus said. “I’ll help you contain and bring it forth. We’ll see your dream together. Then we’ll conquer it and build safeguards for you.”

The jade lighthouse glowed. The lambent green barely showed against the white field of snow.

“People have dreamed of demons before,” Orrus said. “Many times. There’s always a great deal of energy expended to do something like this. Always, unless the dreamer gets the upper hand, the energy only flows one way.”

Rob barely restrained his anger. He couldn’t believe Emily bought into all of this. But the powers are real, aren’t they? It isn’t all crap. But if she hadn’t been messing about with those arcane forces, she wouldn’t have been in the shape she was currently in.

“That’s it,” Orrus said. “Only a little more.”

The jade lighthouse suddenly glowed as bright as a star. Snow around it started to melt, and it sank a couple of inches. The heat was intense enough that the figurine melted the snow for several inches in any one direction.

The hairs on the back of Rob’s neck stood up. His stomach turned sour. This didn’t need to happen. Emily already believed too much in the power of the demons.

“Reach for the dream,” Orrus said. “Bring it forward.”

A green, smoky incandescence drifted up from the jade lighthouse. Figures writhed within the two-foot-wide smoke cloud.

“How many do you see?” Orrus asked gently.

“Two,” Emily said. “The demon and the woman he has taken for his own.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because I can hear bits and pieces of their conversations.”

“Concentrate harder,” the cultist said. “I’ll help you.”

As he stared at the smoke and the figures within it, Rob discovered he was able to see as well. The green smoke cleared and became sharper all at the same time. Unbidden, he stepped forward toward Emily.

“Don’t touch her,” Orrus said.

Angered, Rob stared at the cultist.

“If you touch her at this point, you could cost your sister her life,” Orrus told him. “Is that what you want?”

“No.”

“Then listen to me. This is very dangerous work. For both of us.” Orrus focused on the glowing lighthouse. Despite the cold air that blew snow around him, sweat covered the cultist’s forehead. “Emily.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know where you are?”

Emily hesitated. She frowned a little, and Rob was instantly reminded of the little girl his sister had one day been.

“Underground,” she answered.

“Underground where?”

“I don’t know.”

“What are you doing there?”

“Searching for something.”

“What?” Orrus remained patient.

“I don’t know.”

“Does the demon know you’re there?”

“No,” Emily said. “I don’t think so.”

“You must be aware. Don’t ever lose sight of the demon’s attention. We must always know.”

“All right.”

Rob watched as the lighthouse grew even brighter. The heat reduced the snow around the figurine to a silver puddle. As he watched the smoke, Rob felt himself drawn into it.

Rob guessed that he must have blinked, because when he opened his eyes again, he stood in an underground cavern. When he’d been a child out on his grandparents’ farm, he’d found caves to crawl into. They’d been little holes in hillsides. Formed by shifting rock or from the efforts of other kids in the past, they’d become insect infested and had held curious artifacts from earlier visitations by other children.

He and Emily had joked that they’d been hobbit holes. They’d made up all kinds of delightful adventures of quests and all manner of dangerous foes they encountered. But those holes had only gone back into the hillsides a few feet.

They’d been nothing like the great space he now found himself in. The walls, the floor, and the ceiling thirty or forty feet above him were all solid stone. Rob didn’t know how he was able to see in the darkness, but he could.

It’s a trick, he thought. Orrus has managed to hypnotize me. He tried to rouse himself but couldn’t. He remained stuck in the dream and in the cavern.

“Where are you?” Orrus’s voice seemed to come from the air around Rob.

“I don’t know,” Emily repeated.

Rob turned to his right and found her there. She stood, her scaled skin glowing incandescently in the darkness. He wondered if that was how he could see in the pitch black of the cave, and if that was how he could see. When he looked at his own body, Rob found that he glowed as well.

“Are you alone?” Orrus asked.

“Rob is with me.”

Consternation tightened the cultist’s voice. “He should not be there with you, Emily.”

“I’m scared.”

“You’re above fear.”

“Not now. Now I’m afraid.”

Rob looked around, but Orrus was not there with them.

“Emily, you shouldn’t have him there with you.”

“I want him with me.”

“You shouldn’t—”

“No,” Emily said, shaking her head. “Rob is going to be here.”

“I’m going to be here,” Rob said. At least there, however they had gotten there, he could protect her. “Shove off and leave her alone, old man.”

“You don’t know what you’re doing, or what you’re risking,” Orrus said.

“I know you may be risking my sister’s life, and I may be the only one here who cares about that fact,” Rob growled. “Deal with it.”

“Emily, look around,” Orrus said. “Do you see the demon?”

“No.”

“Look for it. I can pull you back when you need to come out.”

Rob reached for his sister and closed his hand over her cold, scaly flesh. “Em, we shouldn’t be here.”

She looked up at him. Pain and fear were writ upon her features. “I have to find a way to stop this, Rob. The nightmares are growing worse. I . . . I see what the demon does. I saw it tear a hand from a man’s arm and give it to a woman. I have to know what the demon is and what it wants.” She paused. “Please.”

He relented, hurt to see his sister in such a bad way. The heavy weight of the pistol in his pocket reassured him a little. “All right, Em. We’ll have a go at this.” He drew the pistol.

“Look around,” Orrus said. “The demon has to be there somewhere. We need to know where you are. And we need to know what the demon seeks.”

“All right.” Emily looked around the barren earth, then pointed to the left, up an incline toward another tunnel. “That way.”

Rob trailed his sister through the underground chamber, quickly realizing it was even more vast than he’d first thought. He also understood that they were lost. There were no markings of any kind.

“Now down,” Emily said, turning and jogging to the right.

Rob followed her but lost his footing and skidded down the steep incline the last twenty feet. Bruised and battered, he heaved himself to his feet and struggled to get his breath back.

“Are you all right?” Emily asked.

“I’m fine.” Rob blew out a breath. “It was just steeper than it looked.”

“I know. Everything looks different here.” Emily took off again.

Doggedly, Rob followed. He didn’t know how far they’d come. “I think I know where we are, Em.”

“Where?” She paused and searched in all directions again. She looked frantic.

“If we haven’t left London”—And when did you ever think you’d say something like that? Rob asked himself—“then we have to be under it.”

“So?”

“Londinium. That’s where we have to be.”

Londinium was believed to be the ancient Roman city built on the north side of the River Thames. Rob had been fascinated by the archeological finds during the recent excavations. Just before the demons had arrived, archeologists had found a whole new section of the ancient city beneath the ruins of the aboveground sections.

Emily led the way through a twisting tunnel. This one held writing.

“Em, wait.” Rob turned to the wall, once more amazed at how well he could see.

“I’m letting you borrow my sight,” Emily said as she rejoined him. “That’s how you’re able to see in the dark.”

Rob looked at her. “You can see in the dark?”

“Yes,” she answered as if that were nothing.

Of course, seeing her pull fire from thin air was even more impressive. Rob didn’t pursue that line of thinking because it only made his scientifically trained mind hurt. Then again, the whole idea of demons did as well. Thinking of them as aliens from another dimension was only slightly easier because there were problems with that, too.

“Do you see the writing?” Rob pointed at the wall.

“Can you read it?” she asked.

“It’s Latin. Of course I can read it.” Rob studied the words. “This is called the Passage to the Land of the Dead.”

“Not exactly cheery, is it?”

Rob was sorry he’d drawn her attention to it. “No, it isn’t.”

“At least we won’t find Gollum down here,” she said brightly, and for a moment she was like the old Emily that Rob remembered. “Let’s hurry on, then. The sooner we’re done with this, the sooner we can be home.” She gave his hand a squeeze, then continued in the direction she was headed.

Only a few moments later, Rob discovered why the tunnel had been called the Passage to the Land of the Dead. Once they left the tunnel, they came out into a cavern filled with crypts. A small lake filled the center of it.

Gaping holes covered the surrounding walls. All of them held moldering skeletons. Some of the skeletons wore textile clothing, but others wore primitive armor. Many of them had bronze shields and weapons lying next to them.

“This place is an archeologist’s dream.” Rob walked over to one of the crypts, knelt down, and studied the skeleton and the weapons he found there.

“I don’t like it here.”

Hearing the anxiety in his sister’s voice, Rob looked up. “It’s all right, Em. These blokes are all done for.”

“They say the dead walk in London these days.” Emily wrapped her arms around herself as if she were suddenly chilled.

Rob had heard those stories, too. They’d been told by those who had fled from the city later: that the demons, at least some of them, had the power to draw the dead from the graves and even reanimate those that had fallen in combat. He didn’t know if it was true, but he had no reason to disbelieve it.

He stood and went to his sister. “We’re all right.” He embraced her briefly, but it was awkward because he felt the strength of her. Since she’d started changing, she’d also gotten a lot stronger than he was.

She looked at him. “I had to do this, Rob. I had to.”

He knew then that she must have read his thought, or maybe only guessed at them. “Shhhhh. Don’t. There’s no need to talk about this now.”

“You wouldn’t change,” she told him. “Even after the Cabalists told us about the power that was out there we could use. You didn’t believe them. I had to. One of us had to change so we would be safe.”

Rob didn’t know what to say.

“Even if you had changed,” she said, and stroked his cheek with her rough hand, “you wouldn’t have been as strong as me.” She smiled a little. “This is what I was born for, Rob. I can master the demons’ power. And I will.”

With a shiver, Rob stepped back from her. He couldn’t help feeling that he wished he could leave her. No matter what, he felt certain she would never again be the sister he’d known.

A hurt look filled her face.

Rob cursed himself for a fool, knowing if she could have read the other thoughts, she could have read that as well. He tried to think of something to say, but the words didn’t come quickly enough. She turned and was gone.

He followed her around the lake in the center of the cavern. Only then did he realize why the archeologists hadn’t found the chamber. Once the Burn had started, it had affected the River Thames as well. The river was down a lot from its normal depth. In fact, it was down so much that instead of emptying out into the North Sea, it was now often fed by that great body of water. The resulting mix of salt and fresh water had rendered the river water undrinkable most of the time. The survivors in London were dependent on wells and rainwater.

But the drain on the river had also uncovered the cavern. The lake wasn’t a lake. It was merely the residue of what had once filled the cavern.

Emily stopped abruptly and allowed Rob to catch up to her. A light glowed in the distance and reflected from the lake. The incandescent glow floated in the air and revealed two improbable figures.

Rob had never before seen a demon in the flesh. During the mad rush from London, he’d headed straightaway to his grandparents’ farm with Emily in tow. Later, while purchasing petrol for his car, he’d seen television footage of the monsters rampaging round St. Paul and Central London.

The demon had to have stood at least eight feet tall, and that was before the two horns on his savage forehead added another foot in height. Scars mottled his face, making his features even harsher. He was as muscled as a power-lifter, but his body was covered in red scales that looked as if they were on fire. Blue-green armor made of what looked like some kind of giant lizard scales covered his chest, arms, and thighs. He carried a huge obsidian trident in one hand and a sword scabbarded on his hip.

The woman with him was another cultist. She wore horns as well, and some kind of chitinous armor that covered her breasts and hips. Dark canvas trousers covered her lower body. Four horns jutted from her head, curling around from the back of her skull to almost make a protective cage for her face. She’d defiled her body, filling all of her skin that Rob could see with tattoos. Curved bone stuck out from her right forearm. The right hand was different than the left. It looked silvery-gray as it flashed in the incandescent light.

The woman prowled through the crypts, making short work of them as she reached in and dumped bones and rotting cloth or armor to the ground. Metal clanked as it struck the stone.

“That’s the demon I keep seeing in my dreams,” Emily whispered.

Those aren’t dreams, Rob told himself. Those are nightmares. He knew from the news footage he had scene, as well as the live reports from reporters in the streets, that the demon wasn’t as big as many of them were. But there was something inherently evil about this one.

“Show him to me,” Orrus ordered.

The cultist kept searching through the crypts.

“Find it,” the demon growled. “It has to be there somewhere. The Romans brought it here, then abandoned it because they thought it was cursed.”

The cultist suddenly froze, then withdrew with a gladius in her hand. “This?” she asked, holding the short sword out to the demon. “Is this it?”

The demon stretched forth his hand. Whirling purple embers leaped from the sword before he touched it. “Yes.”

Rob recognized the sword immediately. It was only two feet in length, but Roman soldiers had used the gladius to bring the world to its knees during their heyday. The capulus, the hilt of the gladius, was ornate, a mixture of inlaid ivory, lapis lazuli, and obsidian. Whoever had carried it had to have been an officer or a personage of importance.

Emily put her two forefingers and thumbs together to form a triangle. She peered through it at the two creatures—Rob didn’t want to call the woman human—in front of them.

The demon turned with the quickness of a cat. Its malevolent gaze came to a rest on Emily.

“Who are you?” the demon demanded.

For just a moment, Rob froze. Then he grabbed Emily’s arm and dragged her into motion. “Run! Now! Run!” He pulled her along beside him as he headed back the way they’d come.

They were never going to make it, though. The demon swirled his obsidian trident in the air and pointed it at them. Immediately a wavering blur took shape between them and quickly caught up to Rob and Emily. Rob saw it coming and didn’t know what to do.

Then the force hit them and it felt like every bone in Rob’s body shattered. He tried to scream, but there wasn’t enough breath left in his lungs for that.

Just as everything was about to go black, the world suddenly turned white again. Rob spun head over heels and smashed to the snow-covered ground. He rolled uncontrollably, then fetched up against a pine tree. Dazed, he watched Emily appear from nowhere right after him.

The lighthouse sat in the pool of melted snow and continued shining like a beacon. The green light strobed the black night.

Rob gasped for breath and pushed himself to his feet. Body filled with aches and pains, he lurched toward Emily. He felt frozen where the snow caked to his body.

“What have you done?” Orrus climbed his staff and stood on his two bad legs.

“We didn’t do anything, you stupid git,” Rob snarled. “The demon saw us and hit us with some kind of energy.” He couldn’t bring himself to say “magical spell.”

Emily rolled easily to her feet, as if she hadn’t been blown across twenty yards of landscape. She shook herself, and the snow fell away as if it had somehow been statically discharged.

“The demon saw you?” Orrus demanded.

Rob whirled on the man, intending to curse him out. But Emily answered in a calm tone before he could get started.

“Yes,” she said. “The demon saw us.”

“Who was it?” Orrus asked.

“It wasn’t handing out bloody introductions,” Rob said. He turned to Emily. “It’s time we got out of this. We’ve overstayed whatever safety margin we had.” They were lucky to get four good years out of the old farm.

“I don’t know who it was,” Emily said. “He wasn’t in any of the books of demons I’m familiar with.”

“This is bad.” Orrus shook his head. “Did the demon mark you?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Em,” Rob pleaded. “We don’t have time to stand here playing Twenty Questions with this sod.”

Emily glanced at him. “Everything we learn about the demons matters, Rob. We can control them. We can harness the powers they wield and make this world a better place. We can fight back and triumph over them. If only we learn what they know.”

“No,” Rob said. “They’ve got you believing this, but it’s not true. You can’t possibly learn to do the things those creatures can do. You saw the police and the military get torn to shreds on the day the demons invaded.”

“They weren’t prepared,” Emily said calmly. “We will be.”

“You can’t prepare for something like this. It’s not possible.”

“It is possible—”

A keening shrill occupied the forest without warning. Rob clamped his hands over his ears and tried to track the sound. It hurt so badly that his ears pulsed. Finally he realized that the sound came from the jade lighthouse.

Orrus noticed it too and stepped back with a wary look. He mouthed some words and threw a hand out at the lighthouse. A shimmering burst of energy skated over the lighthouse, but it shook even harder and finally exploded in a pistol crack. Jade fragments ricocheted off the trees and branches.

Suddenly, in the next moment, the demon they’d seen down in the cavern was among them. It snarled in rage, something undoubtedly in its own tongue.

The other cultists turned and fled back into the trees. Orrus tried to flee as well, but the demon pierced the old man’s chest with the thrown trident. Orrus kicked and flailed, but the trident kept him pinned to the snow-covered ground. Then he was still, facedown for all to see. Blood leaked from his body and spread across the snow.

Rob grabbed Emily again. The demon turned toward her and threw out its hand. A wave of shimmering force spread outward and overtook Emily.

Emily suddenly locked up as though seized. She jerked in an invisible grip. Rob felt the tingle of electricity shudder through his hand. Then his grip on her was forced off and he was thrown to the ground. He tried to recover, but his muscles wouldn’t respond.

Helplessly, Rob watched as Emily stood straight and tall. Then she floated a few inches off the ground. She stood as still and as frozen as a statue, clearly held by some force. Her eyes wept crimson tears. It took Rob a moment to realize that that liquid was blood.

Then Emily’s head exploded.

Almost out of his mind with fright, Rob pushed himself up and ran for the brush. He didn’t know if he was going to make it.



ONE

Shadows meant safety. At least, shadows meant safety most of the time. They didn’t offer shelter or a defensive position if those shadows were trying to eat someone hiding within them. And when someone hiding within them attacked, the shadows lost all effect.

Leah Creasey worked to think only good thoughts about what she was about to do. Thinking that she might die at any given moment wasn’t conducive to stealth. At the moment, stealth was her greatest ally.

She eased through the alley in southeast London’s Greenwich Peninsula. Not much of the metropolis existed here that the demons didn’t control. However, most humans stayed out of the area these days and the demons didn’t have anyone to hunt. Since they lived to hunt, most of them had gone where the hunting was better.

For the moment, the area wasn’t as heavily patrolled as it had been in the past. From personal experience, Leah knew that the demons lived to hunt. They didn’t like pulling guard duty or anything that didn’t allow them to unleash their blood frenzy.

Halfway down the alley, Leah found a fire escape that zigzagged down the thirty-four-story building. She wore the lightweight black nanoflex aug-suit, built to boost a human’s strength and speed. It covered her from head to toe.

Her headpiece was reinforced to provide protection from bullets that caught her at an angle and didn’t strike her dead-on. These days it also served to keep demons’ claws from slicing off her face. It was also filled with a communications array and vision-enhancement programming. She carried a backpack that held additional munitions, meals, and other supplies. The heavy Poseidon sniper rifle across her back felt familiar and reassuring.

“Blue Scout, this is Base,” a woman’s voice said. Commander Jane Hargrove called the shots on the night’s operation. “Are you in position?”

“I will be.” Leah jumped up ten feet easily with the +Flex nanowire that ran throughout the suit. The suit was cutting-edge, ahead of anything else that had been reached inside the military.

Only Leah knew that the suits, while serviceable and as good as anything she’d ever used in clandestine ops, were no match for the sheer onslaught and defensive capability of Templar armor. After all, the Templar designer of the suits had given the schematics to the military. That secretive order had kept the best for themselves. She didn’t blame them. With the enemies they’d planned on facing, they’d needed an edge.

Leah caught hold of the ladder and pulled herself up easily. The suit augmented her strength and speed, putting her far ahead of the abilities of Olympic champions. Almost effortlessly, she ran up thirty-three flights of stairs in the darkness. All power to Central London had been lost when the Hellgate opened at St. Paul’s.

At the rooftop, she slid the Poseidon from her back and crawled onto the roof. The LiquidBalance soles of her boots, kneepads, and elbow pads protected her from the rough roofing material and kept her movements soundless. The nonorganic, frictionless liquid didn’t deaden her sense of touch, though. She felt the surface, but she didn’t suffer injury.

Leah lay prone on her stomach and stared at the dome-shaped white building below. Londoners simply called it the O2. Originally, it had been called the Millennium Dome and had been built to celebrate London’s third millennium. Unfortunately, it hadn’t proved to be the cash cow investors had thought it would be. The enterprise had since been renovated into an entertainment center that housed shops and a sports arena.

The white dome had been constructed of polytetrafluoroethylene, a synthetic fluoropolymer that was lighter than the air trapped inside the dome. A network of support cables held it in place. Now, though, several holes gaped in the material and it looked like a battered wasp’s nest.

The look suited. From what Hargrove’s intel officers had discovered, several Darkspawn had taken up residence there and converted the dome into a weapons manufacturing plant.

Leah and her group intended to cripple the demons’ operation.

If they could. At best, it would be a holding maneuver.

“Blue Scout,” Hargrove called again. Irritation edged the commander’s words. Or it might have been fear. Even after four years of fighting the demons, the fear didn’t go away.

“I’m here.” Leah leaned her cheek against the Poseidon’s buttstock. The electronic connection juiced immediately, and the rifle’s telescopic sights fed directly into her right monocular. Her left eye still swept the streets below. Mentally, through years of training, she switched from left eye to right eye without closing either of them.

“All right,” Hargrove said, “send in the drones.”

Leah put a hand to the side of her helmet and clicked the control pad. The vision in her left eye changed slightly as it acquired a greenish cast. DRONE/BOT TRACKING ENABLED tracked across the upper left of her vision. She needed to be able to identify friendlies down in the battlezone.

Almost immediately, dozens of green lights lifted from the surrounding neighborhood. All of them were bots and drones created by Agency tech. Before the demonic invasion, several of the designs had only been computer plans or prototypes. Now the Agency readily produced them. They just couldn’t get manufactured quickly enough.

Some of the bots flew through the air like miniature airplanes, while others sped across the rock-strewn terrain with oversized tires, like ATVs. It looked like the attack of children’s toys.

Except that no child’s toy was ever as lethal as the bots. They were equipped with heavy weapons—HARP rifles, flamethrowers, grenade launchers, and other munitions—and operated on the run by the cyber kill squads within the group.

Leah intended to pick off targets that showed up. She forced her breath out, relaxing into that state of near hypnosis she’d learned when she’d first trained as a sniper.

The first wave of bots painted enemy targets with infrared beams. Drones followed immediately behind and opened fire on the designated targets.

With calm detachment, Leah picked up on the infrared targeting beams and tracked one to her first target. No one knew how many Darkspawn worked within the wrecked dome. In bygone days, thousands of humans had shopped and watched sporting events there.

At first glance, the Darkspawn looked like starfish. They had pointed, conical heads, gray-green skin, and multiple eyes on their flat faces. They stood on massive, three-toed lizard’s claws that could rip and destroy.

Leah’s finger curled round the Poseidon’s trigger naturally. Certain of the target, she pulled through the trigger and rode out the recoil. A beam of energy—something the techsmiths had designated “spectral” because it interrupted the electromagnetic and electrical fields of a human and a demon—blasted out for just a moment.

The Darkspawn staggered back. Leah shot it again and watched it fall back once more. The demon never recovered this time. One of the tracked drones locked on to it and spewed Greek Fire over it. The flames sucked the demon down and he rolled across the ground in an effort to put them out. Then it collapsed.

Leah moved on to the next target, a Darkspawn Scout. The designations had come down through informants the commander had among the Cabalists. They’d agreed with the information Leah had gotten from the Templar histories Simon Cross had let her have access to.

She pulled the trigger again and again, riding out the recoil and staying locked on to the target. Other buildings held other snipers.

All of them, Leah knew, lived on borrowed time. She looked for the next target as the last one crumpled to the ground and lay still.

“C’mon, baby,” Engineer Third Class Geoffrey Baker pleaded. “Get up. Get moving. Don’t just lie there and wait to be destroyed.”

Through the connection to his drone and bots inside the O2 building, Baker saw his battle drone kicking its legs futilely as it tried to stand.

“C’mon. You’re hurt, but you’re not dead yet.” Baker took cover behind an overturned car. Rust framed the rents and tears in the metal. The rust went against Baker’s training, and he resisted the impulse—even while fighting for his life—to buff the orange cancer from the metal.

He tabbed the controller sheathing his right forearm. The fingers of his left hand danced across the touchscreen as he utilized the drone’s onboard self-repair programming. The drone worked around some shorted circuits, but any substantial damage required attention back in the labs.

Arc-flare from a NanoDyne Shockstorm flared uncomfortably close. Baker instinctively dived away from it and took cover in another position as he brought up the F-S Rail Gun he carried in his right hand.

The electrical energy used by the Shockstorm lifted the Darkspawn out of the darkness as it reached for Baker. The sharp claws sliced within inches of his face.

Terrified even after four years of fighting the demons, Baker brought the Rail Gun up and fired only because he’d been trained to. That was why, his instructor had told him repeatedly, they trained.

The Rail Gun exploded and jumped in Baker’s hand. The depleted uranium bullets tracked across the demon’s hide and opened craters. Vile purple blood leaked out of the wounds. Instantly the smell of corruption rose up stronger than the stench of ozone from the Shockstorm.

The demon fell back. The rounds amputated one of its feet.

“Hey Baker,” the black-suited agent behind the young engineer said, “good thinking shooting his foot off like that. Makes it bloody hard for him to stand up.”

“I didn’t—” Baker tried to say mean to, but he never got the chance. The agent patted him on the shoulder and moved to a new position.

Calming himself, Baker turned his attention back to the drone inside the O2. The recircuiting had been finished. Watching from the “eyes” of one of the inhibitor bots he controlled, Baker saw the drone right itself.

From the “waist” up, the drone looked vaguely human. The head that rotated 360 degrees; eyes that saw under low-light conditions, thermal, and infrared; and two arms that held an XMS10 Jackhammer shotgun. The lower part of the drone consisted of a tracked assembly.

The drone pushed up with its arms till it once more sat on the tracks. A Darkspawn attacked at once, firing energy bolts from a weapon Baker couldn’t quite identify. There were just too many demon weapons to know at the time, and they continued building new ones.

The energy bolts rocked the drone backward. Through the sim-link connecting him to the drone, Baker ordered the drone to get up and get moving. Locked into the viewpoint of one of his inhibitor bots, Baker watched as the drone pushed with both hands and righted itself.

“There you go,” Baker told himself. A wave of relief washed through him. He commanded the inhibitor bot to spin and look around.

Although the bots were equipped with F-S Nitesite, the interior of the dome’s interior held impossible darkness. The bot barely saw fifteen feet in the blackness. Thankfully, Baker had also equipped them with sonar. When he switched over to that, his monocular filled with the flat images of the milling demons.

He commanded the drone to fire at will.

The drone opened up at once. Even though he was too far away from the strange happenings, Baker searched the area. It was too much to hope for one of the Named Demons to be in charge of the manufacturing plant.

As the bot jostled about the building’s interior, a laser tracking signal suddenly painted the Darkspawn less than twenty feet away. Okay, let’s bring him down.

The inhibitor bot was designed to slow down the demon’s moves. They didn’t offer heavy weapons like those carried by the drones, but they carried a sonic and microwave array guaranteed to throw off most demons with nausea and blurred vision. The effects were also painful.

The Darkspawn raised its weapon, then got hit full force by the inhibitors. The creature lurched to the side and barely caught itself in time to stay upright.

Baker’s fingers glided across the touchpad without looking at it. He saw the drone through another inhibitor’s lenses as it brought up the Jackhammer, fitted the heavy shotgun to its shoulder, and fired. The drone worked the slide, ejected the spent cartridge, and seated another one. It fired again.

The shotgun pellets were soft metal, designed to shatter after sinking into an opponent’s flesh. Half of the pellets contained Greek Fire. The other half held plastic explosives treated to react with liquid. As soon as an enemy’s blood touched the broken pellets, they exploded.

Fire spewed from the massive wounds in the demon’s chest, then its chest came apart as the explosives kicked in. Almost hollowed out by the blasts, the Darkspawn toppled backward and crashed to the floor in a loose-limbed sprawl.

Baker sent his bots and drone deeper into the dome. He was concentrating so fiercely on what they were seeing that he didn’t notice he was no longer alone until it was too late.

Feeling eyes on him, Baker turned to his right, toward his monocled side where his peripheral vision was limited. The Blade Minion standing there grinned at Baker. The thing stood seven feet tall, broad across the head and shoulders, and covered with a dark green carapace that made it look like an insect. Spikes jutted out from its massive forearms.

Baker tried to bring up the Rail Gun, but he knew it was already too late. The Blade Minion stabbed him through the armor he wore and pierced his heart. Judging from the way the demon’s fist snugged up against his chest, Baker knew that several inches of the spike jutted out his back.

He tried to breathe and failed. His drone and bots became unresponsive, trapped in the middle of the war zone. Desperate, he tried to bring them to him. They came, but they’d never make it in time. Something that reached out of the darkness crushed one of the bots.

Baker felt the bot go off-line as his own life faded. He tried again to breathe and failed once more; now he felt his lungs filling up with blood.

Where’s my cover?

Someone was supposed to be watching over him. His knees folded under him, and his vision tightened to one small dot. The last thing he saw, though, was the Blade Minion’s head going to pieces as one of the snipers found the demon too late.



TWO

Zombies, Warren Schimmer thought irritably, are difficult to control outside of the city. He glanced back at the pack of forty strong that he controlled. At least back in the city they tended to march more or less together because the narrow streets kept them together.

Warren hated where they were now. He’d not been out of London much, and never to Kent. They were deep in it now, following the River Rother toward Romney Marsh. The stench of the salt marshes thickened the air and made them almost unbearable.

Few trees grew in the area, though there were stubborn clumps of oak and alder. All of it was snow-covered at the moment. The pristine whiteness made the land appear innocent and hid the treacherous bogs and pits that filled the countryside.

Warren kept his little group of undead well away from the main road, though he kept the road and the River Rother in sight. People still lived out this way in rather rough means. The demons hadn’t quite spread this far yet.

If the survivors from the city or the farm people that lived out here saw him with the zombies, Warren knew he’d find no friends among them. Most likely, they would kill him on sight.

He pulled his cloak more tightly around him. Despite the fact that London was demon-infested, he appreciated the warmth that he found in the city. He’d trade it for the cold any day.

Except that the Burn killed the land and drained the River Thames.

Resolutely, Warren marched on. What he looked for, whatever it was, wasn’t much farther away now. He kept moving his feet, and listening to the frozen grass and brush rustle and snap under his boots.

“Maybe we should stop somewhere for tonight,” Naomi said.

She was a constant companion of his these days. When he’d first met her four years ago, she’d known more than him about arcane forces. But after he’d bonded with Merihim—taken hostage would have been a more apt description—Warren had become the master and she became the student.

She was a couple of years older than he was. Petite, full-figured, and beautiful, Naomi turned men’s heads. She was the kind of woman that Warren would never have had a chance at back when the world was normal. There had been a few perks with the arrival of evil.

Tattoos and piercings covered her body. Two short, curved horns stood out on her forehead. As a Cabalist, she embraced the demon’s ways and tried to emulate their look.

Warren didn’t want that. When he’d first encountered Merihim, the demon had blasted Warren and burned him significantly. His normally ebony skin had become mottled and grotesque. He’d lost hair and gained lots of scar tissue. Now all of that was gone. Courtesy of the demanding voice that usually dwelt within his mind.

But he had a hand back. The Templar Simon Cross had taken his flesh and blood hand from him. Merihim had given him one of his own, and the demon flesh had changed his body, remade it to be a proper vessel to the hand. Even now that Merihim’s hand was gone, taken back by the demon, Warren remained changed.

The voice had also given him another hand. This one hung at his side and was a thing of alien beauty rather than one of horror. Made of silver, the prosthesis looked like something a clockmaker might design. Tiny gears and braided cables filled it. Magic existed in the hand, though. It moved as easily and flexibly as Warren’s old hand. Most amazing of all, he could touch and feel things.

“Did you hear me?” Naomi asked. “I wanted to know if we could stop for the night.”

“No,” Warren replied. He knew that was impossible. The voice in his head had told him he couldn’t stop until he’d found what she’d sent him for. “We press on.”

“I’m cold.”

Although he understood her discomfort, Warren couldn’t help his bad attitude. He wasn’t any happier about what he was having to do, either. He wanted the warmth of a fire and a good book.

Instead, he marched a group of zombies he’d raised as personal guards deep into the briny quagmire under a quarter-moon and a sky full of bright stars. Stealth was possible at night in the city, but not out here.

Not only that, but he nursed a deep anger toward Naomi. When he’d had his hand taken from him, she’d stayed at his side long enough to make sure he was as well cared for as she could manage, then she’d fled. She’d only returned to him a few weeks ago when she’d discovered him searching the city. She’d asked him where he’d gotten his new hand. He hadn’t seen fit to tell her.

“The zombies are losing us again.” Naomi sounded as petulant as a child.

“I know.” Warren stopped at the top of a promontory and glanced back. He had started with sixty zombies, all pulled from graves inside London at the beginning of his long trek. Now he had less than forty.

He’d robbed one of the older graves. The most recent interment there had been over eighty years ago. It had been a potter’s field, a place where the unknown and indigent had been buried. No mortician had pumped them full of preservatives. These had rotted down to bone, wisps of hair, and leathery flesh. Over the course of the past few years, Warren had learned that zombies like that were more durable than those contaminated by formaldehyde and other chemicals.

“Come,” he ordered. He didn’t just speak. He pushed the command out to the zombies with the arcane energy he harnessed.

The zombies stopped what they were doing and turned toward him. The moonlight and starlight showed the gaping holes of their eye sockets and broken-toothed mouths. In that moment, they reminded Warren of a television special about prairie dogs he’d seen. The zombies had that same frozen attentiveness.

A moment later, they approached him. Several came out of the trees and the tall reeds that almost masked their presence. Snow flurries eddied about them as they stirred the white powder from the brush.

Marching zombies in wide open spaces was a lot like herding cats, Warren couldn’t help thinking.

“You should have waited to summon an army,” the quiet, melodious voice inside his head told him. “As I suggested.”

Warren didn’t argue. His exception to her plans had been obvious the moment he’d ordered the corpses from their graves back in London. He wasn’t as completely within her power as he’d been in Merihim’s. He didn’t flaunt that lack, though.

Her name was Lilith. She claimed to be Adam’s second wife. Mythologies mentioned her, and many of them claimed that she was the mother of demons, of vampires, and the dark things that hunted in the night.

Warren didn’t know all of her story. He’d inadvertently found her in an arcane book Merihim had ordered him to steal. The demon had forgotten about it, and Lilith took the credit for that. She was powerful, she’d told Warren, but she wasn’t ready to take on Merihim. Not yet.

The thought of fighting Merihim when the demon had easily twice bested him left Warren sickened and hammered by anxiety attacks. But even though he didn’t do everything exactly the way Lilith wanted, he knew he didn’t want to step completely away from her. He needed her protection.

When the last of the zombies joined the group standing at the base of the promontory, Warren pointed at three of them.

“Lead,” he commanded.

The three zombies fell out of the pack and marched toward Romney Marsh again. One of them promptly disappeared into the deep salt bogs that plagued the countryside. A moment later the zombie crawled back out of the muck. Not all of them reappeared from the bottomless bogs.

Warren waited a moment and followed, stepping in the footprints left by the zombies that didn’t sink. The snow continued to fall and swirl around them.

Naomi fell into step beside him. Warren felt her presence and her mood weigh heavily on him. After all this time, it was easy to read the woman.

“You haven’t told me what we’re out here looking for,” Naomi said.

“No.”

Naomi loosed a sigh of disgust that turned gray in the cold wind. “We’re out in the middle of nowhere. It’s not like I can tell anyone.”

Warren looked at her and thought again that bringing her was a problem.

“She’s going to be trouble,” Lilith said. In an eddy of snowflakes, she was suddenly there walking beside Warren. She was taller than Naomi, almost as tall as Warren. Her milk-white complexion caused her to blend into the snow, and it almost made her black eyes and long black hair stand out. She wore a long, flowing dress with deep cleavage and wide sleeves. The cutting wind bothered neither her clothing nor her hair.

Naomi couldn’t see her because she wasn’t there. Not in physical form, at least. She manifested so that Warren saw her, but no one else. Warren still wasn’t sure if that resulted from the book or the silver hand.

“Warren,” Naomi said. “Did you hear me?”

“You shouldn’t have brought her,” Lilith went on.

“I heard you,” Warren said, and the answer sufficed for both women. Neither was happy with his response.

“If you’re not going to trust me, why did you bring me?”

“I brought you because I felt I needed you.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know.”

“This is bloody asinine.”

Lilith smiled, and moonlight and shadows stippled the cruel expression. “I told you that she would be trouble. Better to leave her now. Or kill her.”

The thought had crossed Warren’s mind. Violent solutions to problems tended to be normal for him these days. Before the Hellgate’s opening and the arrival of the demons, that had never been the case. He’d run from every fight he’d ever faced. As a result, nearly everyone he’d trusted had taken advantage of him.

“This is not asinine,” Warren said. But he felt it was because Lilith hadn’t told him what they’d come this far for, either. She’d only told him that he needed to come. “There’s something out here.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I feel it.” Warren lifted his metal hand. “In here.”

Naomi started to say something, then she glanced at the hand and closed her mouth. He’d already proved much more adept at the arcane forces the demons wielded than her. Now that he had a new hand, his power had taken on new turns that he hadn’t had access to before.

“All right,” she said finally. She pulled her long coat more firmly around her. “But I hope we find it soon.”

Another of the zombies dropped into one of the unseen bog holes barely covered by ice. The sharp crack sounded just before the zombie plunged into the black water. This one didn’t come back.

Only a little farther on, gray smoke plumed against the dark, star-filled sky. The feeling that pulled Warren lay in that direction as well.

Lilith walked beside him again. “You’ll want to hurry,” she stated calmly. “You’re being followed.”



THREE

Simon Cross hated what he was about to do. The whole performance was unfair. His victim—and he saw no other term that fit—didn’t have a chance. The only good thing about it was that death would come quickly.

It’s meat, he told himself. You’ve got to make meat for the others. They’re depending on you.

The doe stood less than five feet away. She scraped at the snow with one delicate hoof till she exposed a few tufts of grass that weren’t quite dead. The earth didn’t die immediately after the coming of winter. It wavered and clung to life.

Other deer dotted the hillside. They worked the ground with their hooves and muzzles as well. Several of the does were heavy with fauns that would be born in the spring. That, at least, was promising.

Provided we don’t eat this herd into extinction, Simon amended.

That was a very real threat with the way things were going these past few months. The hydroponics systems back at the redoubt that he’d chosen as their fortress weren’t keeping up with the demand of the burgeoning numbers of people living there. Enlarging the redoubt and building more hydroponics tanks took time and materials.

One of the main problems was that the population at the shelter continued to grow. In addition to survivors whom the Templar were still bringing out of the wreckage of London and the suburbs, babies were being born. Simon couldn’t believe that anyone would have children given the threat of the demons in the world. But it happened.

Focus, he told himself.

The doe ate the tender shoots.

For a time after he’d left London and the Templar lifestyle because he’d lost faith in the existence of demons, he’d been a guide in South Africa. He had learned to track and hunt animals. That had been an honorable profession. His skills as a Templar had made the vocation a natural fit for him.

Primarily, though, he’d guided people who’d only wanted to record video of the animals. His fellow guide, Saundra McIntyre, hadn’t liked killing. He’d liked Saundra enough, and the money had been good enough, that he hadn’t often pursued trophy-hunting guide work.

But then the animals he’d sometimes hunted had had an even chance against him. His strength, speed, and instincts had been matched up with theirs. He hadn’t taken any part in the “canned” hunts that went on there. Hunting animals that had been fed and trained to live in certain areas wasn’t hunting. Those animals had been slaughtered.

They were taken for trophies, Simon reminded himself. These aren’t going to be trophies. These are going to feed people.

He knew his argument was right, and the necessity was there. But it still didn’t feel good to do what he was about to do. Even worse, he believed this kind of “hunting” brought only disgrace to the armor he wore.

Dressed in the dark blue and silver Templar palladium shell, Simon knew he could weather a direct hit from a main battle tank’s long gun. With his strength and speed augmented, he was superhuman, stronger and faster than anything the deer had ever before faced.

Except demons, Simon reminded himself. If they’ve been preyed upon by demons, they’ve seen creatures far worse than me.
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