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Rapture





There will be signs in the sun, moon and stars. On the earth, nations will be in anguish and perplexed at the roaring and tossing of the sea. Men will faint from terror, apprehensive of what is coming on the world, for the heavenly bodies will be shaken…. When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near

(Luke 21:25–28).






1


JACOB’S LADDER

FIVE WEEKS SINCE THE RAPTURE



“For the Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first: Then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord.”

1 Thessalonians 4:16-17



Sam sat and waited on the porch for night to fall, both swords balanced carefully in his lap. They would be coming for him soon.
For the thousandth time that afternoon, he leant out and stared down the length of Main Street. Still nothing. No surprises there. He hadn’t seen any other human for days now.
Main Street looked no different than it had for the last few weeks: the same wrecked SUV’s and pickups, most parked haphazardly at odd angles, some resting half inside shop buildings like partially-consumed meals. He tried not to think about food — it only made his stomach rumble mournfully. It had been three days since his last proper meal. He had to ration what supplies he had left carefully. He would need them for the trip.
Ash covered everything in a white shroud. It drifted down in silence, easily mistaken for the snow that usually fell at this time of year. It was February after all; in the eighteen years Sam had lived here, Utah was always smothered by snow in February. Somehow, even the Rockies that jutted above the town’s buildings to the west had lost most of their covering. Since the Rapture, the temperature had climbed dramatically, so much so that Sam almost felt the need to remove the hooded sweatshirt that he always wore. He didn’t though. Old habits died hard. He knew from the climatology and science lessons that Hikari had drilled into him that the cloud cover should lower the temperature, not raise it. It seemed that science, like God and many humans, had deserted this world.
Ash-covered rubble from a few destroyed homes blocked much of the road. Most of the other buildings looked like they are about to join their fallen comrades. It was dangerous in there now since the earthquakes. Sam had found that out for himself when he’d scavenged in amongst them for food during the days and nights since the world changed. He’d only narrowly avoided being crushed when a brick wall had toppled without warning. Only his heightened reflexes and training had enabled him to avoid certain death.
Death would’ve been a much more preferable option, though. He shuddered to think what would have happened if he had been trapped by bricks, unable to move and completely at the mercy of those things that prowled the darkness. And more than half of Main Street had caught alight since the sky started raining fire. At least three of the shops still smouldered even now, smoke from their burning timbers wafting idly up into the sky.
He cast his eyes skyward to track its ascent. Dark clouds boiled angrily above him. Not since the Rapture had he seen the sun; he would’ve given almost anything for a glimpse of it. Predictably, it didn’t appear.
Sam sighed and looked down. The deck beneath him was cracked from the earthquakes. He could see the ground beneath. Unlike most houses and shops in Jacob’s Ladder, his family home had gotten off relatively lightly. The earthquake damage was superficial with just a few cracks in walls and some broken ornaments. The ash was a different story though. Many of the fires in the town had begun because of it. He had to get up on the roof periodically and check for fire damage. When he did find something smouldering, he had to use his dwindling supplies of fresh water sparingly. It was a constant battle.
In fact, just living was a constant battle. Like him, the few remaining humans had ransacked the local store in desperate hunger. That was days ago now. The handful of survivors he’d exchanged wary words and glances with were now long gone. Either they had been taken in the night, or they’d moved for what they hoped would be better pickings. Probably to Boulder, he thought. It was only a few miles and an easy trip even on foot. Not him though. Sam knew he should have pushed on by now but just couldn’t bring himself to. It was too hard to leave behind everything he knew.
As his sharp eyes caught movement, his hands locked by reflex around the hilts of his weapons. He relaxed his grip when he saw that it was only bits of rubbish and leaves, dancing lazily around the stationary vehicles as if to mock their lack of freedom. Then the clouds above him parted suddenly, the ash turning crimson. Even though he expected it, the sight above him caused his heart to lurch. It was the moon — a moon never seen before on Earth. It had been like this for weeks now. Red. Bloated and corrupt.
The colour of blood.
He stepped back in the house, careful to avoid the trap in front of the door. Other than the red stain of the moon, it was very dark. There was no power any more, and no power meant no lights. The technicians who operated the power plants had been taken by the Rapture, or taken by those things that came later. Either way, it didn’t matter to Sam who saw extremely well in the dark. Part of his DNA, he suspected.
His pack was where he’d left it, lying on the carpet in the middle of the lounge. Mentally, he went through the contents to make sure he had everything. There was a small portable gas cooker and two spare gas canisters, a few tins of food he had managed to scavenge, and a sleeping roll, sleeping bag and a couple of spare sweatshirts. Not much for the trip he had planned, but it would have to do. At least he would no longer have any need for snow gear. He was grateful for that — he needed to travel light and move fast if he was to survive.
He looked around to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. There wasn’t much time left and he needed to be ready. They usually came when the blood red moon was high in the night sky. Two of the windows were already smashed where they had broken through last time. That was before he had set up the spikes, gathered from nearby fences and embedded into the wooden floors next to the windows. This time they would be in for a surprise.
Sam dropped his swords down next to his pack. The scabbards, normally lacquered black, had turned a sickly maroon in the light. He strapped the longer of the two — the katana — onto his pack and slung the whole affair onto his back. The shorter sword — the wakizashi — he tucked into his belt. Normally, the two together — known as daisho, literally meaning ‘long and short’ — would both be there, but he’d found with practice that the katana was easier to draw if it was over his shoulder. His backpack also had a tendency to get in the way if the longer sword was tucked into his belt.
Now, he took some time to make sure his draw was not impeded. Both swords slid out of their oiled sheathes without trouble. He put them back and adopted the ‘still inner calm’ technique that Hikari had made him practice so much that it now came as second nature to him. Closing his eyes, he listened, conscious that he might have missed something while he was trying out his swords. Nothing. Usually Sam could hear or sense them long before he saw them, so he knew he still had time.
Taking them two at a time, he raced up the stairs. The alignment of some of the steps had been damaged in the earthquakes and he was careful to avoid them. He went to his master’s bedroom first and stood next to the bed, lost in thought. He missed the small man who had been such a large fixture in his life. His master and sensei. His teacher. He hoped that Hikari was happy where he had gone.
The room was sparsely furnished, with only a simple futon on the floor and a small chest of drawers along the wall. The earthquakes had displaced many of the objects in the room, like the cross over Hikari’s bed which had fallen down. The day after the Rapture, wearing gloves, Sam had carefully replaced it and then set everything else to rights in the room. He’d folded a pile of clothes on the end of the bed — the only trace he could find of his master.
Hikari’s swords were mounted on their stand under the window, beside a small bedside table with a lamp and bible sitting on it. He’d seen Hikari reading from this bible many times. It was well worn, crumbling at the edges, the gold embossing on the cover starting to fade. He smiled at the thought of Hikari sitting in Lotus position on the porch reading from it. Often, his master would narrate passages from it for him. Those were some of his favourite times.
Without conscious thought, Sam reached out to touch the bible, then at the last second, he yanked his hand back. After all this time, he should know better. The Bible, he knew only too well, would burn him with the lightest of touches.
He left Hikari’s swords where they were. Although made of finest steel and folded countless times by one of Japan’s greatest swordsmiths, they were of no use to him. They would have little effect on his foes. Unlike his own, he thought grimly, patting the wakizashi at his waist. Cold iron was the only effective weapon against demons.
He left the bedroom, stopping short when he saw a flash of light … but it was only his reflection in the cracked hallway mirror — a teenage boy, well over six feet in height with broad, powerful shoulders. The result of almost constant training and preparation. His face was lost in the shadow of the hooded sweatshirt, a tuft of jet black hair jutting down over his forehead. With his jeans and trainers, he knew he looked just like any other teenage boy, albeit one who with his build was probably the high school quarterback.
All very normal … if they didn’t look beneath the hood or see his eyes. That was why he so very rarely looked in the mirror these days. He knew what lay underneath, and had no desire to see it again. Even now, with all the years he’d had to come to terms with it, he still didn’t want to be reminded of his bloodline.
He stalked down the corridor, past his own room — there was nothing for him there now — and into her room, inhaling deeply. It still smelt of her: her perfume, her clean natural scent. He drank it in. The rebellious part of his mind told him that he missed her more than he did Hikari. It wasn’t true — he just missed them in different ways. Closing his eyes, he could picture her as if she was actually in the room with him. Long, shimmering dark hair, luminous blue eyes inherited from her mother who had died in childbirth. A grace in her movements that made her sword play seem like a dance. A smile that made his heart ache. Hikari’s daughter had been his constant companion and friend for all his life. At almost sixteen, she was two years younger but far more mature and much less impulsive than he. She was gone now and he would never see her again. Where she had gone, he could not follow. Ever. The thought made him almost choke with sorrow.
He sat on her bed, lost in memories of her. These sentimental thoughts, he realized, were the only reason he was still here. Los Angeles beckoned — a promise made long ago. He was procrastinating, the house his only remaining connection to her.
The only reason he hadn’t left by now was because he wasn’t ready. He needed time to gather supplies and prepare. That was what he kept telling himself, anyway. The real reason, if he was honest with himself, was that he was afraid. This house, the town of Jacob’s Ladder and its immediate surrounds were his whole life. His whole world. He had never left it because of who he was.
He couldn’t put it off any longer though. He needed to go.
He was turning to leave Aimi’s room when he heard it — an inhuman cry uttered by monstrous vocal chords. The hairs at the base of his neck stood upright. Still some distance away but getting closer. Probably already on Main Street. He had seconds, perhaps a minute at best.
Catlike, Sam jumped down the entire length of the stairwell with one leap and landed at the foot of the stairs. He positioned himself in front of the front door, placing his feet carefully to avoid the trap. With one swift movement he withdrew his katana, holding it two-handed in guard position above his head. And then he waited. But not for long.
The demons came for him.
He saw them gather in the street outside, their gray scaly skin almost crimson in the glow of the moon. They were completely without clothes and, as far as Sam could make out, of no discernable gender. Their heads, covered in long mangy hair, appeared almost human but far more skeletal. Teeth sharpened to points gleamed in the darkness, high-pitched screams emerging from the darkened pits of their mouths. Arms much longer than any human’s ended in sharp talons, while horns protruded from heads, knees and elbows on their man-sized bodies.
The first time they had attacked, he hadn’t expected it, even though Hikari had told him what it would be like. A part of him, despite his love and respect for the old man, had refused to believe it. That night he had left the front door open, innocently believing that someone homeless might enter and he could offer them what comfort he had. Instead, the demons had poured in. They had charged into his home, shrieking and wailing, and he had been taken off guard, confused and deeply terrified. Thankfully his training had quickly kicked in and he had rallied, fighting them off in spite of his horror. His weapons, as he had been taught, were never far away.
After that, he didn’t bother closing the door — they would just smash it in any case. He found that the demons (he recognized them as Lemure from pictures his master had shown him) were essentially pretty stupid. If he stood in the doorway, they would surge towards him in a mass of bloodthirsty frenzy. They used no tactics and in fact, in their desire to reach him, would often impede each other. He used this knowledge to his advantage.
The trap in front of the door was a simple enough affair. It was simply a pit he had dug, lined with iron railings and covered with an off-cut of carpet. The demons fell for it every time. Really fell.
Now the Lemure leapt forward, disturbingly swift for such stupid beings. Three entered the doorway at once, and two immediately fell into the pit, impaling themselves on the spikes beneath. Their bodies turned to ash which momentarily obscured the third from Sam’s view. The rest, he knew, would jump over the trap. If he stayed for another night, the process would begin all over again. It was almost like they had no long term memory — they learnt from what they saw and did in the present, the past a stranger to them.
Jumping through the ashy remains, the third demon was upon Sam in seconds. He didn’t even think. He just reacted as he has been taught. The blade felt light in his hands, almost like it was eager to fight and taste the blood of demons. He knew this shouldn’t be so — his blades, like Hikari’s, were made of iron and much heavier than conventional steel weapons. Only someone with exceptional strength and intense training could handle these incredibly dangerous weapons effectively. Sam had that training; for the last six years he had worked with these weapons, day and night.
The katana in high guard position came down in a straight overhead, lightning fast, splitting the skull of the Lemure like an axe through kindling. It disappeared in a plume of ash. Two more darted in after it, mouths wide and talons outstretched. He switched his grip on the katana to one-handed and drew the wakizashi with the other. Following through with the drawing motion, he slashed the first of the Lemure through the throat with the smaller blade.
He heard the sound of shattering glass. Out of the corner of his eye he saw two more leap through the window in a hail of glassy splinters. One skewered itself on the spikes, but the other — impossibly — must have seen them at the last moment and somehow managed to flip itself over and avoid them.
Sam focused his attention back on the one in front of him. Just in time he brought the wakizashi around to block a talon swipe that would have torn his face off. He thrust with the katana, taking the Lemure through the middle but not before he felt a terrible pain in his side. The Lemure vanished, but his momentary lapse of concentration had cost him. He looked down. There was a line of bloody claw marks on his side. He shrugged — it might slow him down but he certainly wasn’t out of the fight yet.
As the wailing horde of demons surged through the doors and windows, Sam retreated through the lounge. He was reasonably confident the rear porch would be clear. He had set numerous iron traps and spikes and in any case, the stupidity of the demons meant they didn’t think tactically. Forward assault was the only method they seemed to possess.
The demons continued to force him back. His swords became a blur of motion as he cut and thrust faster than the eye could follow, a whirlwind attack. The demons went down in great numbers but for every one he cut down, two more replaced it. Talons left bloody tracks on his face and his legs, and the wound in his side oozed blood, but still he fought. He had never known them to arrive in such force before. Perhaps, somehow, they knew he was leaving and were doing their utmost to prevent it.
Eventually he reached the relative safety of the back door and ran through, slamming it shut behind him. A pair of demon hands darted through at the last moment and wedged themselves into the gap. Sam forced it closed with all his strength, severing the taloned hands in the process, then placed the locking board against it.
Outside, he took a moment to get his breath, ignoring the pounding and screams from inside. He had boarded up the windows on this side of the house for this exact reason — to contain and trap the hunting demons. Even as he recalled this, the frames began shaking and quivering with blows from taloned hands. The demons would throw themselves at the door and the windows for some time before breaking through. They were too idiotic to just go around the back. Hopefully, that would give him enough time to get away.
Hopefully.
Not for the first time, he doubted his tactics. At least travelling in the daylight would have been demon-free. But like the demons, he felt more comfortable at night. He would be able to move faster. In any case, even if he had left during the day, as soon as night fell he would have been caught in the open with no where to run. At least this way, he had a head start. That was the plan.
He sensed something then. He wondered if it was his very essence that enabled him to sense these creatures before he saw them, or whether it was something he had learnt through his training. Regardless of the reason, he’d stopped doubting this ability days ago. He knew something was coming, something that took his breath away with fear. It was close, and it wasn’t a Lemure, but something much, much worse. Even the near presence of it was enough for him to almost gag in terror. He had a sudden urge to get away, to run, to hide. Using his training, he fought against his fear and managed to control both it and the adrenaline surging through him. His mind cleared.
Then the house shook from a massive impact. He heard it too — a great tearing noise and glass and timber shattering. Whatever it was, it was coming through the house. And it was in a hurry.
Sheathing both swords, Sam turned and fled, battling his way through dead and dying vegetation, ignoring the clouds of ash disturbed by his flailing arms. He reached the fence marking the end of their property and leapt over it just as his house exploded.
There was a blaze of light, a reverberating blast. Shards of timber from his house whistled past his ear. Every nerve in his body urged him to run, run as fast as he could and keep on running. Instead, he forced his body to turn calmly, ignoring its screaming protests.
He wished he hadn’t.
Striding across the burning wreckage of his family home was a creature from the very darkest pits of Hell. Judging from the relative size of the Lemure who were dancing around its feet like excited puppies, it was at least ten feet tall. It was roughly human-shaped but had four arms instead of two, each hand equipped with foot long talons. Five foot-long black blades were clutched in each claw. Massive wings arched above its back like sails. It was clad in some sort of metallic black armour, glinting ruby red against the backdrop of the burning house, and the head, fully enclosed by a black winged helm, turned this way and that before rotating in his direction. It stopped dead. Sam knew with absolute certainty that it was looking directly at him.
Over the years, Sam had committed to memory every demon in Hikari’s well thumbed copy of Demonology. Hikari regarded the book as essential research for Sam’s coming battle, and had made him study the book endlessly so that Sam would know instantly who or what he was fighting and how to combat it. The book was from the 17th century and all of the illustrations were heavily stylized and detailed but simplistic by today’s standards. However, there was one picture in the book that matched what was before him. There was no way he could fail to recognise the similarities.
It was an Astaroth. A blood demon. A lesser prince of hell.
Sam did then what he had started doing and should’ve kept on doing. He ran.
Heart beating wildly, he darted through his neighbour’s garden, following the path that in spring had bordered a multitude of flowering plants. Now, it meandered through a graveyard of skeletal plants submerged in a white blanket of ash. His neighbours, devout members of the local church, had disappeared along with many of the other 800 odd residents of Jacob’s Ladder during the Rapture. He was sure they wouldn’t mind him using their house in this manner. In fact, where they’d gone, he doubted whether they’d care about that at all, or the fact that he’d helped himself to all the food in their cupboards.
It was an escape route that he had plotted and practised on numerous occasions. The path led up to the back porch of his neighbour’s earthquake-damaged house. Without pausing, he charged straight through the back door, confident that his senses would alert him to the presence of any more demons. He leapt over a fallen internal wall, sidestepped the divider into the lounge and did a neat forwards somersault through the broken front window. He landed on his feet, already running, sprinting off the front porch and onto the road.
Sam risked a glimpse behind him and smiled weakly to himself at what he saw. Nothing. They weren’t following him yet. More importantly, the Astaroth had not yet made an appearance. He could do this. He was going to do it — he was going to get away.
As soon as this thought entered his mind, it was interrupted by a demonic presence to his left. A cluster of Lemure surged out of what had once been the local coffee house, screaming as they advanced. Sam sprinted around a wrecked SUV to give himself some breathing room, drawing both swords.
He swung around to his left, still at full stretch. Whether by good luck or by displaying a higher than usual level of intelligence, three of the Lemure hadn’t fallen for the ploy. They met him on the other side of the SUV, running as hard as he was. Sam didn’t even pause. He struck high then low and spun around to deliver a double blow to the third Lemure. All three turned to ash in his wake.
He kept sprinting, skirting around the wrecks in the middle of Main Street, heading east. It was opposite to the direction he wanted to head in but he would double back later in order to confuse his pursuers.
Sensing that the demons were falling behind, Sam slowed to a fast jog. He could keep this pace up for hours if he needed to. Before the Rapture, he had often run into the Rockies and back before the sun had even sneaked up over the horizon. Night-time was when he always trained, away from prying eyes. Hikari had told him that his night vision was much better than any other humans, something he had suspected when he realized he could see almost perfectly in all but the most absolute darkness.
It was just as well because now the only light came from the moon, which was hardly a great source of illumination… Normally, street lights, the frontages of residential homes, the odd shop open for a late night and the occasional car would provide ample light for the average resident. It was odd running through the small town like this, guided only by the malevolent red glow from above.
Disturbingly, despite his injuries, Sam felt even stronger right at that moment, almost as if the moon was energising him. He looked up, hoping to catch a glimpse of a star in the now cloudless sky. There were none. Had been none since the Rapture. The stars, once beautiful and sparkling in the clear country air, had all fallen. Where they had landed, Sam had no idea.
Suddenly a shadow fell across the moon, a strong wind buffeting him from above. He’d recognised the presence of the Astaroth but he was far, far too late. Too late and too slow. Cursing himself for his lack of concentration, Sam attempted to roll but felt something lift him off his feet with a powerful jolt. It was the Astaroth alright. Clearly, those wings weren’t for show, he thought wryly as the Astaroth slowly gained height. Luck had been on his side though. Instead of those mighty talons piercing his skin, they had merely jagged his backpack.
Then Sam remembered what were in his hands. What had been in his hands all the way down Main Street. His swords. He swept both up at the same time, each aiming for a different leg, and felt a savage surge of satisfaction as the iron weapons both connected and bit deeply. The Astaroth roared so loudly that, if Sam had been able to, he would’ve covered his ears.
Instead, he found himself falling. Surprisingly quickly. He thought, rather belatedly, that he hadn’t actually planned this out very carefully.
The ground rushed up to meet him.
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FATHER’S SON

TWELVE YEARS EARLIER



“And then shall that Wicked be revealed, whom the Lord shall consume with the spirit of his mouth, and shall destroy with the brightness of his coming.”

2 Thessalonians 2:8



Sam and Aimi were playing in the backyard, surrounded by swirling growths of cherry tomato and strawberries. It was late afternoon and the sun, poised to drop beneath the horizon, had lost most of its heat. It was something to be grateful for. He could tolerate the sun, but he didn’t love it the way he knew Aimi and other children did.
He liked it out in the yard — here amongst the riotous knots of living things. The plants provided shelter from the raw gaze of the sun. The yard was so clustered with foliage that there was no danger of the neighbours seeing him which meant he didn’t have to wear his hat or a hood. He liked not having to wear anything on his head. It made him feel free — honest even.
Aimi sat opposite him, small and delicate and dressed in tiny overalls. He knew they probably shouldn’t be in here. If Hikari found out, they might get in trouble. He’d been told by his master that the plants shouldn’t be disturbed when they were growing but today … well, today he was just feeling a little rebellious.
They were playing sticky fingers. It was a simple game taught to him by Hikari two years earlier. He in turn was trying to teach it to Aimi with varying degrees of success. Three year olds, he had learnt, had short attention spans. She was quick to learn and had reflexes like a baby tigress, but she kept stopping to grab a tomato or strawberry which she popped into her mouth with a cheeky smile and small sigh of satisfaction. The juice of one or the other dribbled down her chin like blood.
He coaxed her back into the ready position. She placed the back of one of her hands against his palm, her other hand reversed so that her palm sat flat against the back of his. They moved their hands together in a gentle circle. Then one or the other would strike out. The object of the game was to keep in contact so that any aggressive move was always countered and blocked. He was winning but she had snuck in a few lightning quick blows.
Picking up the pace, Sam’s left hand darted out. Her hand stuck to his like glue and blocked it so he reversed the motion and struck with his right instead. He connected with her face in a light tap.
“I don’t want to play anymore.” She pouted at him.
Sam smiled. “Hikari told us we had to practise.”
“Don’t care,” she said grumpily. Aimi reached out for another cherry tomato. He followed the movement but it was just a feint, and felt the lightest of taps on his right cheek.
She laughed at him, but it wasn’t a mocking sound — more of a joyous, cheeky giggle that he found he loved. He smiled back at her as he stood up, and Aimi reached up in a motion that was all too familiar, fingering the tiny horns on his head. He let her do it. She liked to play with them and he didn’t mind the touch.
“Do you like having them?” she asked, not for the first time.
He shrugged, humouring her as he always did. “They’re ok, I guess.”
“They feel funny,” she said, looking up at him through her long black hair.
He nodded. He knew just how they felt, having touched them very much in the same way Aimi was doing now, over and over again. They felt like they looked — a horn. He’d handled the horns on a bull once and they felt exactly the same; the only difference was that his were glossy black instead of off-white.
“Why don’t I have any? Can I get some? Why do you have them?” She’d never asked these questions before. Now she fired them off so fast it made his head spin.
He answered the first two questions the best he could. “Because you don’t. No, probably not.”
The last question made his heart flutter nervously, but he answered anyway because it was Aimi.
“And I have them because I’m a demon,” he said.

Hikari called them in for dinner. The small, tightly-knit Japanese man waited for them on the back porch as they scampered inside. Sam could tell from his stern gaze that he knew they’d been in amongst the plants but he didn’t say anything. The gaze, as always, was enough admonishment for Sam.
They ate at the dinner table. It was Hikari’s tradition that the dinner table was a place of conversation. The TV and radio always remained off during these times. Sam vaguely remembered the lively and happy banter that Hikari and his wife had when she was still alive. He missed those times and her presence as much as Hikari.
“So, what happened at pre-school today?” Hikari asked Aimi. She shrugged in a way that made Sam want to laugh.
He didn’t though. He never laughed.
“Made some friends. Played some games.”
Hikari tried unsuccessfully to hide a chuckle. “What sort of games?”
“The usual,” she said, in between mouthfuls of rice and fish. “Tag, hide and seek. I made a sandcastle with Sue and Thomas in the sandpit. That was fun.”
“What else?” asked Hikari, steepling his fingers in front of his face.
Aimi sighed before answering. “Did some finger painting and I learned to count to ten.”
Hikari smiled. “Good.”
There was a momentary silence at the table, so Sam seized his chance.
“Sensei, why can’t I go to school?”
It was a question he’d wanted to ask ever since Aimi started going to pre-school. Before that, he had thought that it was normal for children to stay at home. His experience with other children was, after all, rather limited. Other than Aimi, Sam had only ever seen other kids from the house windows or on the occasional outing with Hikari, and even then, it had been from a distance. The few times that he’d left the house during the day, Hikari always made sure he was wearing something on his head. He’d had had very little proper interaction with other children — other people, in fact.
Sam felt pleased that he had finally plucked up the courage to ask. The question hung in the silence for a moment.
Hikari levered a piece of fish into his mouth with his chopsticks, chewed carefully and swallowed before answering.
“I would like you to, my son, but I think you know the answer to that question.”
Hikari was right. Sam did know the answer. For a boy aged five, Hikari had told him, he was more advanced than he should be. Hikari would know, too. He was once a school teacher himself.
The answer pained Sam. He couldn’t go to school because he was different. If the other children saw his horns and the blackness of his eyes, questions would be asked. Questions that if answered, would not be believed.
Hikari stopped eating and looked sadly at his ward. “I am truly sorry, my son. I know this is hard but you have another purpose. A greater purpose. Something far more important than playground games and making friends. I wish it wasn’t so, but it is.”
Something rebelled inside him. He knew his master spoke the truth, but it was still painful. He surged to his feet, knocking over his plate in the process. Shame brought a blush to his cheeks.
“May I be excused?” he asked stiffly. When Hikari nodded, he ran from the table to the security of his room.

He was lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling and trying to cry. Like laughing, he didn’t seem to be able to manage tears even though he knew that a situation like this probably warranted that response. He’d seen Aimi do it enough times. Hikari had told him it was because his eyes had no tear ducts.
He heard a faint knock at the door. Before he had a chance to say anything, the door opened, and Aim’s tiny head peaked around the door.
“Hi,” she said brightly.
She took his silence as an invitation to enter and nudged the door open with her shoulder. She was carrying a plate with some rice and fish on it. “I brought you some food.”
“I’m not hungry,” he said, rolling over and facing the wall.
He felt the bed shift as she sat down. “You know, school’s not all that great,” she said. “I’d much rather stay here at home with you and Papa.”
Even at three years of age, she knew what to say to cheer him up. He turned over to see her beaming face. It was too much for him to take and he smiled back.
She held up the plate of food. “Eat. I know you’re hungry.”
He did. Then after Aimi left, he tried to sleep. It was always hard — he didn’t need much sleep and anyway, he preferred to do it during the day. The dreams he had were not soothing, and seemed to be dominated by dark shapes wreathed in flames.
Much later, finally drowsy with the onset of sleep, he heard another knock on his door.
“Go away,” he said, thinking it was Aimi.
His master entered the room on silent feet, a technique he was just starting to teach Sam.
“I’m sorry, Sam, but I think we need to talk.” His master, like Aimi before him, perched on the side of his bed.
Sam sat up in bed and regarded his master. He had the utmost respect and love for the diminutive man who was both foster father and teacher to him. He would not willingly disobey the man, other than small infractions like sitting amongst the plants. Hikari had never raised a hand or his voice to Sam — he’d never had to. His demeanour and calmness commanded instant attention and obedience.
“I think it’s time we talked about your mother,” said Hikari in a gentle voice.
Sam’s body went rigid with shock. He’d asked about his mother before but Hikari had always maintained that it wasn’t time, despite the boy’s pleading. Perhaps his master sought to grant him a gift to make up for the school issue? Sam didn’t care what his master’s reasons were. He wanted to hear about his mother. Needed to hear about his mother. Although Hikari’s wife was always kind and gentle with him, Sam felt that it just wasn’t the same.
“Your mother was a beautiful and kind woman,” Hikari began, stroking his small, neatly-trimmed goatee that was only now starting to show the greying signs of age.
Another shock coursed through Sam’s body when he heard the past tense. What happened to his mother?
Was she no longer alive? Hikari held up a hand to stop Sam interrupting.
“Her hair was long and black, much like Aimi’s and my own, and her skin was the colour of alabaster, very similar in hue to yours. “
It was true. Sam’s skin was very white indeed, a testament to the lack of time he’d spent in the sun, he’d thought, but apparently genetic.
“I first met her in Japan. Like my wife, she was American and had also been sent to Kyoto as a missionary exchange student by her church. She would sit in the back of my church and listen to the minister give his sermon in Japanese. I only found out later that at that point, her Japanese was very limited. I think she just liked sitting there and soaking up the peacefulness.
“Our church was very small — I believe our congregation was less than 100 — but the church itself was a thing of beauty. It had been built in the late 1800’s and people would come from all over the country just to see the workmanship of its stained-glass windows. You know what a stained-glass window is?”
Sam nodded. Although of course he’d never been into Jacob’s Ladders’ church, he’d seen it from a distance and noticed the beautiful colours of its windows.
“I used to sit there for hours myself, alone with my thoughts. It really was a very peaceful place. Anyway, I’d see her on the way out and she would smile and nod at everyone as they left the church. She had a lovely smile — very genuine, instantly likeable.
Gradually we got to know each other. My English was much better than her Japanese so communication wasn’t too difficult. Our minister, who knew that I was a teacher, suggested that I teach her Japanese. I agreed willingly.
She would come over to my small house for three hour long sessions each week. She was an excellent student — much like yourself. She learnt quickly. Very soon, we were able to converse fluently in Japanese.
We became good friends. One Christmas, my wife and I presented her with a silver cross which she refused to ever take off. She and my wife got on extremely well — they were very similar in many ways. She was exceedingly devout and we had long, rambling conversations about the nature of the church, the Bible and so forth. What became clear to me over time was that she had probably the purest soul of anyone I had ever encountered. Which is why what happened next came as a shock.”
Sam, who had up to this point been listening with rapt attention, was suddenly on his feet, his heart hammering.
Hikari made soothing motions at him. “Come. Sit back down. You need to hear this.”
Reluctantly, Sam slowly lowered himself back onto the bed. A part of him didn’t want to hear any more, but the rest of him desired this knowledge so much that it hurt.
“A man appeared one day, dressed all in black. At the time, I took him for a priest. He was waiting for your mother outside the church grounds after the evening service. I never heard what he said to her that day — I arrived at her side too late. What I can tell you is that there was something about him that I immediately disliked. Disliked and distrusted. I couldn’t put my finger on it but he just felt wrong somehow.
“Your mother didn’t notice. She seemed to be completely under his spell, for that, in hindsight, is what it was. He had charmed her somehow, probably using the dark arts.
“After that moment, I didn’t see your mother much. When I did see her, she was a different person. The light had gone out in her eyes. She rarely smiled anymore. Eventually, she moved out of the church accommodation that had been provided for her and even our minister didn’t seem to know where she’d gone. I made enquiries and found that she was living in a part of Kyoto where most people were scared to go after dark. I tracked her down one night and decided to follow her as she left her apartment.
“I followed her to an ancient cemetery, long disused and now overgrown and neglected. I was very careful not to be seen and in any case, it was a very dark night. The clouds obscured the moon and there were no street lights in this part of Kyoto.
“She walked into the centre of the cemetery, her motions stiff and puppet-like as if she were in some sort of trance. A group of cloaked and hooded figures waited for her, surrounding what appeared to be a stone altar. The stone altar itself was lit by candles and I could clearly see a fresh red stain slowly dribbling from its side.
“The dark figures parted for her in silence. Without pause, your mother climbed up onto the altar and lay down. The figures then gathered around her and began chanting. I knew what they were doing because, even then, I had been researching the demonic arts, dividing my time between the dojo and my studies.
A mist began to form. The chanting increased in volume and urgency. Something — a vague blood-red shape of vapour — began forming above her body. I knew what it was then and cried out before I could stop myself. Almost instantly, I was seized from behind by four opponents. I shook two of them off and crippled them with blows but then more and more began to pile on top of me. They bound me, hand and foot, and dragged me into the circle.
“Then they forced me to watch.” Hikari paused as if lost in the moment.
Sam realized that he had forgotten to breathe. He took a hasty breath as Hikari continued his tale.
“The vapour began to take on a more solid aspect and a shape coalesced. It was a demon, of course, and a mighty one at that. I could sense its power, and I screamed at your mother to wake. She glanced back at me with a look so evil that it sent a shiver down my spine. One of the acolytes knocked me a blow that sent my senses swimming and everything after that is a hazy blur.
“The last thing I remember before passing out is the demonic shape embracing your mother. The demon, to roars of ecstatic approval from the acolytes, departed, taking your mother with him. I managed to let out another weak groan and then I was struck from behind again.
“When I awoke, it was morning. The acolytes had gone and there was no sign of either the demon or your mother. To this day, I do not know why they let me live. I managed to wriggle free of my bonds and investigated the altar as best I could in my weakened state. I found remains of candles and a pentagram drawn in chalk. When I touched the red stain, I found that it was blood.”
Hikari took a deep breath, filled with pain and remorse. “I wish I could have stopped them. I sometimes think that I did not do all I could to save her.”
Sam’s heart ached with anguish but he managed to put his small arm around his master’s shoulders. Hikari hugged him back and they held each other for a few moments.
“And you’ve never seen my … my mother again?” said Sam eventually, stumbling over the unfamiliar word.
Hikari got up and began pacing the small room. “I saw her a few months later. She passed me by in the street and I almost missed her, but something made me turn when she was only a few feet from me. She was obviously pregnant. Her hair had been done differently from how she normally kept it and she wore heavy makeup — something which she had never used before.
I ran up to her and grabbed her arm. She looked at me in a way that I will always remember. Her glance was blank but beneath it, I knew that her true self still fought for freedom. She pretended not to know me, shook off my hand and continued on her way. I attempted to follow her but it was almost as if she used some arcane means to elude me.
“I moved to Utah shortly after that. What I had seen convinced me that I had to make plans more rapidly than I had thought. I had allies here and resources. Besides, my wife wanted to move back here after so long in Japan.
“We’d been here a few months when, one night — it was near midnight — there was a knock at the door. I remember having a feeling of tremendous foreboding but despite my wife’s pleas not to answer the door, I did so anyway. I took the precaution, however, of being armed, and crept down the stairs with my katana in my hand.
“When I opened the door, there was a cloaked figure standing there holding a cloth wrapped bundle. When the figure saw the sword, she lowered her hood. It was your mother.”
Sam gasped. To think that his mother actually came to this house was a welcome revelation. She felt somehow closer to him.
Hikari gazed at him as if he sensed his thoughts. “It was good to see your mother again at last, almost as I remembered her. She had aged though. Her hair was greying at the temples and there were new lines on her face. She handed me the bundle and told me: ‘Look after him. Guard him well. We will need his strength in the coming battle.’She then placed something in my hand and closed my fingers over it. I tried to get her to come into the house but she only shook her head sadly. I could tell that she was very afraid. She said that they were looking for her and that she had to hurry.
“I unwrapped the bundle and found your tiny face swaddled within. ‘What will be his name?’ I asked. ‘Samael,’ she replied.”
Sam froze at the name. Something in his body responded to it at a subconscious level and deep down he knew it was his proper name. Sam was a name that he had always worn like a comfortable coat given to him by a stranger — something he liked but that didn’t truly belong to him. Samael rang true. It was the first time he had heard Hikari use it. “Samael,” he repeated.
Hikari nodded slowly.
“Like you, I recognized the name. It is the name of a powerful demon — a fallen angel. Some believe he is the Angel of Death. Names — especially amongst demons — are powerful. Protect your name. Never let those who you do not trust learn the truth of it.
I have never lied to you, Sam. From the moment you were old enough to understand, I told you what you were. Please understand, I shortened your name not to deny you your heritage or conceal the truth from you, but to protect you from those who would bring evil upon you.”
Hikari sat on the bed again and placed his arm around Sam’s shoulders. “Although it is your true name, it does not represent your true nature. While you are half demon, you are also half human and have your mother’s goodness inside you. Fight against the demonic side; never let it dominate you.” He pointed to Sam’s chest. “When in doubt, listen to your heart and let it guide you.”
“What did she give you?” Sam asked.
“It was the cross I had given her,” said Hikari with a weary sigh. “She obviously thought she was not worthy of it anymore.”
“And what about my mother?” asked Sam, looking into Hikari’s eyes. “What happened to her?”
Hikari returned the look without flinching and then sighed again and looked away.
“There is no easy way to say this. Your mother is dead, Sam.”

It was well after midnight. Sam was out past the boundaries of their backyard practising his swordplay, his back to Jacob’s Ladder and the slumbering townspeople. Red soil and rock interspersed by small clumps of green shrubbery stretched as far as the eye could see. Sam’s eye in any case. It was an overcast night. Most humans would see very little in this light. Sam could see perfectly well.
A set of bamboo poles were embedded in the red soil of a small depression. He struck them rhythmically with two-handed blows of his training sword. It was a shinai — a practise weapon made up of four bamboo poles bound together with leather wrappings.
He struck the bamboo pole harder and harder. His hands started to hurt. Even though his palms had hardened with the training regime set by Hikari, he could feel blisters forming. He ignored the pain and continued. Before him, he imagined that the poles were his enemies. Demons, the cultist followers that worshiped them — it didn’t matter. He just wished to strike them down. Anger burned like coals in his stomach.
Most of all, he imagined that they were the ones that killed his mother. He struck even harder and felt wetness in his palms. They were bleeding, but he didn’t care. He cried out with the next strike and both the shinai and the bamboo target shattered. He didn’t stop. With one fluid movement, he picked up another shinai from the ground and began his assault on another pole.
He struck again and again, pouring his rage and frustration out on the inanimate objects, and catching sight of himself in his sword. His irises, once black, had now turned blood red.
Breathless and exhausted, he collapsed to the ground, his palms leaving moist patches of darker red on the soil. He wished he could cry but he could not. Instead he screamed, over and over. When he could scream no more he wrapped his arms around his knees and began rocking back and forth.
He heard a noise behind him and could tell by the careful tread that it was Hikari. If he’d wanted to, his master could have crept up on him without his knowledge. His master intended for him to hear — probably fearful of alarming him.
He felt the arms of his master wrap themselves around him and hold him tight. “It’s alright,” said Hikari, rocking the five year old boy gently. “It’s going to be alright.”
Sam clung to his master just as tightly. Hikari was wrong though. It was not going to be alright. His mother was dead and he would never see her. Nothing would ever be alright again.
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DEVIL’S GARDEN

5 WEEKS SINCE THE RAPTURE



“Let no man deceive you by any means: for that day shall not come, except there come a falling away first, and that man of sin be revealed, the son of perdition.”

2 Thessalonians 2:3



Sam awoke from a dream of dark shadowy figures and a feeling of dread to find — somewhat surprisingly — that he was alive, huddled into a foetal position in a bed of ash. He sat up quickly, spitting and grimacing, pulling embers out of his mouth.
A quick inventory. He had no broken bones which was downright amazing given the distance he fell from the Astaroth’s claws. It seemed that the ash had cushioned his fall. The wounds and various scrapes from the Lemure’s claws were already improving. He had always healed quickly — one of the benefits of his demonic heritage.
His katana was still clutched in his left hand. The wakizashi was gone, but after a quick panicked search amongst the ash, he found it buried nearby and breathed out a long sigh of relief. Without his weapons, he would not last another night.
Still crouching, he looked around carefully, taking a deeper interest in his surroundings as Hikari had taught him. He was in a depression so deep it was almost a crater. The falling powder had filled it up, making a convenient landing pad for him. It was daylight, or at least what passed for daylight now. Dark clouds scudded across the sky as if they were in a hurry to be somewhere else. The heavy cloud cover refused to allow any trace of sunlight through. Of course, there was no sign of the Astaroth or any other demon. Daylight did not suit them.
Sam stood up and sheathed both weapons, sending a flurry of soot in all directions. He brushed it off his clothes and absently adjusted his hood to hide his horns as he took in his surroundings. Above the crater rim to the south he could just see Jacob’s Ladder Airport, and the thought of the food court caused his stomach to rumble. He was ravenous.
Sam took out his small cooker and attached the gas cylinder, igniting it with a lighter that he kept in a zipped pocket on his sweatshirt. He pulled out a small pot and selected a can of beans from his dwindling supply which he opened with his pocket knife.
While he waited for the beans to heat, he moved silently to the edge of the depression and gazed down at the airport. Jacob’s Ladder airport was a small domestic airport, catering to the skiers, mountain bikers and other outdoor enthusiasts who once frequented the area. A small terminal, silent and grey, sat to the left of the runway.
Two small planes were standing on the runway, doors open but seemingly abandoned. Judging by their coating of ash, they had not moved for some time. He could just make out the tail of another plane down the far end of the runway. It looked like it attempted to take off but had failed and crashed into the safety barrier. Sam couldn’t be sure, but from this distance, it appeared to be blackened with fire.
The image reminded him of the events following the massive volcanic eruptions in Iceland and Chile some years earlier. Flights around the world had been disrupted because of the dangers of flying in ash clouds. It seemed that these planes had been affected in a similar way. Perhaps the two on the runway had simply refused to start? Maybe a pilot had managed to get the third going which then choked just before take-off, hurtling the doomed plane into the crash barrier …
There were no signs of life anywhere; no movement at all other than the gentle flutter of dust. There weren’t any bodies visible either but this wasn’t surprising — the demons were thorough. Either that, or the bodies were shrouded in ash.
Sam shrugged and turned back to his cooker. The beans were hot but he scooped them into his mouth with his fingers, oblivious to the heat. Ash had fallen into the mix but he didn’t care and ate every last morsel. He licked the juice from the bottom of the pot, still hungry but unwilling to deplete his already sparse supplies. There was more buried in the Devil’s Garden but that food would have to sustain him during his trek over the Rockies.
He took out his water bottle and had a swig. Hardly satisfying, but enough to moisten his tongue. Using a cloth to wipe out the pot — water was too precious to waste on cleaning — Sam put everything carefully back into his pack. He settled it comfortably around his shoulders, did a quick weapon check and then strode over the edge of the crater towards the terminal.
From one of his few visits to the place, he recalled that the airport contained vending machines. Vending machines meant snacks. He wasn’t hopeful — they’d probably been cleared out like most of the shops and houses in Jacob’s Ladder — but it was worth a shot. As he trudged towards it, he reflected that the Astaroth had done him a favour, albeit a small one and mistakenly given. It had moved him closer to his initial goal of Devil’s Garden — only by a couple of miles, but a couple of miles was better than nothing.
Perhaps he could subdue an Astaroth and harness it, using it to transport himself over the Rockies? Flying would be preferable to walking. Instantly Sam realized his stupidity. If last night was anything to go by, he doubted whether he’d be able to defeat an Astaroth in combat, let alone subdue it to an extent that he could ride it.
Not for the first time did he question his refusal to drive on this journey. Hikari had never taught him to drive and the need never arose; not once in his almost eighteen years had he left Jacob’s Ladder or its surrounds. But he was sure he could learn. How hard could it be? Pretty much all the other teenagers in Jacob’s Ladder were doing it. Or had been doing it. He’d even gone so far as to try out one of the abandoned cars parked on the side of Main Street. The owner had clearly been taken by the Rapture — their clothes were still gathered in a pile on the driver’s side and the keys were still in the ignition. The controls seemed simple enough and he’d got the hang of it pretty quickly. Put it into drive, go forward; reverse, go backwards. The handbrake had flummoxed him for a while but he had eventually worked it out.
A car and the ability to drive it would make the journey to Los Angeles that much quicker — and easier. He’d sat and thought about it for a while, idly playing with the keys, and realized that while it seemed like a good idea at first, the plan was deeply flawed. Many roads between Jacob’s Ladder and Los Angeles would no doubt be blocked by traffic — cars like this one that had been emptied of their occupants by the Rapture. Then there was gas to consider. The sole gas station in Jacob’s Ladder had been sucked dry by those fleeing the town following the Rapture, and Sam suspected that most gas stations across the country would be in a similar state.
So driving was out. Flying an Astaroth — out too. Resigned to his present course of action, Sam continued walking towards the terminal.
Closer inspection revealed that the building was heavily fire damaged. One whole wing had collapsed, presumably as a result of the numerous earthquakes directly following the Rapture. As he got closer to the glass and corrugatediron structure, something moved behind one of the sooty glass windows. It was a fleeting glimpse but Sam was sure it must be human. The image of a dirt-smeared and terrified face burned into his retinas.
Cautiously, he moved towards the entrance. The doors had been smashed off their hinges and Sam spied traces of Lemure prints in the ash. He put one hand on the reassuring hilt of his wakizashi and edged into the building. It appeared deserted. He crept over towards the window where he thought he saw the face. Fresh footprints in the dust and ash traced a path towards the far end of the terminal.
He bent down to examine the tracks more closely. Definitely human — he could tell from the tread marks of soles. Lemure, from his experience, didn’t wear shoes.
A door slammed. The noise startled him; he was standing and the wakizashi was half cleared of its sheath before he even realized it. He waited, frozen in a fighting stance with the wakizashi still drawn, but the terminal remained eerily silent. Over the last few weeks, he had become accustomed to the lack of sound with the departure of many humans and most wildlife, but the terminal seemed even more unnaturally quiet.
He crept forward, his eyes trying to take in everything at once. Part of his conscious mind registered the existence of two vending machines, and although they appeared empty, he noted them mentally for later investigation.
Nothing emerged. No humans. No demons. Still no sound. Taking cautious strides, he picked up the pace. The footprints led to a heavy door set behind the check-in counter. Long, deep scratches that he immediately recognized as the work of Lemure claws scarred the door. He paused, bent down and placed his ear against it. Even then, though the door was clearly thick and stoutly built, he thought he could hear some shuffling and whispering issuing from behind it. His hearing, like his vision, had always been acute.
He knocked, hesitantly at first, and then progressively more firm. There was no answer but he could hear movement. Someone was standing on the other side of the door.
He stopped knocking. Silence, then a hesitant voice.
“Go away.”
“I’m human,” he said. “I won’t hurt you. I’m here to help.” It was probably pointless but he had to try.
“Go away,” said the voice again, more firmly this time.
“I have some food,” he said. It was true — he did have some food — but not really enough to share. A part of him, a selfish part that was probably his demonic side, wanted to leave them to their fate. There was another piece of him, however, that Hikari and Aimi had nurtured over the years, that told him that this was not the right thing to do.
He heard whispering behind the door again. There was a scrape as a series of bolts were being drawn and then the door opened a crack. An eye and part of a dirty face peered out at him.
“What sort of food?”
The person — Sam couldn’t be sure whether it was male or female — was clearly terrified. Only the thought of food had made them take this desperate move.
Sam shrugged. “Beans, mostly. Here, I’ll show you.”
The eye watched him closely as he drew the katana out of its sheath. Careful not to make any sudden moves, he laid the sword gently on the ground and took off his backpack, unsnapping the clasps and tilting the pack towards the door so the contents could be seen.
The door opened a fraction wider. “I can’t see,” said the voice. “Put the pack down and step away.”
It made sense. It was very gloomy in the terminal and the inside of Sam’s pack was probably even gloomier. He could see clearly but the human probably couldn’t. Sam knew it was probably a bad move, but he did as he was asked.
As soon as he was a few metres away, the door opened wide enough for a gaunt, dirty human to emerge. It was male, probably no older than Sam and vaguely recognisable as one of the teenage boys from town. The boy darted out, grabbed the pack with one grubby hand, and was about to carry his prize back into the room when Sam moved.
Understandably, the teenager had clearly underestimated Sam’s speed — the innate demonic reflexes honed by years of training. No human could possibly match them …
Sam grasped the pack and there was a brief tussle for possession before the human boy capitulated, aware that he couldn’t compete with such strength. He let go and attempted to scurry back through the door. Before the boy could slam it shut, Sam scooped up his katana with his free hand and wedged his foot into the opening. The heavy door crashed into Sam’s toes but he hardly noticed the impact.
He pushed the door open, sending the boy sprawling back into a windowless, dimly lit room. It was a storage room by the look of it — racks and shelves were piled with bags and other assorted travel items. A small kerosene lantern cast flickering, uncertain light over the scene. It was more than enough for Sam to see clearly. Behind a makeshift wall of luggage, three figures huddled together, casting fearful glances in Sam’s direction.
The boy scampered to his feet, leapt the mountain of luggage and joined the other terrified figures.
“Please don’t hurt us,” said one of them — a woman. Probably the boy’s mother. Other than the boy, she was the biggest of the four. The other two were clearly children. One of them started to sob.
Sam said nothing. He didn’t trust himself to speak. These people would’ve taken his food and left him to starve. He felt anger well up inside him like smouldering embers that had just been rekindled.
“I know you,” said the boy, a look of recognition sweeping over his face. He stood more upright and moved away from his mother.
Sam nodded, but still said nothing.
“You’re that freak,” the boy said. “The one that lives with Aimi and that little Japanese man on Main Street.”
Sam recognized him then. He was a senior at high school. The same age as him. He’d met him before, even saved his life — not that the boy ever thanked him. Sam racked his memory for the boy’s name.
“So, you remember me then, do you, Jake?” he asked in a low voice.
Jake’s eyes widened fractionally. His eyes flickered to the katana still in Sam’s hand and then to the wakizashi tucked in his waist. Sam could guess what was going through the other boy’s mind. He had just called a well-armed intruder a freak. Not only that, but he was unarmed himself with his mother and two younger siblings to protect. Given the past relationship the two boys had had, it was not a good move. Not a good move at all.
Jake attempted a nervous smile which came out more as a grimace and not even close to the reassuring gesture he’d intended.
“I do remember you,” said Jake, his voice a hoarse whisper. “But … but, aren’t you one of them? You’re a demon.” The boy was almost pleading with him, like he wanted Sam to disagree with him and tell him it wasn’t so.
Sam smiled. Some of the teenage boys in the town had always had their suspicions. He expected this. He’d been treated this way all his life. Distrust, hatred — it was all the same to him now. He wondered why he even bothered to help those who renounced him, but then the faces of Hikari and Aimi — especially Aimi — flashed into his mind and he knew why. He did it for their sake, for the sake of those he loved.
“Only half,” he replied, pulling down his hood to show them his horns.
The mother gasped, gathering the two small children closer to her bosom. Jake seemed to shrink within himself and unconsciously shuffled closer to his family.
“What are you going to do with us?”asked the mother. She was trying to put on a brave face, but Sam could tell she was almost paralysed with fear. Like Jake and the children, she was terribly thin. Her clothes were ripped and torn in places and her hair and the bits of skin that Sam could see were covered in filth. They had obviously been here some time.
Not a bad choice, he mused. The room was relatively secure — it seemed to have resisted the attacks of the Lemure so far — and he could see large half-filled water containers and piles of vending machine wrappers in one corner.
“I’m going to help you,” said Sam, “and give you the food you would’ve taken if I’d let you.”
He dropped his pack, put down his katana again and pulled out five cans of beans — nearly half his remaining supply — and stacked them neatly in front of him. He still had his stash in Devil’s Garden but was unsure how long that would last. This was meant to be his reserve and was probably the difference between crossing the Rockies in reasonable condition and starvation. But — and he had to keep telling himself this — it was the right thing to do.
The four humans eyed the food greedily. As soon as he turned his back, they would pounce on it like hungry jackals.
Sam secured his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. He picked up the katana with the toe of his shoe, flicked it into the air, caught it and sheathed it all in one movement. It was part theatrics and part warning, but he could see from their wide eyes that it had made the required impact.
No-one moved, no-one talked. For a moment, Sam had a vision of how this scene would look in a painting: the huddled, pathetic figures in the corner confronted by the tall, menacing demon warrior in dim, flickering light. Then a wave of sorrow passed over him. His anger was completely gone, washed away by this new emotion. These people were harmless and desperate, lack of belief their only sin. The woman’s husband was gone and her family had lost their father. They had hardly any food, little water and lived under the constant nightly threat of being taken by demons. No wonder they tried to steal his food.
“Come with me,” he said.
It was an impulsive move and he knew it was a stupid thing to do. These people would slow him down and there was no way he could possibly protect them all at night, but he couldn’t leave them here. The door would only protect them for so long. Eventually, they would run out of supplies and have to go elsewhere. The demons would get them and it would be his fault if he stood here and did nothing.
Jake and his mother shared a look. The mother shook her head. Jake made a snorting noise under his breath. “Go with a demon? I don’t think so.”

The warm, early evening breeze felt good against his face. He pulled down his hood and let the wind ruffle his already unkempt black locks. Aimi used to brush it back from his forehead for him. He missed her touch.
Wafers of ash fluttered against his face but he wiped them off, uncaring. He sniffed the air. It smelt of sulphur but then again, it had for a while now. Sam wasn’t sure whether this was from all the volcanic activity or because the demons had brought the stench of hell with them. Either way, he was not fussed. He almost liked it — it seemed familiar somehow.
The clouds were darkening with the onset of night. The moon would be out shortly. He really should get going and look for a place to hole up but he couldn’t seem to bring himself to move. Instead, he continued to sit, staring out over the airport some two miles away.
He was racked by indecision. He wanted to go back and lead that family out of the airport terminal but he knew they would just spurn his offer. He could do it forcibly if necessary, but that would be pointless. So he continued to sit as night closed in.
Since leaving the airport, he’d spent the day in Devil’s Garden, hunting down his food stashes amongst the arches and canyons in the area, digging up his supplies from small, hollowed-out niches in the slick rock. The place had changed dramatically since the Rapture, the once red rocks now gray, depressions filled up with piles of ash. Even so, he was able to find everything he needed easily. The place, usually a huge attraction for hikers and tourists during the day, had been his night time refuge and training ground for many years. The naturally occurring features were more familiar to him than his own bedroom had been.
He’d spent some time training, letting his swords work through the forms while he let his mind go blank. Later, he sat atop Pine Tree Arch near the start of the scenic trail and meditated. Usually, when he’d finished, he felt at ease and relaxed, but this time he was still deeply troubled. It was the family, of course.
Without even realising it, he’d started walking north, back towards the airport when he should have been going west. And this was where he’d found himself an hour later.
Darkness descended all at once, the clouds parting to reveal the blood moon. He got up, cursing under his breath. He knew he’d left it too late to find some other bolt-hole. Nothing for it then — he’d have to take refuge in the terminal. A part of him realized that it was his intention all along. As he loped down towards the airport, he heard the eerie sound of demon screams floating on the evening breeze. They were still in town but he knew they’d be coming this way soon. He felt it in his bones.
He picked up the pace, a sense of urgency suddenly upon him. Something was different. Something was wrong. The demons were coming alright. He sensed them in the darkness, gathering in great numbers, a vast horde surging through the night. He knew an Astaroth was with them; its very presence caused his head to throb.
Why this night would be any different, he had no idea. He just knew he must reach the terminal before they did. He raced onwards, skipping over objects that would have tripped a night-blind human.
The terminal was only a few hundred feet in front of him when he saw them. It was an army of them, Lemure in their hundreds. Above their heads, not one but three Astaroth soared. He wasn’t sure, but it looked like they could reach the terminal before him.
He gasped and faltered momentarily but he was committed now and he resumed full speed, driving forward with every ounce of his being.
A score of Lemure reached the terminal entrance ahead of him. Sam charged, drawing both swords and slicing through them like a scythe through wheat. They went down before him, dissipating into ash fragments and suddenly, he was inside the terminal.
He heard screams and looked down the length of the building towards the storage room. Clustered around the smashed door were many more Lemure. He was too late. They had the family struggling within their midst. Jake turned just at that moment and met Sam’s gaze, a mixture of horror and accusation filling his eyes as he was dragged away. Sam felt guilt and intense anger in equal measure. He tried to battle his way towards them but dozens more Lemure blocked his way.
He was surrounded now and he cursed himself as a fool. He would be of little use to the family — or anyone else for that matter — if he was dead.
The terminal entrance was now blocked by hundreds of Lemure, a screaming, surging mass, rabid in their lust to reach him.
He cut down three Lemure with one long sweep of his katana, blocked two more claws with his wakizashi and, in the slight gap created by their vaporizing forms, made a dash for the window. He leapt through it despite it being hardened glass, and landed in a crouching position amidst a shower of glassy fragments. There were hundreds — perhaps thousands — of Lemure clustered around the terminal. His mouth dropped open in horror.
The noise of their screams was deafening. Even he was stunned by it, and it was almost his undoing. Only his reflexes saved him as a shadow passed over and a mighty blast of wind heralded the attack of an Astaroth.
He rolled to his feet, and felt rather than saw the downstroke of blows miss him by a finger width. His swords were extended and ready.
The Astaroth had landed less than ten feet before him. A cluster of Lemure, too slow to avoid its descent, lay crushed beneath its clawed feet. The other two Astaroth circled lazily some distance above.
Folding its wings, the Astaroth raised all four swords so that they were pointing at Sam. Sam hadn’t noticed before but the Astaroth had eye slits in its armoured helm. The fiery coals of its eyes glared at him as it took one massive stride in his direction. The Lemure pulled back — either out of fear of the Astaroth or following unspoken instructions — creating a circle around the combatants. His own eyes burned, and Sam suddenly realised they must be the same colour as his adversary’s.
He would not survive this. If the Astaroth didn’t defeat him, surely the thousands of Lemure would. Strangely, however, he felt no fear this time, only heartbreak as he knew he would never see Aimi again. Even in death, Heaven was denied him. Suddenly, he felt rage course through him at the injustice of it all. It was just so unfair. He let the anger build and channelled it as Hikari had shown him, using it to power his body.
The Astaroth was within striking distance now, its ten foot, armoured body towering over Sam. All four swords swept out, each one endeavouring to take a different attack angle. Sam had no way to block all four; perhaps two, but never four. Time seemed to slow. He had two options: attack and die, or retreat and hope that he escaped the reach of the huge broadswords.
Instead, he decided to do neither. He rolled forward, between the legs of mighty demon. At the apex of the roll, he thrust upwards with both swords, blindly striking where he hoped the demon was. As he moved, he channelled his ki — his inner energy — and let out a shout so great it momentarily drowned out the shrieking of the Lemure.
With a faint feeling of surprise, he felt both swords strike home, the impact almost tearing the swords from his grasp. He rolled to his feet and pivoted. The Astaroth was still standing where it was when he attacked, motionless. The Lemure were moving as if wading through a thick, viscous fluid. Then, without warning, time resumed its normal pace and the Astaroth toppled to the ground like a felled tree.
Above him, Sam heard the two remaining Astaroth roar in outrage. If he was human, Sam was sure that his eardrums would have split with the sheer power of the noise. The Lemure surged forward. Sam braced himself as best he could. If he was going to die, he was going to take as many of these demonic bastards with him as he could.
Just as the first of the Lemure reached him, the sky burst asunder with an intense golden light and a clap of thunder. The Lemure halted their charge, stunned by the sudden onset of brilliance. It was so bright that Sam had to shield his eyes, so accustomed had he become to the dark.
When he could see again, blinking dark spots out of his eyes, something else had joined the Astaroth in the sky. A winged figure, human sized and glowing with an internal radiance, streaked towards one of the Astaroth. Its arm was extended, clutching something that blazed with fiery light. Although Sam could hardly make it out, he knew it must be a sword.
With another flash of lightning and a murderous boom of thunder, the winged figure collided with the Astaroth and skewered it upon its sword. The huge demon let out an ear-splitting cry as it tumbled to the ground. Before it hit its body reduced to ash, fluttering down on the frozen bodies of the Lemure. The winged figure hung in the sky above them as if daring them to attack.
The one remaining Astaroth, intent on an attack run at the intruder, suddenly swerved in mid air as if having second thoughts about taking on so formidable an opponent. With huge down beats of its wings, it turned and fled back in the direction of Jacob’s Ladder. This was a signal for the Lemure. As one, they seemed to lose all interest in Sam and fighting in general. Wailing and screeching into the darkness, they scurried away.
Sam was left standing alone in the red-tinged gloom. The winged figure dropped to the ground before him, its glow fading.
It — she, Sam corrected himself for it was clearly female as the curves of her silver- clad armoured body attested — appeared as a strikingly beautiful woman. Long golden hair, somehow radiant even in the sick glow of the moon, flowed down her back. Feathery wings arched above her shoulders, their pale luminescence immune to the moon’s light. Sam was no expert in such things, but she appeared to be around his age. A long slim sword, fire licking from its blade, was clutched in one of her delicate hands.
“Hello, Samael,” she said, her voice like rustling silk. Sam was speechless. How did such a creature even know his name? He opened his mouth to speak and then closed it again. What to say? He had never been good at talking to girls — apart from Aimi of course — and now was no different. His tongue felt swollen. He managed to swallow and finally found his voice.
“The family …?” he said.
“Are gone,” replied the Angel, for surely that was what she was. An angel sent from heaven. “Taken by the Lemure. Even as we speak, they are being prepared for their journey to hell. You cannot help them now.”
“But surely we have to try?” he managed to croak. His heart was beginning to calm from its mad, adrenaline-filled rush, and his thoughts were clearing. “Together, the two of us could overpower the Lemure and the remaining Astaroth.”
The Angel smiled gently at him and shook her head as she sheathed the flaming sword into an ornate scabbard at her waist. “No, Samael. They are gone. In any case, they did not deserve the salvation you offered. But come, I’m here to aid you on the journey which now you must make. Follow me.”
Confident that Sam was following, she strode off towards the west and the looming Rockies. Sam remained motionless, torn between heading back towards Jacob’s Ladder and hastening after this angelic figure.
The Angel paused and looked over her shoulder, her wings folding obediently to one side so that Sam could clearly see her face. “You coming?”
With a backward glance towards his home town, Sam moved reluctantly to her side. She nodded as if expecting no less and resumed walking at a brisk pace. He noticed that she was as tall as him.
He was still not sure what to say. Conversation had never been his strong point, but he did remember his manners. “What’s your name?” he asked.
She smiled at him again. “I’ve been called by many names by many people. The name I possess now, and which I am most comfortable is probably one that is familiar to you. For the last few thousands of years, mankind has called me Gabriel.”
Gabriel. God’s messenger. One of his trusted and most powerful Angels.
Sam nodded. Nothing lately had made any sense so why should this be any different?
Sam followed Gabriel west towards the Rockies, pausing just once for one backward glance at his home town, obscured by darkness. The town that had been his whole life. The town he had never once left.
Something told him that he would never see it again.
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FOR HIS SINS

9 YEARS EARLIER



“Behold, the day of the LORD comes,

Cruel, with both wrath and fierce anger,

To lay the land desolate;

And He will destroy its sinners from it.”

Isaiah 13:9



It was mid winter, below freezing, the wind blowing in off the Rockies cold enough to freeze an unprotected human to death in minutes. Snow covered the red rock like a layer of frosting, providing uncertain footing for anyone foolish enough to be out in it.
Sam didn’t notice. He ran with his shirt off, heart pounding as he ate up the miles. The cold didn’t seem to affect him as it did others. He felt the chill and the icy bite of the wind but only like a human would notice a mosquito bite — slightly annoying but essentially harmless. Much like his cap. Hikari made sure he wore it. His master wasn’t stupid. He knew Sam liked to run with his sweatshirt off and so made sure the boy at least wore his cap. Sam fought a constant battle with it. Annoyingly, it wanted to fly off his head with the slightest breeze.
It got dark early in winter. He liked this time of year — he could begin his evening regime earlier and there were far less people around. The solitude appealed to him as much as the cold terrain. Hikari had only just started letting him venture further out at nights and he welcomed the new found freedom.
He ran on. Devil’s Garden was just ahead. He passed underneath Pine Tree Arch, his moon-shadow racing ahead of him and disappearing just before he entered the welcome darkness beneath it. He followed the path, his pace steady, easily avoiding any uneven patches, his shinai clutched firmly in one hand. Passing through another arch he left the path, heading for one of his training areas.
He leapt from rock to rock, his nine year old body displaying an agility and strength both surprising and unnatural in one so young. He crossed over another arch and then down into a rocky gully. This training area — one of many — was one of his favourites. He and Hikari had just finished it a few nights earlier and already, he’d used it more than any of the others. It was a simple enough affair: a series of bamboo poles buried in the ground at different levels designed to simulate a variety of attack angles. He liked it because of the privacy afforded by the gully, but also because the walls enabled him to leap off at adrenaline-pumping heights.
He was almost there when suddenly he froze. A sound. Something wasn’t right. He listened carefully, cocking an ear like a dog. Voices carried aloft on the wind. Young voices. Boys in all likelihood. He dropped into stealth mode as Hikari had taught him, inching his way along one step at a time, choosing his footing carefully and letting his weight settle before he moved again.
There was a rocky out-crop ahead of him, partially illuminated by moonlight but mostly in deep shadow. He crept towards it, silent as death. Beyond it, the voices were louder. The boys had found his training ground. He crouched in the shadow of the outcropping and listened, feeling the sweat starting to cool on his naked torso. By the sounds of them, there were three. He didn’t recognise the voices but that was hardly surprising — he had very little contact with any of the other boys in Jacob’s Ladder.
Judging from the tone of their voices, they were young. Probably his age or slightly older. He had become very adept at assessing such things. Whenever he got the chance, he watched humans, fascinated by everything about them, following their movements, listening to them. Apart from Hikari and Aimi, it was all the human interaction he normally got.
The boys were talking, moving about his training ground as they did so. He heard their sneakers crunch on the snow. It was unusual for boys this young to be out as late as this — especially in winter. The terrain around Jacob’s Ladder was unforgiving at this time of year and more so in Devil’s Garden. One slip in the snowy conditions could lead to serious injury or even death.
The cold was potentially deadly, too. The temperature was dropping rapidly. Visibility was poor, the moon a poor substitute for daylight. Conceivably, the boys could be lost. Even if they weren’t, it was still an hour’s walk back to town.
Sam considered these factors and then adjusted his cap, ready to step out and offer to guide the boys back to the path at the very least. And then he stopped. Something in the boy’s conversation had finally registered. His name.
“Who?” one of the boys was saying.
“You know, Sam — the kid that lives with Aimi and her father,” said a second voice.
“Oh, him,” said the third, snorting. “He’s a retard.”
“Probably,” replied the second voice, laughing. “You hardly ever see him and when you do, he’s wearing that stupid sweatshirt with the hood always pulled up. It’s always the same one, too. Doesn’t he have any others?”
The others laughed. Sam felt something shrink inside. He didn’t really care what he looked like, but clearly it was important to these boys and so maybe he should take more notice. It was things like this — other than his heritage — that made him different. Maybe if he wasn’t so unusual, these boys would be friends with him.
There was something about their tone too that was starting to upset him. They were laughing at him and he didn’t like it.
“Yeah,” said the third voice, “and why doesn’t he go to school? He must be retarded. Maybe he goes to a special school for retards.”
All three laughed again, and a tight core of anger began to unfold its wings in Sam’s stomach.
“So what makes you think this is his?” asked the first voice.
“Who else?” said the second. “It’s either his or that Japanese guy’s. No-one else in town plays around with this sort of stuff.”
“We’d better get back,” said the first voice. “I told Mom we’d be back before dark. We’re gonna be late.”
“Wait,” said the third voice. “Let’s leave him a surprise.”
“What do you mean?” asked the first voice.
“Let’s knock over some of his poles.”
Sam surged to his feet at this suggestion, his knuckles turning white around the shaft of the shinai. Anger coursed through him, burst into flight, anger that yearned to be satisfied with violence. His whole body trembled with it. Something whispered inside him then — a voice he wasn’t entirely sure was his own but one he claimed regardless. Whose voice could it be but his own? The voice would only be satisfied with bloodshed — with the blood of these boys.
Kill them. Kill them now. No-one will know. No-one need ever know. Kill them out here amongst the rocks and the cold and the snow and the darkness and their bodies will never be found. Not ever. You won’t get caught. You can do it. You want to do it. DO IT!
Sam felt his body begin to move towards the boys, eager to satisfy the voice inside his head. He watched the arm clutching the shinai raise up of its own volition. He felt violence start to boil in his veins, all too keen to be unleashed.
A rock under the heel of one sneaker shifted. The scraping noise was easily heard in the still night air of the gully. In that one moment, it was like a spell had broken. The incredible rage he felt suddenly drained away like water as if it hadn’t existed, to be replaced with a kind of numbness.
He shook his head to clear it, confused. Sure, it was like him to get angry, but not to the extent of really wanting to kill others. And he had felt like killing them. Really wanted to. He could still almost taste that desire. It was like someone else or even an unknown part of him had for one moment been in control of his mind and body. Strange.
He cursed silently. He had let his anger triumph once again — something that both he and Hikari had been working hard to suppress. It was too late though; the damage had been done and he swore again, aloud this time.
There was silence in the gully. Then: “What was that?” asked the third voice.
“I don’t know,” confessed the second voice, and Sam’s keen hearing detected uneasiness in it. The boy was scared.
“Let’s go,” said the first voice again. “We’re gonna be in enough trouble as it is.”
The other two made grumbling noises but Sam could tell that they’d lost the urge for vandalism. He heard them move towards him. He edged his body back even further into the darkness so that he became just another patch of darker shadow. They passed by him, so close that if he wished, he could have reached out and touched them. He didn’t though. His temper was still not under control and he didn’t trust himself.
They moved out of the gully, following the path that Sam took into it. Probably more by good luck than any great outdoor skill. Sam followed them, taking care not to make any noise, treating it as an exercise set by Hikari. His rage subsided as he watched them clumsily navigate the rocks along the path.
He recognized them now, of course. Three boys he had seen around Jacob’s Ladder. Not spoken to though.
That would never do, he thought bitterly. They might discover what he was and then, of course, all hell would break loose. In the darkness, his mouth quirked into a smile at his own joke.
Eventually, they made it back to the main path. Sam, to his surprise, was slightly relieved. If the boys had got lost, he would’ve felt compelled to help them. And in his current state of mind, helping them was the last thing he felt like doing.
He shadowed them all the way back to Jacob’s Ladder, listening to their easy banter with faint stirrings of jealousy. Part of him wanted to join in with the conversation, despite what the boys had said earlier. Aimi was his friend but Sam realized that what he really wanted — what he would love to have — was some male friends.
He made sure they got home safely, smiling when he heard the sounds of adult voices chastising the late arrivals. He never had that problem. Then again, they had friends to commiserate with. Perhaps one day, he might have some friends of his own.
Dream on, he told himself.
Wrapping the darkness around him like a cloak, he headed for home.

The fire was lit when he got home. A welcome blast of warm air washed over him as he entered through the back door. Aimi was setting the table for dinner. She looked up when she heard the door open and favoured him with a smile. Some of the misery drained from him and he smiled back, dropping his shinai into the brass stand by the door.
No words were exchanged, but she knew his moods by now. He was not much given to talking at the best of times and tonight certainly hadn’t been one of those. Even at the age of six, Aimi possessed far more wisdom and poise than girls twice her age. He watched as she fussed around the table, setting out chopsticks and napkins. Hikari was no-where to be seen, so Sam took himself off to the bathroom to clean up before supper.
Drying his hands, he heard the sounds of two adult male voices talking in the hall. One was Hikari. The other sounded familiar but he couldn’t quite place it. In the bathroom mirror, he quickly adjusted his cap. This was a special occasion. They rarely had guests. He was torn between nervousness and curiosity.
When he walked back into the dining room, he found their guest seated at the table. Sam stopped and just stared, still several yards from the table, uncertain what to do. Socialising was not something he was practised in or comfortable with.
The man was large and dressed in a black suit with a white collar. A priest. Sam had seen him around the town before but had never spoken to him. The priest had even been on their porch, talking with Hikari. Feeling like a criminal, Sam had watched and listened to them many times but had never been invited to join their conversations. This was the first time the man had ever set foot in the house.
Something wasn’t right.
Hikari was helping Aimi in the adjoining kitchen. Both entered carrying bowls of steaming miso soup. Hikari set the soup down and gently touched Sam’s arm. It was a gesture that Hikari had used many times with both him and Aimi. It said ‘Welcome home. I’ve missed you. There is nothing to fear here.’
Immediately, Sam relaxed slightly, some of the tension draining from his shoulders. If Hikari said this man was safe, then safe he was. Hikari steered him towards the table. Sam was almost as tall as his master and he knew he was much stronger, but the hand on his arm propelled him forward with irresistible power.
The priest rose as the introductions were made.
“Father Rainey, this is my ward, Sam.” Hikari was all smiles. Clearly, he thought this an auspicious occasion. Father Rainey, on the other hand, did not look so enthusiastic.
Sam watched him carefully. Beneath the beard, Father Rainey wore a smile, but it was forced. One of Sam’s favourite pastimes was watching people on the street below from his upstairs bedroom window. It was a way to interact with others when all other interaction was denied. He had seen some people cross the street to avoid those who they clearly did not want to encounter. When they had to, when the encounter was inevitable, they smiled the smile of someone who was suffering inside — the same smile Father Rainey was offering Sam now.
The priest extended his hand, but Sam could tell he did not want to. He was doing it merely to be polite so as not to offend his host. The handshake was quick and firm — barely polite. His grasp was dry and Sam could detect traces of calluses. Father Rainey was not a stranger to physical work. Sam pondered this briefly. Perhaps Father Rainey liked to chop firewood? Perhaps, like he and Hikari, the priest was a warrior? Ingrained habits forced Sam to lower his gaze quickly but before he did, he noticed that Father Rainey was unwilling or unable to make eye contact with him.
The truth of the visit crashed in on him suddenly. The priest did not want to be here, which meant Hikari had asked him to visit as a favour. That favour must have had something to do with Sam.
The four settled themselves around the dinner table. Father Rainey, whether due to Hikari’s manipulations or poor luck, was sitting opposite him.
“Father,” said Hikari, “would you do the honours and bless this meal?”
The priest nodded, his jaw set. He made the sign of the cross. Sam, Hikari and Aimi bowed their heads.
“In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.” The priest then switched to Latin, a language that Sam was becoming reasonably fluent in thanks to Hikari’s tutelage. “Benedic, Domine, nos et haec tua dona quae de tua largitate sumus sumpturi. Per Christum Dominum nostrum. Amen.”
A normal food benediction. The father spoke in a strong, deep voice, like stones rubbing against each other. A voice used to public speaking. Sam was about to lift his head when the priest suddenly spoke again. He switched to English.
“And give us the strength to overcome the coming trials. Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle. Be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the Devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray; and do Thou, O Prince of the Heavenly Host, by the Divine Power of God, cast into hell Satan and all the evil spirits who roam throughout the world seeking the ruin of souls.”
This was highly unusual. A simple food blessing did not require this. Somehow, Sam knew that this blessing was directed at him. The priest knew who he was.
And what he was.
Hikari was staring at Father Rainey. Sam had never seen Hikari angry before but something about the set of his shoulders told him that Hikari was furious now. The priest matched Hikari’s stare for a moment and then looked away, embarrassed.
The meal was conducted in uncomfortable silence. First the miso soup, then sashimi. Sam always looked forward to sashimi — it was probably his favourite meal. Hikari’s knife skills were excellent and he was able to slice each piece of raw fish into wafer thin slices. Tonight though, Sam found himself unable to enjoy it with this man sitting opposite him at the table.
Even Aimi was uncharacteristically quiet and not full of her usual energy and good humour as she, Hikari and Sam cleared the dishes. Aimi insisted on doing the drying up. Sam could see she was worried. Suffering from his usual awkwardness, he didn’t know what to say her.
With a gesture, Hikari led the three males into the lounge. When they were settled on the couch, Father Rainey finally looked Sam in the eye.
“Take off your cap.”
Sam looked at Hikari who nodded. He did what he was told and watched as the priest’s eyes widened at the sight of his horns.
“So, it’s true then.”
Father Rainey stood and moved closer to Sam so he could examine the small black horns protruding from Sam’s unruly dark hair. He reached out a hand to touch them, had second thoughts and instead reached under his collar. He brought out a string of rosary beads. Attached to the end of them was a cross.
“Touch it.”
Sam dared not. He knew what would happen. When he was five, he’d made the mistake of touching the cross around Hikari’s neck. It was not an experience he wished to repeat. For the second time, he looked across at Hikari. Once again, with a resigned nod and obvious pain, Hikari gave his consent.
Sam reached out hesitantly. He noticed with some embarrassment that his hand was shaking. Regardless, he touched the cross. Instantly, pain shot through his body. It was as if some one had stuck a thousand burning hot needles into his body. The searing pain made him want to cry out. He did not. Would not. Instead, he held on.
“Let go, my son.” Hikari was sitting forward on the couch, Sam’s pain mirrored in his eyes.
He did, sagging with relief. The pain subsided quickly. He looked up and glared at the priest. The man nodded as if satisfied. There was a satchel on the floor next to the couch; Father Rainey reached into it and pulled out a leather bound bible, similar to the one possessed by Hikari.
“I am sorry, Sam,” said the priest, sounding anything but sorry, “but there is one last test.” He held the bible out to him.
Sam touched it. He was ready for the pain but this time, it was more intense than the cross. It took all his will power not to make a sound, and he gritted his teeth as the pain lashed him. He could feel blisters forming on the tips of his fingers, smoke rising from the contact points.
Aimi rushed into the lounge. “Leave him alone!”
She lunged for the book and suddenly, the pain was gone. The bible thudded onto the carpet, the last wisps of smoke wafting into the air, smelling vaguely of sulphur. The priest nodded again, picked up his bible and put it back in his satchel. He sat back down on the couch and considered the boy in front of him.
Aimi quivered by Sam, eyes wide in anguish. She bent down to examine the blisters on his fingertips.
“I’ll go get something for this,” she said. With a last backwards glare at the priest, she left the room.
“Both tests were necessary, I’m afraid,” said Father Rainey. “I had to be sure, you understand.”
Sam stared at the priest but said nothing. Hatred burned in his chest. It was only the presence of Hikari that stopped him tearing out the man’s throat.
“Years ago, when Hikari told me about you, I did not want to believe. In fact, I have gone to some lengths to keep my distance so that I would not be confronted with something I was not prepared for. Now that I can see it with my own eyes, I cannot deny the truth of it. You are what Hikari told me you were. A demon. A half-breed perhaps, but a demon nonetheless.”
Sam knew what he was. Even though, to be called such by a stranger — a priest, no less — hurt him more than he cared to admit.
Father Rainey sighed and ran his hand through his thick black hair as Aimi returned to apply salve to Sam’s injured hand. The priest waited patiently until she had finished. Sam could tell the priest wanted her to leave but Aimi stubbornly refused to move. She sat next to Sam on the couch, holding his injured hand.
Father Rainey looked to Hikari. Sam’s master shrugged and spread his arms wide. “Aimi already knows the truth, Tobias. She can stay.”
When it was obvious that Aimi had no intention of leaving, Father Rainey sighed again and continued.
“I have been putting this moment off. It is time for you to know the truth of your existence. Hikari asked me to come here today and speak to you. Your master and I have been friends for years — since Japan in fact, where I spent two years. After your mother was … seduced … by a demon and your subsequent birth, Hikari and I have been conducting extensive research. Your birth heralds a time that has long been prophesized by the Bible. I refer, of course, to the Rapture.”
Despite his anger, Sam nodded. He knew of the Rapture. Hikari had spoken of it before but Sam was keen to hear about it from a different perspective.
“The Rapture is, as you probably know, a time when the Lord Jesus will return to Earth. All worthy believers, dead and alive, will rise up in the sky to meet him. The innocent, such as young children, will also ascend to heaven to be with our saviour.
“The timing of this event has been subject to much debate. Most Christians, regardless of denomination, believe that Christ will return at some point and lead the devout to salvation. Of course, no-one knows when this will occur. Until now.
“Some years ago, I had a vision. In this vision, the Archangel Gabriel appeared before me and told me that the Rapture was almost upon us. She told me that it will occur well within my own life time and that we must prepare ourselves for what follows. My faith is strong, but I am not proud enough to assume that I was the only one chosen to see this vision. In fact, I would have doubted it had not Hikari had the same vision on exactly the same night.
“What follows the Rapture has also been debated. Some believe that there will be seven years of hell on earth. This is known as the Tribulation and is a time where the Antichrist will rise up. Some believe that the Tribulation will occur before the Rapture, some after and some at various times in between. Even my own Catholic church has different beliefs to my own. Many believe that the Tribulation will never even occur. I confess that until my vision, I did not know what to believe.
“Now, once again, although I am wary of appearing too proud, I believe that I, Hikari, Aimi and all other believers will be taken by the Rapture. Many will be left behind to endure the Tribulation — non-believers and those who have evil in their hearts.”
“What about me?” asked Sam in a voice so quiet that Father Rainey was forced to lean forward in his seat. It was the first time he had spoken since the priest began his sermon.
The priest shook his head and sat back. “No, Sam. You will not be taken by the Rapture. The higher order of demons were once angels. They were cast out of Heaven along with their leader, the Father of Lies. The same blood that runs in their veins also runs in yours. Like them, you are forever denied entry into Heaven. That is not your destiny. Your destiny is to provide succour for the good souls left behind. And there will be many.”
Sam felt his anger bubbling again. Why would the Rapture not take him? He was a good person. He believed. Would God really be so unfair?
“Why me?” he managed to ask.
Father Rainey nodded as if acknowledging a good question. “Because of your half blood. Because you will be one of the few true believers that remains behind. Because of your strength and your training. You are the only one who can possibly confront the evil that will emerge after the Rapture.”
“What about after the Tribulation? Will I be allowed into heaven after that?”
The priest sighed heavily. “You must remember, Sam, that God sees all. He has a plan for all of us and is aware of Satan’s machinations. You are part of that plan. The son of perdition seeks to pervert the path laid down by the Bible. That was why you were born. To be the Antichrist. Satan’s plan failed, however. He under-estimated the goodness of your human side. That is not to say he has given up on you. He will watch you, always hoping that your demonic side will triumph.”
Sam sat perfectly still, stunned by this revelation. He had been born to be the Antichrist! It was astonishing, almost unbelievable. But … no more unbelievable than him being half demon, he had to concede. If Sam hadn’t seen his own horns and gazed into the blackness of his eyes in his bedroom mirror, he would have doubted his heritage. But still — the Antichrist?
There was complete silence in the room. He was aware that Father Rainey, Hikari and Aimi were watching him carefully, seeing how he would react to the news. With an effort, he managed to rein in his anger. His head swam with everything he had just heard. His world view had just changed dramatically with the utterance of that one word. It was too much to take in; the walls around him were closing in and his heart fluttered wildly in his chest. He couldn’t breathe. A wave of dizziness washed over him and then passed just as suddenly.
Regaining control, he breathed in deeply, swallowed heavily before speaking. “You didn’t answer my question,” he said, sounding far calmer than he felt. “What happens after the Tribulation?’
Father Rainey sighed and looked down at his lap for a moment. When he looked up, Sam could see fear in his eyes.
“That is something we are unsure of at the moment. According to the Bible, Satan will be banished to Hell for a thousand years by the son of God leading an invincible army. Jesus will then rule here in an earthly paradise. Satan, however, has no desire to be banished for a thousand years. He will be denied human souls for all of that time and will diminish in power and be unprepared when the final battle comes. Clearly, that is not in his best interests.”
The priest shook his head. “So to answer your question — I truly don’t know what will happen after the Tribulation. All I know is that you must be prepared. I know from talking with Hikari that your training is progressing well. That is good, because I believe we do not have much time left.”
Sam removed his hand from Aimi’s grasp and stood up angrily. “So what you’re saying is that while you and all the other believers enjoy heavenly paradise, I’m stuck down here protecting those who hate me. How am I meant to protect them in the first place when they run at the first glimpse of my horns?” Anger was threatening to take over.
Hikari saw it too. He rose from the couch and placed a gentle hand on Sam’s arm. Next to him, he could feel Aimi’s tiny hand worming into his.
Father Rainey looked Sam squarely in the eye. “Yes, that is exactly what I am saying to you, Sam. Satan picked you as his champion and Antichrist. Fortunately for us, his plan failed. Instead, you will become the champion of God and protect the innocent. This is what Gabriel told me.”
“What? All by myself?” Sam’s voice was beginning to rise. It took all his willpower not to shout.
The priest shook his head. “Oh, no doubt you will find others that will help you during your travels. Some won’t trust you, others will hate you and spurn your offer of help but that is your cross to bear.”
“And I won’t get to see Hikari or Aimi again? How can that be fair? What have I done to deserve this?”
“It’s not what you’ve done, Sam. It’s who you are. You are destined for greater things because of who you are. Destined to fight and suffer for the cause of righteousness while the rest of us enjoy paradise. I know this sounds awful but you must hold onto your faith. As I said, God has a plan for you. Do you really think your sacrifice will go unnoticed?”
Sam shook Hikari’s and Aimi’s hands off him. He was shouting now but he didn’t care. “Do you think this matters to me? What about what I want?”
“I understand …” Father Rainey brought his hands up, placating him. “But I have one more thing to tell you, Samael. Something that is more important than what any of us want. Listen to me. The last thing Gabriel told me is that during the Tribulation, you will have a mission.”
Despite himself, Sam found himself listening.
Father Rainey took a deep breath. “She wants you to kill someone. To kill the Antichrist that has risen in your stead.”
It was too much for Sam to take. Without a backward glance, he fled through the backdoor and out into the night.
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THE ROCKIES

6 WEEKS SINCE THE RAPTURE



“Now this I say, brethren, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; neither doth corruption inherit incorruption.”

1 Corinthians 15:50



They had been walking for hours since leaving the airport. Without a break. It was now early afternoon, and still they walked. Sam’s feet were starting to hurt. His sneakers, while great for running, weren’t really cut out for trekking through the Rockies. Ahead of him, Gabriel strolled on, unconcerned. Her steady gait had never once faltered and she set a pace that even he, with his almost limitless stamina, was struggling to match.
The terrain was steep here and dangerous in parts. The heavy ashfalls made footing treacherous. Sam would often put his foot in what he thought was solid ground only to find his ankle and upper calf disappear into the ash. Dust completely covered the juniper trees and sagebrush like heavy snow, the uniform gray colour blending in with the clouds above.
Sam had trekked up into these mountains many times before and was pretty sure they must be in the Boulder Mountains. Then again, he couldn’t be sure. Everything had changed — the climate, the terrain and especially the vegetation. But what got him was the absence of any sound. He was used to it in the town but the contrast between now and the last time he had ventured into these mountains was huge. Previously, the forest had rung with the sound of various native birds. He had glimpsed peregrine falcons and even the occasional bald eagle. The forest was normally full of mule deer, bighorn sheep, and the odd coyote which preyed on the numerous cottontail rabbits. Once, he had even seen an elk.
Two trips previously, he had run into a cougar during the night. The great predator had eyed him as if sizing him up as a potential meal. Sam hadn’t moved as the giant cat stalked towards him. As it got nearer, they locked gazes. The cat froze, immobile but for one shaking paw. Then, it simply darted away. Sam remembered the look on the cat’s face well. Fear. To him, it had appeared terrified.
There were no cougars now, though. In fact, Sam hadn’t seen any animals. The Rapture and subsequent Tribulation had hit them hard. With the ash covering the vegetation, their food sources must be almost depleted. A thought struck him that if animals were struggling to survive, how could humans do much better? Of course, there was tinned and preserved food but how long would that last? The Tribulation was meant to last for seven years. The remaining humans were going to have to think of other food sources if they were to survive.
Sam’s stomach rumbled. He realized he hadn’t eaten for over twenty four hours. He was famished. How much longer would Gabriel force him to keep moving?
He was just about to say something when the junipers gave way to a great blackened clearing. A huge shape almost completely filled it. Burnt and broken trees lined each side of the clearing, and ash disguised parts of it, but it was instantly recognisable as an aircraft. A huge aircraft. Probably a 747 or 737 that had been travelling coast-to-coast.
Sam moved to stand at Gabriel’s shoulder. “What happened here?” he asked in an awed whisper.
She replied in her beautiful, musical voice, watching him carefully. “What do you think happened?”
Sam knew. The Rapture. The Rapture had taken the pilot and without the pilot, well, of course the plane had crashed. Sam nodded and moved towards the wreckage. Mounds that could only be bodies lay here and there around the shattered plane. Some had been uncovered and on closer inspection, looked like they had been gnawed on. Perhaps the coyote and cougars could survive after all.
Sam felt his stomach turn. He moved away from the corpses and crept gingerly amongst the wreckage. In the smashed shell of the plane, some of the bodies were still strapped in their seats. Most had been burnt beyond recognition. Any thoughts of finding food were dashed. Feeling nauseous, he backed out and rejoined Gabriel who had moved closer to the plane.
“Perhaps this is a good time to have a break,” said Gabriel.
Sam nodded in agreement. “But not …”
“Here. Yes, I know. We’ll move further away.”
“We should bury the bodies,” he said.
Gabriel shook her head. “We haven’t got time. There are two hundred and sixty seven bodies here. Do you know how long that would take?”
Sam shook his head, wondering how Gabriel knew exactly how many bodies there were.
She led him away from the crash site. They found a smaller clearing nearby and Sam set his pack down with an audible sigh. He took his sneakers off and began to massage his feet.
“You must be hungry,” said Gabriel.
“I was,” replied Sam. “My appetite just disappeared.”
“You have to eat,” said Gabriel. “We’ve still got a long way to go and you’ll need the energy.” She picked up his pack and began rummaging around, pulling out some tins and his cooking gear.
Sam sat down on a rock and put his sneakers back on. He watched as Gabriel prepared his lunch. Despite himself, he watched fascinated at the ease of her movements. She moved like a dancer — no, not a dancer. Something infinitely more graceful and smoother and somehow more animal like. She was very efficient too, almost like she had done this before.
“Where did you learn to use a gas cooker?” he asked, surprising himself with his bluntness. “And couldn’t you just, you know, use magic or something?” He wriggled his fingers dramatically.
Gabriel smiled and shrugged without taking her eyes off what she was doing. “I’ve been around for a long, long time. Thousands of years, in fact. Don’t you think I would’ve spent at least some of that time here on earth amongst you humans? And as for magic, as you call it — I could use it but doing it this way makes me feel more in touch.”
Sam couldn’t argue with the logic.
Gabriel handed him a tin of beans and a spoon. “Careful,” she said. “It’s hot.”
It was indeed hot — hot enough to burn his fingers, but he didn’t much mind. Heat had very little effect on him. He started eating and realized that his appetite had returned with a fury. As he began to shovel the beans into his mouth, Gabriel looked on, her mouth crooked into a tiny lop-sided smile.
“Aren’t you hungry?” he managed to ask in between mouthfuls.
Gabriel shook her head. “I don’t eat.”
Sam shrugged and continued eating.
“What was it like?” he asked when his mouth was no longer full. “I mean, long ago.”
“Not too different to now,” she said. “I watched when Noah loaded up the Ark. I watched what became of those who were left behind. The misery, the anger, the terror. Some things don’t change. Take these times for instance. Humans knew He would return at some point — in fact, some of you even tried to predict his return — and yet most did nothing about it. Carried on living their lives, murdering, stealing, cheating. Fighting wars, killing innocents. He tried to warn you. Think about the amount of natural disasters that have occurred in the last few years. Earthquakes, tsunamis, tornadoes, flooding, plague and pestilence. Animals mysteriously dying in their thousands. No-one paid any attention, and now look what’s happened to them.”
Sam set his empty tin of beans down carefully beside him. “Yes, but many of these people,” he said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the plane wreckage, “were innocent. Did they really deserve this?”
“Why is it that I always end up having these conversations?” Gabriel sighed. “The answer is yes and no. Yes, they deserved it because they didn’t believe in Our Lord. And no, they didn’t because they were innocent of sin. They made their choice, however. God has a plan for all of us — including the innocent. Don’t worry unduly about them. Their souls are safe.”
“And what about that family at the airport? Did they deserve to get taken by those demons?”He stormed to his feet, suddenly feeling angry and a little helpless. Despite his efforts, Sam still felt like he hadn’t done enough to save them.
Gabriel looked him squarely in the eye. “Yes, they did. None of them were innocents. They were guilty of many sins.”
“Even the children?” Sam cried.
Gabriel nodded. “Yes, even the children. You talk of things of which you have no knowledge.”
“At least I care,” he shouted back. “Which is more than I can say for you!”
With that, he stalked off. Part of him realized he was being childish, but he didn’t care. He walked for a while through the silent ash, kicking at it and watching the flurries slowly drift and subside.
The annoying thing was that Gabriel was probably right. How would he know who was innocent and who wasn’t? It just seemed a little unfair. Like his situation. How unfair was it that he had been left behind while Hikari and Aimi got to go to paradise? Was it his fault that his mother had been seduced by a demon? He realized then that he wasn’t angry with Gabriel. How could he be angry with an Archangel, a being that had been around for thousands of years and had seen the best and worst that humanity could offer? A being that knew far more about everything than he did.
He felt his anger subside. Eventually he made his way back to the clearing to find Gabriel waiting for him. His pack was on her shoulder.
“Sorry,” he said meekly, unable to meet her eyes.
“Apology accepted. Everyone makes mistakes. You are part-human after all.” Smiling, she handed him his pack. “You should get going. You’ve got a long way to go before nightfall.”
“What? You’re not coming with me?”
Gabriel shook her head. Despite the gloom, Sam noticed the way her hair seemed to glow as she moved her head side to side, as if it was absorbing and reflecting what light there was in the sky.
“No. Do you think you’re the only one I have to help while I’m here? Satan has many plans afoot and you are a part of only one of them.”
When she saw his face fall, she patted his shoulder reassuringly. “Don’t worry. You’ll see me again.”
“When?” he asked, embarrassed to find that his voice was quavering.
“Soon,” she replied mysteriously. “Now, you need to do something for me.”
“What?” he replied, convinced that he was starting to sound like a moron.
“Are you familiar with Black Ridge?”When he nodded, she continued. “In case you get lost or your memory fails you, it’s in that direction,” she said, pointing to the west. “There’s a large group of humans holed up in some canyons around there. They’ve managed to hold off the demons until now but that won’t last much longer. I need you to help them.”
“Why?” he asked. “I thought you didn’t want to help non-believers.”
“While that’s true, there are a large number of innocents amongst them. They do not deserve to be taken to Hell, because that is where they will go if they are captured. He will not allow that. You are His instrument here and my job was merely to point you in the right direction. You need to get there before they do. I know it won’t be easy — they are unlikely to trust you but you must do your best. I know you will.” She winked at him and spread her wings. It was like the sun had just come out. The glow bathed him in warmth and made him feel stronger. Suddenly his feet didn’t ache any more.
Gabriel bent her knees slightly and launched herself gracefully into the air.
“What about the Antichrist?” he yelled after her.
Her voice floated back at him. “All in good time.”
Sam watched her go until she was just a tiny speck in the sky, feeling vaguely jealous that he didn’t have wings. It would make life a lot easier. Putting his pack around his shoulders, he set off in the direction of Black Ridge. According to his calculations, it was still thirty miles away and there was only about four hours left of daylight. He would have to hurry.
With a resigned sigh, he began to jog.

It was almost nightfall when he got to Black Ridge. He knew he should’ve been exhausted but whatever Gabriel had done to him made him feel like he’d just completed a short sprint. He was slightly out of breath but that was about it. Even his feet didn’t hurt anymore.
He found the cave complex just as the red moon broke through the dark clouds above. He’d been to these caves twice before and even explored them, so he knew them relatively well and had a pretty good idea where the survivors would be.
The main entrance was heavily defended. They had built a ten foot palisade out of thick trunks, with sharpened points at the top. A fighting platform ran around it, giving the dozen guards or so that he could see a clear view of the surrounding countryside. The space directly in front of the palisade had been cleared of all vegetation, creating a killing ground. Two arc lights were mounted on long posts, and Sam could hear the tell-tale whine of a generator.
They were well organized, that was for sure. Sam completed a quick circuit and found that all the other entrances to the caves were securely boarded up. The only way demons could enter was through this main entrance. They must also have discovered the demons vulnerability to iron. There was no other way they could have lasted so long.
Although they couldn’t spot him where he sheltered behind a dying juniper, he could see them clearly. A number of the guards carried guns. There was even a heavy machine gun mounted on a tripod with a nervous-looking man attending it. He wondered how effective they would be against demons.
He was about to get a closer look when it was like the sun exploded in his eyes. Someone had switched the arc lights on. He shielded his eyes with his arm and melted even further back into the trees.
Gabriel had said they couldn’t last much longer but he failed to see why. Possibly because they were going to run out of food? That didn’t make any sense. One day wouldn’t make much difference and the survivors he’d seen, while thin and gaunt, certainly didn’t seem to be in any danger of spontaneously dying of hunger. There was something else going on here. What hadn’t Gabriel told him?
He supposed he’d soon find out. It was full night now and the demons couldn’t be far away. In fact, he could just about sense something coming out of the east. It was like an itch he couldn’t scratch. Their presence wasn’t strong as yet, but it was getting stronger.
They were coming from the direction of Bryce Valley City. He knew it was over there from studying maps when he was planning his training runs. It wouldn’t do to blunder into a strange city unexpectedly. The city was several miles away, so the demons would presumably take some time to cover the distance. He’d seen them move though, and while not quite as fast as him, they could eat up the miles at a fearsome rate.
He slid even further into the trees, taking out his swords and examining them in a patch of moon light. They were beautiful things. He never got tired of looking at them. Recent action had done little or no damage to them, but he could see one tiny nick in the katana.
Careful not to actually touch the blade itself, he pulled his whetstone out of a pocket and began systematically to sharpen it. The rhythmic scraping sound was oddly comforting and he moved on to the wakizashi without being consciously aware of it.
As he worked, he found himself wondering why exactly the demons had to travel from one place to the next. Surely, when they arrived on Earth, they had travelled directly from the Abyss. Why couldn’t they just appear wherever they liked? It was something he’d thought about when he was in Jacob’s Ladder. The demons always seemed to come from somewhere — they just didn’t materialise in front of him. If they had, he would’ve been hard pressed to stay alive as long as he had. It was something he planned to ask Gabriel the next time he saw her — if there was, in fact, going to be a next time.
The demons were getting closer, a huge, surging mass of them — much larger than the band that had attacked him at the airport. There were other demons with them too. He felt the surging hot rage that was the Astaroth. And something else. Something he had never encountered before.
It was important to keep the mind and hands occupied so as not to lose one’s nerve. Lately, he mused, he’d become very good at waiting but it was still good to keep busy and not let the mind dwell on things that hadn’t even happened yet. The waiting or expectation before a battle, he had read, was meant to be the worst. Soldiers would often scare themselves imagining what the enemy was like even before they had encountered them. He’d seen the enemy though and they weren’t so scary anymore.
He let out a long intake of breath and shrugged, setting to work with a will. When the demons arrived, he’d be ready for them with the sharpest blades known to human — or demon — kind. It was the sort of greeting he was almost looking forward to.

He met the first wave well in advance of the killing ground. Sam thought that was wise given that the survivors all seemed to be armed with guns. Surely they must have somehow loaded the guns with iron shells and he wasn’t about to take the risk of getting hit. In the darkness, he could easily be mistaken for something else.
A score or so Lemure broke off from the main pack and charged towards him, screaming, as the rest continued towards the cave complex. This in itself was odd. Normally the demons would throw themselves at him in great numbers. In this instance, the prize of the humans was obviously greater.
His swords were already out and he sliced through at least five with his first pass, his blades whirling in a concerted blur too fast for the human eye to follow. He pivoted and met them again, continuing to duck and weave as the Lemure swung and clawed at his body. His swords wove in intricate patterns and forms honed by continuous practice. Demon after demon fell before him. He felt minor wounds being inflicted but he ignored them. Above him he heard at least two Astaroth roar impotently, the closely-packed trees making it impossible for them to land. Behind him in the forest, he heard the first of the guns open up.
The last of the Lemure fell under his blades and disappeared. He stopped and listened. Something else was coming towards him. Something big. Even over the roar and screams and bark of gunfire, Sam could hear trees splintering and crashing to the ground. He edged back behind the cover of a tree and watched.
From the darkness emerged demons he had never seen before, not even in Hikari’s tome of Demonology — massive beasts that smashed aside trees as if they were twigs. Larger than the Astaroth, they were heavily built with tree trunk legs. Like the Astaroth, they had four arms, each one as big as a grown man. Huge curling ram horns adorned their black, goat-like faces. On their backs were large wicker baskets, and each one carried a heavy stone mallet.
He edged back even further behind his sheltering tree but he needn’t have worried. They were not interested in him. In fact, they didn’t even spare him a glance as they stomped past. One came so close that one of its great muscled arms brushed against his tree. The tree shuddered and almost fell, raining ash all over him. He counted three of them, and as they passed, he stepped out from his concealment and stared at their backs. At first he thought that their skin was black but now seeing them closer up, he realized it was black armour. Similar to the Astaroth but clearly much thicker. Thicker, presumably, to stop bullets.
Sam raced around behind them, careful to avoid their path. In the clearing, the battle was in full swing. As he suspected, the survivors had armed themselves with iron shells. The roar of gunfire was deafening as whole swathes of Lemure were taken out by the deadly hail. The arc lights were causing great confusion in their ranks. As soon as the Lemure dashed out from the sheltering darkness of the tree line and met the blazing light, they looked disorientated. Demon after demon fell before the withering fire. The killing ground was working; it looked like the humans were holding for now.
All that changed in a moment. The Lemure fell back and with a crash of falling trees, the horned demons emerged into the light. Even from this distance, Sam could see the nictitating membrane on their great red eyes. As soon as the arc light fell upon them, the protective membrane slammed shut. Of course, that made them almost blind. One charged, shaking the ground as it moved, shells sparking and bouncing off its armour. It missed the palisade completely, blundering into a rock wall with a thunderous collision, sending fragments of rock raining down on the clearing.
It fell to the ground, stunned, as bullets tore into its unprotected flanks. The other two charged. Sam heard the heavy machine gun open up. He could actually see the dents from the bullet impacts, but other than that, the horned demons weren’t even slowed. One almost missed the palisade like its unfortunate comrade but at the last second it swerved, clipping the side of the defensive barrier immediately next to one of the mounted arc lights. The light toppled, smashing to the ground. Suddenly, half the killing ground was in shadow.
The last horned demon hit the palisade square on, the great sharpened tree trunks splintering under its huge bulk. As three men on the fighting platform fell screaming to the ground, the horned demon scooped them up and flung them into the wicker basket on its back.
Lemure began to appear again, keeping to the shadows and heading towards the dark side of the palisade. The defenders, intent on firing at the horned demons and desperately warding off the diving Astaroth who were lunging for the remaining light, were unaware of their danger.
It was time for Sam to act. With a roar he charged towards the legions of Lemure, cutting and slicing as fast as his arms would move. The sheer weight of them forced him back and soon he found himself up against the wooden palisade, fighting a furious defensive action. It didn’t seem to matter how many Lemure he cut down, more would replace them and they just kept on coming.
A huge mallet slammed into the palisade above him, missing his head by a fraction. The surging mass of Lemure suddenly fled. Before him, a horned demon roared its outrage. The sound was deafening and the blast of fetid sulphur almost made him gag. It seemed to sniff the air before ducking its mighty head and charging. In hindsight, Sam realized that the demon must have smelt him. It certainly couldn’t see much. Regardless, it gave him the edge.
He danced to the side as the massive demon surged past, crashing into the palisade with a hail of splinters. As it moved past, Sam lashed out with both blades, cutting through the thick armour and severing the beast’s hamstrings. It emitted another roar and slammed to the ground with a ground-shaking thud.
Dizzy with the heat of battle, Sam almost didn’t notice at first what was wrong. Then it struck him. The horned demon hadn’t disappeared. Normally, when struck with cold iron, demons would dissipate. This one hadn’t. Odd. Apparently, certain demons had been bred with more iron resistance than others.
The horned demon still thrashed on the ground, trying to lever itself up with its four thick arms. Sam jumped on its back and placed the tip of his katana directly in the gap where the beast’s helmet met its torso armour. With all his strength, he punched the blade through. It emerged through the creature’s throat; only then did it suddenly dissolve into a billowing fog of ash.
Sam found himself standing on the ground, spitting out slivers of cinder and trying to clear his vision. Another wave of Lemure was coming.
Behind him, he heard an urgent hiss. “Hey, you there. Get yourself in here.”
Sam felt arms tug at his shoulders and he was dragged in through the gap in the palisade created by the horned demon. He found himself staring at a familiar face. Joshua. A teenage boy that both he and Aimi had known in Jacob’s Ladder.
“You!” exclaimed the boy.
“Yes,” replied Sam warily, “it’s me.”
The two teenagers stared at each other for a long moment before the sounds of battle suddenly intruded again. Already, Lemure were trying to force themselves through the gap in the defences.
Sam thrust out with his swords, reducing two Lemure to dust. “Now,” he grunted, “is probably not the time to talk. We’re all a bit busy at the moment. I’m here to help.”
Joshua nodded. Sam could see that the boy carried a submachine gun, which he appeared to be pointing at Sam’s head.
“Wait!” He ducked as the boy let off a barrage of bullets. Behind him, he heard the shrieks of dying Lemure.
“You should be more careful,”said Josh with a crooked grin, the barrel of his gun still smoking. “It’s dangerous around here. You could get hurt.”
Sam grinned back savagely. “I’ll try to remember.”
Side by side, the boys stood and prepared for the next demon advance.
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JACOB’S LADDER

4 YEARS EARLIER
“This is truth: when you sacrifice your life, you must make fullest use of your weaponry. It is false not to do so, and to die with a weapon yet undrawn.”
Miyamoto Musashi, A Book of Five Rings.
“Strike again. Harder this time.”
Sam did what he was told. His katana flashed out, chopping down on an angle and severing the bamboo pole into two pieces. Before the segment hit the ground, he struck again. With a hollow thud, both pieces hit the ground almost simultaneously.
Hikari smiled at him from behind the pole. “Good, but not excellent. You have speed, I’ll grant you that. I have never seen anyone faster with the blade. But …” Hikari paused and held up one finger. “… it’s your technique we need to work on. As you made your attack, you completely forgot to defend yourself. You were exposed on your left side.”
Breathing heavily, Sam lowered his katana and digested this feedback. Rivulets of sweat dripped down his bare torso, streaking the layers of grime and dirt covering the hard lines of muscle. Most of his body was muscle now thanks to the strict training regime insisted upon by Hikari. In the last three years, he had matured rapidly, growing almost unnaturally quickly. He was over six feet tall with a lean, muscular physique more commonly seen on professional ballet dancers.
In the last few months, Hikari had implemented a heavier weight programme which was starting to bulk him up. His master had made pains to stress the importance of not becoming too muscular though. Heavy muscles, Hikari had explained, could also slow Sam down. The trick was to find a balance between speed and power. So far, the training programme seemed to be working.
They’d been out here for several hours since twilight, in the training ground behind their property. The rigorous training was beginning to take its toll even on his unusual constitution. He was exhausted and his technique was suffering as a result. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like Hikari had any intention of finishing the session any time soon.
Hikari stroked his goatee thoughtfully. “What you must remember, Sam, is that it is not one foe you will be facing. On most occasions, you will be fighting tens, possibly hundreds of opponents at once. You must learn to attack and defend at once. Even while striking out, you must remember to protect yourself at all times.”
Sam nodded slowly, not really understanding. His blade couldn’t be everywhere at once. Sure, he knew he was fast, but nobody was that fast.
“But how am I meant to do that, Sensei?” he said, feeling frustration building. He kept his anger under wraps though, unwilling to show Hikari any loss of control.
Hikari bent down to the bag beside him, his face lost in the flickering shadows created by the three kerosene torches scattered around the training area. He fumbled around in the bag before finally finding what he was after. Straightening up with a satisfied grunt, he held Sam’s wakizashi in one hand. The wakizashi was the partner to the sword Sam held in his own hand — the short to complement the long.
Sam was surprised to see it. Two years earlier, Father Rainey had turned up with the matching blades, handling them with quiet awe and passing them over to Sam with respectful silence. Both swords, the priest had explained, were forged from an iron meteorite, crafted by one of Hikari’s closest friends who was one of the finest swordsmiths still alive in Japan. The iron had been tempered and then quenched in holy water. Then the swords had been sharpened so that Sam, if he wanted to, could shave with them. Not that he would — iron hurt him like liquid fire. The hilts had to be specially made from steel in order for Sam to wield them.
Lines of silver writing, prayers in Latin, were etched into the length of the blades to make them more effective against demonkind. Finally, Father Rainey himself had then blessed both weapons.
For the last two years, Sam had practised every day with the katana, building up his strength and expertise with the weapon. On a few occasions, he’d asked Hikari when he would get to use the shorter of the blades. Every time, his master had just smiled and replied cryptically, ‘Not yet.’
Now Hikari unsheathed the wakizashi and handed it over to Sam, hilt first. “Feel the weight of it. Compare it to the katana. I want you to feel as comfortable with this as you are with your other blade. Eventually, it should become an extension of your hand.”
Sam hefted it, getting a feel for it in his left hand. He swung it experimentally. It was lighter than the katana but, due to the nature of its construction, still extraordinarily heavy for a fighting blade.
During his training with the katana, Sam had tried out both hands. Hikari assured him he was ambidextrous but somehow, the katana just felt like it belonged in his right hand. Now, lifting the wakizashi in his left, it too felt natural.
“Why now?” he asked, lifting his head to look Hikari in the eye.
Hikari smiled without humour. “Because you are ready. You have mastered the katana, now it is time to master the daisho — the long and the short. The true warrior uses every advantage he has. With two blades, you will be double the warrior you were with one.”
Sam smiled, enjoying the feel of a blade in each hand. Somehow, the two blades just felt right in his hands, like they belonged together and they belonged with him. Almost as if they completed him. His exhaustion was suddenly forgotten.
Hikari smiled too as if sensing the emotions running through his student. “Did you read the ‘Book of Five Rings’ like I asked?”
Sam nodded. The book had been written in the seventeenth century by a Japanese Samurai known as Miyamoto Musashi. Generations of warriors considered it to be the definitive guide to swordsmanship. He’d read it many times, cover to cover, engrossed by its contents.
“Musashi said that a warrior should start training with both swords at once,” said Sam. “Why is it, then,that I have been training with only one sword?”
“A good question, my boy,” replied Hikari, “and while I agree with Musashi with almost all his wisdom regarding swordplay, you are an unusual case. While your strength is greater than that of most men, the swords you wield are also extremely heavy — much heavier than conventional weapons of their type. I was waiting for your strength to build to such a level that you could wield both weapons with ease. Now you have reached that level, it is time for you to begin your real training. Tell me, what does NiTo Ichi Ryu mean?”
Without hesitation, Sam replied, “One school, two swords.”
Hikari nodded. “Correct. But what does that mean?”
“To use two swords at once, I guess,” replied Sam, shrugging.
“But why? Why not use one and apply your entire strength and focus to that weapon. What advantage do you gain by using two swords at once?”
Sam thought about this carefully before answering. “To enable me to attack and defend at the same time?”
“Precisely. Think about this: does it feel comfortable to run with both hands clutching one blade? Does it feel natural or do you feel unbalanced?”
Sam thought back to some of his earlier training sessions. Some of the drills Hikari had put him through had involved just that, running and leaping through uneven terrain with the katana clutched in both hands. He had felt unbalanced and awkward. Realisation suddenly dawned on him then — Hikari had done that to prepare his mind and body for this moment. That was why the katana and wakizashi in each hand felt so natural. They balanced him.
Hikari smiled broadly as he saw the change come over his student. “The long and the short are the perfect weapons for the challenges that await you. There will be many times when you are fighting on the run or in tight corners where a shorter sword will serve you well. Two swords will also enable you to attack easily from both sides, without exposing yourself when beset by multiple opponents.”
Sam nodded slowly. As usual, Hikari was right. Sam was capable of a blow of enormous power with two hands on one blade, but it really left him vulnerable to attack. With his strength, he was still able to deliver killing blows with one-handed strikes. Two swords made perfect sense.
“Let us begin then,” said Hikari, clapping his hands together. “We’ll start with Musashi’s ‘there are many enemies’ approach. Hold both swords at the middle attitude.” Hikari walked over and adjusted the angle of Sam’s blades ever so slightly. “Good. Now strike.”
Sam struck, and two bamboo poles were suddenly a foot shorter.
“Excellent. Strike again. You are surrounded by enemies. Don’t pause, don’t think — just act.”
The sounds of blades cutting through bamboo went on long into the night.

The late afternoon sun was sneaking in through a crack in the curtains when Sam awoke. He sat up, stretching and yawning massively, feeling the dull ache of muscles that had been worked till exhaustion. The last cobwebs of sleep and vague memories of dreams involving dark figures and blood slowly ebbed away.
Hikari had trained him until dawn. Then, satisfied that the boy was starting to display some competence with the two swords, had led him back to the house. His training period wasn’t over though. There was still verses of the Bible to go over (clad in gloves), a quick chat with Aimi before school, lessons to complete, a hastily prepared meal, shower and then, finally, bed. It wasn’t until after midday that his eyes had closed and he slipped into fitful sleep. Three hours sleep was all he ever required. If Sam could do without that minimal amount, he would have. Sleep was something he never looked forward to. The bad dreams were relentless.
He got up and threw a gown on, feeling grim. His mood was always particularly black when he got up — it normally took a few hours before he even felt like talking. Strenuous physical activity, he had found, was one of the few successful ways of elevating his mood slightly.
In the hallway, he encountered Aimi heading towards the bathroom. She smiled at him warmly, her perfect teeth gleaming in the afternoon light. Immediately, he felt his mood lift slightly. She had that effect on him.
Aimi was now twelve and probably as tall as she would ever be. Hikari was hardly a big man and his wife had not been much bigger. Already, Aimi was almost as tall as her father. She was still dressed in her school uniform; as usual, it looked immaculate despite having been worn all day.
She gestured towards the bathroom with her head, causing her long, slightly tussled raven hair to undulate pleasantly. “After you, Sunshine.”
He grunted, moving past her into the bathroom. She laughed, a truly genuine sound of pleasure, which warmed him more than he cared to admit. Aimi knew what he was like when he got up but studiously ignored it and just acted as pleasantly as usual.
He showered and changed quickly. In the hallway, he passed Hikari’s room. The door was open and Hikari was sitting on the floor, meditating. Like him, his master needed hardly any sleep. Instead, he relied on meditation to recharge his body’s energies. Hikari had been showing him these techniques although so far, they had not fully replaced his need for sleep. Hikari said with practice, it would. Sam welcomed that day — a time when he would no longer dream.
Downstairs, Aimi was preparing an early dinner. It constantly surprised him how willing she was to do so much around the house — and how understanding. Much of his and Hikari’s time was taken up with training and Aimi often had to fend for herself. She did much of the cooking (although both he and Hikari helped when they could) and a large part of the household chores. She was also incredibly diligent at school where she had been excelling in almost all areas. In addition, she joined Sam for some of his training sessions where she displayed great promise with the spear and the katana.
But not once had she complained. Even going about the most mundane of chores, she smiled. Her spirit projected unquenchable positivity. Sam admired and loved her for that and it was this illuminated, loving side of her that kept his darker nature in check. No matter how dark and depressed he felt, she could always make him feel better.
She was also very popular at school and constantly invited out by her friends. Sam felt a sting of jealously at that, despite knowing that it was irrational. He could understand why others liked her — she was such fun to be around. Not like him, he reflected morosely. Even if he hadn’t been half-demon, he doubted whether anyone would want to be friends with him. He was just too dour and moody.
Aimi occasionally brought friends over, but only ones she trusted implicitly and only when Sam was asleep or out training. Hikari had made it clear that Sam’s nature could not be revealed to the outside world. Aimi understood this and took it with more maturity than Sam could ever summon. It was almost like Aimi knew that she had to support Sam, and the terrible burden of his heritage and destiny, by being exactly opposite to what he was. Sam understood the sacrifices she made for him and it just made him love her more. Not that he ever told her … but he suspected she knew anyway.
Hikari had made it clear that Sam’s training was the priority. According to visions given to Father Rainey and Hikari, the Rapture was no more than a few years away. Sam had to be ready. That was paramount. Hikari and Aimi were destined for heaven, so a few years of sacrifice to ensure that Sam was prepared mattered very little in the grand scheme of things.
The thought depressed Sam. That Hikari and Aimi would be gone and beyond his reach forever was a disturbing and deeply troubling thought. Sometimes Sam knew that if he could cry, he would. The two of them were his world, his life. The prospect of them no longer being in his life was too terrible to contemplate.
He was still thinking such dark thoughts when Aimi set a large bowl of steaming noodles before him. He smiled appreciatively. Or what, for him, approximated an appreciative smile. He’d practised it in the mirror and somehow, it never came out quite right. To his mind, it looked more like a painful grimace.
Aimi knew what it was, though, and grinned back. He dug in with gusto. She had prepared the noodles with thin slices of chicken and a sesame sauce. As usual, like every meal she made, it was delicious. Hikari joined them and the three of them ate in companionable silence for a while.
Sam glanced over at Hikari and noticed that his master was dressed in a suit. “Are you going somewhere?”
Hikari finished his noodles and pushed the bowl to one side. “We. You and I have an appointment tonight. In town.”
Sam felt his heart start to race. Going out? He never went out, other than to train. A mixture of excitement and trepidation surged through him.
“Where?” he asked, his meal forgotten.
“Be patient, my boy. You’ll find out soon enough. Make sure you wear your hood or your cap. We’ll be out in public tonight.”
Sam nodded sourly. Of course. It wouldn’t do to let anyone actually see what he really was. The last thing Hikari needed was a lynch mob on his hands.

Even after sundown, the town centre of Jacob’s Ladder was packed with people. It was Friday night, after all. Not that he actually kept track of what day it was — it simply wasn’t that important to him.
Sam recognized quite a few of the townspeople due to his surreptitious observations from his bedroom window. Others, judging from their expensive sportswear, were clearly out-of- towners. Tourists, no doubt here to sample the rustic beauty of the town and natural wonders like Devil’s Garden. Many outdoor enthusiasts came here for the mountain biking and trekking that the landscape offered.
Sam tried not to stare as he, Aimi and Hikari made their way down Main Street. Some of the townsfolk smiled or raised a hand to Hikari. Others stopped to exchange pleasantries with his master. Hikari was well known in the town through his work with the church and other charitable institutions and committees. Sam didn’t know where he found the time, but at least his master didn’t have to work. Sam had no idea where Hikari found the money to get by, and he’d never asked. The bills were always paid and there was always food on the table. That was enough for him.
Hikari always introduced these people to Aimi and Sam. He introduced Aimi as his daughter. Sam was referred to as his ‘ward’. Sam didn’t mind too much — he guessed it stopped too many questions from being asked. He shook hands when they were offered, careful not to squeeze too hard since Hikari had told him that he was far, far stronger than most men. After a muttered greeting and some curious glances, he was largely ignored. Perhaps they thought he was just another moody adolescent. The fact that he kept his eyes averted added to this impression. They didn’t have to know that Sam was reluctant for them to catch a glimpse of his black eyes.
He’d made sure that his hood was firmly in place before they left home. Even so, he felt highly conscious of it, anxious that somehow, his true nature would be revealed and that someone would suddenly point at him and scream ‘Demon!’ He saw some other teenage boys wearing them though, and although it never completely disappeared, he felt his unease gradually dwindling.
Young girls and some boys, either out with their parents or in laughing groups, often waved and shouted at Aimi. She returned the greetings with a smile or a laugh. Many of them looked at Sam with surprise. While they all clearly knew that Aimi had another teenager living in her house with her, most had never seen him. He tried to ignore the pointed stares and whispered conversation as they passed.
They continued along Main Street and turned at a side street with a street sign saying ‘Providence’. With a start, Sam finally realized where they were heading. During his night-time training, he sometimes liked to prowl along the streets when they were free of people. It gave him a sense of freedom to be able to do something that was normally denied to him.
He’d wandered through and explored most of the town. Hikari had even blessed these little adventures, saying that it was important for Sam to become familiar with his surroundings. It would give him an advantage when the Rapture came.
One street he always avoided was Providence. That was where the church was.
Although most of the population of Utah was Mormon, Jacob’s Ladder had a small but strong following of Catholics. The church was the focal point of their small community. Most people attended, and the small chapel was packed on a Sunday.
Sam was one of the few who never went. Although devout with his belief and faith very strong, the church, unfortunately, was a reminder of how he was different. Even going near it on these dark nights was enough for a feeling of disquiet to build in his stomach. Close proximity made him feel downright ill. It was a place that Hikari had instructed him to leave well alone until the time was right and after his first few distant encounters, he had heeded his master.
The church scared him. And they were heading directly for it.
As they got closer, he began to feel uneasy, the familiar twinge in his stomach growing. With a sigh of relief, however, he realized they weren’t heading straight for it after all. There was a small house next to it: Father Rainey’s house, where the priest lived with his teenage nephew.
Hikari led Sam and Aimi up to the front entrance.
Just being this close to the church grounds made Sam feel distinctly nauseous. If it wasn’t for his already pallid complexion, he would have looked more anaemic than usual. Aimi was watching Sam with concern spelt out all over her face. She knew something was wrong. Slipping one hand through his arm, she guided him up the stairs. He smiled at her queasily in thanks.
Father Rainey opened the door before Hikari could knock. The big, bear-like priest looked grimmer than usual. With a curt gesture, he beckoned them inside. The lounge was sparsely furnished with two tattered couches and two rather well-worn armchairs. Clearly, Father Rainey was not an ostentatious man.
“Take a seat,” said Father Rainey gruffly. “I’ll make us coffee.”
As they sat, the priest disappeared down the hallway. Soon, the three of them could hear the clattering of dishes. Sam felt like he had just eaten something decidedly off, but despite this, he glanced up when he heard the soft tread of feet on the carpet.
A teenage boy, probably about Sam’s own age, was standing in front of them. He was tall — almost as tall as his uncle — and solidly built. His handsome face was framed by short, curly blond hair, and his resemblance to Father Rainey was obvious.
“Hi,” he said, smiling welcomingly. “I’m Josh.”
All three of them stood, Hikari and Aimi shaking the offered hand. When he came to Sam, Josh paused ever so slightly as he looked Sam in the eye. At that moment, Sam knew without a doubt that Josh’s uncle had shared the truth of his heritage with him.
The knowledge didn’t appear to affect Josh, other than the brief pause as Josh took his hand. It was a strong, dry grip, much like his uncle’s. Josh smiled at him and was about to say something when Father Rainey reentered the room.
“Ah, I see you’ve met my nephew, Josh. Good.” When everyone was served, the priest sat back with a satisfied sigh.
“One of my few indulgences,” he said, taking a sip. “I do enjoy a good coffee.”
The others drank too — all except Sam. His stomach told him that he would not keep it down.
After a moment, the priest sat forward suddenly. “Before we begin, I want to reassure you that what is said in this room will stay in this room. Josh, as you might have guessed, is already privy to a few of my ecclesiastical secrets. In other words, he knows about you, Sam, and about my visions of the coming Rapture and Tribulation.”
Father Rainey watched Sam’s face carefully as he said this. If he thought that this would upset Sam, then the reaction he got disappointed him. Sam kept his face carefully neutral.
“Josh will never tell anyone about your true nature, Sam,” continued the priest. As if to back this up, Josh nodded. “He knows, as I do, how important your coming role will be. Trust him as you trust me.”
Despite the rumbling coming from his stomach, Sam felt like smiling. He certainly wouldn’t say that he trusted Father Rainey. In fact, he didn’t like the man much, especially after what he’d put him through years earlier. The only people Sam trusted were Aimi and Hikari. Everyone else had yet to prove themselves.
“I brought you here today for two reasons. But first I must tell you about the Tribulation and what you should expect.”
Sam sat forward expectantly. Hikari had told him about the Tribulation but for some reason, he was a bit light on details. Almost as if he wanted to spare Sam the horrific truth.
“The Tribulation, as you know,” Father Rainey went on, “is a seven year period after the Rapture. The other humans who remain will be those who do not believe — truly believe — in God. It will be a period of great suffering for the remnants of humanity. There will be earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and other natural disasters; famine, and war. Up to seventy five percent of the world’s remaining population will perish. The survivors will no doubt turn on each other for what little remains. This is the world that you must survive to protect the innocent who remain.”
Sam swallowed heavily as visions filled his head. He could vividly picture the suffering of those poor people, many of whom had done nothing wrong other than lack belief. It didn’t seem fair somehow. “How am I to protect the innocent?” he managed to croak.
Father Rainey nodded. “Do what you have been trained to do. The Archangel Gabriel sent me a vision showing you with others. You will not be alone. You will have guidance.”
“And then I go and kill the Antichrist?” Sam would have laughed if he could. It just sounded so preposterous. “How am I supposed to do that exactly?”
“That’s the idea, but I’m afraid Gabriel hasn’t furnished me with a lot of details on this yet.”The priest scratched his beard and looked away, unable to meet
Sam’s eye. “You’ll just have to make do somehow.”
“Great,” said Sam sarcastically.
“There’s more, Sam,” said Hikari quietly. Sam looked at him with surprise; he hadn’t expected his master to speak at all. “Not only will you have to protect the innocent from those humans who have fallen into darkness, but you will have to fight … others.”
“What others?” said Sam, trying not to sound too alarmed. Beside him, Aimi’s eyes were wide with fright.
“The Bible tells us that the Tribulation is the time of the rise of the Antichrist. I had always believed that the Antichrist would be human. It seems that this won’t be so. Like you, he will be a demon and be accompanied by many of his followers from the deepest parts of Hell. That is who you will have to contend with.”
Sam felt like jumping up, smashing things, venting his frustration and anger on anything and everything around him. Instead, he took a few deep breaths and pushed down the anger until it was a hot coal buried deep within himself. Finally though, the swords made sense. The swords that had been specifically crafted to kill demons. If he’d thought it through, he would’ve realized some time ago. Why hadn’t Hikari told him?
“I’m sorry, Sam,”said Hikari, as if reading his thoughts, “I wanted to tell you, but we didn’t want to scare you. You had enough to dwell on at the time. Father Rainey and I have planned this for some time and we believed — rightly or wrongly — that it would be unfair to burden you with so much knowledge so quickly. But now we believe that you are ready, that you have the emotional stability and maturity to deal with this.”
Sam wasn’t so sure that he did. He was barely in control of himself.
“Yes,” said Father Rainey, meeting Sam’s eye again. “And now, all we have to know is: can you kill demons? Can you kill your own kind?”

They went to the church gates that marked the border between Father Rainey’s house and the church grounds. It was after midnight; Father Rainey wanted to make sure no-one was around to witness this particular test. Providence Street was deserted. Moonlight illuminated the church ground in cold light. Outside the gate, Sam could feel that Hikari, Aimi, Joshua and the priest were watching his slow, painful process. So far, he hadn’t got that far.
“It’s hurting him!” Aimi cried.
“It’s for the best, child,” said Father Rainey, in an irritatingly calm voice.
Sam gritted his teeth and took one more step. The anguish in Aimi’s voice almost made him turn around just so he could reassure her, comfort her. But he couldn’t. He had to do this. A part of him had wanted to do this for years but he had just lacked the courage. Now that it was forced upon him, he was not about to back out.
Intense pain flooded every part of his being. Like the tests years earlier involving the Bible and cross, Sam did not cry out. He wouldn’t give the priest the satisfaction. Resolutely, he carried on, determined to get to the church doors. Hikari and Father Rainey had told him it was important that he reach them for some reason. They were only a handful of steps away, but the distance seemed to grow with every second Sam spent in the grounds.
His feet, which were the only physical contact point with the hallowed ground, felt like they were on fire — despite his trainers. He made himself concentrate, the way Hikari had taught him, channelling and focusing his thoughts. It was extremely difficult though. The fire had spread to his thighs and was steadily heading further up his body. His mind kept telling him he was actually on fire and he had to deliberately stop himself from hurling his body on the ground and rolling around to put it out.
Something — someone? — seemed to be whispering inside his head. Dark, insidious thoughts. Give up, they said. It’s not worth it. There is an easier way. He recognized the tone; he’d heard it before in his dreams.
He shook his head like a dog, trying to shake the dark thoughts away, then peered both ways. Perhaps it was the pain playing tricks with him … but there seemed to be a darker patch of shadow just outside the church grounds. Something — he couldn’t quite make out what it was — seemed to be watching him from within. He caught a flash of something within the darkness. Something white. Teeth. The thing that was in his head was smiling at him. Laughing at him.
You don’t have to do this. Join us and there will be no more pain, the voice inside his head whispered again. We can make it go away.
He suddenly knew what it was that was watching him. A demon. One of his own kind. He took another step, focusing on how it would feel to kill it. The thought filled him with strength. It would feel good, he decided. That was how he had answered Father Rainey’s question. It would feel good. The thought of plunging his blades through a demon’s body would bring a great deal of satisfaction. It wouldn’t bring his mother back — nothing would — but revenge would certainly make him feel better.
Two more steps. For a brief second, the demon’s thoughts filled him with temptation. He knew that they could take away the pain, but at what cost? His soul? He was already half demon; would this take away the goodness of his human side? Other thoughts flashed through his brain — thoughts of Aimi, Hikari, his mother. They gave him strength. The whispered thoughts in his head were suddenly gone, as if acknowledging his resolution.
The pain had reached his abdomen now, mingling with the churning sensation in his stomach. He ignored it. The steps to the church were in front of him. As soon as he laid a foot on the first one, the pain intensified so much that his lips could not contain the cry of pain that shot from him. Shame suddenly overrode every other consideration — shame at his weakness.
Especially in front of Aimi.
Before he could think, he hurtled the last two steps and stood tall before the open doors. For the first time in his life, he saw the inside of a church. The pain was so incredible now that it had become an abstract thing — too terrible and intense to even begin to describe. He locked it away at the back of his mind, lost in the vision before him. At the far end was the altar. Stained-glass windows glowed faintly in the moonlight streaming through, illuminating the sculpture of Christ on the cross that hung above the altar. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
Then the sculpture seemed to move, and Christ’s body twisted on the cross to look directly at him.
The pain suddenly grew even more intense, so great that Sam’s mind had no recourse but to retreat into unconsciousness. Before his body hit the ground, he remembered one thing. Jesus, the son of God and his saviour, seemed be smiling at him.

Sam had often thought that the front porch was a good place to sit at night. With the lights out, he could watch people going past without being seen himself. A pleasantly cool breeze was coming down from the Rockies. Autumn was definitely on its way, Sam reflected.
He wasn’t alone. Aimi had joined him and the two sat in the two wooden armchairs, enjoying each other’s company. They weren’t saying much. Sam wasn’t a dynamic conversationalist at the best of the times, but he just enjoyed being in her presence.
“You didn’t have to do that, you know,” said Aimi, finally breaking the silence.
Sam nodded thoughtfully, even though he disagreed. “Yes, I did,” he said quietly.
It had been two days since the horrific experience at the church. When he’d come to, Sam had found himself lying on the couch in Father Rainey’s house. Hikari and Aimi had to support him during the short walk home. Both had seemed extremely upset. Hikari had kept apologising, even though Sam didn’t know what he was apologising for — he understood why the test was necessary.
He still wore bandages over his palms, even though Hikari had said the injuries from the iron spikes had healed. The rest of his body felt like he had really unpleasant sunburn. Taking cold baths had hardly helped. He had expected to see his legs completely covered with burns when he had finally taken his clothes off. Curiously, there were no marks at all other than the ones on his hand. It made no sense. But then again, lots of things weren’t making sense lately.
He still felt exhausted though — drained both mentally and physically. Hikari had thought it prudent to give him a couple of days respite from his training in order to recuperate.
“You shouldn’t listen to everything Father Rainey says. I don’t like him.”
Sam didn’t like Father Rainey either, but that was beside the point.
“Why did you do it?” Aimi asked, touching his arm gently.
Sam sighed. Aimi could be like this sometimes. If she didn’t get an answer immediately, she would persevere until she did.
“Because I had to see for myself. I had to see inside the church. To see who it is that I’m fighting for.”
“And did you see?”
Sam smiled. “Yes, I most certainly did.”
He hadn’t told anyone about what he’d seen the sculpture of Christ do. He thought maybe they’d laugh at him. It was his little secret and one that gave him a little glow of pleasure. The pain and suffering had been worth it for that one little gesture — the knowledge that Christ really appreciated what he was prepared to do in order to ready himself for the battle ahead.
“Besides,” he said, “Hikari and Father Rainey really needed to know the effects of holy ground on my body. They both seem to enjoy testing my limits. I think Father Rainey expected my body to go up in flames. He almost looked disappointed when I didn’t. Well, now they know. As Hikari would say, knowledge is … “
“Power,” Aimi finished for him. She laughed. It was one of Hikari’s favourite sayings, almost a mantra. She looked thoughtful for a moment. “And how do you feel about the other thing — you know, about killing other demons?”
There was a long moment of silence before Sam answered. “I feel good,” he said truthfully. “Even though part of me is demon, I won’t hesitate.”
Aimi shook her head. “Part of you isn’t demon,” she said. “You’re all human — you just have those horns for decoration.” She laughed again, forcing another smile from him.
She always did that. Always made him feel good about himself. There were precious few things that could do that: Hikari and the sense of accomplishment he felt with his training and … Aimi. Lately, he’d found himself daydreaming about what the future had in store for the two of them. What happened if the Rapture never occurred? Did that mean that Aimi and he might have a future together when they were older? Even at this young age, he knew he loved her and sensed that she felt the same way about him.
Suddenly feeling self-conscious and shy, he reached carefully into his pocket. His hand wrapped around the object he found inside. Luckily, the bandages prevented any contact with it.
He brought it out slowly and showed it to Aimi. Her face lit up with pleasure.
“It’s beautiful,” she said, examining the necklace with the silver cross without touching it.
“Take it,” he said. “Try it on.”
Nervously, she reached out and lifted the delicate necklace from his palm. As much as he could, he helped her put it on.
“Where did you get it?” she asked, looking down and fingering it with obvious delight.
“It was my mother’s,” he said. “I want you to have it.”
Immediately, her face fell. “I can’t accept this,” she said, reaching up, already trying to unclasp it.
He grabbed her hands, gently enfolding them in his. “Yes, you can. I’m giving it to you. Besides,” he said, shrugging, “I can hardly wear it.”
She looked at him for a long moment before finally relenting, then reached over and gave him a hug.
“Thank you,” she said quietly, kissing his cheek.
He felt himself reddening with embarrassment and pleasure. It was the right thing to do, he knew. His mother would have wanted this, and he knew of absolutely no-one else who he would rather wear it.
They sat together for a while in companionable silence. Finally Sam spoke. “When we were at the church, did you … did you notice anything unusual?”
Aimi looked surprised. “Unusual? You mean apart from a teenage boy moving in slow motion while in horrible pain?”
He shrugged. “It’s just that I sensed something.”
“Something? Like what?”
“Like something was watching me. I even thought I saw it. It was saying things in my head.”
“Who are you talking about?”
“I think it was a demon. It was making me promises. Promising that it could make the pain go away.”
Aimi looked genuinely worried now. “A demon?” She looked around nervously.
He nodded. “I think I’ve sensed it before but thought it was all in my head.”
He didn’t want to tell Aimi where he’d felt that presence before, but something about the figure he had glimpsed seemed familiar. He’d realized it was because he’d seen it in his dreams. They’d been getting worse lately, too. Hikari said he’d been thinking of a solution. Meditation was fine, he’d said, but hardly an answer. Sam still needed to sleep at some point and Hikari accepted the suffering the boy went through every time he did.
There was something else, something he hadn’t told Aimi or Hikari. When he thought about it, it seemed that the demonic presence had always been around. Ever since he was a boy. It was only now that he’d seen it at the churchyard that he’d made the connection. A demon was watching him. Even now, it seemed like something was out there. Watching. Listening. Waiting.
He scanned the street. There were a few pedestrians out for an evening stroll but nothing suspicious. Street lights provided a great deal of illumination, but even so, Sam knew there were many shadows where anything could be hiding — even from his eyes.
He tried to dismiss the feeling, trying to banish it to the back of his mind, but it was no use. He just knew it was out there.

From across the street, concealed by shadows that were part natural and part something else entirely, a figure watched. It saw Sam give Aimi the necklace. It observed the way they acted around each other and the obvious feelings that flowed between them.
And then it smiled.
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BLACK RIDGE

PRESENT



“Experience itself, to our own great loss and bane, affords us sad proof that Satan seizes as many opportunities of deceiving and destroying mankind as there are different moods and affections natural to the human character.”

Demonolatry, Nicholas Remy


“You wanted to see me, Joshua?” said the man, not looking up from the map he was studying on the makeshift table.
Joshua shuffled his feet, looking sideways at Sam before answering. “Yeah. I’ve got someone here I think you should meet.”
Sam suddenly felt very nervous about meeting this man. Joshua had explained that Adam was the unofficial leader of the Black Ridge survivors and as such, someone he should be very careful around. Joshua, he knew, was familiar with his unusual and sinister heritage and had had years to come to terms with it, but Sam was unsure exactly how much he should reveal to someone he didn’t know or trust.
Adam finally straightened up, running a meaty hand through his greying hair. He looked Sam up and down, carefully studying the newcomer.
“Adam, this is Sam — a friend from my home town in Jacob’s Ladder,” said Joshua.
Adam held his hand out to Sam who took it with only a moment’s hesitation. The grip was extremely firm. Sam instinctively realized that the man was not trying to dominate him; he was just very strong. The palm was covered with hardened skin — clearly Adam’s leadership style was a hands-on one.
“Pleased to meet you, Sam. Another fighter is always welcome here.”
Despite his obvious strength, Adam only came up to Sam’s shoulder. It was easy to overlook the lack of stature though — everything about Adam oozed strength and solidity. Leadership. His torso and limbs were much larger than Sam’s though, corded with muscle visible through the tattered remains of the t-shirt he was wearing. One of his arms was almost as big as Sam’s leg. He had a calm, even featured face that was at odds with the ferocity he had shown the previous night. If Sam had to guess his age, he would have said that Adam was probably in his forties, even though physically, he was in better shape than most men twenty years his junior.
He looked Sam in the eye, frowning momentarily as he took in Sam’s black eyes. Then he seemed to dismiss it as a trick played by the dim light from the flickering hurricane lamp that was the only source of illumination in the small alcove.
Sam sighed inwardly, feeling self-conscious and very uncomfortable. The last thing he needed was for this man to judge him before he knew him. Without a doubt, Adam was not a man to you wanted to get on the wrong side of. Sam remembered him from the previous night. Adam had fought harder than anyone he’d ever seen. What he’d lacked in skill (compared to himself), he had made up for with determination and strength. At one point, a group of Lemure had successfully managed to climb the palisade and hurl themselves at the defenders on the fighting platform. Most of the humans had been out of ammo — including Adam. While many retreated in terror, Adam had not hesitated. Sam could vividly recall Adam roaring wildly as he picked up one of the Lemure with his bare hands and hurled it at a group of its fellows, toppling them all off the platform.
This feat of bravery had been repeated several times over during the course of the battle. His leadership had inspired the others to fight harder. Sam suspected that the reason these humans had survived as long as they had was largely due to Adam. Sam respected him for that, but as for trust … Sam continued to size him up, wanting to like and trust this man. But old habits died hard. There were only a very few people who knew his real nature and they were all from Jacob’s Ladder.
Adam turned to Joshua. “It must be good to see someone from your old town, eh, boy?” he said, fixing the other teenage with a smile. “I wish some of my old buddies were here.”
Joshua forced a smile. “Yeah, it is good.”
“And as for you,” said Adam, turning back to Sam, “I saw you fight last night. You sure have got some fancy moves with those swords of yours. Haven’t seen anyone move like that, well, ever, and I was in the Special Forces.” His background explained why Adam was such a confident and aggressive fighter. “I see you haven’t put them down either. I like that — shows someone who’s prepared for all sorts of eventualities.”
Sam nodded, not quite sure what to say. He certainly wasn’t going to let his swords out of his sight, especially when he was unsure of his surroundings. His backpack was stored in another part of the cave complex, but his katana was still strapped to his back, and the wakizashi was tucked into his belt within easy reach.
“Right,” said Adam, clapping Joshua and Sam on their backs. “What can I do you for, boys?”
Joshua suddenly looked a bit sick. The two boys had spent the last two hours arguing about whether Sam should reveal his true identity to Adam. Joshua had finally got his way but only after he’d pointed out that Sam would need every bit of help he could get if he was going to get to Los Angeles. Grudgingly, Sam had to agree. He had no idea what he was going to do when he confronted the Antichrist, but he was pretty sure that the demon would not be alone.
“Sam’s got something to show you,” said Joshua, sounding as nervous as he looked.
“Ok then Sam, show me. Don’t mean to be rude, but I’m in a bit of a hurry here. We’ve still got lots of work to do before nightfall. The palisade hasn’t been completely repaired yet and then there’s the arc lights to think about.”
“Ah,” said Joshua, “well, this is, ah, quite a private thing.”
Adam frowned again. “We don’t have secrets around here, but if that’s the way you feel …” He shrugged and pulled a shabby curtain across the entrance to the alcove. Sam thought it looked like an old sheet.
Pulling out three old wooden crates, Adam set them before the boys. “Take a seat, gentlemen. This sounds serious.”
They positioned themselves in a rough circle. Both Joshua and Adam were looking at Sam expectantly. With hands that were shaking slightly, Sam pulled down his hood.
Adam’s eyes widened in surprise. “Ah …”

The Black Ridge cave complex was extensive. Sam was surprised and impressed by the level of organisation that clearly existed amongst the survivors. As Adam led them through the various chambers, Sam took a keen interest in his surroundings — something that he hadn’t done when he’d first arrived in the caves. A few hours earlier, all he could concentrate on was the impending meeting with Adam. Now that was finally over, he felt he could relax and turn his attention to other things.
They passed many other alcoves. Some, like the one Adam used for his briefing room, were curtained off. Judging from the glimpses he caught as they walked past, they were used as sleeping chambers for the surprisingly large amount of people who had made the caves their home. If Sam had to guess, he would’ve said there were probably over a hundred people in Black Ridge. Most of these people had a smile or greeting for Adam as they passed. He was obviously a popular leader. Sam wasn’t at all surprised by the man’s popularity — anyone who could keep him alive for this long against relentless hordes of demons would get his vote of approval too.
Many greeted Joshua as well, especially the teenagers, both males and females — and there seemed to be a lot of them. Almost all acknowledged Sam’s presence with a nod or curious glance. Some of the girls smiled shyly at Joshua and Sam. Many had seen him fight the previous night and he guessed he had garnered their respect — if not their trust. That would change if they knew what lurked under his hood. He’d put it back on after his meeting with Adam, and if any thought it was odd, they didn’t comment about it.
Other chambers they passed were stacked with supplies — mostly tinned food, water and large barrels presumably filled with diesel or oil for the generators. The Black Ridge survivors were clearly prepared for a long siege. Sam wondered if any of them realized the actual length of time they were destined to be trapped within the caves. Seven years was a long stretch, even with this level of preparation.
Emerging from the caves into the wan, early afternoon light, they stood in the large open space between the cave entrance and the fortifications. Work crews were busy repairing the damage to the palisade which had sustained significant damage during the demon attack in the night. Sam knew that Adam had despatched other groups out into the forest to cut down more trees to replace the logs shattered by the horned demons. Some were already in place. Others were being prepared by survivors, whittling away at both ends with machetes.
Sam liked the atmosphere and general feel of the camp. All the survivors seemed to be quite upbeat about their predicament. They all had a job to do and were setting to it with a will.
Sam and Joshua stood quietly listening and watching as Adam consulted with a woman in her twenties who was obviously the foreman, discussing the problem of the arc light. Adam introduced her as Tesara. The post, she explained, was easily replaced but the light itself had been smashed beyond repair. They had a replacement but the problem was they didn’t want a repeat of the previous night’s disaster. The demons had obviously learnt to target the lights themselves.
“Can’t you set it back further behind the palisade?” suggested Sam, surprising himself with his outspokenness.
Tesara spared him a quick appraising glance before turning her attention back to Adam. “We could,” she said thoughtfully, “but that would reduce the effectiveness of the lights themselves. The reason we put them next to the palisade was to get as much light onto our killing ground as possible.”
Adam looked at Sam. “Any other suggestions?”
During his years of training, Sam had studied all aspects of combat, including various manuals on tactics and strategy. Fortifications weren’t exactly his strong point but he had covered them.
“How about a ditch and bank defence?” he said. He crouched down in the dirt and began sketching with his finger. “We could dig a ditch just in front of this palisade; use the earth from the excavation to create a bank where we mount the arc lights. We then line the ditch with spikes and build another wall around it. That way, you’ll have two lines of defence.”
Adam nodded, his face registering surprise. He was clearly impressed by this strange boy’s understanding of tactics. “Good thinking, but there’s two problems there. One, I don’t know if the cables from the generations will be long enough, and two, we don’t have time to dig this before it gets dark.”
“The generator leads won’t be a problem,”said Tesara, “I’ve got extras in one of the caves, but yeah, you’re right — there’s no way we can build the second line of defence tonight. It’s a good idea though. Something to think about for the future.” She smiled at Sam which made him feel oddly pleased.
“Ok,” said Adam. “Do what you can with the lights. Maybe put some extra spikes or protection around it and we’ll see how that works.”
Tesara pursed her lips. “Just so you know, that’s our last replacement. If it goes, then we’re down to one light.”
“Don’t worry about it,” replied Adam with a grin. “Worst case scenario, I can always send a team into Bryce Valley or one of the other cities. I’m sure we’ll be able to hunt out another replacement.”
Tesara looked doubtful but didn’t voice her misgivings.
They left her behind and continued their tour of the outer defences. Adam led them onto the killing field in front of the palisade. All the demon bodies had disappeared, of course, and as for the human casualties, they had long been removed for burial. The previous night’s battle had taken its toll on the Rapture survivors. Four humans had been killed while another five were so badly injured they would not be fighting for the foreseeable future. They were currently being treated in yet another part of the cave complex that served as a sickbay. Luckily, a doctor was amongst those who were resident in the caves.
Another two humans had simply just disappeared — probably carried off by demons during the battle. That, as Adam had explained during their meeting, was a source of great concern — he could just not afford to lose so many each night. Granted, the last battle was unusual in the sense that so many demons had attacked at once, but if the demons attacked with the same numbers again, they would be in serious trouble. That’s why he had welcomed Sam with open arms: he desperately needed more fighters, especially well-trained ones.
“Might have to clear some more of those trees,” said Adam, pointing in the direction from which the horned demons had attacked. The shattered tree limbs were intruding onto the killing ground and might provide cover for demons in the next attack. “Never seen anything like it. Those big, horned demons, I mean. Tough buggers.” He looked at Sam. “You ever seen that type before?”
Sam shook his head.
“Might have to use high-calibre hunting rifles on them,” said Adam thoughtfully. “The automatics were struggling to get through their armour.”
Sam couldn’t agree more. Adam had a matter-of-fact attitude that impressed Sam. When he’d revealed his demonic heritage, Adam had been surprised at first but this was quickly replaced with interest. He’d wanted to know the whole story, so Sam told him what Hikari had told him so long ago, omitting nothing.
After Sam had finished, Adam had whistled slowly through his teeth. “Well, all I know is that you kill demons and you kill them well. That’s good enough for me,” was all he’d said about the matter. That was it. Case closed. Sam had sighed inwardly with relief.
Of course, Adam had said that he would have to consult with his senior lieutenants, but as far as he was concerned, Sam was welcome to stay for as long as he wanted. This type of attitude was new to Sam. It was surprising, of course, but also one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to him. If it weren’t for his mission, he would be happy to stay with Adam and the other survivors. He could see why all these people gave their loyalty and respect to this likeable, dependable man.
“Ok,” said Adam. “I’ve seen enough for now. You two go and get some food and get your heads down for a bit.”
“Don’t you want us to help fixing the palisade?” asked Sam.
“No, but thanks anyway. I try to rotate my fighting and work crews. If you fight one night, you don’t have to work the next day and vice versa. Most of the folk you see working weren’t involved in the action last night. Besides, I can only fit so many on the fighting platform. If I put too many up there, they just get in each other’s way. I want you two fresh for tonight.”
“And the meeting?” asked Joshua.
Adam clicked his fingers. “That’s right. Almost forgot. Come to my office about an hour before sundown. We’ll see if I can swing the others around to my way of thinking.” He winked at Sam. “Don’t you worry, my boy. I can be pretty convincing when I want to be.”
Sam certainly hoped so. Gabriel had obviously sent him here to help the survivors as well as getting aid in return. Without these people, he knew he would struggle to get to Los Angeles. And there was still a long, long way to go.

Sam felt a little uneasy as he followed Joshua towards Adam’s ‘office.’ Convincing Adam of his good intentions, despite his demonic heritage, had been a surprisingly easy thing. Sam had a feeling that Adam’s lieutenants would not be so understanding.
Josh’s watch had died a few weeks back so he had no idea what the time was. Fortunately, Sam had an unfailing sense of time due to the necessity of knowing when it would get dark, so he roused the other boy from his sleep long before the appointed time.
Sam himself had not slept. He had meditated for a couple of hours, which was sufficient, but a few hours of real sleep would not have been unwelcome. For the last few years now, Sam had starting sleeping inside a pentacle to block the bad dreams that had become more and more frequent. The pentacle did, unfortunately, have a few serious setbacks associated with it, so he was not about to use it now. His dream avoidance technique was, as a consequence, very simple; since the Rapture, he had basically not slept.
Earlier, the two boys had also eaten. Within the cave complex, there was a large cavern which served as a communal mess hall and living area. Once again, Sam had been impressed by the level of organisation that was apparent. The mess hall was lit by a series of hanging hurricane lamps. Long trestle tables had been set up where a good thirty or forty survivors were eating. The serving counter consisted of more trestle tables lined with gas burners. Pots bubbled on top of each, containing a variety of simple yet filling fare.
He and Joshua had lined up with some others and when their turn came, they were served by an attractive teenage girl whom Joshua introduced as Georgia.
“You boys fight last night?” she had asked.
Joshua had polished up a grin while all Sam could manage was a crooked half-smile. “Sure did,” Joshua had replied.
“Who’s your friend?” She looked directly at Sam with an intensity that had made him uncomfortable.
“Where’s my manners?” said Josh, smiling broadly. “Georgia, this is Sam.”
“I’d offer to shake your hand,” said Georgia, “but it’s covered in mushrooms. Want some?”
Both Sam and Joshua held out their plates eagerly. Georgia ladled the dark mixture onto their plates and then looked around carefully. “I shouldn’t do this, but you did fight last night.” She gave each boy another ladle full and winked at Sam. “Don’t tell anyone, handsome.”
Sam had felt himself blushing.
“After our work detail tomorrow, me and some of my friends are going on a bit of a scavenge out in the woods. You two fancy coming with us?”
Joshua nudged Sam in the ribs. “Of course we do. Look forward to it.” Sam had absolutely no idea what to say so just nodded blankly.
She’d grinned brightly at them then, saving her brightest smile for Sam.
Now, heading towards a meeting with Adam and his lieutenants, Sam couldn’t help but remember the look Georgia had on her face. It was the look that Sam had seen some girls give the handsome members of Jacob’s Ladder football team. He liked it. It made his stomach feel a little queasy; a feeling not dissimilar to the one he got just before he fought. Almost immediately, the feeling was replaced by guilt when an image of Aimi suddenly came into his head. She was the only one who had ever looked at him like that before. He peered around nervously; Aimi could be watching him right now from the heavens, and Sam suspected she wouldn’t be terribly pleased to see him flirting with other girls.
They reached Adam’s alcove. The curtain was drawn so Joshua coughed loudly.
“Come in,” said the unmistakeable voice of Adam.
Joshua pulled the curtain back and led Sam into the tiny space. Besides Adam, three other figures were standing in the alcove. One Sam recognized: Tesara. Sam had never seen the other two before.
It was crowded in the cramped space but Adam had managed to find six wooden packing crates which he had set in a small semi-circle before his work table.
“Joshua, Sam, welcome. Take a seat, everyone,” said Adam. He took the centre crate, while the others seated themselves around him. Sam found himself sitting at the end next to Joshua.
Sighing wearily, Adam ran one of his large hands through his greying hair. “Right, we’ll keep this short. We’ve still got a few things to finalise before tonight’s attack. For your sake, Sam, introductions first. You know Tesara of course. She’s my foreman and deals with all the defence works.” When Sam nodded, he continued. “This,” he said as he indicated the small older man to his left, “is Doctor Tim Eade. He’s in charge of all medical related matters.” Doctor Eade spared Sam a tight smile. “And this is Evan.” He gestured towards a tall, spare figure sitting next to Joshua. “He deals with the administrative side of running a camp this large. He’s also the quartermaster.” Evan took off his steel rimmed glasses and nodded at Sam.
“I’ve already briefed them about you, Sam. Show them.”
Sam did as he was asked, taking off his hood. He suddenly felt naked under the gaze of so many strangers. He saw a myriad of expressions amongst Adam’s lieutenants. Tesara looked thoughtful while Doctor Eade just looked surprised. There was no emotion of any kind evident on Evan’s face.
Adam nodded. “We’ve all got a few questions to ask you first, Sam. Tesara, if you don’t mind.”
Tesara tore her eyes from the horns jutting out of Sam’s unruly hair. “First off, Sam, tell us about the Rapture and the Tribulation.”
Sam wasn’t expecting this but did what he was asked, regurgitating every lesson Hikari and Father Rainey had drummed into him about these events. When he finished, there was silence in the small alcove.
“So let me get this straight,” said Adam eventually, leaning forward on his crate. “Jesus came back and took all his righteous believers with him, right? Now the rest of us are stuck here for the next seven years while demons emerge every night to drag our sorry arses to Hell? Is that the gist of it?”
Not trusting himself to speak, Sam nodded.
“And the rest of us,” said Doctor Eade, “were not taken, presumably because we have no faith, no belief?
Is that correct?”
Sam nodded again.
“We guessed as much,” said Adam. “There’s no TV or internet obviously, but we have got ourselves a short wave radio. We’ve been keeping in touch with other groups of survivors throughout the States and we eventually put all the pieces together. Most of us noticed that the only ones who disappeared were the god-faring types. What are your thoughts, Evan?”
“It’s going to be challenging,” he said. “We have enough supplies in to last for a few months but we’re going to have to supplement our rations with other sources of fresh food.”
Evan was inexplicably well-groomed. Even his clothes looked clean, in serious contrast to the others at the meeting. Sam pegged him as a fussy, uptight type. Probably an accountant by trade. Sam didn’t exactly warm to him.
“That might be a little difficult,” said Sam. “On my way here, I didn’t see too many animals. The plants are dying; without plants, no animals.”
Even looked at Sam without blinking. It was a little unnerving. “I have been experimenting with some varieties of fish that thrive in the dark. There are some pools in the deeper parts of these caves that will make excellent breeding ponds.”
Adam smiled. “Good. Make sure you get onto that. What about water?”
“There are deep springs here. They show no signs of being polluted with ash. Water won’t be a problem,” replied Evan.
“That’s excellent news. At least we won’t die of thirst,” said Adam.
“We are running short of medical supplies,” said Doctor Eade. The doctor made a much more favourable impression on Sam than Evan. The small man was quiet and composed, and looked highly competent; someone he would trust his life with. “With the growing rate of casualties, I’m going to need more space. And I could do with some more trained medical personnel.”
Adam sighed. “You don’t ask for much, do you, Doc?” He held up a hand to silence any argument. “Yes, yes. I’ll see what I can do. I’ll tell the next search party to make sure they keep an eye out for your medical supplies. As for the other things; with the rate of demons coming at us, don’t expect the casualty rate to go down any time soon. You’ll just have to cope and pray that the good Lord drops a few more nurses or doctors in our laps. And I do mean pray.”
“You don’t mean …” stuttered Tesara.
“I mean exactly what I just said,” replied Adam, in a tone that would brook no argument. “I didn’t have much faith before, but I certainly do now. The Rapture changed everything for me. If that wasn’t proof enough for you that God and the Devil exist, check out the fighting tonight. If those aren’t demons we’re fighting, then I’m a twelve year old girl in a pink dress. I’m gonna start praying and I suggest the rest of you do likewise. It might be the only way we’re going to survive this mess.”
“And what about him?” asked Tesara, nodding her head in Sam’s direction. “Surely it isn’t just a coincidence that on the night he shows up, so do a great flock of demons. And those big ugly horned brutes too.”
“Sam?” asked Adam gravely.
This was the key moment. The moment that Sam had been waiting for. It was when he knew they would turn on him. This always happened — it was only a matter of time. He lowered his head, unwilling to meet the accusing eyes of the others in the room.
“I … I guess that might be true. I was sent to help you here, though.”
“By who?” asked Tesara.
“An Archangel by the name of Gabriel. You might have heard of her.”
The others, with the exception of Joshua, looked stunned.
Suddenly, Adam laughed in a deep boom that bounced off the walls. “Well, if that doesn’t beat all.” He chuckled low in his throat. “A couple of months ago, I would’ve kicked your arse out of here for lying through your teeth, but now, after all that I’ve seen, I wouldn’t be surprised if Jesus Christ himself sat down with me for a cup of Joe.”
“What did this archangel want?” asked Doctor Eade.
“She said you would need my help.”
Adam raised his eyebrows. “That’s true. You certainly turned the tide last night. Without you, we would’ve been goners.”
“It also turns out that I need yours.”
“How so?” asked Evan.
Sam suddenly looked a little embarrassed. “I don’t know how to get to Los Angeles. I’ve studied some maps but I haven’t got them with me.”
“Why do you need to get to Los Angeles for?” asked Adam.
Sam paused, unsure how this was going to sound. He shrugged inwardly. It didn’t matter; he’d told them most of it by now, what difference would this make. “I need to fight the Antichrist.”
If Sam had thought he’d stunned them with the revelation of Gabriel, this was a whole new level of shock. Even Evan looked a little taken aback by this.
“Fight the Antichrist? Whatever for?” asked Tesara, looking thoroughly bewildered.
“Gabriel told me I have to confront him. For the souls of the innocents who remain behind.”
“That changes things,” said Adam, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “So what you need are some supplies and a guide to get you to Los Angeles. Does that sound about right?”
Feeling pleasantly surprised by how well negotiations were proceeding, Sam nodded again.
“Ok. We might be able to manage that,” said Adam. “I’ll have to go around and ask for a volunteer. Don’t be surprised if no-one puts their hand up though. It sounds like a suicide mission to me.”
“There won’t be any need for that,” said Joshua, surprising everyone by speaking for the first time. “I’ll go with him.”
Sam turned towards the other boy, gratitude welling up in his chest.
Joshua waved off the others responses. “It’s fine,” he said. “I’ve driven there a couple of times with my uncle. I know the way.”
“Good,”said Adam, clapping his hands onto his thighs. “That’s settled. Obviously, whatever has been said in this room stays between us. I don’t think the rest of the people here need to know there’s a demon in their midst. Now about tonight; I have a plan. Listen up, Sam, Josh. You’re probably not gonna like this … “

It was well after dark when Sam heard the first unmistakeable sounds of approaching demons. He’d been sensing them for a while but now had no doubt that they were heading their way. Beside him, he saw Joshua shiver.
“Don’t worry,” he said, sounding far calmer than he felt. “I’m sure this will go smoothly.”
Josh grinned back at him but he could tell the other boy was scared. They’d sat together in the darkness for the last hour, just waiting. It was a comfortable silence. Conversation wasn’t something Sam did particularly well and Josh looked too frightened to speak himself.
Sam still felt elated that Joshua had decided to come with him. It was the first time that he’d ever felt like he had a friend. He hadn’t realized how lonely he was; just being here in Black Ridge with other humans who accepted him was fantastic. But now that he had Josh, he felt like anything was possible.
There was no moon tonight. Sam felt relieved by that. It wasn’t often that the blood moon was hidden by the swirling clouds. It would have almost been pleasant outside, listening to the wind rustling in amongst the half-dead trees, if it wasn’t for the impending threat of a demon attack.
Glimpsed through the swaying limbs of the surrounding trees, Sam could just make out the killing ground, now brightly lit by arc light. Above the area, he caught fleeting shapes dancing in the warm upswells of air. One of them swept lower, revealing the massive form of an Astaroth swooping low over the trees. “Not long now,” he said.
No sooner had the words left his lips than he saw the first wave of Lemure surge through the outer tree line, heading directly towards the palisade. His heart sank as he saw a group of horned demons, towering amongst their lesser brethren. The survivors of Black Ridge had their work cut out for them this night.
He and Joshua had positioned themselves carefully so that they had a clear line of sight to where Adam waited on the fighting platform. As the defenders opened up with their heavy machine guns, Adam turned in his direction and waved. The signal.
“Hit it,” said Sam.
Joshua turned the key on the jeep. A juddering, coughing sound emerged from the engine and then nothing.
“Try it again.”
Joshua turned it again. This time, with a splutter and then a great roar as the engine burst into life. Josh gunned it and they took off. They got about ten feet before they jerked to an abrupt halt. In the dim light, Sam could make out the trunk of a tree in front of them.
“Turn on the lights,” Sam ordered.
“Yeah, yeah,” said Joshua testily. He hit the lights, suddenly bathing the bare limbs of tree trunks in a wash of stark illumination. He reversed quickly and then accelerated down the dirt track.
Sam felt rather than saw some of the Lemure and other demons suddenly swerve from their attack on the palisade and head in their direction. Adam’s plan was working. They were drawing at least some of the attackers off.
Joshua drove on, far too quickly for the pock-marked dirt trail. The jeep bounced and juddered along, almost throwing Sam out. He had to release his grip on his longer sword just to hang on. To call what they were on a track or trail was an exaggeration. It was just a thin line of clear space in between the trees, still heavily overgrown. It had seen some traffic though — Sam could see tyre marks which Joshua was using to navigate.
“Take it easy!” he shouted over the roar of the engine.
“If you want to drive, be my guest,” yelled Josh.
“I don’t know how,” Sam admitted.
Josh took his eyes off the track for a second to give Sam an astounded glance. When he looked back, a massive shape had materialized in front of the jeep, blocking the path. It was a horned demon, easily recognisable in the glare of the jeep’s headlights. If they hit that, the vehicle was definitely going to come off second best.
“Look out!” screamed Sam.
Josh swerved violently, veering off the path, missing two trees by a hair’s breadth. As Josh fought the wheel with the jeep hurtling amongst the trees, Sam noticed other things in the forest with them. Lemure. Tens, if not hundreds of them, scurrying out of the path of the hateful light. A group of them were too slow and Josh rammed into them, sending demon bodies flying over the bonnet. Some disappeared immediately, raining ash down on the two boys. The others landed behind the jeep. Sam risked a glance behind him and was horrified to see them lurching back onto their feet and chasing the jeep again.
Yet more Lemure reached for him as they raced past. He struck out with his wakizashi, feeling the satisfying sensation of his blade cutting deep. He severed several clutching hands, leaving them twitching on the forest floor behind the racing jeep.
Josh swerved again and suddenly they were back on the path.
“Nicely done,” he yelled.
Josh nodded, but didn’t risk glancing in Sam’s direction. He’d learnt his lesson.
They charged along the path. Sam could sense the Lemure struggling to keep pace beside the vehicle. When he stared back down the path, he could see the horned demon lumbering after them. With its thick, powerful legs, it wasn’t built for speed. Soon, they had left it far behind.
Sam was impressed. So far the plan had gone off almost without a hitch. He started to relax, thinking they were in the clear when, without warning, the jeep shuddered under an immense blow. The whole front of the vehicle lunged upwards and began to slow as only the rear wheels got any traction with the ground.
Gulping, Sam grabbed his katana and turned, knowing all too well what he would find perched on the back on the jeep. He wasn’t disappointed. It was an Astaroth. Somehow, the massive demon had avoided the branches overhead and managed to land itself directly on the back of their jeep. Its huge weight was what was forcing the front up like the prow of a ship on a stormy sea.
The jeep was only crawling along now, struggling to move with such a load on the back. That was fortunate for Sam. It meant that he was able to keep his balance while he stood and confronted the creature with both blades.
The Astaroth was forced to duck continuously as low branches threatened to sweep it off the back of the jeep. Slightly off balance, it could only swing with two of its four blades at once. Somehow, he managed to block both thrusting swords. The impact left his arms numb and he knew he wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long. He’d defeated an Astaroth before, but using the same trick in these circumstances was completely out of the question.
“If you’re going to do something, now would be good,” he yelled at Joshua. The other boy didn’t have to be told twice. He knew something was on the back of the jeep and from the sound of Sam’s voice, knew that it wasn’t good.
Joshua swerved again. The manoeuvre done at speed would have effectively thrown the Astaroth (and probably Sam) off the jeep. Unfortunately, the crawling pace of the jeep caused only a minor inconvenience for the great demon. It shuffled its weight but stayed firmly rooted.
“Do something else,” yelled Sam again, desperately blocking another attack.
“I’m trying,” Joshua yelled back.
Joshua picked a spot between the trees. Sam knew it would be close but right now, they had no other options. The jeep scraped the sides of both trees as they squeezed through. The Astaroth wasn’t so lucky. For some reason, it had not furled its wings. As a result, they were jutting out like sails on a ship. Both wings clipped the trees and yanked it back. It fell off the jeep with a mighty thud.
With its huge weight no longer an issue, the front wheels of the jeep finally touched the ground again. The jeep surged forward, throwing Sam off balance. His katana flew out of his hand, over the side and into the undergrowth.
“Stop!” yelled Sam.
“No chance,” Joshua replied grimly.
“You have to,” Sam yelled again. “Without both swords, we’re history.”
Joshua sighed deeply and turned the wheel. The jeep roared through the trees and back onto the path. Again. The Astaroth was standing in the middle of the path facing in their direction, its gleaming red eyes fixed on them. Josh swerved to the left, taking them off the path. Once he was past the Astaroth, Joshua jerked the wheel to the right. The Astaroth was just turning as they hurtled past it and back towards the trees where they’d just been. Sam felt the swish of the demon’s blades narrowly miss his head as they swept past.
Joshua gunned the jeep through the narrow opening in the trees again. As he did, Sam reached down over the low side of the vehicle, praying that he remembered the exact spot correctly. A second later, he sat upright, grinning triumphantly, his katana once again in his hand.
“Happy now?” said Josh sarcastically.
“Sure am,” said Sam. He was too — more elated and happier than he’d been in years. They’d just pulled off the impossible and it felt great.
Josh got them back on the path and picked up speed. The frustrated screams of the demons followed them down the path as the Astaroth and other demons fell behind, unable to keep up with the rapidly accelerating jeep. Without warning, the sound of the tyres changed. They’d reached the main road.
With a squeal of tyres, Josh brought the car around, grinning wildly. He gunned the engine. The jeep gathered speed, rapidly taking them westwards, towards Bryce Valley and whatever awaited them there.
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JACOB’S LADDER

ONE YEAR BEFORE THE RAPTURE



“…that proves how marvellous God’s love is, even for the most miserable human beings, being that demons can never take a human figure in a perfect form, and so the most stupid people are able to discover them”.

Nicholas Remy, Daemonolatreiae libri tres, 1595.



“Try to lie down.”
Sam squirmed about on the floor, trying to get comfortable. Inside the pentagram, there wasn’t much room. Aimi had done her best, providing a small bed roll and a pillow, but it certainly wasn’t long enough for him to stretch out.
He ended up in a foetal position which was only a moderately pleasing posture for someone of his height and build. He didn’t want to think what would happen if he wanted to change positions during his sleep.
Hikari eyed the circle critically and consulted the
heavy tome in his arms. He traced something in the book with his finger and then nodded.
“Well,” he said, closing the book and placing it on the floor. “It looks right. We’ll just have to wait and see.”
Sam prayed vehemently that it would work. Over the last several months, his dreams had become much, much worse, making sleep almost impossible. Meditation helped, but sometimes he was so tired that his eyes would just close by themselves. And then the dreams would come. Dreams of black figures wreathed in fire, talking to him, cajoling and suggesting. It was becoming too much.
Hikari has spent the last few years researching extensively for a solution to the problem. What he’d found was a precious leather bound copy of the Lesser Key of Solomon, a seventeenth century text that contained detailed information on rituals for summoning, controlling and banishing the various demons of hell.
Together, Sam and Hikari had gone through it, page by page, trying various solutions. Sam had enjoyed the time they spent together, especially being able to work through a book that he was able to touch. The Lesser Key of Solomon was neither holy nor blessed. It didn’t burn him like the Bible.
Today was just another variation of the other rituals. Sam didn’t hold out much hope but he was desperate enough to try anything.
“I’m not sure I understand,” said Aimi, her pretty face creased with a frown. She was almost fifteen now and had matured into a stunningly beautiful teenager. Most days, Sam found it hard to concentrate if she was around. “The pentagram is meant to contain a demon; how is it meant to stop the dreams from getting to him?”
“If Solomon is to be believed, then the symbol should stop anything from Hell getting in or out. In theory, that should include dreams.” Hikari shrugged. “In theory.”
Sam could see that his master, like him, still had doubts. Of course, this had never been tried before. Over the centuries, there had been accounts of how magicians and demon worshippers had summoned high-ranking demons into these pentagrams, but there was nothing about protecting a demon from projected thoughts. The need, Sam guessed, had never arisen — until now …
During their investigation, Hikari and Sam had unearthed many fascinating insights about demons. Hikari was an expert on the subject and yet his master was still surprised by what they had found in Solomon’s text. According to this and other books on demonology, a circle of holy water sprinkled around someone’s body would protect them from Demons. They’d tried this with disastrous results, as the close proximity of the holy water made Sam’s body break out in hives. The idea was quickly abandoned.
They’d also tried variations of pentagrams used to summon demons. Most of these involved using candles and braziers filled with burning sulphur, blood and various other substances. All it had succeeded in doing was making Sam feel nauseous, and the smell in the confined space of the small storage room made sleep all but impossible.
Hikari picked up his chalk again. With it he traced a circle linking the five points of the pentagram, converting the symbol into a pentacle. Amongst Christians, the symbol had once been a source of good. The five points represented the five wounds of Christ and also the five senses. By changing it into a pentacle, Hikari had unified its powers for good, protection and wholeness.
Hikari grunted and straightened up. “Let’s hope we’ve got it the right way round this time.”
It wasn’t the first time they’d tried this. Through trial and error, they’d discovered that it was something to do with the orientation of the pentacle. Two points projecting upwards were the sign of evil while the topmost pointing towards Heaven meant the opposite. The only problem was, they didn’t know which direction Heaven was.
They’d changed the orientation over the course of four nights. Not once had it worked. Sam’s nightmares returned with renewed power every single night. Tonight was their last chance. If this didn’t work, they’d have to go back to the drawing board and try something completely different.
Hikari checked the pentacle one last time, ensuring that there were no gaps in the chalk. One tiny gap would be all that it took to render the symbol useless. Eventually, he smiled at Sam. “Sweet dreams, my boy.”
Aimi hesitated for a moment as Hikari left the small storage room, leaving the two of them alone. “Looks like you’re trapped in there,” she grinned at him.
They knew from past trials that Sam was effectively a prisoner inside the pentacle. Sam moved his legs experimentally. As they reached the chalk outline of the pentagram, it was as if they encountered a solid barrier. He pressed harder and felt only the slightest give in the wall. He knew that he could probably shove even more and eventually force himself through, but that would ruin the chalk outline and with it, his chance for a dreamless sleep.
He grinned back at her. “It’s not often that you have me at a disadvantage, is it? I wouldn’t get used to it.”
Aimi laughed. “All talk, big man. We’ll see how you go at training this afternoon, sunshine.” She blew him a kiss and closed the door softly on her way out.
Sam grunted and wiggled around in the confined space. Curled up, he let sleep take him, praying that it would be dream free.

It was late afternoon when Sam finally emerged from the room, Hikari apparently having broken the pentacle shorty before he awoke. He found Aimi and Hikari in the kitchen preparing an early supper.
“Well?” said Aimi, turning towards him with her hands on her hips.
“It was … good,” he said sleepily, rubbing his eyes.
“You mean no dreams?” Aimi gazed at him happily.
He nodded. “No dreams.”
She threw herself at him and gave him a tight squeeze. “That’s wonderful. I’m so happy for you,”she said, kissing his cheek.
Hikari walked past, carrying a bowl of soup. He patted Sam on the back. “Well done, my boy.”
Aimi handed him a bowl of soup. “Does that mean you aren’t going to be so grumpy?” she teased.
He gave her a crooked smile. “It depends on how nice you are to me.”
Aimi laughed and threw a napkin at him.
They seated themselves at the table and Sam attacked his soup with gusto. He was ravenous. It was amazing what a good night’s sleep could do for his appetite. He hadn’t felt this rested, well — ever. It was sheer bliss to sleep for a few hours with nothing going on in his head. He felt renewed, invigorated, and was looking forward to getting on with his training.
He got through two bowls of soup and a platter of fried fish with rice while Aimi and Hikari were still on their first bowl of soup. When he’d finished, he looked up at Hikari expectantly.
“What’s my regime today, Sensei?”
Hikari set down his bowl. “First the gym. I want an hour’s strenuous workout from you. Mixed weights. Heavy and light. Then some sword work. Aimi will join us today. After that, both of you can go for a run.”
Sam nodded, feeling almost happy. He stood up. “Ready when you are.”

“Begin.”
Aimi thrust with the spear, extending her body out and shifting her grip so it was near the end of the shaft. The lightning strike came perilously close to lancing him. He parried hurriedly, bringing both training swords down, forcing the pointed tip to the ground.
Normally, Aimi wouldn’t take him off guard like this but his mind had been elsewhere. At the time, he was busy staring off into the evening shadows. Something was tickling the back of his mind; he suspected a demon was nearby, watching and waiting as usual.
He shook off the feeling and concentrated on the task at hand. Aimi deserved his attention and respect. Though not training as intensively as Sam, she had still spent many hours with Hikari and himself. As a result, she was a very accomplished warrior, with a speed and grace not unlike Sam’s own.
He enjoyed their training sessions together. She challenged him and if he was being truthful, he just liked watching her move. Her body was so beautiful and lithe that on a few occasions, she’d thumped him in the head simply because he was not even watching her weapon. Hikari had chastised him for that.
He still had her spear pinned beneath his own weapons and was curious to see what she would do next, content to wait. She didn’t disappoint him as usual. Always unorthodox, Aimi released her grasp on the spear and surged along the shaft. The kick, if it had connected, would’ve put a serious dent in his skull. At the last second, he moved his head fractionally, and the kick passed harmlessly to one side. He swept both swords up and battered her backside with the flats of the blades. Already off-balance with her missed kick, the blows threw her body through the air. She rolled in mid-air and landed neatly on her feet with feline grace.
“You’ll have to do better than that,” he said, grinning wildly.
She snorted and ran to the weapons rack, grapping a long handled pole arm — a naginata. Sam sighed. Aimi always picked these sorts of weapons precisely because they gave him trouble. She’d long since learnt that she was no match for him with short weapons and so now these were her weapons of choice. The naginata had a longer shaft than her spear with a wicked saber-shaped blade attached to the end.
Without pause, she charged, slicing the blade down towards him. Sam had expected this and raised both swords up in a cross block. It was a feint. Aimi dropped suddenly and spun on her ankles, bringing the naginata around in a low blow designed to sweep him off his feet.
He sprung upwards, more as a reflex action rather than any calculated defensive move. The dull blade missed his feet by a fraction. He landed and raised his katana up to block the blow that was aimed at his head. As he did so, he darted forward and placed the tip of his short sword against Aimi’s neck. She flinched and then somersaulted backwards. The naginata swept upwards, narrowly missing his nose.
She charged again. This time he met it full-on, bringing both blades together where the metal blade met the wooden shaft of the naginata. Despite the fact that his blades were blunt training swords, the sheer power of his attack was enough. The shaft of the naginata shattered. The blade of the weapon cartwheeled off to land quivering in the red soil. Aimi was knocked off her feet.
Sam dropped one of his blades and put his hand out to help Aimi up. She accepted it with a smile.
Hikari nodded. “Good,” he said. “Aimi, excellent technique and good improvisation. Sam, slightly sloppy work there. She almost had you. Your defensive work is still lacking.”
Sam scowled. Next to him, Aimi was unsuccessfully trying to suppress a giggle. Hikari was often like this — pointing out his deficiencies even when Sam thought he was doing well. He knew Hikari had his best interests at heart though. His job was to prepare Sam for the coming Tribulation. If it meant that his foster-son would survive, then all the harsh criticism would be worthwhile.
“Let us begin again,” commanded Hikari.
Sam scowled again. It looked like it was going to be one of those evenings.

The crowd cheered. Sam hurriedly (and somewhat guiltily) tore his eyes away from Aimi and back to the game. The Jacob’s Ladder Bucks were currently leading, having just scored another touchdown. Joshua, the quarterback for the Bucks, was having a great game. He seemed unable to miss the running back, his passes nailing his other player with pinpoint accuracy.
From his vantage point under the stand, Sam had a pretty good view of most of the game. He’d positioned himself in front of the cheerleaders, of course. Aimi had just started cheering for the Bucks and Sam loved watching her. Already, she was one of the better ones but that didn’t surprise him. With her training and agility, Aimi was always going to be good at sports.
As with everything she did, Aimi excelled. Academically, she was in the top one percent of students in the state and was in the track team that had just won the nationals. She said she only went in for cheerleading because she liked the physical activity. It made sense though, Sam thought. Because of her bright, cheerful attitude, she was also incredibly popular. At times Sam felt slightly jealous of her, but mostly he was just immensely proud.
The feeling made him wonder what he would have become if only he’d been allowed to live a normal life. Sports, he knew, would’ve suited him. He was bigger, stronger and much faster than most boys his age. Football was probably the game for him. He liked watching Joshua playing at quarterback, imagining what it would be like to be in his position. To hear the crowd cheering as he made a pass, to feel accepted by his teammates — they were experiences forever denied him. It was nice to daydream though.
Hikari was in the stand somewhere above him. He’d tried to encourage Sam to join him but Sam had refused. As usual, he’d felt self-conscious about wearing his hood and didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention towards himself.
The offensive line came in to be replaced by the defensive team. Sam noticed how Joshua proffered Aimi a particularly large grin as he walked past the cheerleaders. A surge of jealousy almost made him cry out. He found that he was gripping one of the stand supports so hard that he was denting it. From that one glance, Sam realized that Joshua liked Aimi. It made him angry. Very angry.
The crowd cheered again but this time, Sam thought he could hear another noise intermingled with it. A whisper. Something was in the back of his mind, teasing him. He’d heard voices many times before, although now, of course, only when he was outside the protective pentacle. But this time, there was something different about the voices. This time, there were many … and they were female.
He cast around in the shadows beneath the stand, trying to find the source of the whispers. He closed his eyes to activate his other senses. He could feel them nearby; even smell them. It was … intoxicating. He felt his pulse begin to race. Sweat started beading his brow, despite the cool temperature.
Finally, he pinpointed their location, and gazed directly at a patch of shadows that was criss-crossed with braces holding up the stand.
“Come out,” he said. “I know you’re there.”
Even as he said it, he was conscious of the fact that he was unarmed. Despite the fact he wasn’t mixing with the public, the chances of him being seen with a weapon strapped to his back was too high to risk. He flexed his empty hands nervously. Coming out without weapons was a serious miscalculation given that he was outnumbered. Possibly his last.
Sliding out of the shadows as if they were part of them came three young females. All three were dressed in tight fitting black clothing that revealed almost as much as it covered. They were all fantastically beautiful, so much so that Sam realized he’d stopped breathing. They could have been triplets other than the fact that each had different coloured hair.
“Hello, Samael,” breathed the red-haired one.
“Very nice to see you in the flesh,” giggled the brunette. “So to speak.”
The blonde grinned seductively at him. “We’ve been dying to meet you.”
Sam finally remembered to breathe, difficult though it was. These woman were the most beautiful creatures he had ever seen, annd they were here for him. Something was whispering at him again. These woman were his, to do with as he chose. His brain felt dulled, his thoughts murky.
Suddenly, a voice broke through the whispered promises, shattering the spell. It was Aimi, leading the cheer. He could hear her clearly and the sound punched clean through to his heart, the revelation falling upon him so quickly that he staggered with shock. He knew now what he faced. These weren’t woman. Not even close. They were Greater Demons — succubi — sent from Hell to seduce him.
Now that he could see clearly, he could make out the small horns peeking out of their long, wild hair. As they recongnised the change in him, their expressions suddenly hardened.
“What has that little tramp got that we haven’t?” asked the brunette archly.
“We’ve got a whole lot more.” The red head ran her hands suggestively down her womanly curves.
“And there are three of us,”added the blonde, smirking at him. She poked her tongue out lasciviously.
They stepped closer. His feet felt as if they were embedded in the soil beneath him. He couldn’t move. His mind was crying out for him to flee but his body just wouldn’t do it.
They crept even closer, their lithe bodies moving with the sensual smoothness of a serpent. The brunette reached out and touched him. Her slim hands were tipped with long nails which she ran down his arm. Too late, he remembered Hikari’s warning. Under no circumstances should he allow a succubus to touch him. Even through the long sleeve of his hoodie, he could feel the sensation, filling his body with burning desire.
The other two joined their sister, running their hands over his body. He wanted to cry out or flee — or both — but only sounds of pleasure emerged from his throat. He sank to his knees, his body lost in pleasure while his mind screamed soundlessly. Covering his body with theirs, the succubi smothered him, their happy cries merging with his own. They pulled down his hood and ran loving hands through his hair, stroking the horns that protruded from his head. Sam lost all track of time until, suddenly, a voice pierced the fog in his mind.
It was Hikari, come to check up on his student. “Sam? Sam, are you in there?”
“Here!” Sam managed to grunt.
The three succubi hissed with displeasure, fading back into the shadows as Sam’s master approached.
“Sam? Are you ok?” Hikari bent down to help him up but Sam shook off his hand angrily.
Somewhat jerkily, Sam got to his feet, then raced out of the cover of the stand and straight into Joshua. While Sam had been under the spell of the succubi, the game had finished. Led by Joshua, the players were walking through the tunnel and into the changing rooms.
Joshua. All Sam could think of was the way the other boy had looked at Aimi. Hatred filled him instantly. Without thinking, he grabbed the other boy by the throat and lifted him off his feet one-handed.
Behind him, all the other players stood in stunned silence, staring at Sam’s head, not reaching out to intervene.
“Sam,” Joshua gasped, terrified. “Your eyes, they’re … Let me go!”
Sam roared in fury, forcing the other players to take a step backwards. No-one wanted to interfere, and it took Sam another enraged, confused moment to work out why. The succubi had removed his hood and now his horns and his furious scarlet eyes — were on plain display.
“That’s enough, Sam,”shouted Hikari, emerging from the darkness under the stand. “Let him go.”
Sam looked around in confusion. The red glow in his eyes drained away. Suddenly, he became aware of what he was doing. He dropped Joshua, and the other boy collapsed onto the ground, gasping and holding his throat.
As the other boys in the team continued to stare mutely at Sam, unsure what to do, the silence was broken by the sound of running footsteps. Aimi pushed herself through the other players.
“Sam? Sam, are you okay?” she asked, her face creased with concern. Suddenly she noticed the other boy huddled at Sam’s feet. “Oh, Sam. What have you done?”
Crouching to help Joshua, she looked up at him, the accusation clear on her face. It was too much for Sam to take. He did what he always did when he didn’t know what to do.
He ran.

Much later, Aimi tracked him down, sitting in the darkness amongst the plants in their garden. He could feel how careful she was not to startle him as she slowly sat down beside him.
“How are you, Sunshine?” she asked gently.
Sam raised his head briefly from his knees to glare at her. “How do you think?”
“Judging from the fact that you’re out here by yourself, I’d say that you were probably embarrassed,” she replied, the tone in her voice light.
Sam buried his face back into his knees. “You could say that,” was his muffled response. “I’m a monster.”
Aimi shuffled closer to him and put one tiny arm around his shoulders. “You aren’t a monster, but I am curious as to what happened tonight.”
“Did Hikari not tell you?”
Aimi shook her head. “Tell me what?”
“About the succubi.”
Aimi looked horrified. Like Sam, Aimi knew most of the demon names by heart. “No! He said he saw some figures in the shadows but he couldn’t make out what they were.”
“They … they were trying to do things to me. I wanted to stop them, but I couldn’t.”
Aimi’s eyes slowly widened as realisation struck her. “They didn’t …?”
Sam shook his head. “No,” he said. “Thank God. Hikari coming along just as he did took them by surprise. If he hadn’t though …” He left the last bit unsaid.
“It’s not your fault.” Aimi hugged him closer. “They are she- demons from Hell, bred specifically to seduce men. What chance did you possibly have?”
“I should have resisted somehow. I should’ve done something, anything. Instead, I just stood there and let them … touch me.” Sam’s face crumpled with disgust at the thought.
“No man has the power to resist their charms. You did what any other man would have done.”
“But that’s just it, isn’t it?” He sat up angrily. “I’m not just any other man. In fact, I’m no man at all. I’m a demon.”
“You are a man, and a good one. Have you even considered that your demon blood would make you just as susceptible to their charms?”
Sam didn’t answer. He just sat there feeling miserable, as Aimi tried to comfort him. Perhaps she was right but it didn’t make him feel any better.
“Why do you think they were here?” she asked.
Sam shrugged. “They must know what’s coming and want me on their side. All I have to do is submit and I’ll be lost. They keep tempting me and this time, they almost succeeded.”
“But they didn’t, did they? They can keep trying as much as they like, but they won’t win. I know they won’t. I know what’s in your heart. You can’t affect something as true and good as that.”They sat in silence for a moment. “And what was that about with Joshua?” she asked.
Sam hung his head in shame. “I don’t know,” he confessed. “The succubi … strengthened my emotions somehow. I felt angrier than ever before. I … I saw the way he looked at you. I know it sounds irrational, but I couldn’t control myself.”
Aimi’s eyes widened in surprise. “The way he looked at me? Sam, you need to understand. Josh and I are friends. That’s it. He might have feelings for me — though I don’t think he does — but I do and always will, view him as a friend.” She put one small finger under his chin and lifted his face up to hers. “Besides, there’s room for only one man in my heart.”
“Oh? And who’s that then?”
Springing upwards, Aimi planted her hands on her hips. “You really are pretty stupid sometimes, you know that? I think you must be more man than demon.” With that, she stormed off.
Sam sat where he was, feeling bewildered. “Did I say something wrong?”

Sam woke within the pentacle and immediately knew something was wrong. He sat bolt upright, his head moving frantically from side to side to try and pinpoint the source of the unease. Judging from the light sliding in through the crack in the curtain, it was late afternoon, and he’d been asleep for no more than two or three hours.
He couldn’t see anything but he just knew that there was another presence in the room with him.The dim light left much of the room in shadow. Plenty of places for a demon to hide — and he was sure it was a demon.
Sam pushed experimentally at the invisible barrier. Unusually, there was no give in it. He called out. “Hikari? Aimi?” There was no answer, which again was very strange.
“Don’t bother,” said a smooth male voice. “They can’t hear you.”
As a figure materialized out of the shadows Sam flinched. The shadows seemed to cling to the man as if reluctant to let go, flickering around his edges. He was impeccably well dressed, with a suit that looked like it had been fashioned by the best tailor in the world. Judging from the slicks of grey in his neat hair, he was in his forties, with an extremely handsome face that Sam found oddly familiar.
He smiled, and the expression made Sam shiver.
“Good to see you, Samael. How are you?”
“What have you done with my family?” Sam croaked.
The man flicked his fingers and a chair appeared before him, just outside Sam’s pentacle. He spun it around and sat down, nodding amiably at Sam.
“Don’t worry yourself on that account, my boy. They’re fine. Just having a little late afternoon nap.” His face suddenly twisted in distaste. “That damnable bitch, Gabriel, wouldn’t let me touch them. Against the rules, you see.” He winked at Sam.
“Who are you?” Sam managed to stammer.
The man held up one finger and waggled it at him. “Can’t tell you that. Rules again. I’m sure you understand. I will inform you one day, but not today.”
Without appearing too obvious, Sam pressed up against the barrier. He may as well have been pushing against a solid rock wall. He thought furiously. Even if he got out, he was unarmed. His swords were in his room upstairs and he doubted that this figure would give him an opportunity to get them.
“I wouldn’t bother doing that either, young Prince. I’ve strengthened the barrier. Even you, with your extraordinary talents, would struggle to get out.”
Young Prince? What had this demon meant by that? He put aside the question for later. “Why are you here?” he demanded.
The demon shrugged easily. “To see you, of course. In person, so to speak. I’ve watched you for a long time and thought it was time to meet face-to-face. I’ve been very impressed by what I’ve seen so far; your training’s coming along famously. Your Sensei …” and he said this last word with a sneer, “has been doing a surprisingly good job. Probably better than I could really. I must thank him some day.” With that last quip, the demon laughed. The sound made Sam’s skin crawl.
“So you’re the demon that’s been watching me all this time?”
The demon nodded. “Have to keep an eye on my ‘investments’, don’t I? It’s not always me though. Sometimes I send a stand-in. I’m a busy man, don’t you know.”
“You’re not a man at all. You’re a demon,” spat Sam.
The man’s face suddenly lost its good humour. “Be careful what you say, boy. You’ve got the same blood running through your veins.”
”And I suppose you’re responsible for all my nightmares?”
His charming facade once more on display, the demon bowed slightly from the waist. “Guilty as charged. Have to say though, I was pretty impressed with your improvised protection here. I didn’t see that coming, and normally I see … everything.”
Sam stared at him, wishing there was something he could do. What had happened to Aimi and Hikari? It didn’t bear thinking about. “What do you want from me?” he snarled.
The demon spread his hand wide. “What does anyone really want? Love? I can see you want it from that little unconscious minx next door. Power? Already got it. Money? Don’t need it. World domination? Now that’s something worth fighting for.”
“What’s world domination got to do with me?”
The demon shook his head sadly. “I really thought you were smarter than that.You do know what’s coming, don’t you?”
“Of course.”
“These humans really are quite stupid. There have been signs for years. Plagues, famines, wars, natural disasters. They’ve been on the increase and no-one seems to have asked the proper question. Why? It’s because He,” he said as he jerked his face upwards with evident distaste, “has been trying to tell them something. Did they listen? Of course they didn’t. Now the end game is upon them, it’s too late. And you, boy, have a part to play in this. Soon, you must decide which side you’re on.”
“I know what side I’m on.” Sam smiled grimly. “I’ve known all my life.”
The demon smirked. “Do you really? Tell me, Samael-how does it feel when you lose your temper? How did it feel when those succubi put their hands all over you? This is your demon side. Let it loose. Enjoy it. Bask in it. It’s part of who you are.”
Sam tried to ignore the emotions rushing through him. The demon was right. He did enjoy those sensations. But that was the path to damnation, and he was not about to give in to it. — for the sake of Hikari and Aimi.
“You’re wrong,” he said. “I’m part human. The goodness in me will always triumph.”
The demon roared with laughter. He laughed for some time, shaking with mirth. Eventually, wiping his eyes, he regained his composure. “You really are naive, aren’t you?” He shrugged. “I’ll suppose we’ll find out in due course. Even I can’t see what’s going to happen. It’s all very exciting.”
“You demons think this is just a game, don’t you?” Sam asked, suddenly feeling angry. “You’re playing with countless lives here, and you think it’s just a big joke.”
“It’s the only game in town. The one with the biggest stakes. I’ve been playing it for some time now, and I’m very good at it. I don’t lose.”The demon grinned.
“Well, you’re going to this time,” shouted Sam. “I won’t let you win.”
“No, Samael. Here’s what will happen. Your precious Hikari and Aimi are going to be taken and you’ll be left behind. Doesn’t that make you angry? You’re going to be left here to suffer with the rest of the godless and be expected to fight for them. Possibly die for them — these humans who hate you. Despise you! Come on, you’re smarter than that, surely? Join me and I’ll give you everything you ever wanted — including that little half-caste you seem so keen on.”
Sam’s anger was building to a point where he knew he wouldn’t be able to control himself. Hostility for this man, this thing, was burning through him. “I will never join you,” he roared. “Never. I will hunt you all down and kill you for what you did to my mother.”
“Ah, your mother. Now there was a woman. I and a few of my kind knew her well.” His face contorted into mocking sadness. “And such a shame about what happened to her.”
Blood pounded in Sam’s ears. Shouting incoherently, feeling his eyes glowing blood-red, he began pounding on the invisible barrier that separated him from his foe.
The demon watched him silently for a moment. “That’s the spirit,” he said, although Sam could barely hear him. He stood up and straightened his suit, brushing imaginary fluff from his jacket as the chair disappeared. “I think that went well,” he said to no-one in particular.
With a last cheery wave at the furious teenager, he stepped into the shadows. The vapours seemed to wrap themselves around him, and suddenly he was gone.
Alone, only vaguely aware of this fact, Sam continued to rage against the barrier, striking it again and again with all the force he could muster.
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BRYCE VALLEY CITY

PRESENT
“And he causeth all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and bond, to receive a mark in their right hand, or in their foreheads: And that no man might buy or sell, save he that had the mark, or the name of the beast, or the number of his name.
Here is wisdom. Let him that hath understanding count the number of the beast: for it is the number of a man; and his number is Six hundred threescore and six.”
Revelation 13: 16–18
By the time he and Josh arrived at Bryce Valley City, it was almost morning. That surprised Sam; during his research, he’d thought it would only take a couple of hours at most to reach the city from Black Ridge. But then, his calculations were based on walking overland at his own pace. He’d never planned on driving.
True to his word, Adam had cleared the roads all the way through to Bryce Valley — Sam had seen the snowplough they’d used for the job parked next to the jeep just before they left Black Ridge. They had to make a few detours; once to avoid a large pack of Lemure and then where a recently burnt-out truck completely blocked the road. The route wasn’t simple, backtracking and then driving on through a number of small towns, all seemingly deserted. Once they’d got onto one of the state highways, however, it became plain sailing.
During the journey, Sam was quite content to sit back and let Joshua drive, alert but relaxed. He’d seen a couple of Astaroth flying in the distance, but the jeep had easily outpaced them. Joshua kept quiet. If he’d seen the Astaroth, he didn’t say anything. He seemed to know where he was going and for once, Sam was enjoying putting his feet up.
That all changed when they reached Bryce Valley.
Sam sat up suddenly when he realized what was before them. The road leading west was barricaded by the burnt remains of various vehicles. A group of dishevelled humans were sitting on top of the mound, holding a squirming teenage girl. All were armed.
Just in front of them was another car. All the doors were open and two bodies, motionless, blood pooling around them, were sprawled on the pavement next to it.
The barricade was new. When Adam had told them about the route to take, he hadn’t mentioned these people. That meant they weren’t here last time he’d sent out a scavenging patrol. This wasn’t good. Wasn’t good at all.
Their destination, Bryce Valley City, was just off the state highway, and Sam could already see the sign for the turnoff just before the make-shift barrier. Unfortunately, the survivors had already seen them.
“Reverse,” said Sam.
“Yeah, I know,” replied Joshua, already wrestling with the gear box.
Too late, Sam spotted another group of survivors coming up behind them. It was a trap — a simple one, but all the best traps were. Up ahead, the first group were ambling towards the jeep, two of them dragging the crying girl between them.
“Stop your car and get out,” yelled a large man who had positioned himself in front the jeep.
Sam and Joshua exchanged looks. “Do what I do,” Sam whispered to him.
Josh shut off the engine and they climbed out cautiously. Sam left his weapons in their sheaths although his fingers ached to draw them. For his part, Joshua was armed with a baseball bat spiked with iron nails — an effective demon killer. Adam had explained he could not spare one of the machine guns and so had given him the weapon instead. Joshua kept the weapon in his hand but did not raise it. Many of these survivors were armed with hunting rifles and he was not about to provoke them.
As Sam and Joshua moved to the front of the jeep, Sam used the opportunity to assess the situation. Before him were five men; four had hunting rifles, although two of them had their hands full with the girl and had slung theirs over their backs. The leader — the large one who had spoken — had a shotgun. There were another four behind them, but only two had firearms. The others had improvised weapons like the one Joshua had in his hand. Nine to two. Seven to two if you discounted the ones with the girl. Still not very good odds.
The leader, a grizzled middle-aged man with a large paunch, eyed both boys. “Good to see some travellers around these parts,” he said, grinning. Two of his front teeth were missing. “Usually they scream when they see us. Often afterwards, too.”
“We’re just passing through,” said Sam.
“Well, you won’t be passing through here,” said the leader. “Have you seen the barricade, or are you blind?”
He laughed and his men laughed with them, although some of it sounded forced. A few of them were nervously eyeing up Sam. His large athletic build combined with his hood and the strapped-on swords made him an intimidating figure.
The leader stepped right up in front of Sam. He was a big man but Sam still topped him by a couple of inches. He stared Sam right in the eye and Sam got a wash of fetid breath. “So are you blind, boy?”
“No, sir,” said Sam, trying to suppress the urge to slice the man open. He needed to keep the situation as calm as possible.
“You will be in a minute when you find you can’t see your car.” He laughed, but this time none of the other men joined in. “Because we’re going to take it,” he explained to the others. They finally got it and sniggered half-heartedly.
“Right,”he ordered, “Steve, you grab the car. The rest of you search it and see if you can find anything useful. As you for,” he said eyeing up the swords on Sam’s back and hip, “we’ll take those nice-looking blades too.”
“No,” said Sam.
The man eyeballed him. “What did you say to me?”
“Did you not hear, or are you deaf? No,” said Sam again, shifting his feet ever so slightly.
The leader levelled his shotgun at him. “Give me the swords or I’ll put a hole in you so big, I’ll be able to drive this jeep through it.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Sam could see Josh watching him nervously. He gave him the stay calm signal with the palm of his hand. And then he moved. Fast.
It was over before it even began. Josh hadn’t seen how he’d done it, but suddenly Sam was behind the fat leader with his wakizashi at his throat. The terrified man hadn’t even had a chance to fire a shot.
“Stop, boys,” he yelled at his men as he saw them readying their weapons. “Don’t shoot.” He dropped his own weapon from suddenly nerveless fingers.
“I’ll tell you what’s going to happen now,” said Sam in his ear, quietly but enough to carry in the sudden silence. “Me and my friend are going to drive off down that road,” he said, nodding towards Bryce Valley City, “with my swords and everything in our jeep. And we’ll take the girl too. Do you understand?”
The man nodded very carefully, conscious of the razor sharp blade beneath his chin.
“You aren’t going to follow us and you’re certainly not going to shoot at us. Because, I’ll come back and I will be angry. Trust me when I say this: you wouldn’t like me when I’m angry. Understand?”
The man nodded again, sweat running down his brow. A dark stain was spreading in the front of his pants.
Sam dragged him onto the battered rear of the jeep. The two men holding the teenage girl released her. She ran off and jumped into the passenger side of the jeep. Joshua got in the driver’s seat and started the engine. They drove off, the other rag-tag members of the gang watching helplessly as they took off with their leader.
When they were two miles down the turnoff to Bryce Valley, Sam ordered Joshua to stop on the side of the road. He kicked the fat man off the jeep where he lay sprawling in the dirt. The girl got out and kicked him, once, twice in the stomach. Sam flinched at her viciousness.
“And remember your promise,” said Sam, wagging a finger at him. “Don’t follow us.”
The man glared at him but kept silent. The girl kicked him again for good measure and then clambered back in the passenger seat. She still hadn’t said one word.
As they roared off down the road, Joshua started laughing.
“What?” asked Sam, slightly confused by his good humour.
“I can’t believe you said that.”
“What?”
“You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry. Do you think you’re the hulk or something?” He laughed again.
Sam found himself smiling although he was just telling the man the truth. He wouldn’t like him when he was angry. No-one did.

Bryce Valley city wasn’t much of a city. In the tourist season, the population swelled to thousands. In the offseason, the residents numbered only one hundred and fifty six. Currently the population was six, not including Sam, Joshua and the girl they had rescued.
All six of them, the entire population, faced the three teenagers with loaded rifles.
The oldest of the men was carrying a heavy calibre machine gun. “Who did you say you were again?”
“I’m Joshua, this is Sam and this is, uh … “
“Grace,” said the girl.
“We’re from Black Ridge. Adam sent us. Told us to speak to Big Tom.”
The man nodded, stroking his silver beard. “That’s me alright.” He looked thoughtful. “Adam sent you, huh? He must have had good reason.” He turned to the five young men who were standing behind him. “Put your guns down, boys. If Adam said they were okay, then they must be. Blake, put the kettle on. Come on in,” he said to them, gesturing with his rifle.
He led the way into the stone block building. It was solidly built with iron bars on the windows and doors. It was also one of the few buildings still standing in the town. The others looked like they had burnt down.
Inside, the place was a veritable Aladdin’s cave. It must have been the general store before the Rapture, and shelves of supplies, mostly still full, were stacked up so high they touched the ceiling.
Big Tom led them to a large table and offered them chairs which they gratefully accepted. One of the young men, presumably Blake, set down a cup of coffee for each of them.
“So, what’s old Adam up to at the moment?”
Joshua shrugged. “The same as everyone else, I suppose. Trying to stay alive.”
“Why did he send you to me?”
“We need to get to Los Angeles,” said Sam.
Big Tom took a slurp of his coffee and looked at Sam sideways. “Why?”
“Adam thought it was important. Is that good enough for you?”
Big Tom chuckled. “You’ve got some balls, young man. Coming into my house and asking for my help without a good reason. Do you think me and my boys have lasted so long because we just took people at their word?”
Sam nodded. “I understand, sir, but I don’t know if I can trust you. Yet.”
“You’re lucky I’m still listening. Adam and I go way back. We were in the special forces together.” He ran his fingers through his beard. “Ok. How about we do it this way? You tell me what you need first and we’ll go from there.”
“Well, it looks like the state highway is blocked. Did you know that?” asked Sam.
“Yep. Those boys set up a couple of days ago. Bit of a thorn in my side. Me and my sons were planning on paying them a visit in the next day or two.”
“Well, you might want to do it even sooner. They’re creating trouble. That’s where we found Grace here.”
Sam nodded towards the small teenage girl. He hadn’t really looked at her before. She had dirt plastered all over her body and her clothes were torn in parts. Lines of tears left dirty tracks on her face. Grace looked from Sam to Big Tom but didn’t say anything.
Big Tom looked grim. “We’ll sort those boys out first light tomorrow, as soon as the demons go.”
Sam felt a surge of hope. Big Tom was obviously a good man, worthy of his trust. “So, I was thinking of going overland, at least until we get to Las Vegas.”
“That could work. It’s about 200 miles as the crow flies to Las Vegas. I’ve heard reports that there’s some law and order around there, so the roads will hopefully be clear. Or it’s about thirty miles to the interstate, but you’ll be pushing your luck going that way. The roads will be blocked and there’s gangs of survivors out there who’ll rob you and kill you for your boots.”
“Overland definitely sounds good. At least until Las Vegas,” said Joshua.
Sam agreed. “Then we’ll need some good maps, some hiking boots, tents, food, water and whatever else you can give us.”
Big Tom shook his head sadly. “You don’t ask for much, do you? It may look like we’ve got a whole lot of supplies here, but I’ve got five hungry boys to feed, plus I give whatever I can to Adam and the Black Ridge lot. You need to give me a real good reason, otherwise the answer is going to be no.”
Sam took a deep breath. “I’m going to kill the Antichrist.”
Big Tom sat completely still for a moment. Then he smiled.
“Yep. That’ll do it.”

When Sam awoke, Joshua and Grace were still sound asleep just outside his pentacle. He let them sleep a little longer; he suspected that this would be one of the last opportunities to get a good night’s rest.
After a substantial meal, Big Tom had given them one of the empty side rooms as a bedchamber. It had no furniture in it at all and only one window, covered by iron bars. Josh and Grace went to sleep immediately on the bed rolls that Big Tom had provided. At first, Sam had thought that he would meditate but then he realized how tired he actually was. But what about the pentacle and what it revealed? Joshua probably already knew about it, but Grace was another matter. Then there was Big Tom and his boys to consider. If they walked in and found him within the symbol … Sam had the feeling that Big Tom was the sort of man to ask questions from the dead corpse at his feet.
Eventually, necessity outweighed other considerations. He doubted whether he would have another chance for a proper sleep and he would need his strength. He shook Joshua gently awake. Although grumpy at first, Josh had understood. Sam didn’t ask but he suspected that his uncle had already told him through talking with Hikari.
With instructions from Sam, Joshua drew the symbol. Sam was conscious that this changed everything between himself and the other boy. The pentacle essentially trapped him, leaving him at the mercies of other humans, so it was at that moment that he realized how much he trusted Joshua. It was a good feeling.
Sam could see through the bars that it was dark outside. Something was niggling at him; there was something about this situation that wasn’t right somehow. Then he worked out what it was. He couldn’t hear or sense any demons. Strange. Since the Rapture, he’d never known a night where there weren’t demons about.
Conscious of not waking Grace, he hissed at Joshua. The girl was obviously still pretty fragile — if she woke up now to find herself confronted by a half-demon trapped inside a pentacle, Sam was pretty confident it would not help her state of mind.
Josh stirred sleepily and opened one eye. “What?” he said groggily.
“Keep your voice down,” Sam whispered. “I need you to break the symbol.”
Josh grunted and pulled himself slowly out of his sleeping bag, dragging one foot to break and smudge the chalk outline. Sam immediately felt the invisible barrier that contained him dissipate.
“Thanks,” he said moving to his backpack and digging out an old t-shirt.
“Don’t mention it. Do you think I can go back to sleep now?”
“Be my guest,” said Sam, using his t-shirt to rub out the chalk marks on the floor. It wouldn’t do for Grace to see those either. “But I want to be out of here at dawn.”
Grumbling, Joshua started packing away his gear. Like Sam, he now had a backpack — courtesy of Adam — filled to the brim with various supplies. Sam stowed his gear and settled his weapons in place. As they were finishing up, Grace roused herself. She looked around, saw what the others were doing and began packing up her bed roll and sleeping bag in silence.
In the main room outside their door, Big Tom and his sons were sitting at the table, eating. The room was brightly lit by electric lights, and Sam could hear the hum of a generator. Making room for the newcomers, they pushed some plates of food at them.
So quietly she had to repeat herself, Grace asked to use the bathroom. One of Big Tom’s sons led her off somewhere while Sam and Joshua took a seat.
“Sleep well?” inquired Big Tom.
Both Sam and Joshua nodded.
“I spoke to Adam on the short wave radio while you were getting some shut-eye. He confirmed what you’d said and told me some other interesting information.” He looked at Sam. “About you.”
Sam, about to shovel some food into his mouth, froze. Next to him, Joshua choked on a mouthful.
“It’s fine,” Big Tom reassured him. “My boys know as well.”
Sam glanced around the table. All eating and conversation had stopped, and the other men studiously avoided his eye.
“I didn’t realise how important you were,” confessed Big Tom. “Like Adam, I can see the importance of you getting to L.A.”
Sam sat still, his food forgotten. “Thank you,” he said. “I appreciate your understanding. And your help.”
Big Tom waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it. I want this to end as soon as possible. If you getting to L.A will help bring about better times, then I’ll give you whatever aid you need.”
As Sam slowly resumed eating, Grace came back in looking like a different person. She’d showered thanks to Big Tom’s access to a fresh water spring, and washed her hair. It was long and dark, similar to Aimi’s, thought Sam, but wavy where Aimi’s was straight. Sam guessed she was about sixteen. One of Big Tom’s sons had found her some clothes and she was now dressed in jeans and a t-shirt about two sizes too big. Beneath the dirt was an attractive girl.
As she sat down, she quickly averted her eyes from the others.
Sam finished his meal and asked the question that had been troubling him. “It’s night-time,” he said. “Where are the demons?”
Big Tom smiled slowly. “Ah, that’s a good story. Have you ever wondered where the demons come from?”
“Hell, I assume,” said Sam.
“Of course, but you must have noticed they don’t just turn up wherever they like. For instance, why don’t they just appear inside this room? If they did, I would’ve been taken right at the start of the Tribulation. In fact,” he said, looking at the others in the room, “we all would’ve been.”
Sam had often thought this but he hadn’t managed to figure it out. What did Big Tom know that he didn’t?
“And then it occurred to me. They always appear in populated centres — towns, cities and the like. Do you know what all these places have in common?”
“People?” Even as he said it Sam knew that it wasn’t the right answer. There were people here — so what was missing?
Big Tom shook his head knowingly. “Churches.”
It didn’t come as much of a shock as Sam had expected. A part of him, he realized, had already worked it out — he just didn’t want to acknowledge the fact.
“We had our suspicions,” continued Big Tom. “Every church I’d heard about had been desecrated, which meant it was no longer holy ground, but we needed proof. One night, just before dark, me and my boys staked out the chapel. Sure enough, as soon as it got dark, a glowing symbol appeared on the floor and they started to crawl all over the place.”
“What did you do?” asked Sam, his voice almost a whisper.
“We did what any sensible person would do. We burnt it to the ground.”
Sam sat in stunned silence for a moment. The thought of someone actually burning a church was a horrific one. But it did make sense. He couldn’t blame Big Tom for what he had done. It was, as he’d said, the sensible option.
“That didn’t solve the problem though,” said Big Tom. “The demons kept coming through and I have to admit we were a little puzzled. And then we met the Preacher. He was just passing through — on his way to God knows where — and he suggested we bless the ground. We got bucket loads of water from the spring out back and he blessed it, turned it into holy water. He said all we had to do was sprinkle it over the ground, but we did one better. We drenched the ground,” he said, smiling happily. “Absolutely soaked it. Made sure we didn’t miss one spot.”
“And it worked?” asked Sam.
“Of course it worked. Do you hear any demons around here? We get the odd flying one overhead but it’s nothing that me and my boys can’t handle with a few iron rounds. The next closest town or city is about fifty miles away and I really don’t think the demons can be bothered travelling all that way for six puny souls.”
Sam nodded again and a smile slowly made its way onto his face. At last, one mystery solved. He was sure this knowledge would help him in the battles to come.
Big Tom chuckled. “I can see this makes you happy. I’m glad. That’s why I think you going overland is a wise choice. You’ll be away from the population centres and hopefully away from the demons, too. At least until Las Vegas anyway.” He suddenly stood. “Come with me, fellas, I’ve got something to show you.”
Big Tom led the way through a thick iron door. Sam was surprised to see that Grace had also followed himself and Joshua. Outside, two tethered horses with bulging saddlebags were pacing the ground nervously.
“I thought these might hasten your journey a bit. You’ll have to take most of their feed with them as there’s precious little to eat out in the wilderness, but they’ll be better than going on foot.”
“Thanks,” said Sam. “There’s only one problem. I don’t know how to ride.”
He walked up to one of the horses. As he approached, it started to foam at the mouth, the whites of its eyes showing. Sam reached out a hand and the horse reared up, frantically trying to break free of its tether. Its companion was starting to do the same. Hastily, Sam backed off. Almost immediately, the horses quietened down.
“Hmmm,” said Big Tom. “That could be a problem. I’m guessing, but I’d say they don’t like you much.”
“I can ride,” said Joshua. “I can take all the gear and Sam can run behind. I know he can run; I’ve seen him do it so many times.”
Sam nodded. Joshua was right. Unencumbered by his pack, he was easily capable of running twenty or thirty miles in a day. He was confident that he’d be able to keep up with the horse.
“What about me?” asked Grace. The others turned to her in surprise. “I’m not staying here,” she said. “I’ve got relatives in L.A. I want to go with you.”
“Do you know how to ride?” asked Joshua.
Grace shook her head.
“No big deal,” said Joshua. “You can ride behind me and we’ll use the other horse for the baggage.”
Big Tom nodded. “Sounds like a sound plan to me. You may as well get going as soon as possible. Haven’t seen any of those flying demons so it looks like the coast is clear. With the moon out, you should be able to find the hiking paths alright, but I’ll send one of my boys with you for the first few miles, just to make sure.”
Sam and Joshua accepted his offer readily. Sam had to admit, it was a good plan, but he was worried about taking Grace along. The girl was clearly suffering and he didn’t need any more complications. But, she appeared adamant and he wasn’t about to tell her she had to stay behind. He’d tried to tell Aimi to do something once, and that hadn’t gone well at all. One thing he did know: when a woman got an idea into her head, there was no changing it.

“Can I have some more, please?”
Sam passed the pan of snake and beans over the fire to her. Grace took it and ladled some more onto her small bowl. She smiled gratefully at Sam and put the pan back on the makeshift stand above the fire.
It was good to see her talking properly and Sam had noticed that she’d actually smiled once or twice. Despite what she’d been through, Sam thought she was going to be alright.
They were three days out from Bryce Valley city now. By Sam’s estimates, he reckoned they’d covered maybe sixty miles; pretty good going really, but they still had maybe another week to go until they got to Las Vegas.
“Where do you think we are now?” he asked Joshua.
Josh, his mouth full of food, consulted the map lying open next to him. He frowned at it and swallowed. “I think we must be in Arizona.”
“You think? I’m hoping you can do better than that.”
A flash of annoyance crossed Josh’s face. “Ok, I think those trees in the distance to the east are the start of the Grand Canyon National Park. I think those towns we saw yesterday were Kanab and Fredonia. Kanab’s still in Utah and Fredonia is in Arizona. I’d say that would put us firmly in Arizona.”
Sam nodded and peered in the direction Joshua had mentioned. Sure enough, despite the fading light, he could just make out a line of dull greenery well past the ash-covered red and white soil of the canyon area they were in.
They were camped in a ravine which was almost completely devoid of any vegetation. It was sheltered enough that their fire wouldn’t draw unwanted attention, and they’d found enough dead branches though to make a small one. The fire itself was only used for food preparation — it was far too hot for anything else. That was part of the reason that they only travelled at night. During the day, the heavy cloud cover kept the heat in, making travelling unpleasant.
Their routine was well established by now. They’d have a cooked meal as the sun went down, travel through the night and sleep when the sun came up. Most of the time, they tried to shelter in caves, careful of snakes that seemed to be the only thriving form of animal. At least they wouldn’t go hungry — snake meat was surprisingly tasty.
Water was a problem and they’d had to ration it out carefully, ensuring that the horses also got a share. Some of the streams, clogged by ash, had dried up completely. Luckily, Big Tom had supplied them with several quarts.
Sam stood and stretched, feeling good despite his lack of sleep. Meditation would have to suffice for now — he didn’t want to risk sleeping and there was no-where to draw a pentacle in this terrain. His body still felt strong and fit. All that running he had done in Jacob’s Ladder was certainly paying off. He’d found it was easy to keep pace with Joshua and Grace on horseback. They’d often had to slow to a trot or a walk to navigate around the canyons which Sam found frustrating. By himself, he was sure he could’ve moved much quicker. He consoled himself with the knowledge that Joshua would be able to help him when they got to Las Vegas. And Grace? Grace was just another human in need who desperately wanted to find some of her family in L.A. He couldn’t deny her.
A cooler breeze was rolling in from the west. It felt so good that without thinking, he turned and lowered his hood. When he turned back to the fire, Grace was looking at him. More to the point, she was looking at the horns on his head. Strangely, she did not seem scared.
“What are you?” she asked calmly.
Sam wasn’t sure what to say. He’d never encountered this sort of reaction before.
“He’s half-demon,” said Josh, looking up from his meal.
“Aren’t you scared?” Sam asked.
“Why would I be? If you wanted to kill me, you could’ve done it by now. Or not bothered to rescue me.” She shrugged. “Either way, I’d be dead. Besides, I already suspected you weren’t what you appeared to be. I saw the way you moved when you took out the leader of that gang. No human could’ve possibly moved that fast. Why are you half-demon?”
Sam swallowed hard and clenched his fingers. “Because my mother was raped by a demon.”
“Oh.” She looked surprised and slightly taken aback by that response.
“And what about you?” asked Joshua. “You’ve been on the road with us for three days and hardly spoken a word. Who were those people at the barricade?”
Grace looked away for a moment. When she looked back, tears were gleaming in her eyes. “They were my aunty and uncle,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” said Sam, and he truly felt it. “What happened to your mom and dad?”
She wiped her nose. “They were taken.”
“Taken?” asked Josh.
Grace jerked her head upwards. “You know. Taken.”
“Not by demons then?” asked Sam. “Your parents were religious? They went up in the Rapture?”
Grace nodded.
“Why not you?” asked Joshua.
“I could ask you the same question,” she retorted. “Clearly, I didn’t believe.”
Grace had brought up something Sam had wanted to ask Joshua for some time. He’d just not had a chance. Now seemed perfect.
“And why not you?”Sam asked Joshua. “Of all people, I thought you would be taken by the Rapture.”
Joshua’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you assume that just because my uncle’s belief was strong, mine would be too? My uncle made me read the Bible every night, but I just didn’t believe it. It’s as simple as that. I didn’t have any faith.” He ended with a sour look on his face.
“And what about now? Do you believe now?”
Josh smiled. “How could I not when it’s been thrust in my face?”
Sam turned to Grace. “You?”
She nodded. “Bit late now though. What about you?” she asked Sam.
“Of course. My faith has always been strong. Probably stronger than any others given that I’ve known what I am from an early age. Where there are demons, there are angels. That means there’s always been a hell and a heaven. Where do you think I’d rather go?”
“Why didn’t you go there? To heaven, I mean.” Grace looked puzzled and Sam could understand why. Faith was obviously a very simple thing for her; you either believed or you didn’t.
Sam clenched his jaw and refused to look at her. “Because demons aren’t allowed in Heaven.”
She looked surprised by that. “Did … did you lose anyone else to the Rapture?”
“Yes,” he said grimly.
Without another word, he began packing up their gear.

Sam ran harder than usual that night, as if he was trying to outpace his memories. Grace had made him think more about Hikari and Aimi than he’d wanted and it hurt. The pain in his chest had nothing to do the strenuous pace he set.
The others followed behind on horseback, struggling to keep up as they made their way through canyons and stunted, dead vegetation. They were slowly descending off the plateau and the going was gradually getting easier. They’d made good progress.
Through the night, Sam thought he’d glimpsed Astaroth in the sky a couple of times. He wasn’t that concerned though; from what Big Tom had told him, he was not worried about a large, concerted demon attack. According to the map, there simply was not another town — or church — for miles.
The light got brighter and Sam finally brought them to a stop near a small, rocky outcropping. As he was preparing his bedroll, he felt a light touch on his arm.
“Who was she?” asked Grace.
His immediate angry response died in his throat when he saw her earnest, caring expression. He took a deep breath. “Her name was Aimi,” he said.
“You loved her.” It wasn’t a question; merely a statement of fact.
Sam nodded mutely. “The Rapture took my foster-father, too.”
“If it’s any consolation, they’ve gone to a better place. I know it makes me feel better when I think of my parents.” She laid her hand gently on his arm again.
Sam shook it off angrily. “The difference between you and me is that you will see your loved ones again. I won’t. Not ever.” He was aware that his voice was rising, but he didn’t care. Nearby, Joshua was wisely keeping out of it.
“I’m … sorry,” said Grace, looking slightly hurt. “I didn’t know.”
He stood up quickly, feeling the familiar sensation of frustration building in him. “I told you this morning. I won’t be let into Heaven. That means I will never see them again. Do you get it?” he shouted.
At his feet, Grace was beginning to recoil in fear and shock. Suddenly, he was overwhelmed by embarrassment and self-loathing. This poor girl had suffered enough. Why was he treating her like this?
He picked up his swords. Still too angry to apologise, he stalked off into the early morning light.

Sam re-joined the others just as the sky was starting to darken again. He’d spent the day meditating and training; anything to take his mind off his loss. He knew Grace had meant well and was deeply sorry for the way he’d shouted at her.
Joshua was just rousing himself when Sam trudged in to their small campsite. He saw the other boy quickly pull down the long sleeve of his shirt. Sam saw the flash of a white bandage, wrapped around his right wrist.
“What have you done?” asked Sam, indicating Josh’s arm.
Josh looked embarrassed. “Cut myself when I was off collecting firewood, didn’t I. Silly really.”
“Do you want me to have a look at it? Hikari made me study a lot of first aid.”
“No, it’s fine, really,” he said, shaking his head.
“Fine, but don’t let it get infected. We’ve still got a long way to go and we’re in the middle of no-where.”
Josh smiled. “Sure. Thanks, Sam.”
He went searching for Grace and found her tending the horses. She looked startled when she saw him, then pointedly turned her back. Careful not to get too close to the horses, he stood behind her, shuffling his feet uncomfortably. He’d never really been good at apologising.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to take it out on you. I’m sorry for scaring you.”
“You should be.” She looked angry. “I was only trying to help.”
“I know. I won’t let it happen again.”
That mollified her a little. Her face softened. “Ok,”she said, giving him a grudging smile. “Apology accepted.”
He smiled back, deciding he really liked Grace. She was a good person. Exactly the sort of person whom he had been left behind to protect. In his travels so far, he had met a lot of them. There was Adam and many of the Black Ridge survivors, Big Tom and his sons and Grace of course. If he had found this many in such a short time, then it stood to reason that there were many more out there that needed his help.
This was worthwhile. This was what he was here to do. This was what Gabriel had in mind for him all along. The thought made him feel much better. Even the harsh pain of losing Hikari and Aimi was starting to recede slightly. Grace was right; he had to take comfort in the thought that they had gone somewhere better and stop thinking about his own suffering for once. He’d been selfish for so long, it was about time he started thinking about others for a change.
He was beginning to come to terms with what he was and what he had to do. Perhaps, he reflected, it was a sign of maturity.
Then he smiled to himself. Fat chance.

The next few days and nights passed uneventfully. Sam felt good, adapting easily to the routine and the pace he was setting. In other circumstances, he would be enjoying himself. He couldn’t say the same about the others though. Both Joshua and Grace looked tired. They had saddle sores. Grace was coughing. The thin layer of ash covering the ground was constantly disturbed by the passage of the horses, irritating her throat.
They’d crossed over Lake Mead the day previously. The water levels were extremely low and they’d easily found a shallow part covered by sluggish grey ash foam. The water was dirty and disgusting, coming up to the flanks of the horses. Sam had to wade through it with his swords above his head. Afterwards, Grace had spoken endlessly about needing a bath. Sam didn’t blame her, but at least she hadn’t had to get into the water like him.
They passed the town of Meadview without incident. Even from a distance, it looked deserted. With his excellent night vision, Sam could see that there wasn’t even any traffic and the roads looked strangely clear.
They hugged the shore of Lake Mead, just inside the state border. The map told them that it marked the boundary between Arizona and Nevada. Las Vegas wasn’t far away. They kept following the Lake, despite the smell that was rising from it. It smelt of rot and decay. Corruption.
After a day, they’d all had enough of the smell. Eventually, they discovered a road and with an unspoken agreement, started following it. They hadn’t seen a single soul and the road was completely empty, leading them up a ridge line where it intersected with a state highway. The sign informed them that Vegas was only twenty miles away.
Sam began to get nervous. He really didn’t know what to expect when they reached the city. Big Tom had told them that there was a semblance of order there. He’d been in contact with groups of survivors who said that the city was functioning almost normally.
Something about this seemed strange to Sam. Why would Vegas be immune to the effects of the Tribulation? How were they coping with the nightly invasion of demons? When he’d studied the route he was to take to get to Los Angeles, Sam had done some research into Vegas. It had a large number of churches. Surely, more churches meant more demons?
Big Tom had also told him that the roads were meant to be clear. Hopefully, he and the others could beg or borrow a car to take them to Los Angeles — providing of course, they could find some gas for the tank.
Los Angeles. His ultimate destination. Sam had been trying not to think about it. He didn’t know what he was going to do when he got there. How was he meant to find the Antichrist? Just walk down the street and say ‘Hello. Excuse me, but could you please point me in the direction of the son of the Devil? I want to kill him.’ It all seemed rather far-fetched.
They crossed over the border and into Nevada. Beneath them was Boulder City, lying on the outskirts of Vegas. Like every other town they had seen recently, it was deserted. The contrast between the lifeless, lightless Boulder City and what lay on the horizon however, was emphasized by the dark night.
It was Vegas, glowing like a jewel. Every light in the city seemed to be on. An oasis of light in the otherwise dark countryside. No-one spoke a word as they walked towards it, captivated by the thought of civilisation.
The bright lights of Vegas beckoned.
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JACOB’S LADDER

7 WEEKS EARLIER
“In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.”
1 Corinthians, 15:52
The sounds of laughter carried easily on the still night air within Devil’s Garden. The full moon illuminated the clearing where the group of teenagers sat around a small fire, their happy, smiling faces glowing in the warm light.
Sam sat a small distance away, perched atop a rock spire above them, the shadow from another spire effectively concealing him. Watching, listening and feeling decidedly miserable. Amongst the group were Aimi and her friends from the cheerleading squad. Joshua and some of his team mates, most of whom Sam recognized, were sitting amongst them.
He desperately wanted to go down there and join them but knew that he wouldn’t be welcome. Aimi would want him there, he told himself, but as for the others …. Even Joshua was now slightly cool towards him after the incident at the football game. Sam had tried to patch things up with him, even venturing to Father Rainey’s house, but he could tell that the other boy was slightly wary of him now.
It was a pity and something he deeply regretted. He’d explained to Joshua what had happened that night and the other boy appeared to accept the explanation but he knew that something had changed between them. He’d ruined the only opportunity he probably would to have a male friend.
Now, watching as the other teenagers enjoyed each other’s company, only made him feel worse. He was different. He was an outcast and always would be one.
As usual, his eyes were drawn to Aimi, watching enviously as she effortlessly interacted with the others. She was at the centre of things as usual, with the other boys — including Joshua — all vying for her attention. Sam kept a firm handle on his emotions; he certainly didn’t want a repeat performance of his appalling behaviour months earlier.
Aimi looked stunning. Radiant, her physical presence acting as a magnet on him. Her sixteenth birthday was only a month away and already Sam was wracking his brains for something to buy her. Not that he had any money but he was sure Hikari would provide him with some funds if he told him what it was for.
It made him think of his birthday celebrations two weeks earlier. The date of his birth was unknown so Hikari had made an educated guess and stuck with it all his life. He was eighteen now apparently, which made him feel a little depressed. In his eighteen years, he didn’t really feel like he’d done much. Sure, he was probably one of the most highly trained fighters in the world, but it didn’t really give him as much satisfaction as it once did.
Aimi, on the other hand, had accomplished a great deal. She still excelled academically and at sport so when the time came, she would have her pick of colleges. They’d even been talk of scholarships.
Somehow, they never discussed the fact that there was a very real possibility that Aimi would never get to college. According to Hikari and Father Rainey, the Rapture was close. If that was the case, Sam had to wonder what the point of all her hard work was. Why strive for something that you’d never see to its conclusion? Sam knew it was a negative thought but couldn’t help himself. He was just in that frame of mind.
He suspected that Aimi and Hikari carried on like normal for his sake. They didn’t want to remind him that they were shortly going to be gone from his life. Besides, he knew that Aimi just liked excelling for its own sake. It gave her pleasure and that’s just the way she was. Just as he had a tendency to be more negative.
His love for her had grown to an extraordinary extent. Now he couldn’t bear to be away from her. When she was at school, he always eagerly awaited her return although tried not to show it. Unlike her, he didn’t wear his heart on his sleeve. She appeared to feel the same way but Sam was never sure, always feeling slightly insecure and reluctant to express exactly how he felt. Some days, he felt so miserable he wondered what the point of it all was. Why was he involving himself emotionally in a woman he could never be with? He wondered if she felt the same.
It was a constant source of surprise to him that she had never gone out with another boy, not even on a date and, as far as he knew, not even been kissed. It did make him feel more relaxed, just as the thought of her kissing someone else inflamed him with jealous rage. He supposed he couldn’t blame her if she did — but he wouldn’t like to be the other guy.
She was quite something, though. Generous, loving and affectionate. She would often hug him and kiss him on the cheek and he was never quite sure how to respond. For his birthday she had painstakingly stained and re-lacquered the sheaths of his swords, presenting them with a shy smile and a quick peck on the lips. He had been astonished. It was the first time she had ever kissed him there.
He wondered what Hikari made of all this. He seemed to give his approval and Sam had caught him smiling as he watched them interact with each other. Hikari viewed and treated him as a son, but Sam knew he didn’t think of his relationship with his daughter as inappropriate. If a relationship was what they had …
From below, another wave of laughter rolled over him. It was Aimi’s, as usual, the sound delighting him. She was laughing at the antics of one of the boys. Sam recognized him. He thought his name was Jake.
Jake was currently larking about. He was at the foot of another stone column near to where Sam hid. As the others laughed, Jake starting climbing it, getting egged on by the rest. The column was about fifteen feet high and eventually, with much scrambling, Jake reached the top. Nearby and unseen, Sam watched as the boy proceeded to dance on top of it. It was a silly thing to do; the fall could easily kill him. Below him, he could now hear the others trying to coax the boy back down, but he wasn’t hearing any of it, continuing to show off.
Sam tensed and stood up, expecting the worse.
Jake continued to jiggle about, laughing to himself. Suddenly, he lost his footing. Flailing his arms and yelling in abject terror, he began to topple backwards off the column. Sam didn’t think, didn’t hesitate. The gap between the two columns was easily ten feet wide. He darted forward and leapt, not sure that even he could make it without a run-up. The thought only occurred to him when he was flying through the air at twenty feet. Then he was down, crouching, one arm hooking onto the side of the column while the other snaked out, grabbing the other boy by the ankle.
Jake’s eyes were wide, his shock at his sudden rescue competing with his fear. He fell backwards but Sam was ready for the weight and braced himself. Jake was left dangling headfirst, ten feet above the ground.
Releasing his grip on the rock, Sam hoisted the boy up with both arms. He set him down next to him. Jake stared at him, his mouth open but unable to speak.
“I think you better get down,” Sam told him.
Jake nodded mutely and began to climb down slowly and nervously. Sam looked over the edge. The other teenagers were standing around in stunned silence. His eyes sought out Aimi’s.
She smiled at him and his heart soared.
Later, the others gone, Aimi waited for him at the foot of the column. Her friends hadn’t stayed for long after Jake’s brush with death, and even though Sam had saved Jake’s life, most of them cast fearful looks in his direction where he still perched amongst the shadows. They urged her to come with them but she assured them she would be alright.
Sam didn’t bother climbing down; he simply jumped, landing right in front of her, his legs bent. He straightened up and she rushed at him, embracing him tightly. Her head nestled into the crook of his neck and he felt a rush of emotion and excitement.
“Thank you,” she said. “I know Jake didn’t say it, but I’m sure he wanted to.”
Sam said nothing, content just to hold her.
“It was a brave thing to do. I couldn’t believe it when I saw you leap across that gap. I don’t think anyone else could’ve done it.” She looked up and placed the palm of her hand gently on his cheek. “You are a good man, Sam. You didn’t even think about your own safety but I wouldn’t have expected anything less from you. That’s why I love you so much.”
With that, she stretched up on her toes and kissed him full on the lips. At first, Sam didn’t respond but when the pressure became more eager, he kissed her back. Time seemed to fold up upon itself. It seemed to go on for ever and Sam wished it would never end. Of their own volition, his arms snaked around her back. He lifted her off the ground as they continued to kiss. He had never been so happy. Finally, he knew without a doubt that Aimi loved him.
Eventually, their lips parted. He set her down on the ground but held on to her, unwilling to let her go. She rested her head against his chest.
“I meant what I said,” she said. “I love you, Sam. I love you so much.”
The words were like soothing balm on his soul. He felt like he was about to explode with happiness, his heart was so full of love for her.
“I love you, too,” he said. “More than you know.”
“Oh, I know,” she said, tilting her head upwards and smiling at him again. They kissed once more and this time, it really did feel like it would go on forever.
Much later, they walked hand in hand in the moonlight back to Jacob’s Ladder.

When it came, it came suddenly. It took his breath away and left him in stunned awe and wonderment for many minutes.
It was late afternoon. He was out in Devil’s Garden, practising, chopping down poles with his blades. There were ten of them, each one embedded about a foot in the ground and evenly spaced around him.
He sucked in a lung full of air and then lunged, using the whirlwind attack that had taken him almost six months to perfect. Within three seconds, all ten poles were lying neatly sliced on the ground. Sam had hardly appeared to move. He wasn’t even breathing heavily.
And then it happened.
The Rapture.
The sky was suddenly awash with light, the clouds pushed aside as if by the breath of God. A million rays of light beamed down from the heavens, seeking out and lifting up the faithful. Sam knew that he would not be one of them, but yet a part of him still held out some hope that he would be. Perhaps he would be taken up to Heaven with Aimi, Hikari and the rest. Even if it was by mistake; even if somehow one of the beams hit him accidentally and he would be transported to join them … In the direction of Jacob’s Ladder, he saw many of the beams lancing down to Earth. None fell around him. Not even close.
Still, Sam experienced a presence that filled him with joy, and he knew with complete certainty what was happening. He closed his eyes and basked in the glorious feeling, aware of the image of Christ in his head. Jesus was smiling at him. And it was wonderful.
He couldn’t have said how long it went on for, but as suddenly as it began, it was gone, leaving him with such a feeling of loss that he would have wept if he could. He sank to his knees, completely shattered by the feeling of abandonment and despair. ‘Aimi …’ he started to whisper, but as he heard a crack of thunder, Sam looked up. Already, dark clouds were massing above him. The Tribulation was beginning.
Beneath him, the ground shook. An earthquake. The rocks around him trembled and then shook ferociously. A nearby rock spire tumbled ponderously to the ground, accompanied by a terrible roar. If he hadn’t already been on his knees, the earthquake would have thrown him there.
He knew he couldn’t stay here. It wasn’t safe — but that wasn’t his most important consideration.
He wanted to see her one last time. To say goodbye properly. To tell her one more time that her loved her. He had to try, even though his heart and the rational part of his mind were telling him it was too late.
He leapt up and found himself sprinting, running faster than he ever had in his life.
And then the sky began to rain fire.

When he got back to Jacob’s Ladder, many of the buildings were ablaze. The few people he saw were staggering about in shock, making no effort to put them out. Main Street was littered with empty cars, their occupants all taken by the Rapture, their clothes left empty on the car seats and sidewalk. His own clothes were smoking after being hit by several burning fragments but he simply ignored it, hardly registering the blistering pain.
Sam knew that the eight hundred odd residents of his town were mostly devout. He’d surreptitiously followed Aimi and Hikari to church on a number of occasions and he’d seen that the small church was almost overflowing with devotees. Standing room only. In fact, Father Rainey had spoken of building a new, bigger church, although Sam wondered why he was bothering. Hikari was even on the fund raising committee for it.
Despite an urge to help the few people he encountered, he didn’t have time. He raced to his house. It seemed to have been spared the worst. The earthquake had hardly touched it although something on the roof appeared to be smouldering. The front door was ajar and he stormed in, shouting wildly. There was no answer. He raced up the stairs, darting into each room, impossible hope pounding in his chest. All empty. Downstairs was the same. The dining room table was already set for the evening meal. In the kitchen, many of the cupboard doors were open, some of their contents lying smashed on the floor.
Of Hikari and Aimi there was no sign. They were gone. Gone forever.
With heavy steps, he returned upstairs and sat down on the floor of Aimi’s room. Her summer dress was still on the bed. She must have been sitting on it at the time. He touched them gently, reverently, smelling the perfume that still lingered.
He felt something trickle down his face and he wiped it away irritably. When he looked at the back of his hand, he found trails of red. He had never cried in his life; in fact, he could not cry with no tear ducts. But now, at last, he was. He was crying tears of blood. For her.
He sank to his knees, absolutely full of despair and sadness. For a long time, droplets of blood continued to fall into his lap.

Sometime later, he roused himself and went downstairs. He sat at the table staring despondently at the three settings, the feeling of loss so strong he thought he could taste it. He served himself the last meal Aimi had prepared and ate it in cold silence, more as something to do than from any feeling of hunger. She had made him his favourite food, but now it tasted of ash, almost as if the dust falling from the sky had got into the dish.
Later still, he found himself sitting on the couch in the lounge, not quite sure how he got there. He couldn’t remember moving. He sat there for what could have been hours, so still that someone entering the house at that time might have mistaken him for a statue.
Eventually, he shook himself like a dog removing excess water from its coat and stood. And then he began to scream. His scream was more of a roar, pouring out of him in a great torrent. Screaming for his loss, venting his pain. He kept going until he was completely out of breath and then he began again. After some time, he was spent and collapsed back onto the couch.
This was exactly what Aimi and Hikari wouldn’t want him to do. Wrapping himself in his grief and misery, while understandable, was hardly a positive step. He had to go on. To move on with his life and do what he had been tasked with. For their sakes.
He needed to do something. Anything to keep him busy and take his mind off the shattering events of the last few hours. Taking a bucket of water from the large rain barrel they used for watering the garden, he climbed up onto the roof. It didn’t take him long to extinguish all the embers from the hail of fire that were starting to smoulder.
Back in the house, he went upstairs and into his bedroom. On the only shelf in the room was his sword rack. His swords were nestled within it, waiting for him.
Strapping them on, he returned downstairs and left by the front door.

It was dark now and the street was deserted. The lights were still on but Sam didn’t think that would last long. Some of the less damaged shops had lights on, too, but Sam suspected that they were automated. The practical side of his nature told him that he’d have to check those shops out shortly for supplies but that was a job for another day.
Right now, he had something more important to do.
Providence Street had survived the earthquake more or less intact. The front veranda of Father Rainey’s house had collapsed though, making entry that way into the house almost impossible. Sam was forced to go around the back. Inside, the house was as empty as his own.
It looked like the priest and his nephew had both been taken by the Rapture. After pacing around the house for a while, Sam finally noticed that something was different: the lack of nausea. Normally, being this close to the church would make him sick to his stomach.
Curious, he left the house and walked up to the iron gates that marked the entrance to the church. Still nothing. Experimentally, already wincing in anticipation of the pain, he placed one foot in the grounds. He almost cried out with the surprising lack of … well, anything. There was absolutely no sensation.
He took another step. Nothing. Confident that the church grounds had suddenly lost their ability to hurt him, he started walking towards the front door.
Then a smooth voice that he recognized immediately stopped him cold in his tracks.
“We meet again, Samael.”
Sitting on the roof of the church was the demon he met many months earlier — the one that he’d promised himself he would kill.
“You’re looking well,” said the demon sarcastically, his eyes running over the scorched parts of Sam’s clothing.
“You won’t be looking so well if you came down here and faced me.”
“Ooh, I’m scared,” said the demon, pretending to be fearful. “You really are quite angry, aren’t you?”
“I’ll show you just how angry I can be if you give me an opportunity.”
The demon laughed. “Yes. I like that anger. Keep hold of it; it will come in useful later on.”
“What do you want?” demanded Sam.
“Just paying a courtesy call,” said the demon, smiling. “Wanted to see how you liked what we’ve done with the place. And when I mean the place, I mean the Earth.”
Sam pinched his lips shut, refusing to be antagonized by this creature. “What have you done here?”
“You mean the church? Bit different since last time you were here, isn’t it? It’s simple, really. We’ve brought hell to Earth and as such, these grounds are no long holy. Go on. Have a look for yourself. I know you want to.”
Sam glared at him suspiciously, sensing a trick. But he did really want to go inside. The last time, in spite of the pain and suffering it had caused, had been an experience like no other. He was intensely curious.
Keeping a wary eye on the demon perched above him, he walked up the stairs. The doors, as usual, were ajar. Inside, nothing seemed to be amiss at first. He walked down the row of pews, wary and alert for the first signs of danger or something out of place.
At the foot of the altar lay the statue of Christ. Whether it had fallen during the earthquake or been smashed by inhuman hands, Sam didn’t know. The result was the same — it had been shattered into a thousand different pieces. Sam remembered how the statue had looked at him years earlier and was filled with sadness. As he got closer, he realized that there was something staining the altar. It looked like blood. He got closer; yes, it was definitely blood. He could smell the metallic tang in the air
He turned to find the demon just a handful of feet away from him, smiling. Enmity surged through him. “What have you done here?” he roared and charged at the creature.
The demon smiled and simply disappeared a fraction of a second before Sam could reach him, reappearing several more feet away.
“You would be wise to stop doing that,” said the demon as Sam charged towards him again.
This time, just before Sam could grab him, some force slammed into him, throwing him off his feet and backwards into the wall of the church. Pews exploded around him as he slammed into the ground. He lay prone on the flagstones, stunned.
Eventually, with a groan, he sat up. The demon was sitting cross-legged on one of the nearby pews. “I warned you,” he said, still smirking.
Sam glared at him and got gingerly to his feet. Nothing appeared broken although experience had taught him that his bones were unusually tough and despite his rigorous combat training, he had never once broken a bone. He looked behind him. The church wall was shattered where he had impacted with it. A human would have been crushed by such an impact.
He really couldn’t work this demon out. It was clearly a very powerful creature; probably one of the Princes of Hell. Obviously, it could kill him if it wanted. Why hadn’t it?
“Just kill me and get it over with,” he said.
The demon laughed. “Why would I want to do that? Plans are afoot. There is much you are required to do before your time is up. There are things I need you to do for me.”
“For you?” said Sam, aghast. “I’ll never do anything for you.”
“Not consciously, no,” the demon concurred. “But it’s the things you’ll do of your own free will that I’m interested in.”
Sam didn’t know what to say to that. This demon confused him, and he suspected it was deliberate. He changed the subject. “What have you done to the altar?”
For a second, the handsome features of the demon flickered, to be replaced by something so horrible that Sam’s mind refused to acknowledge it. It was so quick that Sam thought he was seeing things, as the shock of the Rapture and Tribulation took their toll on him.
The demon considered Sam for a moment without speaking, almost as if he was reassessing the teenager that stood before him. Something in his manner changed and he suddenly became less flippant, less charming.
“We’ve done here what is being done to every church in the world. We purged it, with blood as you can see. The altar and the cross were the chief symbols of the power that used to dominate here. We destroyed their ability to influence the petty humans you love so much.”
Understanding came to Sam in a sudden rush. “You sacrificed someone?” he whispered in horror.
“Don’t worry, it was no-one you knew. Well, no-one you knew very well, at least. You really should go home and rest now. There’s a few surprises in store for you. You’re going to need your strength over the next few nights.”
Sam felt a wave of dizziness wash over him and he covered his face with his hands in despair. The demons had killed someone on the altar, just to ensure that any survivors couldn’t use this place as a refuge. Fury grew within him again. Suddenly, he didn’t care what this demon could do to him, didn’t care that his powers were much greater than his. All he wanted to do was put his blades between the creature’s ribs.
He took his hands away from his face but he was too late; the demon had gone, and he was alone in the desecrated church.
Numb, he stumbled outside. The rooftop was empty. For the first time, he noticed that the cross on the church steeple had fallen down. He searched around the grounds and found the heavy iron object broken on the ground. Normally, he could feel the holiness of objects such as this one radiating their purity. Now, he just felt nothing. The broken cross was now nothing more than two pieces of metal.
Suddenly, he wanted to be gone from this place. It was no longer a beacon for good. The demons had taken that away, just like they had taken away any chance of salvation.
With one last glum look backwards, he made his way slowly out of the church yard.

He spent the rest of the night wandering the streets aimlessly, unwilling to go home to an empty house just yet. Here and there, he saw someone who had not been taken by the Rapture. They looked confused and lost and all but ignored him. He did the same, too wrapped up in his own misery to consider the needs of others.
The clouds were still rolling angrily above him, a solid unbroken mass. Ash fell relentlessly as did the occasional larger burning fragment. Dawn came and went, with not one opportunity for the sun to break through. Everything about him was grey, as if the Tribulation had sucked all colour out of the world.
He was walking along one of the streets around midday when a dishevelled woman ran towards him. She seemed oblivious to the swords that jutted from Sam’s hip and shoulder.
“Have you seen them?” she asked, her eyes wide and constantly moving.
“Seen who?” asked Sam calmly.
“My husband and my children.” She grabbed him by the arm and looked him in the eye. Something in his eyes
— possibly the blackness — seemed to unsettle her and she
quickly took her hands off him as if she’d been stung.
“What are you?”
“Someone like yourself,” he replied. “Lost and alone.”
Madness seemed to reassert itself suddenly. “Have you seen them?” she asked again.
He shook his head sadly. “No. Sorry, ma’am.”
“They were right here with me,” she sobbed. “My little boy was in my arms but I couldn’t stop him. He just went and there was nothing I could do. Please tell me how to get them back.”
“I’m sorry,” said Sam. “I don’t know how.”
She screamed and suddenly launched herself at him. He grabbed her arms as she flailed about helplessly. Eventually, she became exhausted and stopped struggling, and Sam released her hands. She looked at him strangely for a moment and then wandered off down the street. Sam saw her approach one of the other few people on the street and begin questioning them.
Saddened beyond measure, he turned away.

In the afternoon, he began investigating the shops along Main Street. He’d never been into many of them before despite the fact that they were not far from his own house. Under different circumstances, he would have looked forward to it.
The camping and outdoor supply stores that catered to the needs of tourists were his obvious targets. One had already burnt down. Another one nearby had been severely damaged by the earthquake, making it a highly risky proposition. It looked like it was about to fall down any second. The third one he checked out was reasonably intact. Inside was a different story. Much of the equipment had fallen off the shelves, creating a jumbled pile of assorted goods on the floor.
He tensed when he heard the tell-tale scrape of a boot against the floor. Two men emerged from behind a shelf. One carried a baseball bat, the other a high-calibre hunting rifle.
“What do you want here?” asked the larger of the two.
“I just need some supplies,” said Sam.
“Well, you can’t have them,” said the bigger man. “They’re ours.”
Sam nodded. “You own the store then?”
The men turned and grinned at each other. The big man looked back at Sam, still grinning. “Nope, but with the recent developments around here, I’d say that whoever had the biggest gun got the biggest share of everything.” He tapped his rifle meaningfully.
“I don’t need much,” said Sam reasonably. “Just a few tins of food. Maybe a gas cooker and a pack.”
“You don’t listen very well, do you, young fella?” growled the big man. “I said all this stuff belongs to us. Go and find your own store.”
Trying desperately to control his temper, Sam said in a low voice, “This is the last camping store standing.”
“Well, that’s just bad luck for you. Get,” he said, lowering his rifle and pointing it in Sam’s direction.
“Look,” he said, “I can see a cooker right here.”
He bent down, reaching for the portable gas device. There was a great roar in his ears and then it felt like a giant had punched him. Suddenly he was sprawled on his back, lying amongst the jumble of camping supplies. His chest hurt.
“Now, why did you have to go and do that for, Jed,” Sam heard the other man say through the ringing in his ears. “You didn’t have to kill him.”
“Yes, I did,” Jed replied vehemently. “He was trying to take our stuff.”
Sam touched the point on his chest where it hurt, feeling the hole in his hoodie where the bullet had passed through. He lifted his fingers up to his eyes, expecting blood, but his fingers were clean. There was no wound, just a dull ache where the bullet had bounced off.
Though he was surprised, Sam realized he should have expected this. Hikari and he had conducted various experiments using non-iron weapons. Sure, he could be hit by them and even bruised, but he couldn’t be cut or pierced. Knives, axes and other blades simply bounced off him. If it wasn’t iron, it couldn’t kill him. They’d never tried it with a high-powered rifle though, Hikari being too nervous to risk the chance that he might be wrong. Sam hadn’t been that keen to test the theory either. He was glad he hadn’t; that rifle had the kick of a mule. It wasn’t something that he was keen to experience again in a hurry. Lately, everyone seemed to be having a turn at kicking him around.
For the second time in a few hours, he groaned and sat up.
The expressions on the faces of the two men were comical. Sam had never seen two men more surprised in his entire life. Sam could understand their confusion. By rights, a rifle of the calibre held in the hands of the bigger man should’ve punched a hole clean through him and probably through the wall of the shop as well. Especially at close range. Any other man — even one wearing a bullet proof vest — would be dead.
“But … but,” stammered Jed, “You were dead.”
Both men could clearly see that all Sam was wearing was a light hooded sweatshirt. Pale skin gleamed through the large bullet hole in the front, easily visible.
“And now I’m not,” said Sam, getting to his feet slowly. His chest still hurt but it was nothing like the pain the demon had inflicted on him hours earlier. Oddly, he didn’t feel angry; just slightly disappointed somehow.
“But that’s impossible,” exclaimed the smaller of the two.
He walked up to the two men and took their weapons from their uncomplaining grasps.
“Let this be a lesson to you,” said Sam. “Some people coming in here might not be what they seem. From now on, I want you to give anyone who walks in that door exactly what they want. If I hear that you’ve given them trouble — any trouble at all — I’ll come right back.”
The two men nodded dumbly.
“Now, if you’d excuse me, I have some supplies to pick out.”

Out on the street, he found the woman who had confronted him earlier slumped on the sidewalk. She didn’t respond to anything he said or did. Wordlessly, he took a few tins of food out of his new backpack and left them at her feet, trying to tell her that there was more available inside the camping store. She ignored him, or perhaps didn’t see him at all, lost inside her own private nightmare. At one point, he tried to lift her to her feet but she screamed at him and scratched him with her nails. He had no choice but to leave her where she was.
Walking home, he saw a few others in the same state, utterly confused and traumatized by what had happened. He tried to help them, offering directions to the camping store but, by and large, he got the same response as he had earlier with the woman. There was nothing else he could do for them. He would have to be leaving on his journey shortly and he couldn’t possibly take them with him. They would have to pull themselves together and get on with their lives despite their obvious suffering. It hurt him to leave them to their fate but he really did have no other choice.
At home, he tried to cook himself a meal only to find that the power had gone out. He used his portable gas cooker instead, boiling up some noodles that he ate absentmindedly from the same pot he cooked them in. He wasn’t really hungry — it just gave him something to do. It was odd to sit at the table in the darkness without Aimi’s happy banter and Hikari’s amused tolerance to fill the silence. He tried not to think about it.
He lit some candles and inventoried the food supplies he had in the house. There was quite a lot; enough for a week or two which meant he didn’t have to touch the food reserves he had for the trip to Los Angeles. The house next door was empty. He ransacked their food supplies too.
Water could be a problem. Grey, ash stained water trickled out of the tap, obviously unfit for drinking. The rain water barrel out the back was a better option. He disconnected the rain gutter leading from the roof to the barrel to avoid further contamination and made sure that it was securely covered. There was enough in the barrel for several days.
He tried the TV. Nothing but grey static. The emergency broadcast warning was looping on the radio. There was absolutely no internet connection. He was effectively cut off from the rest of the world.
Eventually, he decided to meditate. He wasn’t about to risk sleeping now that using the pentacle was out of the question. He could easily draw it around himself but then he would be trapped, with no-one to break the protective line of chalk.
That night, for the first time, the demons came.
He was taken completely by surprise. Deep in a meditative trance, they were almost in the house before he realized. He had sensed them earlier but just put it down to the lurking presence of the smiling traitor that seemed to haunt him on a regular basis.
It was the demonic screaming that awoke him to the danger he was in. His eyes sprung open in shock. Without being consciously aware of it, his swords were suddenly in his hands. He raced downstairs in time to meet their charge.
The Lemure streamed in through the open front door. There were only about ten of them and his swords went to work with a will, seemingly moving of their own accord. His training had been so intense that he cut and parried instinctively, even though a part of his mind was recoiling in terror.
It was over in seconds, his swords continuing to move even as the ashen remains of the last destroyed demon fluttered slowly to the floor. The encounter had left him completely unscathed.
He stopped and listened, his mind still not quite registering what had happened. Outside, he could still hear the demons screaming. Through the dreadful clamour, he heard something else. It was screaming but it wasn’t a demon. It was most definitely human.
He raced outside and looked both ways down Main Street. The street lights were off and there was no moon. Even though, his sharp demon eyes took in everything clearly.
At the far end of the street, two hundred feet in the distance, he could see a large pack of Lemure surrounding the woman he had tried to help earlier. They had forced her to her feet; she was struggling and screaming but it made no difference to the Lemure. Hoisting her between them, they hurried her along down the street. They were coming directly for him.
He charged at them. A dozen or so broke off from the pack and intercepted him before he could reach the group that held the woman. He fought his way through them but they were persistent. More appeared out of the shadows and soon he was being forced backwards. Over the tops of their heads, he could see the woman being carried further and further away. He renewed his attack but it was no use, as more demons appeared to replace those that had fallen. He continued to fight. Demons surrounded him but he cut them down so quickly most did not even have an opportunity to strike at him.
Suddenly, the demons broke off the attack, melting back into the shadows. Sam sucked in a large breath of air and looked around him. All the demons had gone. Of the woman, there was no sign.
He sunk down on to his knees in utter despair. He had been tasked with helping the survivors but he was worse than useless. He hadn’t been able to save even one poor woman. How was he possibly meant to defend the innocent against such overwhelming odds?
Hikari, Father Rainey and even the Archangel Gabriel were wrong. How could he save others when he had already failed so spectacularly? Not only that, but he was expected to confront and defeat the Antichrist. It was all just a bit too much to take.
With a heavy heart, he trudged back home.
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LAS VEGAS

PRESENT
“If anyone worships the beast and his image and receives his mark on the forehead or on the hand, he, too, will drink of the wine of God’s fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath.”
Revelation 14:9,10
Las Vegas had come off relatively unscathed by the Tribulation. Sure, there was some superficial damage caused by the earthquakes and a few buildings gutted by fire, but nothing like what Sam had expected.
Joshua and Grace dismounted and led the horses along the Great Basin Highway that threaded its way directly into the city. It was completely devoid of the abandoned cars that Sam had learnt to expect from most roads. It was even ash-free. Someone had obviously scraped it clear with something like a mechanical snow plough. Surprisingly, they even encountered a few moving vehicles that honked their horns at them as they passed, some of the occupants shouting abuse. Even now, foot traffic on a state highway was obviously not encouraged.
Eventually, sick of the hurled insults, they decided to get off the road and found a smaller tributary road. The sign said East Flamingo which Joshua said would take them into the heart of Vegas. There, he said, was the best chance to find transport to Los Angeles.
Sam took him at his word, knowing no better, while Grace offered no comment, having never been to Las Vegas before.
On the sidewalk, Sam was surprised to see that there were absolutely no demons around. He could sense them — just — but so far they had not made an appearance. There also seemed to be a great number of people around, in stark contrast to Boulder City that had been completely abandoned. It was almost morning and the crowds were beginning to thin, but there were still more people around than he had ever seen before in his life. Most seemed to be unaffected by the Tribulation. He saw people laughing and smiling, all seemingly having a good time. Very strange.
People seemed to avoid them, many giving Sam’s swords a hurried appraisal before quickly looking away. Eventually, unable to take it any longer, Sam stopped a stranger in the street. The man looked well groomed and fed, with slick-backed hair. On his arm was a teenage girl wearing very little in the manner of clothing.
Sam put one hand on the man’s arm. “Hi. Can you tell us what’s going on around here?”
The man looked at him strangely. “What do you mean? This is Vegas where anything can and will happen.”He exchanged looks with his young companion and they both burst out laughing.
Sam kept his frustration in check. “I mean, what’s happened since the Rapture? Where are the demons?”
“What do you mean?” the man asked suspiciously. “They are where they normally are. In the churches and probably in hell.”The girl giggled.
“Why aren’t they out here dragging people back with them?” Sam asked.
The man’s eyed narrowed. Next to him, his girlfriend went quiet. “You’re not from around here, are you? Where’s your mark?”
“Mark? What mark?” Sam was thoroughly confused now.
The man waved a hand at him. “I don’t think I can talk to you any longer. In fact, I think you need to talk to those in charge. Here you go. Just in the nick of time.”
Beside them a police car was pulling up. Two uniformed officers got out and eyed Sam and his friends with obvious interest. “I think you kids need to come with us,” said one of them, opening up the rear door. “Leave your horses. We’ll send someone to take care of them. Get in.”
Sam glanced at Grace and Joshua. They didn’t seem to be able to do anything useful so Sam shrugged. Why not? They had nothing to lose and in fact, these officers might just be able to help them. Besides, he really wanted to know what was going on around here and who better than the police to get answers from?
All three piled into the car, Sam being forced to take his katana off in order to fit in. Curiously, the cops had not removed the weapon. In fact, they hardly seemed to
care that he was carrying it.
“Where to, officer?” asked Joshua.
The officer in the passenger seat turned around. “To the heart of things. There’s someone who wants to have a word with you.”

The cops drove them only a short distance, pulling up outside Caesar’s Palace Hotel and casino. Sam felt decidedly nervous, fidgeting with the sword in his lap. Next to him in the back seat, Joshua and Grace seemed even more agitated, both peering out the car windows, trying to catch glimpses of the people and places they passed.
The foot traffic was definitely dwindling now with the approaching dawn; Sam had always heard that Las Vegas came alive at night and it seemed that this was even more so since the Rapture.
The cops got out and opened the back doors for them. The three of them followed the two uniformed officers to the front entry of the hotel. There were a couple of large men dressed in hotel uniforms standing in front of the main doors. Sam knew instantly that they were not normal porters or hotel staff — they carried themselves with the assured professionalism of trained military. Why would whoever was in charge here need soldiers on the front door? There were no demons in evidence and there certainly didn’t appear to be any obvious unrest in the city.
Both hotel employees gave Sam and his companions the once over, their gazes lingering on Sam’s swords. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, lady, but you need to hand over your weapons here please. There’s no weapons allowed in the hotel.”
Sam hesitated, seriously considering refusing the request. He’d very rarely been parted from his swords and certainly not since the Tribulation began. Every instinct in his body told him not to but he desperately needed answers and this was obviously the place where he was going to get some. He didn’t really have a choice.
Joshua handed over his baseball bat while Grace quietly produced a knife from under her clothes. Sam hadn’t even been aware that she’d had one. Everyone looked at him expectantly. He sighed and eventually passed them to one of the guards. The man smiled at him and assured him they would be looked after, telling them they could reclaim their weapons on their way out. Sam felt hardly reassured. Some niggling doubt began to worry away in his stomach. If he made the wrong decision now, not only his but the lives of his companions would be forfeit. It was too late now, though.
Still smiling, the two guards opened the doors for them, one of the two policemen going ahead while the other brought up the rear. They were led through the plush lobby. Reception staff behind the main counter smiled at them as they passed, almost as if they were expected. The cop brought them to the elevators and ushered them inside, pushing the button for the penthouse. The brief journey was conducted in utter silence.
On the top floor, they traipsed down a corridor to a pair of very large doors made of polished mahogany. Four guards, all carrying themselves in the same way as the two at the hotel entrance, stood in front, very alert.
“Thank you, officers, you can go now,” said one of the men. The officers departed and the same man opened the doors for them. “Go in,” he said, nodding. “You’re expected.”
Sam glanced at him suspiciously, the feeling of disquiet growing. Why were they expected? Why were they being given this special treatment? Something wasn’t right here. Surely, not every newcomer to the city was treated like this?
They found themselves in a tastefully-appointed chamber that must have taken up a good quarter of the entire floor. It looked like it had once been a suite but had been hastily converted into an office. What appeared to be kitchen fittings were still piled in one corner. Floor to ceiling windows offered an impressive view out over the cloud covered city to the west. The only furniture consisted of a giant polished desk and a large leather-covered chair. Three smaller chairs sat in front of it in a semi-circle.
Behind the desk sat an immaculately dressed man in a pin stripe suit, his black hair swept back over his head. He was extremely well manicured and groomed with a goatee that looked like it had been drawn on with a stencil.
He smiled broadly when he saw them, showing perfect teeth. “Ah, welcome,”he said, “welcome. Please. You must be tired after your long journey. Take a seat.”
Sam and the others did so, casting wary glances around them. As the man shook hands with each of them, Sam noticed that his palm was extremely soft and a little sweaty. If he didn’t know better, he would say that the man was at least as nervous as he was.
“I’m Jonah,” he said. “You two,” he said, indicating Grace and Joshua, “I’m afraid I don’t know so please excuse my apparent rudeness.” Josh and Grace introduced themselves.
“A pleasure, a pleasure,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Can I offer you any refreshment? No? Perhaps later then. Now you,” he said, turning towards Sam, “must be the boy I’ve heard so much about. It’s Sam, isn’t it?”
Sam nodded, taken aback. How on earth did Jonah know his name?
Jonah grinned at him. “And before you ask,” he said, casually leaning on his desk, “I have heard about you from, ah, a source. Told me I should keep an eye out for a boy with two swords. Have to say — there’s not many around that meet that description.” He laughed, a high-pitched yelping that Sam found highly irritating.
“Who told you about me?” asked Sam suspiciously.
“Don’t worry about it. It’s not important. Now, surely you must have some other, more important questions for me?”
“What’s going on around here?” Sam asked.
“Right. Yes. I’m sure this may look a little odd to you. Let me tell you though — straight after the Rapture, this was a different city. Chaos really. Looting, people getting killed, demons everywhere. Not a very nice place. We’ve turned it around since then.”
“So, how have you stopped the demons?” asked Grace.
Jonah nodded at her. “Good question, young lady. Good question. That answer to that is really quite simple.”
All at once, Sam felt the hairs on his neck rise at a presence behind him, and stood up so suddenly that his chair toppled backwards. The four guards that had been outside the door had entered silently. They must have been well-trained. Even Sam with his extraordinary hearing had only just heard them. All four were pointing weapons at him. Before he could move, they fired. Eight taser darts flew out and struck him at various points on his torso. They must, he realized belatedly, have been tipped with iron barbs.
Almost two hundred thousand volts surged through him, causing his body to dance around like a puppet. On a normal man, this amount of voltage would be sufficient to kill, but Sam was not a normal man. Despite the pain, he was able to dislodge two of the barbs and unbelievably, take two shaky steps towards his attackers. Three of them drew iron batons with their free hands and advanced.
Through the pain, Sam could hear Jonah still carrying on talking as if nothing unusual was taking place. In his peripheral vision, he could see Grace and Joshua still sitting in their chairs, too shocked to move.
“The reason why the demons don’t molest us is because we have made a pact with them.”
As the three guards began pummelling Sam into insensibility, he could hear Jonah laughing.

When Sam came to, he found himself in a small windowless room. His body had been forced into a foetal position in order to fit within the pentacle that surrounded him. Jonah, he reflected, had been extremely well prepared and briefed by someone. He suspected he knew by whom.
He sat up, a groan escaping from his mouth as he felt the back of his head carefully. There were some serious bumps on it; clearly the guards had gone to town on him, not willing to take any chances. He had no idea how long he had been out.
As he began to take further stock of his situation, he heard a bolt being drawn and the heavy door opened in front of him. Jonah, accompanied by two of his guards, entered the room. Sam noticed they were very careful not to disturb the chalk marks of the pentacle, placing their feet precisely in the small room.
“Comfortable?” Jonah asked with a sneer.
Sam glared at him but refrained from answering.
“You don’t know how easy you’ve made it for me, just waltzing in here like you did. We’ve been looking out for you for some time now. My master is very keen to know of your whereabouts.”
“Your master?” Sam asked, already knowing the answer.
“The Antichrist, of course. He calls the shots around here and on most of the western seaboard. But then, you probably already knew that.”
“Where are my friends?” he demanded.
“Somewhere safe for now, although I can’t promise that they’ll stay like that for long. As soon as we’ve finished with you, their usefulness will be about exhausted I’d say.”
Anger boiled within him then. He jumped to his feet, hurling himself at the invisible barrier.
Jonah chuckled heartily. “You really are quite stupid, aren’t you?” He rolled up the sleeve of his right arm and showed Sam a mark tattooed on the inner wrist. Sam stopped pounding on the barrier and leant forward, suddenly filled with disquiet.
“You see this? This is his mark. Everyone in this city has this mark — and you didn’t notice?”
Sam could see the tattoo clearly. It was a stylized outline of a horned face. Inside were tattooed the name Abaddon and the number 666. The mark of the beast.
Sam should have expected this. He knew that with the rise of the Antichrist, all his followers would bear the mark. Why hadn’t he checked when he’d first entered Las Vegas? If he had, then he wouldn’t be in this predicament. Or Grace and Joshua. No wonder there were no demons in the streets — all the people here already followed Satan. What need had they to drag his faithful to Hell?
“What are you going to do with me?”
Jonah folded his arms across his chest. “I have my orders. We’re to conduct a few tests on you. There might be others like you around and my master wants to make sure that all your weaknesses are fully explored.”
“Then what?”
“My master wants to make damn sure that you and he never meet. After we’ve finished with our tests, he wants you gone.” Johah flashed his perfect teeth. “We’re going to kill you, of course.”

Sam paced within the tiny confines of the pentacle. After Jonah and his guards had left, he’d focused all his strength into freeing himself. It was no use. Somehow, there was absolutely no give whatsoever in the invisible barrier that contained him.He had no idea what he was going to do. All he knew was that he had to escape. Doing that, however, might prove difficult.
With no other option, he sank down to his knees in a meditative pose. He emptied his mind of all thought and calmed his body, feeling his heart rate slowing.
He was still poised like that when they came for him again. This time, there were four guards and another man dressed in a white lab coat. Of Jonah, there was no sign. The four guards were all armed with tasers. The technician held a modified straight jacket in his arms, reinforced with thick iron bands. Clearly, they intended to use that to confine him.
Their initial plan had been to taser him into submission. Now, seeing Sam already calm and possibly unaware of what was going on around him, the leader of the five men hesitated. “The tasers are unnecessary,’ he whispered. He gestured to the technician to move forward with the straight jacket while he and the other three covered Sam with their weapons.
The technician shuffled into the pentacle. One of his feet accidentally scuffed the chalk outline, breaking the symbol ever so slightly.
It was enough. Sam had been waiting for this exact moment, praying vehemently and gambling that they would not just taser him before restraining him. He felt the change immediately. Both of his eyes shot open. He moved as fast as he ever had in his life, his actions a blur to the wary guards, grabbing the technician around the neck and turning him around to face the other men in the room.
In shock, taken completely by surprise with the sheer speed of Sam’s actions, the four guards fired their iron barbs simultaneously. All they succeeded in doing was frying the technician that Sam was using as a shield.
As the man gyrated violently in his arms, Sam threw him at the first of the guards. The guard released his grip on the taser and tried to draw his baton but the technician slammed into him, and their two bodies dropped to the floor in a tangle of arms and legs.
The other three had drawn their batons, but Sam was already in amongst them. Hikari had trained him extensively in unarmed combat, especially in close quarters. The small room and the cluster of bodies worked to Sam’s advantage. The men were getting in each other’s way.
Sam attacked the guard closest to him. The guard was well-trained, probably an ex-soldier. He was also armed with an iron baton that should work well on someone like Sam. Unfortunately, he had not counted on Sam’s strength and reflexes.
Sam slipped under the swinging baton and punched the guard once, twice, three times in the chest before the guard even realized what was happening. The man was already out of the fight after the first punch. The second punch broke every rib in his chest. The third contained so much force that it lifted the guard off his feet and sent him catapulting into the guard just behind him.
The last guard still standing swung his baton in a sideways arc. If it had connected, Sam knew that it almost certainly would have shattered his skull. Sam stepped inside the swing, stopping the blow dead. Grabbing the man’s arm, he flicked it over his head and down straight onto his knee. The sickening crack of a breaking bone was almost as loud as the man’s scream of pain. Sam finished him off with a punch to the side of the head that floored him instantly.
He turned, picking up two of the fallen batons just as the remaining guards got to their feet. The two men faced him nervously. Sam could clearly see the fear on their faces. With a wordless agreement, they separated, one moving around behind him while the other attacked from the front.
The solid iron batons in Sam’s hands felt good. They weren’t his swords but they were effective weapons in such a confined space. After all, using two weapons at once was his speciality.
His right baton darted out and slammed into the face of the guard in front, knocking him off his feet. The guard hadn’t even seen the blow coming. At the same time, he lashed out backwards with the baton in his left hand, instinctively knowing where the other guard was. He was rewarded with a solid thud as it connected, and turned just in time to see the last remaining guard slump to the ground, unconscious. Less than thirty seconds had passed since the guards entered the room.
Outside, Sam found himself alone in a long, brightly lit corridor. He blinked in the white glare of the neon bulbs and listened carefully, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the sudden brightness. He could hear voices some way off but not the urgent sound of running feet or yelled warnings. So far, his partial escape had gone unnoticed.
He glanced both ways down the corridor. He was about half way along. Both directions looked identical with a set of frosted glass doors marking each end. Set into the corridor were a further four doors — two on either side of his, also made of solid wood. If he was Jonah, where would he have put his friends? It wouldn’t make sense to separate them too much. It would be much more simple to contain them within the same general area. No doubt, Jonah had been questioning them on Sam’s potential vulnerabilities and so he would want them near to him in order test out any possible leads. He was guessing but he was confident that Joshua and Grace would be behind one of those four doors.
The first door to his left was empty but for a few stacked crates. The second was locked and bolted from the outside. Sam slipped the bolt and backed up to the other side of the corridor. It wasn’t much of a run-up but it was enough. The impact of his shoulder against the door splintered the lock and the door flew open. Grace was inside, tied to chair.
He could see the relief on her face along with several cuts and bruises. Jonah and his men had not been gentle with her. She said nothing as he untied the rope, just curled her lip at him ever so slightly in gratitude. Sam felt his rage mounting again. Jonah would pay for this.
“Are you ok?” he asked. “Can you walk?”
Grace nodded mutely. Sam helped her to her feet and he retraced his steps back along the corridor, Grace sticking close to him. They found Joshua in the last room, locked but easily dealt with. Unlike Grace, he was neither tied to the chair nor suffering from the same treatment that had been inflicted on her.
Joshua looked surprised to see him but his expression quickly changed to happiness.
“What took you so long?” he asked.
“A few of Jonah’s men got in my way,” Sam replied. “They won’t get in my way again. Why weren’t you tied up? How come they didn’t hurt you like Grace?”
Joshua shrugged. “Beats me. Maybe they were starting with Grace and were going to get to me later. Probably saw her as an easier target.”
Sam nodded. That made sense. But something was niggling away at the back of his head again. “Let’s get out of here. Did either of you two see which way was out when they brought you here?”
“I did,” said Grace. “Outside those glass doors is a set of elevators. They’ll take us back down to the lobby.”
“Good idea,” said Joshua.
“No,” she said. “That won’t work. There will be guards downstairs. There’s no way we’d get past them all.”
“Fair point,” said Joshua. “Besides, when Jonah hasn’t heard from his guards in a few minutes, all hell is going to break loose. Forgive the pun.”
Sam was hardly listening. He was thinking furiously and then, suddenly, he knew what to do.
“Come with me,” he said to the others. “I’ve got a plan.”

The two desk clerks behind the lobby’s reception desk looked up when they heard the elevator chime. Two men and one woman dressed in guard uniforms strolled out. The clerks lost interest and returned their attention back to other matters.
Sam deliberately walked slowly, not willing to draw attention to himself. Joshua and Grace did the same, keeping their heads in the direction of the front doors and ignoring the other people in the lobby.
The doors slid open as they approached. Outside, it was dark. The city had come alive again. There were lots of people on the streets and at least two dozen milling around outside the hotel.
There were two guards still on duty outside. Unfortunately, it was the same two guards that had let them in earlier. Despite their disguises, the guards immediately recognized Sam and his friends.
Sam saw both of them open their mouths to raise the alarm. He stepped in close and punched the first one so hard in the stomach that he dropped to his knees instantly. Sam grabbed the second one and brought him close enough to whisper in his ear.
“Make a sound or any sudden movements and they’ll be the last you ever make,” he hissed, forcing the tip of the iron baton concealed in his jacket pocket into the guard’s side.
The guard gulped nervously and nodded his understanding, sweat starting to bead on his forehead.
“I only want two things from you, and then I’ll let you go,” said Sam quietly. “Do you know what those two things are?”
The guard nodded again. “Your swords?”
“My swords,” Sam agreed. “Where are they?”
“They’re in a storage room off the lobby,” said the guard.
“Good,” said Sam. “Take us there. Grace, Joshua, you stay here.”
Sam held the man by the arm as they re-entered the hotel. The lobby clerks favoured them with some curious stares but Sam waved at them reassuringly. “He’s feeling sick,” he said, indicating the other man. “Just helping him find his medication.”
The guard guided Sam to a small door adjacent to the lobby desk. He fumbled around in his pocket and brought out a key with which, after three attempts, he managed to unlock the door. Inside, the room was just a series of aisles containing racks and shelves, all filled with various confiscated or lost goods.
Sam pulled the door to behind them and the guard led him to a section that was obviously where all the weapons were stored. Sam saw his swords immediately, jutting out of a metal cylinder filled with all manner of long, thin weapons, including Joshua’s baseball bat. Relief flooded through him. His swords were a part of him; he hadn’t felt whole since they had been separated.
Dropping the batons, he tucked his wakizashi into the belt of his borrowed pants, feeling better already, then tried to conceal the katana and the baseball bat underneath his jacket. The end of both weapons poked through below the material of the jacket but it would serve. He only had get through the lobby then they would be clear.
There was a knock on the door. The guard turned away and Sam used the opportunity to touch a nerve point on the man’s neck. Nerve points were always a bit touch and go — certainly not something to be used in combat. You had to strike with precision and pick your spot carefully. Thankfully, it worked. Sam supported his body to avoid any alarming thuds as the guard slumped silently to the floor.
He moved to the door and opened in such a way that the body of the guard was concealed behind Sam’s own bulk. He slid outside and found himself confronted by one of the desk clerks.
“Is everything alright in there?” she asked.
“Fine,” said Sam.
“It’s just that you said something about that guard needing his medication. I know for a fact that he doesn’t keep it in here. He leaves it in his locker.”
“My mistake,” said Sam, trying to push past her, silently cursing his bad luck.
Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Where is he, anyway? I’ve seen you around here before, haven’t I?”
Sam decided to take his chances. “Sorry, gotta go.”
He sidestepped around her and she cried out in alarm. “Stop. Stop that man,” she yelled.
He raced through the lobby and out through the main doors, roughly pushing anyone that got in his way. “Let’s go,” he said to Grace and Joshua, handing Josh his baseball bat.
The crowd were looking around in confusion as the woman’s yells carried outside. Sam ignored them. Just in front of them, a car pulled up. Finally, something was going their way, thought Sam, as a well-dressed couple got out of the Bentley.
“We’ll take it from here,” said Sam. “Josh, you drive.” The man started to protest but the cries died in his throat when he saw Sam remove his katana from under his jacket.
Joshua pushed the man aside and tumbled into the driver’s seat. Sam climbed in the passenger’s side while Grace hopped into the rear. “Go!” cried Sam.
Josh sped off, frantically waving people out of the way.
“Do you know where you’re going?” Sam asked.
“Sort of,” confessed Josh. “I think I can get us out of the city.”
Sam nodded. He started to relax. Their getaway seemed to be almost too easy though; he would’ve expected Jonah to be better prepared than this. Then he felt it — the familiar sensation of demons. Jonah had released the demons from whatever confined them to the churches. They were coming.
“Drive faster,” he ordered urgently. “They’re after us.”
“I’m trying,” protested Joshua. He didn’t ask who was after them, probably assuming the worst.
They sped through the city at high speed, Joshua seemingly taking turns at random but Sam realized that they were gradually heading north. They turned a corner, the tyres squealing in protest and found themselves at an intersection. Before them, illuminated by street lights and moving as one great mass, were hundreds of grey bodies. Every direction was blocked by a horde of Lemure. Sam could see the bulky shapes of other, larger demons mixed in with them.
“Back,” he yelled.
Joshua brought the car screaming to a halt and slammed it into reverse. It was no use. More demons were streaming onto the street behind them.
“Keep going,” said Sam. “Straight through them.”
Joshua continued to reverse at high speed, slamming into any Lemure bodies that got in the way. They threw themselves at the car, clawing and scratching at the windows. The rear window shattered. Grace screamed but Josh could see her striking out with her feet at any Lemure who tried to push through the window. Fortunately, the Bentley was an extremely solidly built and heavy machine and the attempts for the Lemure to slow it down were destined for failure.
It all changed in an instance. Joshua swerved violently to avoid the hulking mass of a horned demon that appeared behind them. Out of control, they ploughed through the glass front of a shop in a storm of glass shards. As the car slammed into the counter of the shop and stopped dead, the air bags in the car exploded out, forcing Sam and Joshua hard back into their seats. None of them had been wearing their seatbelts. Sam felt the hard impact as Grace’s head connected with the back of his seat.
Sam turned around in his seat, fighting against the confining mass of the airbag. Grace was lying on the rear seat, groaning. Suddenly, the Lemure were upon them once again. Long, grey taloned hands reached for her through the rear window, clutching at her clothes. Stunned, but now aware what was happening, Grace screamed again.
Sam wrestled with the airbag, finally popping it and tried to struggle through into the back seat. Next to him, Josh was trying to get through his own airbag to reach the gear shift. Grace was being pulled through the rear window. Sam grabbed her clothes desperately but he was in an awkward position and it was hard to get a good grip. He could feel her slipping away.
He changed tack and jerked his car door open, knocking two Lemure off their feet. He drew his swords but the situation was impossible. Wreckage from the crash was impeding his swing and more Lemure kept piling into the shop. He saw Grace being dragged out of the car and he screamed his frustration.
“No!” he yelled, trying to fight his way forward.
Countless Lemure stopped him, throwing themselves at him, heedless of the few that fell under his swords. Other Lemure were swarming over the cars roof, trying to get at Joshua on the driver’s side. Fortunately, they couldn’t — part of the shop counter effectively blocked that side of the car.
“Sam! Sam!” He could hear Joshua yelling his name and he turned. Joshua had deflated the airbag. The Bentley roared to life. “Get in! We have to go!”
Sam threw himself into the car. He glanced backwards. Surrounded by a mass of Lemure bodies, Grace was disappearing out of the shop. Inside the car, three Lemure had forced themselves through the shattered rear window and were reaching for Joshua and himself. Sam quickly dispatched them with three short thrusts of his wakizashi, showering the leather upholstery with cinders.
Joshua threw the car into reverse and the Bentley charged out of the shop, grinding over shop wreckage and scattering the Lemure. He put the car in gear and the wheels spun, producing black smoke of burnt rubber.
“There!” said Sam. Ahead of them was the pack of Lemure carrying Grace, moving rapidly away from them down the street. “After them!”
The Bentley shot forward. More and more Lemure launched themselves at the car. For relatively stupid creatures, they seemed to know exactly what they were doing, trying to prevent the two boys reaching Grace.
Sam sensed a familiar presence above them and then the Bentley shuddered under a massive impact. Sam and Josh both ducked. With a horrible screech of tearing metal, the entire roof of the Bentley was ripped off. The Astaroth roared in satisfaction, still clutching the torn section in the claws of its hind legs. It dropped it, the roof clattering on the bonnet of the car, forcing Joshua to swerve again.
Sam stood up, fighting for balance as Joshua swerved again and again, trying to keep the Astaroth off them. Sam struck upwards, fending off the claws of the massive flying demon above them.
The Lemure carrying Grace were getting further and further away. Suddenly, he realized what their destination was — what it had always been. A church. The gateway. They were taking Grace to hell! At the far end of the street, he could see it. It looked like any of the hundreds of small churches that littered the city, with white washed walls and a slate roof. The sign above it said it was a wedding chapel.
The Lemure weren’t far away. Even with the power of the Bentley, they weren’t going to get there before them. Like the Lemure, the Astaroth seemed to know what it was doing, forcing the car to veer off so it couldn’t intercept the fleeing creatures.
More Lemure piled onto the car. Now Sam was forced to split his attack, dispatching any Lemure who got in through the roof and keeping the Astaroth at bay. Sam knew they were fighting a losing battle. Next to him, Joshua seemed to share the same thought.
“We have to get out of here,” Joshua said, his voice high with panic. “We can’t save her. There’s too many of them. We have to go.”
“No!” roared Sam. “We’re not leaving her. We’re going to save her.”
Visions of the poor family in the airport terminal of Jacob’s Ladder swarmed into his head. He thought of the woman in the street of his home town that he hadn’t been able to save either. So many people had been taken. He hadn’t been able to save those people and still berated himself for not trying hard enough. He wasn’t going to let the same happen to Grace. Grace was a good soul a good person. An innocent. He wouldn’t condemn her to Hell. She didn’t deserve it. Wasn’t this what Gabriel wanted him to do? Wasn’t this part of what he was left behind to accomplish?
“Don’t stop,” Sam roared, spearing another Lemure with his wakizashi.
Joshua turned to him, his eyes wide. “What do you mean?”
“I mean don’t stop. Go straight through, into the church. It’s the only way to save Grace.”
“You can’t be serious!”
“I’m deadly serious. Drive the car straight through the wall and pray we don’t hit Grace.”
The church loomed in front of them. Ahead, the Lemure carrying Grace had just disappeared inside it. As the Astaroth suddenly seemed to sense their intent and renewed its attack with even more vigor, one of its claws snagged Sam’s arm. He ignored the pain and struck upwards with his longer blade, burying half the blade in the armoured body. The Astaroth bellowed in pain but didn’t stop its assault. At the last second, however, it was forced to as it soared upwards, narrowly missing the small steeple before it. If the cross had still been on the roof, it would have impaled itself.
Joshua accelerated. The rapid thud of Lemure bodies bouncing off the car sounded like heavy rain. He looked at Sam and this time, by unspoken agreement, they both put their seatbelts on.
The Bentley hit the curb and kept right on going. For a fraction of a second, they were airborne and then, suddenly, they were crashing through the wall of the church.
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HELL

PRESENT



“Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels:. .”

Matthew 25:41


Sam must have lost consciousness for a moment. The Bentley had crashed through the outer wall of the church and then slammed into the far inner wall, where it now rested, wrecked beyond repair. The collision had been horrendous, and he tried not to think what would have happened if they hadn’t been wearing their seatbelts. That was the only thing that had saved them given that the airbags were already wrecked.
Inside the car, Joshua was still out cold, his head resting against the steering wheel. Blood oozed from a cut on his scalp. Sam undid the clasps on both their seatbelts and tried to rouse his friend. Blearily, Josh finally came to, looking around slowly in confusion.
“Come on,” said Sam. “Out of the car.” He got out, moving to the driver’s side to assist Joshua as he looked around.
All the pews in the church had been removed. In the open space in the dead centre was a pentagram. It was nothing like the chalk pentagrams Sam had drawn; the outlines of this one seemed to be blazing with an unholy fire. Braziers, filled with what smelled like sulphur, burned at the five points of the symbol.
Inside the pentagram were a huddled mass of Lemure, crouching low and emitting a high- pitched whine. And in the exact centre of the pentagram was the still form of Grace, lying unconscious.
Hope surged in Sam’s breast. They weren’t too late. Grace had not been taken yet. Wordlessly, he reached into the car and handed Joshua his baseball bat, then he moved warily towards the symbol.
He stepped over the burning outline of the pentagram, noting that the flames did not touch him. In fact, he did not even feel any heat. Behind him, Joshua followed, stepping carefully over the fire. He was not so lucky, yelping with the pain as the fires licked at him.
The Lemure had not seemed to notice them and remained where they were, oblivious to the intruders. Sam directed his gaze to the gaping hole in the church wall. Thankfully, there was no sign of the Astaroth or any more Lemure. His eyes sought out Grace and he began moving stealthily towards her, careful not to disturb any of the crouching Lemure. The noise they were making began to intensify. Something was happening. They had to hurry.
Heedless now of the Lemure in his way, Sam pushed his way through. Some of the demons roused themselves and clutched at his legs; he swatted their grasping claws away with his swords.
He finally reached Grace. Like Joshua, she had a long gash on her head, blood ebbing sluggishly from the wound. He put one arm around her neck and lifted her head gently.
“Grace,” he whispered. She groaned but did not open her eyes. He shook her again. “Grace,” he said urgently.
The Lemure whining had increased dramatically. Something was definitely happening now. Outside the pentagram, the walls of the church flickered and became less substantial somehow, as if a veil was being drawn before him.
They were almost out of time. Picking Grace up, he moved quickly towards the flaming outline of the pentagram, motioning to Joshua follow.
But they were too late. He knew what the Lemure were doing and a part of him could almost comprehend how — the knowledge danced tantalisingly close. He felt the impact of the change and staggered with the sheer shock of it. Then, before Sam’s horrified vision, the church outside the pentagram disappeared completely.
It was replaced with a vista of rock and diabolical fire, as far as the eye could see. They were standing on a large rocky plateau; further in the distance, Sam could see canyons, flickering with the light of the flames that roared in their depths. Above them, Astaroth circled and screeched beneath a fissured stone ceiling many miles distant, bathed in the crimson glow of the fires beneath.
With growing despair, Sam knew without doubt where they were.
Hell.
Almost as one, the twenty or so Lemure that surrounded them stood, their eyes suddenly locked on the unconscious form of Grace in Sam’s arms. He set her down as gently as he could and, standing above her body, drew his swords.
The Lemure attacked.
It was almost too easy — the Lemure seemed to completely ignore Sam and his flashing blades, intent on getting to Grace and, to a lesser extent, Joshua. Joshua provided little in the way of resistance. Something seemed to be wrong with him and he only managed to batter one or two Lemure aside with his baseball bat. Sam hewed them down with ease. Within moments, the Lemure were nothing but mounds of dust.
Sheathing his blades, Sam knelt down beside Grace. Her eyes were open. She opened her mouth to speak but suddenly coughed violently. Standing above him, he could hear suppressed coughing from Joshua as well.
“What’s wrong?” he asked both of them.
“It’s the air,” Joshua gasped. “Hard to breathe.”
Only then did Sam notice that the air was thick with the stench of sulphur. Sam had no trouble breathing, almost as if his body welcomed the smell. In fact, everything about this place seemed to agree with him; the constant strong breeze, the heat, the aromas. His body felt strong and powerful. Unlike his mind, His treacherous body responded to it eagerly. It was trying to tell him something and he was desperately attempting to ignore it. He couldn’t though.
His body was telling him he was home.
“We can’t stay here,”said Sam, ignoring the sensations. The glowing outlines of the pentagram were fading now that the Lemure had completed their journey. Nearby, however, Sam could see other pentagrams forming on the plateau, and several Lemure appeared within them. “It’s not safe.”
Lifting Grace into his arms and offering Joshua his shoulder for support, he led them towards a nearby cliff face. It was riddled with openings, what seemed to be passages. It was the best — and only — option available under the circumstances.
He chose one of the passages at random and led Joshua into it, constantly casting wary glances behind him. Instinctively he knew that he was relatively safe in this realm; the Lemure ignored him because of what he was. Grace and Joshua, on the other hand, were a different story. Demons could probably sniff them out in moments. Heedless of direction, he turned down other side passages in what was probably a futile attempt to confuse any pursuers.
At least the constant breeze was gone, and with it some of the intense smell of sulphur. Both Joshua and Grace seemed to be breathing slightly more easily. Eventually, finding a small cave in the wall of the passage, he called a halt and laid Grace down. Gasping hoarsely, Joshua settled down on the rock floor with obvious relief. Close by, Sam stood guard at the entrance, his hands never far from the hilts of his swords.
Struggling with the stifling heat, Joshua took off his guard’s jacket. Sam followed suit, despite not feeling the heat at all. He ripped some strips from the jacket lining and moved to Grace’s side.
“How are you doing?” he asked.
Grace attempted to smile but Sam could see that it was forced. “Fine,” she said. “My head hurts a bit though.”
The medical training that Hikari had forced upon him hadn’t really covered anything other than cuts and broken bones. His master had made it clear that his life could depend on such training, given that it was unlikely he would have access to a doctor or a hospital. However, everything Hikari had taught him stressed self-reliance. It was done with love of course; Hikari’s only intention to keep his student alive. His master had probably never considered that Sam might have to minister to others in need. He wrapped one of the strips of cloth from his jacket around Grace’s head and tied it up firmly. It was a field dressing but it would do for now. He suspected that Grace had concussion and there was little else he could do for her here.
“Thank you,” said Grace, touching one of his hands. “You didn’t have to come back for me.”
“Yes, I did.”
“It was very brave of you,” she said, her lips forming the ghost of a smile.
“No, it wasn’t,” he disagreed, feeling a little embarrassed. “It wasn’t brave at all. I was just doing what I was raised to do. What I was meant to do. You wouldn’t understand how many times I’ve failed in that simple task these last few weeks. I wasn’t about to fail this time.”
“Regardless,” she said. “I appreciate it. You are a good man, Sam.”
Sam felt himself blushing and turned away, unable to meet her eye. He used the rest of the jacket to make a pillow for her head, and when he was confident that he’d made her as comfortable as possible, he turned his attention to Joshua. The other boy was still sitting in the same spot, staring into space.
Sam sat down next to him. “What about you?” he asked.
“I’m good,” said Joshua gruffly.
“What’s eating you?”
“Nothing. Just tired.”
“Can you breathe alright?”
Joshua nodded. “It’s much better in here.”
Sam noticed that blood was still slowly trickling out of the wound on Josh’s scalp. “Let me dress that for you.”
Joshua shook Sam’s hands off him. “Leave me alone.”
Sam sat back in surprise. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Why did you have to do it?” Joshua stared at him angrily.
“Do what?” Sam asked in confusion.
“Bring us here.”
“Keep your voice down,” he hissed. He glanced over at Grace but she appeared to be sleeping. “I had to save her,” he said.
“But at what cost?” exclaimed Joshua, making an effort to lower his voice. “Look where we are. How are we supposed to get out of here now?”
“I don’t know,” he confessed. “But I couldn’t leave her. I’ve done that before and regretted it ever since. You would’ve done the same.”
Joshua shook his head. “No, I wouldn’t. I never wanted to see this place.”
Sam was thoroughly confused by Joshua’s strange behaviour. Although the boy lacked belief and that had condemned him to remain on earth during the Tribulation, he knew that Joshua had a good heart. Joshua would’ve done the same thing in his position, wouldn’t he? Perhaps he had misjudged Joshua. The thought left him feeling uneasy.
“I’m sorry for bringing you here but it was an accident. I’ll think of something. I’ll get us out of here,” he said, not believing a word.
In reality, he had very little idea what they were going to do. He’d acted instinctively to save Grace without considering the consequences. That was probably why Joshua resented him. Now he, along with Sam and Grace were stranded in Hell.
“What are you going to do?” asked Joshua.
For a moment, Sam played with a thought that had been teasing him since they arrived. “I felt something when the Lemure brought us here. I could almost understand what they were doing and how to do it. I’m half demon, right?” Joshua nodded. “Well, it appears that all demons can travel from Hell to Earth, as long as you travel to a desecrated church. All I have to do is figure out how to do it. If something as stupid as a Lemure can do it, then surely I can.”
Joshua nodded, some hope returning to his face. “That’s true,” he said cautiously.
Sam smiled at him. “Now, let me dress that wound. I’m sure Hell isn’t the most hygienic place. We don’t want it getting infected. While I’m at it, I should look at the wound in your arm.”The bandage-wrapped wrist wound that Joshua had sustained during their overland journey from Bryce Valley City was clearly visible through the thin guard’s shirt.
Joshua rubbed at the wound self-consciously. “It’s fine,” he said. “I’ll take the bandage off in a couple of days.”
Sam shrugged. “As you wish.”
He spent the next few minutes tightly wrapping the injury to Josh’s head, sustained during their forced entry into the church. It didn’t appear serious but Sam didn’t want to take any risks. He’d believed what he’d said about Hell not being hygienic. Although Sam’s own body appeared to thrive in such conditions, he doubted the abilities of Joshua or Grace to do the same. Surely, prolonged exposure to this place could not be good for them. The sooner they got out of here, the better. Sam just had to figure out how.
Much later, Sam helped both teenagers out of the small cave. He had no idea how long they had spent resting, given that Hell did not seem to have any discernable night or day, but it must have been several hours at least.
Sam resisted the impulse to stay put. Grace and Joshua were both more comfortable in the cave, but he knew it was only a matter of time until a demon stumbled upon them. Their only hope was to keep moving.
Grace was able to walk — just — but he had to assist her. Joshua stumbled slowly along behind him. Above the rock walls of the passage was open air and, much further in the distance, the ceiling that presumably marked the upper boundary of Hell. Sam darted frequent nervous glances in that direction. If they were going to be discovered, then it would be from there. Sam had already seen a few Astaroth and glimpses of other winged demons he didn’t recognise pass directly above them.
The passage they were following suddenly came to an abrupt halt. Before them was a precipice. Sam peered over the ledge and quickly jerked his head back in shock, reeling with vertigo. Cautiously, he crouched down and stared down over the lip again.
He was staggered by what he saw. The precipice dropped several hundred feet to the floor of a monstrous canyon, several miles in length and at least a couple wide. Fires burned almost everywhere, thick with the smell of sulphur. There were small islands of rock, free from the fires, and this was where the humans clustered. They were packed in so tightly they could hardly move. Even as he watched, Sam saw a number of tiny bodies topple into the fires, their screams drifting up to him in wafts of hot air. Massive demons, wreathed in living flames, simply picked up the burning humans and set them back on the rock. On other islands, he could see demons moving amongst the humans, beating them with whips and flails. Some people were confined to torture racks that seemed to be composed of bones and skulls.
This was the Hell of his nightmares. This was the Hell that he’d read about in the Bible — and this canyon was just one tiny part of it. He was suddenly torn by two emotions; the first to help those poor people suffering in the depths and the second, to flee and never look back.
Paths cut into the walls of the canyon weaved their way down to the bottom. Sam could see lines of Lemure leading struggling humans down these paths. He knew that some of these humans undoubtedly deserved to be here — rapists, murderers and others who had committed crimes of a similar ilk — but others…. many others … did not. He could save some of them but to what end? There was no way he could battle the legions of Hell singlehandedly. Even without weapons, demons were the only creatures capable of injuring or killing him. And even if he could defeat every single demon in Hell, even if he saved the innocents, what then? They had no means of escape. They were still trapped here just like he was.
His frustration and wrath was making his body shake. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Joshua and Grace move to his side, their faces reflecting the same emotion he felt. He stood and moved back from the edge, drawing his companions back with him, having no wish to join the humans at the bottom of the pit. Even he would struggle to survive that fall.
“Not very pleasant, is it?” said a voice behind them.
Sam whirled, his swords already out. Before him, sitting casually on a rocky ledge, was a winged being. The creature, bare to the waist and dressed in leather trousers, was picking at one of his fingers. He looked up, flashing teeth at least as perfect as Jonah’s, his impossibly handsome face breaking into a broad smile.
“Who are you?” demanded Sam.
The demon — if that was he was — leapt off the ten-foot ledge and landed smoothly on his feet. “Samyaza, at your service,” said the creature, bowing slightly at the waist. The movement seemed to focus attention on the glossy black wings that arched above his back.
“Stay right where you are,” said Sam, keeping his swords levelled directly at the creature.
“Of course,” he said, spreading his hands wide in acceptance.
“What are you exactly?”Sam squinted at him. “You’re not like any demon I’ve seen before.”
“That’s because I’m not. I’m a Watcher — a Grigori in the old tongue.” He nodded at Sam. “I see now that you’ve heard of my kind.”
Indeed Sam had. The Watchers were a group of Angels who had been sent to Earth to watch over humans. Filled with lust and in defiance of God’s decree, they had mated with human women, creating a half-breed race known as the Nephilim. Sam had often thought of the Nephilim as a kind of cousin and had longed to meet one. Unfortunately, he wasn’t even sure if any existed anymore. God had supposedly wiped them out during the same flood that had destroyed most of the human race, save for Noah and his followers.
Sam lowered his weapons slightly. The Watchers weren’t an evil race, merely misguided and controlled by their passions. They were stuck in limbo, destined to roam Earth forever, welcome in neither Heaven nor Hell.
“Why are you here?” he asked.
Samyaza moved closer and stopped about six feet away from Sam and the others. Joshua’s face was blank, unreadable. Grace, on the other hand, looked like she’d almost completely recovered from her injury. Her face had lit up, slightly flushed, as she stared at Samyaza in open admiration, her eyes running up and down his body. Sam couldn’t blame her. He’d heard that Watchers had this effect on human woman. If you ignored his wings, he was probably the most perfect looking male specimen, his broad shoulders tapering down to narrow hips and long legs. His physique, while not as solid as Sam’s, was still curved with muscle, glistening like he’d just rubbed his body in oil.
“I’m here for you, of course,” said Samyaza, smiling that perfect smile.
Sam had almost expected this answer. It was too much of a coincidence that Samyaza was here right now, in this exact spot.
“My kind,” he explained, “though not encouraged or even welcomed in Heaven or Hell, are free to come and go as we choose. Most of the time, we choose to stay on Earth, close to the women we love.” He chose that moment to stare straight at Grace, and she blushed even more, her chest rising and falling rapidly beneath the guard’s uniform she still wore.
Sam felt himself getting irritable but he didn’t know why. Something about this creature grated on his nerves. Grace, he knew, would say exactly the opposite. “Why are you here for me, exactly? Can you help us?”
“I believe I can. Angels like Gabriel, for instance, cannot come to this place. Even if she could, the rules state that she cannot help you. I, on the other hand, am a free agent. The others consider us as neutrals and generally ignore us.”
“But why would you help us? What’s in it for you?”
“It is not in our interests for the Antichrist or Satan to control the earth. Neither is it in our interests for Heaven to triumph. We merely seek a balance and a return to the Earth the way it was thousands of years ago. A simple time when there was less sin in the world. A place where we would be free to do what we do best — love women.”
Sam shook his head in confusion. “I’m not sure how I can help you.”
“I can help you leave this place. When you do, you will confront the Antichrist. If you win, you will help our cause. If you lose, you’ll be dead, so it won’t matter now, will it?”
Sam remained silent. The Watcher had a way of putting things that was slightly disagreeable.
Samyaza was watching him carefully, observing his reactions. “I take it you’ve figured out that churches are portals to earth, yes? And that all demons can travel directly to these portals? I can see that you have. Then the rest is easy. All you have to do is create a portal, visualise your destination and will yourself there. You’ve already felt the Lemure do it. It is that simple.”
“There’s a slight problem with that,” said Sam. “The only churches I’ve seen the inside of are the one back in Jacob’s Ladder and the one that we just came from in Vegas. I doubt that either place is going to help me get to the Antichrist in Los Angeles. I’ve never been to Los Angeles so I certainly can’t visualise a place I’ve never seen.”
“But I have,” said Joshua, breaking his long silence. “My uncle took me to a church when we were in L.A. I remember it clearly.”
Samyaza nodded happily. “See? You have your solution.”
Sam sheathed his swords angrily. He clenched his fists, keeping a firm grip on the familiar feeling of frustration that threatened to break loose into something else. “What? That’s not a solution! How am I meant to visualise a place that only Joshua has seen?”
“Have you noticed anything different while you’ve been here? Anything different about yourself?” the Watcher asked.
“Sure,” said Sam. “I feel stronger.”
“Anything else?” Samyaza asked archly.
Sam shrugged. “No. I don’t think so.”
“As a demon — or half-demon — your body and your mind is quickly adapting to this place. Demons, especially high ranking ones such as Princes, have certain powers — powers which you haven’t even started tapping yet. Being here is enough for some of these powers to start coming to the fore. One of those powers is a limited form of telepathy.”
“You mean mind-reading?” asked Joshua, apparently alarmed by such a suggestion.
“Sort of,” nodded Samyaza. “Demons can read simple visual images in human minds. The image has to be particularly strong but it can be done with concentration. All Joshua has to do is visualise the inside of that church in L.A and Samael will do the rest.”
“Wait a minute,” said Sam. “What’s this about me being a Prince? That’s the second time someone’s mentioned that. And what about these other powers you just told me about?”
Samyaza laughed, a beautiful, musical sound that elicited a giggle from Grace’s lips. The Watcher, Sam thought sourly, was really starting to get his goat.
“It really isn’t my place to divulge too much at this stage, but think on this: only the rulers of Hell beget Princes. They are the sons of the most powerful demons and you are counted amongst them. You have more power than you know, Samael. ” He glanced at his bare wrist. “Is that the time? Gracious, I must get going.” He nodded and smiled at the three teenagers. “Good luck with your endeavours. You’re certainly going to need some of it. Samael, you might want to prepare yourself. Certain demons have excellent senses — particularly smell. Very shortly, you are going to have company. Quite a lot of it, I expect. Be warned; if you die in Hell — particularly if you are mortal — you will remain here forever.”
With that, he launched himself gracefully into the air, his wings borne aloft by the thermals rising from the pit. In moments, he was gone. Next to him, Sam heard Grace sigh.
“What do you think he meant by that?” asked Joshua. “Company?”
“I think we’re about to get attacked. Josh, you better start thinking about that church while I work on developing mind powers that I didn’t know I had. I’ve got a feeling that we’re going to need them shortly.”
They set to it, but Joshua had only half-completed the pentagram when the first of the expected ‘company’ arrived. It was an Astaroth, landing on the small open space before the precipice with a heavy thud. It folded its huge wings and moved forward menacingly.
Sam, busy trying to locate the image of a church in Joshua’s head, quickly changed focus to the intruder. Even while he drew his swords, his mind still sought out Joshua’s. The boy’s mind kept flickering from the church to the task he was currently engaged in; all Sam could get was a fuzzy outline of a pentagram. Trying to get into Josh’s head and capture an image was like wrestling an eel — the image constantly tried to slip away from him.
Sam charged towards the Astaroth, conscious of keeping it away from Joshua and Grace, the latter crouching down behind a rocky outcrop. The Astaroth didn’t seem particularly interested in either of them in any case. More intelligent by far than the Lemure, it automatically sensed who was the greater threat and its fiery gaze sought out Sam immediately.
Sam had faced Astaroth before and defeated them but it had never been easy. This time, however, was different. Sam had never felt so powerful, so strong. His blades seemed positively eager to taste the creature’s blood or whatever it was that ran in its veins, darting out in cuts and parries seemingly with a will of their own.
The Astaroth was forced to retreat from Sam’s furious assault, no match for his incredible speed and whirling blades. It made the mistake of glancing behind to see how far the precipice was from its giant armoured feet. That was all Sam needed. Both his blades bit deep into the heart of the mighty demon and it disappeared in a plume of ash.
Sam looked up. More Astaroth were circling but he felt something else approaching. Something even more dangerous. “Hurry up,” he yelled.
“I’m doing my best,” grunted Joshua.
Working furiously with the chalk Sam had provided, Joshua had almost completed the outline of the pentagram. Sam had no idea whether they needed it or not — the Watcher had been rather vague about the details — but he knew that the Lemure used one so why not? Perhaps it would help to focus his thoughts.
Joshua finished and stood up, looking pleased with himself.
“Now focus on the church,” said Sam.
As his mind sought out the connection with Joshua’s, his body was instinctively moving to the narrow opening in the passage. Whatever was heading towards them was coming from that direction and moving fast.
The fiery glow on the walls of the passage announced the proximity of the creature before it emerged. This time, Sam knew exactly what he faced. He’d read about these demons countless times before, and every account spoke of them with terror and awe. Even Astaroth feared them. They were often bonded to even greater, more powerful demons of Hell who used them to track down wayward prey, and were so prized and rare that even the rulers of Hell only possessed a handful each.
It was a Hellhound.
With a wave of heat and glare, the Hellhound appeared from around a corner, shaking the walls as it scraped along the narrow passage. It was a giant dog, eight feet high at the shoulder, with a raging coat of flames and eyes that spat molten sparks. Each of its teeth was as long as one of Sam’s fingers. Behind it, Sam could see a horde of Lemure, struggling to get past the giant dog but unwilling to get too close to its burning flanks.
As soon as the Hellhound saw Sam, it roared and belched out a ball of fire that completely immolated him in flame. Sam stood completely still; amazingly he was untouched by the fire that would have made a normal human a pile of scorched bones in seconds. He felt the heat but only as something mildly discomforting — certainly not life threatening.
His clothes still burning, Sam attacked, bringing both swords down onto the head of the huge beast with all the force he could gather. His swords clanged off it like they had just struck the side of a tank. He retreated a step, desperately warding off the massive jaws that snapped out at him like giant traps.
A part of his mind was still with Joshua, trying to cling to an image of a church he had never seen. Another part was trying to ignite the pentagram the way he’d felt the Lemure do, while yet another was trying to focus on the flaming giant creature that was doing its best to sever him into several small pieces. He didn’t know if he could accomplish all three things even under the best of conditions, and now was certainly not the best of conditions.
He retreated another few steps. This was a major blunder on his behalf. The Hellhound was able to fully emerge from the passage, giving room for the Lemure to skirt around it and into the small clearing. Circumstances had suddenly gone from bad to worse.
Behind him, Joshua had picked up his baseball bat and was holding it like he was expecting to hit a home run. Grace had selected several small rocks that were lying near to her hiding place. She set them in a small pile at her feet and hefted the first one experimentally.
The Hellhound attacked again and this time Sam was not quite quick enough to avoid its huge jaws. They found his shoulder and he was savagely wrenched off his feet. The pain was intense this time, not only from the bite but also from the creature’s burning jaws. He stifled a scream and thrust with his one free hand. It was the right, the one that held his katana. The blow was straight and true, slicing cleanly through the Hellhound’s flaming right eye and into its skull. Immediately, its jaws went slack and he found himself sprawled at its feet.
The Hellhound wasn’t out of it yet. Howling, it waved its head around frantically, desperately trying to dislodge the sword still buried in its head, spreading molten fire in its wake. Some of the fire spilled onto the surrounding Lemure, forcing them back with yelps and shrieks. Others sprang forward, reaching for Sam with clawed hands. The closest suddenly flew back, howling in agony as a rock slammed into its face. Sam turned his head and saw Grace standing nearby, another rock already in her hand.
Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, Sam surged to his feet and fought off the attacking Lemure with the wakizashi in his left. Two circled around behind him and entered the pentagram, ruining the outline with their clawed feet and Joshua swatted at them with his baseball bat, keeping them at bay.
The Hellhound was still baying in fury. It lowered its head, using one massive paw to try and dislodge the sword embedded in its skull. Sam saw his chance. He hurled himself forward, leaping onto its head and thrusting his sword up to its hilt into its other eye. It emitted one mighty roar and then slumped down at his feet, dead. Curiously, unlike other demons Sam had encountered, it remained stubbornly solid. Greater demons like the Hellhound were obviously not subject to the same rules as their lesser brethren.
He pulled his blades out of its flaming skull. Both seemed to be undamaged by their contact with the beast but were glowing dully with the intense heat they had been subjected to. Sam used this to his advantage, scattering Lemure and creating ash piles whenever one of his blades bit true. He vaulted over the outline of the pentagram and directly into the symbol, destroying the two Lemure that had beset Joshua.
“Fix the outline,” he yelled. Joshua nodded and bent down, frantically scraping with his piece of chalk.
Above them, at least ten more Astaroth were looking for a place to land on the ledge. For some reason, the presence of the Hellhound had served to keep them away but now, they began angling down.
Several Lemure also remained. They split up; some charged towards Sam and Joshua, while the others went for Grace. Grace threw rock after rock at them but the blows only stunned them, incapable of destroying their bodies. Sam threw himself in a somersault over the heads of the five Lemure who were about to scurry over the pentagram. As he did, his swords lashed out. Five hillocks of ash joined the others as he landed on his feet, sprinting towards Grace.
He was almost too late. Grace was on the ground, desperately warding off the demon’s claws with her arms. One was poised above her, its jaws startlingly wide as it brought its head down to tear out her throat with its savage teeth. Sam had only one chance. He threw his sword by its hilt. It twirled, end over end and sank itself in the head of the Lemure, throwing it six feet into a nearby rock wall.
With his last remaining blade, Sam polished off the last of the Lemure and helped Grace to her feet as an Astaroth attacked from above. Without hesitating, Sam leapt up, spearing the creature in mid-air, both of their bodies crashing down to the ground in a writhing heap. He forced the blade deeper into the creature and suddenly, it was gone, nothing but dust floating on the hellish breeze.
Grace retrieved the blade he had thrown and handed it to him wordlessly. Nearby, Josh had finished the repairs to the pentagram but was busy fending off an Astaroth with his baseball bat. It was hovering just above him, the wind from its wings buffeting him about mercilessly. Sam took a run-up and leapt higher than he thought possible, landing on the creature’s back. He stabbed both swords into its neck and it disappeared, leaving him clutching air. He fell to the ground, landing with the assurance of a puma next to Joshua.
“Joshua, focus!” he cried as Grace hurried into the symbol, careful not to tread on the outline.
Suddenly, the image of a large church with stained glass windows and weathered floor boards surged into his mind. He concentrated on the image floating in Josh’s head. The chalk outline of the symbol suddenly burst into flame as he applied his brainpower, willing them to be gone from this place.
Another Hellhound entered the clearing. Behind it were more Lemure. Many more. As the remaining Astaroth descended, the surrounding rock shimmered and then finally flickered out of existence to be replaced by white walls.
He’d done it. He’d got them out of Hell.
Although where he’d taken them was anyone’s guess.
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THE CITY OF ANGELS

PRESENT



“Even my own familiar friend in whom I trusted, who ate my bread, has lifted up his heel against me”.

Psalms 41:9


Sam looked around. Thankfully, they were alone in what appeared to be the crossing of the church building, right in the middle of the left and right transepts. It was daytime; pale light seeped in through the numerous stain-glassed windows. Many of the beautiful arched windows were broken, and before them was the stone altar, shattered and desecrated by blood. The pentagram that surrounded them still burnt with unholy fire, pervading the air with its sulphurous stench. Even as Sam watched, the flames spluttered and then went out completely.
They were definitely in a church, but whether it was the one that Joshua had in mind was undetermined. It seemed to match the image Josh had given him. Not that it mattered; the important thing was that they were no longer in Hell.
“Well?” he asked Joshua. The other boy looked thoroughly disorientated and his eyes were a little unfocused.
Joshua blinked slowly,gradually taking in his surroundings. “Yes,” he said eventually. “This is the place. It’s St Joseph’s. We’re in downtown L.A.” He grinned. “You did it.”
“No,” said Sam, returning the grin. “We did it.” Grace draped an arm around each of their shoulders.
“Well done, boys.”
Sam smiled at her gratefully.
“Now what?” Joshua asked no-one in particular.
“Well, for starters, we all need some new clothes. You especially, Sam,” said Grace, looking him up and down with a crooked smile.
She was right. The encounter with the Hellhound had served to rob him of most of his outfit. His shirt was just scraps of charred material while his pants looked like they were going to fall off him any second. They were still smoking. Joshua and Grace looked a little better although Sam knew that they would all need to change. Jonah had no doubt already sent word to the Antichrist that they had escaped. Everyone in California would probably be looking for three teenagers matching their description.
The Antichrist would be expecting them to travel overland from Las Vegas; he probably had no idea about Sam’s new abilities. Or did he? Would the demons they had encountered in Hell report to the Antichrist? Even if they did, they surely didn’t know where they had gone. Surely? Sam didn’t feel confident. Luck just might be on their side, but he doubted it. He certainly hadn’t had a great deal of it so far. It would be best to assume that the Antichrist knew they were in L.A, that way they would be prepared for any surprises.
“Joshua?” asked Sam. “Any ideas where we might get some clothes?”
“We can check out the Vestry. That’s where my uncle and the other priests got changed. There must be some clothes in there.”
“Good enough.”
Josh led them past the shattered altar. There were two doors on either side of it. Josh selected the left one and they found themselves in a small room containing a few free-standing wooden closets and some old benches. Sam checked the first of the closets and was rewarded with the sight of clothes hanging on racks. Not vestments either — these were the clothes the priests changed out of and in to after their services. Normal clothes. Sam silently gave his thanks.
He selected some that he thought might fit him at a push and went into a corner to change. Joshua and Grace were rummaging around in the other closets, trying to find suitable attire.
As Sam changed, he happened to glance over his shoulder. Grace was watching him and when their eyes met she quickly averted her gaze. “Sorry,” she said. Sam found himself blushing.
He finished changing and examined himself. Clearly the clothes he had liberated had once dressed a smaller man. Smaller with a much larger stomach. The shirt was much too tight across his shoulders, arms and chest but billowed out over his flat stomach. The pants were better, only showing an inch or so of ankle. Next to him, Joshua had had more success — his clothes fitted him almost perfectly. Sam eyed him up jealously.
Grace declared loudly that she had found some suitable clothes, telling the two boys that they weren’t to turn around under any circumstances. Sam confessed that he was tempted to sneak a peek as she had with him, but he wasn’t about to chance it. He’d seen how proficient she was at throwing rocks.
Eventually, they got the all clear from Grace and turned around. She was dressed in a long sleeved shirt and suit pants. Both were too big for her diminutive frame but she had rolled up the sleeves and the legs to compensate.
“You need a hat,” she said to Sam, running her eyes over him critically. “And something to hide your swords in. They’re a dead giveaway.”
Sam agreed. The Antichrist’s agents would be looking for a horned boy with two swords. No point in making it easy for them.
The three of them went through all the closets. In the last closet they searched, Joshua found a Dodgers baseball cap which he threw to Sam. It also contained a bag with two baseball bats inside. Fortunately for them, at least one priest had been a baseball fan.
Sam put his swords and Joshua’s bat inside. The wakizashi fitted easily, but the katana poked out a little at the top. He shrugged; it would have to do. As an afterthought, he pulled out the katana again and unsheathed the sword. He tipped the sheath upside down and shook it. A tiny battered piece of white paper fluttered out.
“What’s that?” asked Grace.
Sam picked up the paper and unfolded it. “When we were in Black Ridge, their leader, Adam, gave me some details. He said that if we should ever make it to L.A, to look this guy up. They were in the Special Forces together. Adam’s been talking to him on the short wave radio. Last time they spoke, he and some other guys were fighting some sort of guerrilla war out here against the Antichrist. They could help us.”
Sam had almost forgotten about the tiny scrap of paper Adam had given them just before they left Black Ridge. Part of him never thought he would actually get to
L.A so he had put it firmly at the back of his mind. On the paper, in tiny but neat and legible script was a name and an address. He showed it to Josh.
“Know where this is?”
Joshua shook his head. “No idea. But I do know that there’s a book shop not far from here. There’s bound to be a map inside.”
“Fine,” He looked at the others. “Any other ideas?” No one answered. “Well, in that case, I think we go and see this guy. What have we got to lose?”
Outside it appeared to be around midday although it was hard to tell exactly as the cloud cover seemed to extinguish the light from the sky. The streets were almost completely deserted. Like Vegas, L.A had apparently become a city of the night. They avoided the few people they saw, trying hard not to appear too furtive.
It reminded Sam of Las Vegas in the sense that the streets had been kept relatively clear. There was only a loose smattering of ash on the ground, despite the fact that the stuff was still fluttering down in a light shower. A few cars were parked and others drove slowly down the unnaturally quiet streets. Also like Vegas, L.A had seemed to get off relatively lightly from the natural disasters immediately following the Rapture. Sam could see some fire- gutted shops, mostly boarded up, and the occasional heap of rubble that marked where a building had once stood.
They followed Joshua as he led them down various side streets. Eventually they came to the bookshop Joshua had remembered from his earlier trip to the city. It was boarded up.Setting his bat bag on the ground and casting wary glances behind them, Sam ripped the planks off the door. Inside, it was dark, the slotted blinds on the windows allowing only thin streams of light to enter. There had been a fire; half the shop was blackened with soot, books lying in charred heaps. They found the map section after about ten minutes of careful searching. Fortunately, it hadn’t been amongst the burnt sections and Joshua found a map guide to L.A.
“What’s the address?” he asked.
Sam took out the piece of paper from his pocket and examined it. “75 Kohler,” he said.
Joshua searched through the book and found the map he wanted. “Found it,” he said, smiling. “Luck is with us today. It’s within walking distance. Probably half an hour to an hour.” Sam looked at the map. Joshua was right; they weren’t far away at all.
Sam nodded. “Good. Let’s get going.” They rounded up Grace who seemed absorbed by some book she’d found in the fantasy section of the bookshop. Sam poked his head out the door. When he confirmed it was all clear, he led the others out of the shop.
They walked in silence, unwilling to draw attention to themselves in such an eerily quiet place. Sam could see that Joshua and Grace were finding the stifling heat unpleasant, but they didn’t complain. Anything was better than Hell.
Cars passed by, some of the occupants casting glances their way. Once, they saw a police car but thankfully, it turned down another street before it got close to them. Sam knew they would never pass serious scrutiny. For one, they didn’t possess the tattoo that marked them as followers of the Antichrist.
They came to Kohler Street without incident. It was lined with almost identical industrial shops, businesses and warehouses. 75 had ‘Cash and Carry’ written on a sign outside. It looked little different to the ones adjacent to it, but Sam supposed that was the point. Whoever was inside didn’t exactly want to advertise their presence. The front door itself was one solid sheet of iron with a tiny covered slot at eye level. Whoever these resistant fighters were, they had chosen their location carefully. The iron would certainly deter demon attack. Sam wasn’t about to touch the door either.
Joshua knocked. There was absolute silence. After a few moments, Sam’s sensitive ears picked up some movement from inside. The slot in the door slid open and two suspicious eyes glared out.
“What?” the voice demanded.
“We’re here to see … um …”
“Dan,” provided Sam helpfully. “Adam sent us.”
“What he said,” Joshua said.
The eyes looked around carefully, scanning the three teenagers and the landscape behind them. “Wrists.”
“What?” asked Joshua, plainly confused.
“Show me your wrists, stupid. Have you got the mark?”
Sam and Grace held up their wrists so the person at the door could see. Joshua held up his bandaged wrist.
“Undo that bandage,” demanded the voice.
Hesitantly, wincing with pain, Joshua did as he was told. Underneath was a wound that was scored deep into the flesh of his wrist. It was heavily scabbed.
The voice looked at it for a moment and then bobbed its head. Sam was aware that he’d been holding his breath. The slot slammed shut. After another moment, they heard the sound of heavy bolts being drawn and the door opened. Sam breathed with relief.
There was a figure standing in heavy shadow within the shop. “Get in, quick.”
They piled in. No sooner had they done so when the door was slammed shut again and the bolts drawn.
They found themselves facing three soldiers dressed in fatigues. All were armed with heavy machine-guns, currently pointed in their direction.
“Down on the floor,” ordered the man who’d let them in. “Casey, search them.”
They did as they were told while their bodies were searched by one of the soldiers.
“This is all they’ve got, Captain,” said the soldier — presumably Casey — holding up the bat bag.
“Ok, fine. Put them in the holding cell until the Colonel gets back.”
They were hauled to their feet and marched out the back of the shop into a large warehouse. The place was a beehive of activity with a great many people; some sleeping behind a partially curtained off alcove, some cleaning weapons, others working at long tables. Most were in uniform. There were a number of vehicles inside, at least two jeeps, several Humvees and what looked like an armoured personnel carrier and a light tank. The three soldiers took them to the rear of the building where there was a makeshift holding-cell consisting of bars welded into a cage structure.
Casey held the door open and gestured with his rifle. “Get in.”
“Can I talk to Dan please?” asked Sam, as all three of them shuffled into the cramped compartment. “It’s important.”
“Lots of stuff is important. You three aren’t. The Colonel might come and talk to you when he gets back. Might.”
The guards left them. Inside the cage were some dirty mattresses, rolled up into one corner.
“Well, that didn’t go precisely as we’d planned,” said Joshua.
“At least we’re here,” said Sam. “And it looks like they’re organized. It could be a lot worse.”
“Certainly could,” agreed Grace. She eyed up the mattresses. “I don’t know about you fellas, but I’m going to try and get some sleep. It looks like we could be in for a bit of a wait.”

Hours later, Sam heard the roller doors opening. He couldn’t see much through the press of bodies and activity that seemed to whirl around the newcomers, but from the glimpse he caught of the outside, it was dark. Joshua and Grace, asleep on mattresses, woke with a start, disturbed by the sudden increase in noise. Sam himself hadn’t slept — since being in Hell, he had felt refreshed. Even the injury caused by the Hellhound was healing rapidly. In another day or so he knew, it would be gone.
Another hour passed. Eventually, a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing the somewhat tattered uniform of a Colonel approached, attended by two armed soldiers.
“Hello in there,” he said, standing in front of the cage. He made no move to open it. “I’m Colonel Sumner. Colonel Dan Sumner. Sorry for the inconvenience, but we do have to be very careful with newcomers. Casey told me you wanted to speak to me.”
Sam nodded. “My name is Sam. This is Joshua and Grace. Adam sent us to you.”
“Adam has sent me a number of people in the past. Why is it important that I speak to you? You’ll get out of this cage eventually, once we make sure you are who you say you are.”
“Because I’ve come here with something really important to do. But to do it, I think I’m going to need your help.”
“What’s that then?” the Colonel asked tiredly. He’d obviously been out during the day and at least part of the night. Bags were forming under his eyes.
“Get on the radio to Adam. He’ll tell you.”
Colonel Sumner sighed. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I’ve lost contact with Adam and I really can’t spare the men to go and check up on him.”
Sam felt his heart lurch. Adam gone? Not possible! The man was larger than life, a fantastic fighter with a good soul to match. If anyone still survived, surely it was Adam.
“Then I need to speak to you alone.”
The Colonel shook his head. “Can’t do that, I’m afraid. I’ve no secrets from my men. Tell me what you know now or not at all.”
Sam swallowed nervously. He’d been in this situation a few times recently but it wasn’t getting any easier. He took off his cap. Next to him, he heard the Colonel’s guards gasp and take a step backwards, clicking off the safety clasps on their rifles.
Colonel Sumner held one hand up. “Easy now, boys. Just simmer down. I’m sure there’s a perfectly good explanation for those horns on his head.” He looked at Sam expectantly.
“I know what it looks like,” said Sam desperately, “and I don’t blame you. I am half-demon.”The Colonel’s eyebrows rose a half-inch. His men fingered their weapons nervously. “But I’m here to help you. To kill the Antichrist.”
The Colonel’s eyebrows rose so high this time, they looked like they were going to leave his face. “Is that right?”
“Would Adam have sent me to you otherwise?”
“You might have forced the information out of him. You might have taken it from his corpse.”
“Excuse me, Colonel,” interrupted Grace. “But do you know a Greg Muller?”
The Colonel looked at Grace sharply. “You mean Captain Muller? He was under my command at Fort Irwin. What’s he to you?”
“He’s my uncle,” said Grace. “I came to Los Angeles to find him and my aunty, Linda.”
“And you said you’re name was Grace? I think he mentioned you once or twice. You’re his niece?”
Grace nodded.
The Colonel rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Can you vouch for this boy here?”
Grace nodded. “He saved my life at least twice. I trust him completely. Don’t let his appearance fool you. He really can help you.”
“And the other one?” he asked, meaning Joshua.
Grace nodded again.
The Colonel frowned, clearly undecided. “Let me think on this for a while. I’ll get someone to bring you something to eat, and you and I,” he said, indicating Sam, “will have another chat shortly.” He turned and started walking away.
“Colonel!” shouted Grace at his departing back.
He glanced backwards. “Yes?”
“What about my uncle and aunty, Colonel? What’s happened to them?”
The Colonel looked at her for a moment and his face softened. “I’m sorry, Grace. They’re dead.”
Grace burst into tears and threw herself into Sam’s arms. He held her as she sobbed. Long after she stopped crying, he continued to hold her, rocking her gently. It was the closest human contact he’d had in a long, long time.
Another few hours passed. There seemed to be more activity going on in the warehouse. The roller door went up and down a few more times. Vehicles left, vehicles arrived. A solider brought them some food. It wasn’t much but there was a generous helping of it and all three attacked it greedily.
Later still, four armed guards came to the cell and unlocked it. They separated Sam from the others. One of the guards led Joshua and Grace away while the other three escorted Sam to what had once been the administrative office of the cash and carry. Colonel Sumner was sitting behind a desk. He offered Sam a seat in front of him and dismissed the soldiers.
“Is that wise, Sir?” asked one of them.
The Colonel waved him off. “I’ll be fine. Thank you for your concern, soldier.”
He looked at Sam, his face betraying absolutely no emotion. “Tell me everything.”
Sam did. He left out almost nothing. He told him of his upbringing and his heritage. He talked of Hikari and Aimi, the words almost choking him. He told of his training and his survival after the Rapture. He told the Colonel of his journey to Hell and the reason for it. Lastly, he told him about the mission that he had been entrusted with many years earlier.
The Colonel sat still the whole time. Occasionally his eyes went wide or he would nod fractionally. When Sam had finished, he stood and looked at the boy carefully.
“I saw how you comforted your friend,” he said. “In my experience, that sort of thing can’t be faked.” He paused for breath. “If what you say is true — wait,” he said, forestalling Sam’s response, “and I am inclined to believe you, God help me — then it would seem that we’re on the same side. First, I think, you need to understand a few things about what’s been happening around here. The Antichrist has got a choke hold on the Western seaboard. I don’t really know what’s going on in the rest of the country — or the world for that matter — I only know what’s been happening around here. We still have contact with some resistance groups but we’ve lost some recently. Losing Adam really hurt. We served together. He was a good man.”
Sam didn’t know what to say. Losing Adam had indeed been a blow.
“When the Rapture happened, I was stationed at Fort Irwin. There was confusion at first, lots of it. Confused reports from all over the States and around the world. Then the Tribulation started and the base got hit hard by the earthquakes and fires. Then the demons came.” The Colonel sighed heavily. “We were heavily armed of course, not that it made a difference. Our bullets and shells bounced off most of them and we were overrun within minutes. I escaped with as many men and supplies as I could and we came here.”
He smiled. “I’d been setting up this business with a view to my retirement. Turns out it’s a good place to start a resistance movement. There are lots of businesses around here. Many were chock full of food and other stuff we could use. We soon learnt about the demons’ sensitivity to iron and used it to our full advantage. We hunt them out at night, and during the day we gather what people and supplies we can.”
“And what about the Antichrist?” asked Sam.
“I’m coming to that. Patience. We’d been here a few weeks when we started seeing changes. We heard things. Most of the demons disappeared off the streets at night and stopped taking people. It seemed to become more organized out there, like someone had taken charge. Then we learnt about the mark of the beast. That was almost our undoing at first — some of them posing as free citizens came close to discovering our base. We soon got wise. I don’t know if you’d noticed, but this city still functions because of that mark. It may only come alive at night but it’s the mark that drives it. If you have got the mark, you are free to carry on your usual activities. Many shops and businesses are still open at night. Those that run them are all marked. I’ve heard the same system operates in other places.”
Sam nodded, thinking about Las Vegas.
“Those that don’t, get taken. Some come back but all bear the mark when they return. Now, we’re fighting a battle against two enemies. We’ve got the demons, who we usually attack in the churches. We’ve managed to destroy a few already. Then we’ve got the humans who have joined the cause of this false ‘messiah’ as they’re calling him. We have to be careful of them during the day. The Antichrist keeps a close watch on the city and has patrols out. And then there’s the matter of his headquarters.”
Sam sat forward suddenly. This was the information he needed. The location of the Antichrist.
“Yes, I can see you’re interested in this bit,” said the Colonel. “It’s actually quite timely that you turned up when you did. The Antichrist is holed up in the Cathedral of the Lady of our Angels. Ironic that. That’s where he probably is right now.”
The Colonel smiled savagely. “And that’s where we’re gonna hit him in two days time.”

According to one of the soldiers Sam spoke to, it had been early Tuesday morning when his meeting with the Colonel had taken place. For a long time, Sam had paid absolutely no attention to the date so it was with some surprise that he found that it was October. It had been almost two months since the Rapture.
The attack on the Antichrist’s headquarters was scheduled for Thursday, midday. Sam spent much of the next day preparing. He was given his swords back which he took pains to sharpen. He hadn’t slept at all, finding a few hours of meditation more than sufficient for his needs. His wound from the Hellhound disappeared.
He was largely ignored by the other soldiers and the few civilians present. Word had clearly gotten out about what he was and when someone did look at him, it was with suspicion. Sam sighed. Some things never changed.
Joshua and Grace had all but recovered from their injuries. When Sam had re-joined them after his meeting with the Colonel, both were sporting fresh bandages on their heads. Joshua had even had his wrist wrapped again. All three had been supplied with a cot in a curtained off area of the warehouse that served as sleeping quarters.
Grace seemed distant, obviously badly affected by the news of her uncle and aunt’s death. They had been, Sam knew, her last remaining relatives left on earth. Now she had no-one. He knew how that felt and gave her what sympathy and comfort her could offer. She seemed to channel her grief, using it to fuel her anger. There was no way, she insisted, that she was going to miss out on the coming attack. The demons would pay for what they had done to her family.
On the morning before the attack, Sam was practising with his swords when he saw Grace approach one of the soldiers who was doing weapon checks. Many weapons were laid out on the long table he was working on. He was systematically disassembling them, oiling each part and then painstakingly putting them back together again.
Sam moved closer so he could hear what was being said. He realized with a start that he recognized the man
— it was Casey, the soldier who had initially searched
them when they had arrived.
“Can I have a gun, please?” she asked.
Casey looked at her sideways. “Have you got the Colonel’s permission?”
Grace nodded. “He said he needs everyone he can possibly get for this attack.”
“Do you know how to use a gun?”
“My uncle showed me. Handguns only though. Have you got any?”
Casey smiled. “Sure have,” he said. He picked up a black side-arm. “This is the Beretta, sometimes called the M9. Standard issue for the armed forces. It’s loaded with hollow point bullets, designed to expand when they enter a body. More tissue damage, you see. They also stay within that target. That is, they don’t go through it. Less chance of hitting a friendly.”
“How does that help me against demons?” she asked.
“That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it?” grinned Casey. “Normally, hollow points have casings made of lead. We replaced the tips with iron. They do have a tendency to go through demons a bit more, so be careful.” He handed her the gun. “Do you want to squeeze off a few rounds? We’ve got a small sound-proof firing range out back.”
Grace looked at the weapon in her hands and back to Casey. “Definitely.” Sam watched as Casey led her away. He’d have to keep an eye on Grace, even though he would probably have his hands full trying to track down the Antichrist. He sensed that she was likely to do something that was driven by her urge for revenge, and it would probably be best not to get in her way.
He went looking for Joshua. His friend had been moody during the last couple of days and had hardly spoken to him. Probably reflecting on their time spent in Hell. That was enough to disturb even the strongest mind. Sam was a bit worried about him, too. Joshua, like Grace, had lost everyone important to him during the Rapture. He was very much a closed book though. Even Sam, who was accustomed to not speaking about his feelings, realized that Joshua had a lot of pent up aggression and grief. He simply did not want to talk about it.
Sam owed him a great debt of gratitude. Joshua had volunteered to come with him to L.A. No-one had forced him. Perhaps he had done Joshua a favour — it sounded like Adam and the Black Ridge survivors had been taken — but regardless, the other boy had made sacrifices for him. It was something that Sam would never forget.
Over at Joshua’s cot, Sam found his baseball bat missing. Perhaps Joshua, like him, was practising for the attack. If Sam could find him, he could probably give him some pointers. He continued to search right through the buildings that made up the resistance headquarters. They were extensive; the Colonel must have knocked down walls leading into adjacent buildings — the place seemed to go on forever.
He couldn’t find Joshua anywhere. He asked some of the soldiers. One told him that he had seen a teenage boy matching Joshua’s description down near the front roller doors some hours earlier. Sam had already checked that area.
He searched again. Still nothing.
Joshua had disappeared.
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WRATH

PRESENT



“Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good.”

Romans 12:21



The armoured personnel carrier rumbled along through the streets of L.A in broad daylight. Through the firing slits, Sam could see other vehicles belonging to the strike force alongside them. Included amongst them was the light tank which was Colonel Sumner’s mobile command centre. Sam could hear sporadic gun fire from outside. They’d already encountered the Antichrist’s human forces on their way towards the Cathedral. So far, they appeared to have put up little resistance.
Next to him sat Grace and nine other heavily armed soldiers, including Casey. No one spoke. Grace wore a flak jacket that had been hastily adjusted to her small frame, and a helmet that was at least two sizes two big. Sam had helped her pad it with paper towels so that it wouldn’t wobble around too much. Her Beretta was holstered at her waist.
At the insistence of Colonel Sumner, Sam also wore a flak jacket — not from any concerns about demons, but more to protect him from friendly fire. Also at the insistence of the Colonel, he wore an army cap to identify him to his allies. Sam suspected that the Colonel just wanted him to conceal his horns. His troops were already nervous as it was; one sign of horns and they would probably shoot first and ask questions later. His swords were strapped to their accustomed positions at his back and waist.
His thoughts were still whirling following the disappearance of Joshua. He really didn’t know why his friend had left. If he didn’t want to fight, why hadn’t he just said so? No-one was going to insist that he came with them on the attack. Perhaps Josh believed that he had fulfilled his obligation to him? He’d set out to get Sam to L.A and had done just that. Now, maybe, he thought he was free to leave? If that was the case though, why hadn’t he said goodbye? Sam was a little saddened and confused by the turn of events.
He put such thoughts aside. He really would have to concentrate now. At long last, he was here to do what he had set out to do; confront the Antichrist and defeat him if he could. That was a big if, though. Despite it being daylight, Sam doubted that the Antichrist would be defenceless.
He’d checked the map of L.A before they had left. Surprisingly, the Cathedral was only around three miles as the crow flew from their base of operations, which was fortunate given that fuel for the myriad of vehicles involved in the attack was in short supply.
The Colonel had planned the attack carefully. The light tank and the APC were the most heavily armoured vehicles he had in his possession. He planned to use those to break through the perimeter of the Cathedral and into the building itself. The Humvees and jeeps were to provide support and keep the Antichrist’s human forces off their backs. Once inside the Cathedral, Sam was free to move off and confront the creature.
It was a simple plan but Sam could see no obvious flaws in it. He’d asked the Colonel why they hadn’t attacked before. The Colonel had explained it had taken this long to build up the amount of iron tipped ammunition that they would need which sounded reasonable to Sam.
The APC continued to trundle along. More gunfire broke out. Sam heard the unmistakeable sound of the.50 calibre M2 machine gun open up above them. It was mounted on top of the vehicle and Sam almost felt sorry for anyone who got in the way of the lethal barrage of shells it was capable of unleashing. Next to them, the light tank started firing away with its main cannon.
The commander of the APC, a Captain Sam had never seen before, turned around and faced the troops.
“We’re nearing the Cathedral,” he shouted over the tumult. “The tank is clearing the way for us. The doors should be wide open when we get there. When I give the command, I want you all out of here. Use the APC for as much cover as possible. More support should be available as soon as the soldiers in the other vehicles get here. Go hard and get the job done.”
Sam glanced over to Grace. Her mouth was twisted up in anger and she was squeezing one of the hand-grips so hard her knuckles were turning white. Sam put one hand over hers and she gave him a tight smile in thanks.
“You’ll be fine,” he said.
“You just watch yourself,” she countered. “Try to come back in one piece.”
The APC suddenly slanted upwards, jolting the occupants as if climbing stairs. It juddered to a halt. The rear ramp slammed down. “Go, go, go,” yelled the Captain.
Sam raced out with the other soldiers, making sure he kept close to Grace. They found themselves in the ambulatory — the walkway leading into the church. The APC had stopped just within it and they were under heavy fire from the Antichrist’s troops at the top of a small incline. Just ahead of him was the Colonel’s tank. Its passage through the walkway had left a deep scar in the low roof. Now though, it appeared stuck. The tank wasn’t going any further.
Even as he watched, its main cannon fired a shell at the enemy troops ahead of them, the roar deafening in the confined space. The round flashed straight into the concrete roof above the heads of the crouching defenders. The roof exploded, showering both sides with lumps of concrete and white powder. A chunk of rock narrowly missed his head as it whizzed past. He looked around for Grace and was relieved to find that she was crouched nearby, sheltering next to the armoured bulk of the APC. Sam saw some of the enemy crushed by great chunks of stone while the others retreated, unable to match the firepower at the Colonel’s disposal.
The entire walkway shuddered. The roof, not designed to withstand the punishment it had just taken, collapsed completely, burying the tank and partially covering the APC. The friendly forces surrounding Sam slowly stood up, dusting white powder off their uniforms and checking themselves for injuries. Vaguely, he realized he had been the only person standing throughout. Some of the soldiers roused themselves and began clambering over the tank, trying to clear the rubble and free their trapped Colonel.
Sam looked up. The collapse of the walkway’s roof had an entirely unexpected effect, revealing the actual Cathedral for the first time. It soared above him, magnificent in its grandeur. Sam had to admit it was spectacular. Under different circumstances, he would have loved to have come here and explore this wonderful structure. He was about to look away when he noticed furtive movement on the rooftop. He opened his mouth to shout a warning but it was too late.
Beside him, the Captain had just given the order to advance. The words were barely out of his mouth when he was struck several times by an extremely high powered rifle, punching straight through his armoured flak jacket. Time was beginning to slow down again for Sam and he saw the bullets as they exited through the Captain’s chest. He looked down in horror at the gaping hole that had once been his chest, glanced once at Sam and then toppled to the ground, dead.
“Snipers!” yelled Sam, silently cursing himself for his delay. If only he’d been a bit quicker. “Get down.”
Around him, the other soldiers complied, finding cover and returning fire. He grabbed Grace and pulled her towards a nearby pile of rubble, Sam feeling impotent as Grace fired her Baretta at the targets above her. His swords were useless in this situation.
The gunner on top of the APC pivoted the M2 skywards and opened up, sending a deadly barrage at the figures on the rooftop. The roar of the heavy gun was shockingly loud in the confined space. The defenders returned fire, sparks flying off the APC as it was hit several times.
“RPG! One of them’s got an RPG!” shouted a voice from someone close by.
The warning, once again, came too late. A figure on the roof was standing, the unmistakeable shape of a rocket launcher over his shoulder. The rocket propelled grenade shot out, straight at the APC. It slammed into the turret, exploding with concussive force and a shower of molten shrapnel. The heavy M2 machine gun stopped firing, the operator lying slumped next to the burning wreckage.
“For God’s sake, take him out!” roared a familiar voice. Sam looked over at the tank. The other soldiers had not been idle. They had cleared the rubble off the top of the armoured vehicle, enabling the Colonel to reemerge. Judging from his expression, he was not pleased with the way the battle was going so far.
Chastened, his troops rushed to obey, returning fire with renewed vigour. The tank’s main cannon was swivelling, trying to get a bead on the roof, impeded slightly by twisted pipes of reinforcing iron dangling from the almost completely destroyed ceiling. Sam could see the enemy soldiers on the roof desperately looking for cover.
The tank’s cannon fired, hitting a spot only slightly to the left of where the RPG user had frantically been trying to reload. He disappeared in a fireball along with several of his comrades and a large chunk of the Cathedral roof. Wreckage once again rained down upon the attackers.
The Colonel turned to his troops. “Well,” he demanded impatiently. “What are you waiting for? Go and get them!”
Several of his men cheered. Almost as one, the soldiers charged down the destroyed walkway, leaping over piles of rubble. Sam and Grace followed behind them slightly more cautiously.
Ahead of them, the other soldiers were finding positions of cover, darting into openings of several smaller devotional chapels that opened up onto the walkway.The forces of the Antichrist had used the distraction during the rooftop fire fight to dig in, and had once again opened up on their attackers. The soldiers laid down a covering fire, forcing the defenders back into other openings.
Sam used the opportunity to charge up the incline, drawing his swords, with Grace just behind him firing her Beretta. He felt bullets impact against his armour but it didn’t even slow him down. A man rose up before him, snarling, and Sam cut him down without hesitation. Two more moved to replace him but Sam dispatched them without thinking.
They sped around a corner, content to let the resistance deal with the rest of the Antichrist’s followers, and found themselves in the Baptistry. Steps led down into an immersion pool, into which four red granite fonts poured a continuous stream of water. Sam was surprised to see it still working although he knew that the water pouring from it would no longer be holy.
They descended the steps quickly. Sam was about to step into the water but before he could, three sinuous figures rose, dripping water down their all-but naked bodies. Sam froze. He had encountered these creatures before. Succubi. He felt his pulse starting to race as they moved seductively towards them. His eyes darted between them, feasting on the glorious sight of their flesh. His swords fell with a clutter from nerveless fingers. He didn’t even notice. All he cared about was touching these beautiful creatures. Voices were whispering in his head telling him that it was alright. Touch them, kiss them, the voice commanded.
Sam waded into the water, intent on obeying the command, everything else forgotten.
“That’s right,” said the brunette. “Come to us, Samael. No man or demon can resist us.”
Sam was reaching out to the first of them when the sharp retort of gunfire shocked him out of the spell as if someone had just splashed a bucket full of ice-cold water over him. The first of the succubi stood still in front of him, her eyes and mouth open in surprise. Between her perfect eyes, a symmetrical hole had appeared, charred around the edges. She slowly toppled and landed with a splash in the baptistry pool. The other two succubi screamed.
Sam turned. Grace was holding her smoking Beretta in a two-handed grip. The barrel of the gun was wavering back and forth between the two remaining succubi. He met her eyes. “Go,” she ordered. “I’ll handle these bitches from Hell.”
Sam didn’t have to be told twice. Racing back, he picked up his swords, easily evading the grasps of the succubi who now had more pressing problems to deal with. He splashed through the pool and out into the nave of the church and came to a sudden halt, staring around him in awe.
The nave — the main section of the church where the faithful gathered — was massive, over three hundred feet in length with enough room to easily hold three thousand people. Sam had only ever been in two churches in his life and both could have been placed in this space with room for more.
Then, as if a blanket had been thrown across the sky, the light inside this great space suddenly dimmed. Through the huge shattered alabaster windows far above him, the sky had turned dark as if it were night. And yet it had been the middle of the day. Sam sensed the Antichrist’s hand in this.
He peered out across the nave. Rubble from the gaping hole in the ceiling littered the limestone paving of the Cathedral floor. Amongst the debris, fiery symbols began to appear over the circular pattern that stretched out from the altar. Pentagrams. The demons were summoning reinforcements.
His sharp eyes caught movement in the vast space behind the altar. There was a figure there, his features concealed by a hooded cloak. Sam knew immediately who it was.
The Antichrist.
He began to run, heedless of the burning pentagrams around him. Demons starting appearing in them — Lemure, Astaroth and horned demons and others — but they were still adapting from their sudden transition from Hell and few noticed him. Those that did, he evaded or mowed down with vicious strikes with his blade.
He was approaching the altar. Even here, the great architectural cross of the church had been desecrated with blood. He felt his ire begin to boil over and this time he gave it free reign, experiencing the change with pleasure as his eyes began to glow. He would use his anger to fight against whatever tricks the Antichrist planned to use against him.
Behind him, the demons began to get their bearings. They surged towards him but he gave them no heed. His eyes were firmly fixed on the motionless figure before him. He was still fifty feet or so away from the figure when he heard a crashing sound above him. His steps faltered and he looked up, swords poised.
A winged figure was emerging through one of the broken alabaster windows, scattering fragments of glass before it. It took flight inside the nave and then arrowed down to land beside Sam. Sam recognized her with a wave of relief. The Archangel Gabriel.
“Hello, Samael,” she said. “I told you I’d see you again.”
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“Helping you, obviously. I can’t assist you in your battle against the Antichrist, but I can watch your back for you. I’ll hold them off while you deal with him.”
“Surely you can’t hold them off all by yourself?”
“Don’t worry about me,” said Gabriel.
She glanced upwards. Through the gaping hole created by the Colonel’s tank, more angelic figures, both male and female, poured into the cavernous space above the nave. They were armoured in a similar way, their gleaming breastplates in stark contrast to the dark armour worn by the Astaroth. Long flaming swords were gripped in their hands and their beautiful faces were grim. Winging their way gracefully downwards, they landed near Gabriel.
A flaming sword suddenly appeared in Gabriel’s hand, suffusing the immediate area with light. She smiled. “Just concern yourself with the task that is before you.”
Sam nodded his thanks, turning to face his adversary again. He ran forward and circled around the altar, into the immense space that was the Presbyterium. On happier days, the space was used by up to four hundred priests as they gathered around the bishop to celebrate the liturgy. Today, there was only one. Or so Sam believed. Out of the shadows moved two hulking shapes. Astaroth. Swords drawn, they advanced menacingly, their red, baleful eyes fixed on Sam. They lumbered forward to stand before him, just out of sword range.
“Leave him,” said the hooded figure without turning. “He belongs to me.” The voice sent a shiver down Sam’s spine, its tone achingly familiar. “Go and join the others.”
The Astaroth glanced uncertainly behind them before moving aside to allow Sam to pass. His eyes followed them warily, suspecting a trick as they stalked off, joining their brethren in the battle that had already begun with the angelic intruders.
He turned his gaze forward again. The hooded figure hadn’t moved. Sam approached within ten feet and the figure finally held up one hand to halt his approach. Sam cautiously moved a little closer and then stopped, still six feet away.
“I really didn’t think you’d get this far,” said the figure, his strangely familiar voice muffled slightly by the hood. “But I’m glad you did.” With one hand, he swept the hood off his head.
Sam staggered back a foot and gaped in sheer amazement. He recognized him immediately, and the enormity of it made his head swim. The handsome face, the strong pale features. He knew it well.
The face was his own.
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“After this I saw in the night visions, and, behold, a fourth beast, dreadful and terrible, and strong exceedingly; and it had great iron teeth: it devoured and break in pieces, and stamped the residue with the feet of it: and it was diverse from all the beasts that were before it; and it had ten horns. I considered the horns, and, behold, there came up among them another little horn”.
Daniel. 7:7–8
“Who … who are you?” he spluttered.
The figure gave a crooked grin, a smile that Sam recognized immediately from his futile attempts to pull off the same expression in the mirror. “Our father was right. You are a little stupid.”
“Our father?” Sam exclaimed.
“Yes,” replied the figure slowly as if explaining something to a dim child. “Our father. Yours and mine. You’re my twin brother.”
“My brother?” Sam echoed, completely stunned by the knowledge.
The figure sighed. “If you’re going to repeat everything I say, then I just won’t bother. My name is Semiazas. We share the same mother and father, you and I, it’s just that I was raised in Hell while you were raised amongst all the other useless humans.”
Through the fog of confusion that was threatening to unman him, Sam started to understand. His mother had given birth to twins but somehow managed to conceal one of them — himself — from his demonic father. Or at least … conceal him long enough for her to remove him from its clutches.
“And our father?” he asked.
Semiazas sneered at him, the face twisting in some way that was foreign to Sam. “You are a dullard, aren’t you? You really hadn’t guessed after all this time? Our father is the Morning Star, the Bringer of Light, the Illuminator, the father of lies — call him what you like. You might know him as Satan. I call him Father. He’s yours too.”
Sam felt like he had been shot. He fell to one knee, breathing heavily. His father was Satan, the Lord of Hell himself? He told himself this wasn’t true, couldn’t possibly be true, but in his heart, he knew that it was.
“Count yourself lucky,” said Semiazas. “We are the first and only children that he will have. Doesn’t want too many offspring lurking about — the sons of Satan himself are far too powerful and dangerous to keep around. We were only brought into existence for a particular purpose: me to be the Antichrist, you to be the poor puppet who gets his soul and blood sucked out of him by yours truly just to make me even more invincible. That idiot woman — our mother — had to go and make it difficult. If she hadn’t spirited you away somehow, then you would have been under my blade by the time we could walk.”
“Don’t talk about her like that.” Sam spat the words out, sudden hatred for this creature filling him. He didn’t care that it was his brother; Semiazas was clearly evil. He stood, strength filling him, and raised his swords.
Semiazas stared at him, suddenly amused. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
“Why? Why not?” He took a step forward. “You deserve to die for all the evil you have wrought.”
“I thought you’d know your Bible, brother. You must have heard of Cain and Able. Don’t you know that killing your brother is a mortal sin? Would you really condemn yourself to a life in Hell, away from your precious humans?”
“It would be worth it,” Sam shot back through gritted teeth.
“Ah, well,” said Semiazas. “Didn’t really think that that particular gambit would work anyway. Let’s try something else.”
He clicked his fingers. A door inset into the brown concrete wall underneath the huge pipe organ suddenly opened. Two figures appeared, the larger one dragging a smaller figure, hands securely bound, behind it.
As they got closer, Sam’s heart started pounding in his chest. Now he recognized both of them. The taller figure with blond hair was Joshua. The smaller one was a person he’d never thought he would lay eyes on again. A person whom he’d prayed that he would see, knowing it was a forlorn hope. A surge of emotions threatened to rip him apart; joy at seeing her again, and a terrible, terrible anger.
It was Aimi.
He cried out when he saw her and rushed at Joshua, intent on running his blades through his betrayer. Dragging Aimi in front of him, Joshua pressed a knife to her throat with his left hand while Sam was still several feet from him.
“Do it and she dies,” he warned.
Sam’s world was crumbling around him. The girl he loved more than anything else and had believed to be in Heaven was now under the blade of a boy he thought was his friend.
“Why?” he said to Joshua.
With a shrug, Josh flashed him a lopsided grin. “I got a better offer a long time ago. Oh, and by the way, that injury to my wrist — I faked it.” He held up his free hand. Even from this distance, Sam could clearly make out the mark of the beast.
“Don’t listen to them,” cried Aimi. “Do what you have to do, Sam. I will always love you no matter what.”
Joshua shook her angrily. “Shut up!” he yelled.
“Oh, that’s so sweet,” said Semiazas. “I do so enjoy happy reunions.”
His face turned suddenly grim. “So, here’s the thing. I got some of my minions to snatch your precious little treasure here just before the Rapture. I’ve been holding her as insurance, just in case we got to meet. Your friend Joshua has been working for me for quite a while, whether he liked it or not. We kind of sealed the arrangement while you were travelling overland to Las Vegas. I wanted him to keep you away from here but he wasn’t quite as effective as I would’ve liked.” He shrugged. “No matter.
It’s all worked out pretty well so far.”
“Let her go,” Sam demanded.
“And you’ll give me what in return? The cards aren’t really in your favour here. I seem to hold all the chips, too. I’ll tell you what I’m not about to do; release her without you doing something for me.”
“What? Anything, just name it.”
Semiazas leered at him. “Sacrifice yourself. Exchange your life for hers.”
“Don’t you dare,” Aimi yelled at him. “I’m not worth it.”
“Yes, you are,” he said quietly.
He didn’t know what else to do. If he didn’t surrender himself to Semiazas, his brother would kill Aimi. If he did fight Semiazas and win, Joshua would kill Aimi before he could save her.
On the other hand, if he defeated the Antichrist, he would also prevent the suffering of countless other humans. Was Aimi’s life worth the rest of humanities? His heart told him yes, but his mind resolutely answered no.
“There is another option here,” said a smooth voice.
Sam turned to face the newcomer, only to find that he wasn’t new to him at all. It was the well-dressed demon who had visited him on two previous occasions, and had haunted Sam’s dreams forever.
“Father!” exclaimed Semiazas. “What are you doing here?”
The last piece of the puzzle slotted into place in Sam’s mind. No wonder this demon had been keeping an eye on him. It was his father, the Devil himself. Sam had already had so many shocks today that this one hardly registered. He just stared dumbly.
“To bring to fruition the plans I set in motion eighteen years ago,” said Satan. He stared at Sam. “Do you really think I let your mother take you away, Samael? Of course I didn’t. It was all planned. I don’t see absolutely everything like his Highness up there, but I do see a great deal. I allowed her to take you and I orchestrated it so that Hikari would bring you up. You see, I wanted you well trained for a particular purpose. I want you to fight Semiazas.”
“What?” said Sam and Semiazas simultaneously.
“Only the strongest survive in Hell and I only want the very strongest as my Antichrist, my little horn. You two will fight to determine who is the strongest. The winner will take his place at my side, while the loser, well …” He shrugged.
“I don’t want to serve you,” said Sam. “I would rather die.”
“You’ll just have to make a choice then. Semiazas had no right to determine the fate of your little girlfriend here. That is for me to decide. If you choose to fight, I will release her. That I promise.”
Sam thought quickly, trying to conceal his thoughts from invasive mind-readers with an image of anything other than what he planned. Clearly, he had no option but to fight. He had no intention of joining his father as his Antichrist, but he had to buy some time. He had to save Aimi.
For the first time, the sound of battle intruded. It had been going on for some time, but Sam had just not noticed it. He dared not look behind, but it sounded like Gabriel and her cadre of guardians was keeping busy, but the cries of dying angels were pure torment. He could also hear gunfire: Colonel Sumner’s troops had entered the nave.
Regardless of the outcome, Sam had to fight. Gabriel and the human resistance were fighting and possibly dying, just to give him this opportunity. He had come all this way to fight the Antichrist and fight him was what he was going to do. He’d make up the rest later.
“So be it,” said Sam.
Semiazas was looking at his father with hatred. Obviously, he had not been privy to this information. Like Sam, he now had no choice. But Sam realized something then. His brother had had no intention of fighting him, believing that Aimi would give him the leverage he needed.
Semiazas was scared.
“No,” rasped Semiazas, still glaring at his father. “This wasn’t what you promised. I am your true son, not this …” He gestured at Sam in disgust. “… this wholesome, human-loving moron. I have earned my place at your side. Destroy him and be done with it, once and for all.”
Satan stared at his son for a moment and then threw back his head and barked with laughter. He sobered quickly.
“You fool,”he said quietly, his voice dripping with scorn and malice. “If you choose not to fight, you prove to me you are not worthy. Samael will become my Antichrist by default and you will die by my own hand. Now stop your whimpering and do what I brought you here to do.”
“It doesn’t matter whether he fights or not,”said Sam. “I will never become what you want me to be.”
Satan narrowed his yes, which suddenly flashed with red. “We’ll see.”
Angrily, Semiazas threw off the hooded cloak he wore, revealing black armour that glistened like the carapace of a giant beetle. A sword appeared in his hands; a broadsword, long bladed and as dark as his armour.
With a mighty roar and moving so swiftly that even Sam struggled to follow, Semiazas attacked, bringing his sword down so quickly that Sam barely managed to get his blades up in time. Somehow he parried with his katana, but the power of the blow left his hand numb. Training and instinct forced his other arm out, striking from the waist with his wakizashi, intending to let his brother’s momentum carry himself onto the blade. Semiazas twisted with inhuman speed and the blade passed harmlessly to one side. He kicked out, taking Sam full in the chest. The blow carried all of Semiazas’ considerable strength, knocking Sam off his feet. Both Sam’s swords went flying, skittering over the smooth tiles and disappearing into the shadows.
Stunned, Sam found himself flat on his back. Time had slowed again. From the corner of his eye, he could see Aimi struggling against Joshua’s grasp, their movements seeming ridiculously sluggish. He heard Aimi scream, the noise arriving long after her mouth moved as Semiazas leapt and brought his sword down in an arc that would have split Sam in two. At the last second, he rolled aside and the sword bit into the limestone, shattering the stone with the power of the blow.
Sam surged to his feet, desperately searching for his swords. He caught a glimpse of something glittering in a darkened recess to one side and he lurched in that direction. Semiazas, carefully watching the direction of Sam’s glance, anticipated the move and intercepted, his blade snaking out towards Sam’s torso. Somehow, Sam managed to twist aside. He somersaulted, sprinted and then leapt towards where he thought his sword was. His body slid along the tiles. Behind and above him, he sensed Semiazas, airborne and tensed for the killing blow.
Sam slammed into the wall, ignoring the pain of impact as his hand shot out frantically, searching for his sword. He almost sobbed with relief as the familiar hilt slid into his hand, knowing immediately that it was his katana. He rolled and got his blade up just in time to meet his brother’s downward blow. Sparks flew as the two swords met. Semiazas’ power was immense. The blow pummelled Sam’s own blade down onto his chest.
Above him, Semiazas leered. “Let’s continue this somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”
Before Sam had time to respond, the world around them blurred, shadows gathered and then parted suddenly to reveal a familiar scorched landscape. Hell. They were back in Hell, a place that Sam had hoped to never visit again. Somehow, his brother was able to travel between the planes without the aid of a pentagram.
Sam was still on his back, Semiazas perched above him, his blade resting almost casually against Sam’s own. Sam could tell from his brother’s body language that he felt he had the advantage. This was his home turf, a place where his powers were strongest. Semiazas had miscalculated though. He either didn’t know that Sam had already been to this realm or assumed that Sam would be disorientated enough for Semiazas to quickly finish his brother. Either way, he was wrong.
As soon as Sam breathed in the sulphuric stink of the place, renewed strength filled him. He grinned savagely and surged to his feet, throwing his brother backwards and off-guard. Sam found himself on an island of rock, hundreds of metres tall, completely surrounded by a vast pit of blazing hell-fire. The foul winds of Hell buffeted him but he welcomed them, breathing deeply, enjoying the feeling of power they inspired in him.
Semiazas’ confident sneer disappeared to be replaced by something akin to shock. He paused, looking at his brother in a new light.
“I see you find this place more to your liking.”Semiazas shrugged. “No matter. I think you’ll find that your powers are no match for mine here.”
He gestured with his hand. Tendrils of impenetrable blackness leapt from his open palm to wrap themselves around Sam. He tried to cut them but both blades passed harmlessly through the midnight tentacles as if they didn’t exist. As Semiazas watched, smiling, they began to constrict him.
He felt his breath shorten. He was beginning to black out. The black serpentine bonds were going to end his life, here, in the pit of Hell.
Then, a vision appeared unbidden in his mind’s eye. Aimi. She was holding her hand out to him. He felt a resurgence of power course through him. He had to fight this, had to defeat his brother. For the sake of Aimi.
He summoned some internal strength that he didn’t know he possessed. Taking a mighty breath, he expanded his chest and cast off the constricting bands. They evaporated like morning mist, freeing him. He stood before his brother somewhat unsteadily, taking a few hasty breaths.
Once again, Semiazas looked shocked. “I don’t know how you did that, but it will make no difference to the final outcome.”
He strode forward confidently, his sword above his head, then he struck quickly, supremely confident that Sam would be unable to withstand the attack given his stunned state.
He was wrong. Sam brought his blade down in a vicious parry, taking his opponent off-guard. His riposte almost skewered Semiazias who dodged nimbly aside.
Sam resumed his guard position, circling warily around his opponent. Red eyes stared into red eyes, sizing each other up, gauging weaknesses. They were well matched, his brother and he, with identical strength and reflexes. Semiazas had been well trained; Satan obviously had access to sword-masters in Hell.
Semiazas attacked again, this time thrusting straight out. Sam moved to block but it was a feint. The blade twirled under his defence and he felt a burning sensation as it struck home, slicing cleanly through the flak jacket he wore and biting deep into his chest. He winced in pain and immediately felt weaker. With open dismay, he noticed that Semiazas’ blade seemed to be glowing as if it fed on his injury.
“Do you like my blade?” Semiazas sneered. “It’s called Soulstealer for a reason. Forged in these very hell fires over two thousand years ago. It feeds on life-force.”
Sensing the advantage, Semiazas attacked with renewed vigour. It was all Sam could do to defend, forcing him back towards the rocky precipice. Semiazas’ blade seemed to be everywhere at once, moving with such speed that even Sam struggled to see it. Soulstealer struck home again and again, leaving bloody trails on the top of Sam’s thigh, on both arms. Each time the cursed sword struck home, Sam felt his strength ebbing, and he was at a serious disadvantage with only one blade. Semiazas, he admitted, was a better swordsman than he. Two blades would even things out. If only he had his wakizashi.
Semiazas had forced him right to the very brink of the precipice. Sam risked a glance downwards and the sheer drop made his head swim. Even if he survived the fall, he doubted whether he would actually be able to survive immolation in the fires of Hell. He simply couldn’t let this fight go on for much longer; he would have to end it quickly or Semiazas would wear him down or just force him into the pit. Soon, he would be too weak to hold his blade.
As the edge began to crumble away, he lost his balance momentarily. Instantly, Semiazas moved in to take advantage, preparing to run Sam through.
This is it, thought Sam. It’s over. I’ve lost. There was no possible way he could turn the blade aside.
“Hey!” Both men turned at the sound of the voice.
Standing nonchalantly on the other side of the rocky island was a creature Sam recognized. Samyaza the Grigori.
“Thought this would even things up a bit. Here, catch.”
He tossed something through the air. It glittered as it tumbled and Sam immediately recognized it. His wakizashi.
Semiazas, taken aback by the appearance of the Watcher, failed to intercept the blade as it arched over his head. Sam caught it with his free hand and immediately went back on the offensive, forcing Semiazas backwards, moving away from the edge.
Sam fought with renewed confidence. Both blades became extensions of his hands, moving with blinding skill and swiftness. Semiazas continued to retreat, his face a grim mask of concentration. Nearby, the Grigori watched dispassionately.
Then, just as Sam thought he had Semiazas on the run, his brother did the unexpected. Pivoting on his heel and dropping to one knee, Semiazas spun so quickly that even Sam couldn’t follow. His blade scythed out at waist level with enough power to slice clean through rock. Sam knew he couldn’t block this. The strength and momentum generated was simply too much. Without a great deal of tactical awareness or even conscious thought, he leapt upwards and almost made it. Almost.
He felt the lower part of his left leg come in contact with the blade and knew immediately that it was bad. A surge of pain flashed through him, so intense he almost blacked out again. When his vision cleared, he found himself prone on the ground. His brother was standing over him again, the point of his sword pressed up against Sam’s heart. This was starting to become a regular occurrence.
“Well, well, well,” said a smooth voice so well oiled it could only belong to one … being. Satan had returned home.
Through the haze of his pain, Sam swivelled his head in the same direction that his brother was staring.
Satan stood on the opposite side of the rock finger to the Watcher. He was not alone. Joshua and Aimi were with him, Aimi still captive, a knife at her throat.
“Father,” said Semiazas. “Now you will see who is the stronger.” He readied his blade to plunge into Sam’s heart.
The Father of Lies simply nodded. “Yes, we will.”
Semiazas’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What do you mean by that?” he demanded.
His father never got the chance to reply. This was Sam’s moment. Despite the crippling injury and pain, he had to use this distraction. Both of his swords were still, unbelievably, gripped in his hands. Other than when they were knocked out of his hands, Hikari had taught him never to release his swords, regardless of how much pain he suffered. He remembered past training sessions when his master would hit his hands as hard as he could with bamboo staves, trying to make him drop his weapons. Sam never had. At least, not until today.
It was testament to Semiazas’s power that Sam had already lost his grip on his weapons once today. But old habits died hard. Even in semi-consciousness, he’d retained his grip. He wasn’t about to waste this opportunity.
He powered upwards with both swords, using all his remaining strength. His wakizashi went wide but he felt the katana bite into his brother’s flesh with a satisfying judder. It wasn’t a life threatening injury but it just could even things up slightly. Semiazas cried out and leapt backwards, clutching his side.
Ignoring the immense pain and the wave of dizziness that threatened to overcome him, Sam stood, clearly favouring his right leg, keeping as much weight off his injured leg as possible. Blood began to pool underneath his booted heel. Sam knew he didn’t have much time. Feigning even greater weakness than he felt, he made himself stumble. With a savage cry of triumph, Semiazas moved in for the kill.
Suddenly, the words of Hikari rose unbidden into his head. Two weapons. Defend and attack at the same time.
Somehow, incredibly, pivoting on his one good leg, Sam swivelled with a speed he didn’t know he had, knocking his brother’s blade aside with one sword while his second slid up underneath. The blade plunged straight through Semiazas’ armour and into his stomach, emerging out the other side.
They were face to face. Sam could see the shock registering on his brother’s face, his certain victory now transformed into defeat in less than a second. Sam pulled his blade out savagely and let Semiazas’ body fall to the ground.
“Finish him,” said his father. “Kill your brother and take your place as the Antichrist.”
He looked down at his brother and saw the despair and betrayal on his face. Semiazas should have expected this, he thought. Satan was certainly not renowned for his tolerance or sympathy.
Sam faced his father. “No,” he gasped.
The blood loss and pain were almost too much now and it was hard to think, but he knew what he had to do. Semiazas deserved to die, but it would not be by his hand. The handsome face of his father flickered as it had before, long ago, and Sam saw what appeared to be the head of a hyena take its place for the barest moment. It was so quick that he doubted anyone else saw it.
Satan was not smiling now. Gone was the amused tolerance he normally wore like a cloak. He was not messing around any longer. “Then the life of your woman is forfeit.”
He gestured towards Joshua. The boy hesitated for a moment and Sam’s heart skipped a beat. Perhaps Joshua wouldn’t do it? Sam prayed fervently that he wouldn’t as there was no way he could reach Aimi in time. He saw Joshua grit his teeth and the hand that held the knife strengthened its grip, preparing to cut her throat. Aimi cried out.
“Behind you, boy,” said the Watcher from his place on the far side of the rocky island.
Joshua turned his head, his eyes wide, but there was nothing there. The movement of his shoulders took the knife ever so slightly away from Aimi’s neck. Aimi, well trained and recognising a distraction when she saw one, didn’t hesitate. Her hands were bound but her feet weren’t. Sam knew from experience that her feet were just as deadly as her hands. She dropped and flung one of her legs out, sweeping Joshua’s feet out from under him.
The look of disbelief on his face was almost comical. Sam thought he saw betrayal there as well but only for a moment. It made him feel sorry for him. Despite everything, despite his betrayal, he and Joshua had been friends. Other than Aimi and Grace, he had been his only one, and a good one for what it was worth. Besides, what chance had Josh had when confronted with demonic power? He was, after all, only human. He wished things had been different but it was too late now.
Joshua’s arms flailed urgently but it made no difference. With a scream, he toppled off the rocky precipice and into the waiting fires below.
“My mistake,” said the Watcher calmly.
Satan turned his baleful gaze on the creature. “You,” he roared, “should not interfere. Your presence here is tolerated, but make no mistake, interfere again and you will become a permanent fixture. There are private places in my kingdom that I reserve especially for those who anger me.”
The Watcher returned Satan’s stare for only a moment. Something unspoken passed between them and the Watcher bowed his head fractionally. He disappeared.
Aimi rushed over to Sam, now on his knees, the excruciating pain too much to bear. She cradled his head in her arms, crying and whispering prayers. He kissed her and then looked down at his foot. It was barely attached to his leg. Blood poured out of the wound in disturbing quantities.
Aimi used the sharp edge of one of his blades to cut through her bonds. Then, ripping the hem of her t-shirt off, she quickly bound his injury. Blood soaked it immediately. Usually, his injuries would start healing straight away. He had never had a problem with bleeding like this. Something was wrong.
Sam’s gaze found the unmoving body of his brother nearby. Semiazas’s black sword was just out of reach from his still hand. Realisation dawned. The sword! Of course! No wonder his wound refused to heal. He’d been struck a blow with a cursed sword from Hell. Terror filled him then. He would bleed to death in Hell and never again be able to leave.
Aimi’s eyes were filled with tears. “Don’t die,” she whispered urgently. “Don’t die. You can’t die! I won’t let you! I love you.”
“So touching,” sneered Satan. “Touching but futile. Here’s the thing though. The wound from Soulstealer won’t heal, even with his extraordinary powers of recuperation. Only I can save him. Of course there is a condition.”
“What?” pleaded Aimi, tears streaming down her face. “Anything.”
“Anything?” Satan laughed. “Well, in that case my conditions are as follows. Samael becomes my little horn, with unlimited power over all those weakling mortals and you remain here, with me, in Hell.”
“No,” whispered Sam, his voice weak and hoarse.
But like his voice, he could feel his resolve weakening. His mind felt foggy. Satan’s words promised everything. Despite himself, he felt tempted. Why not? No one appreciated him on Earth. And hadn’t he proven to his father that he was stronger than his brother? He deserved to take his rightful place at his father’s side. A part of him knew that this wasn’t his true self speaking, but he was almost past the point of caring. Wouldn’t Aimi be safe here? And he could visit her whenever he liked.
“Agreed,” said Aimi quickly.
“Very well then.” Satan snapped his fingers.
Sam felt something happening around his injury, a knitting together, a resetting. Incredibly, he suddenly felt much restored. With Aimi clinging to him, he stood, shakily at first and then with gathering strength.
“Well, that’s settled then,” said Satan, all slick charm.
“I think not!” said a voice over Sam’s shoulder.
Satan’s insidious spell was suddenly broken and Sam felt his mind clearing. The promises and whispered lies evaporated. What had he been thinking? Join Satan?
Leave Aimi in Hell? Sheer idiocy!
“You!” hissed Satan. “You can’t interfere here.”
Sam turned. Behind him stood the Watcher, Samyaza. With him was Gabriel.
“I can and I will,” said Gabriel. “Thanks to the assistance of this Grigori, I am here. You are out of order, Morning Star, and you know it.” She met Satan’s stare of pure hatred without flinching. “You broke the rules when you took this child. She was destined to dwell in Heaven and that’s where she belongs.”
Satan turned his glare onto the Watcher. “I warned you not to interfere.” He waved a hand casually and Samyaza’s beautiful body was suddenly engulfed in flame. The Watcher screamed, writhing in agony. There was a massive clap of thunder, momentarily stunning Sam. When he looked up again, the Watcher was gone.
“That is how I deal with those who cross me,” said Satan grimly, looking directly at Gabriel. “Do you really want to suffer the same fate?”
“Your threats don’t scare me,” she said, matching his stare. “I am under His protection, even here.”
“There are limits, even for Him.” He looked down at Sam. “What about him?” demanded Satan. “He agreed to join my side. He belongs to me now.”
“He did no such thing. The girl may have agreed with your terms but he never did. I believe he declined your generous offer. So, on that note, we have no further business here.”
Satan glared at Sam with a hatred so pure it made him flinch. “This isn’t over, my son. It’s barely just begun. My time is now. You have changed nothing. Nothing. Enjoy your pathetic little victory for now.”
With another clap of thunder, he disappeared, taking the body of Semiazas with him.
A flood of weariness washed over Sam. He staggered and would’ve fallen but for the small figure that was suddenly in his arms, holding him up. Aimi.
“Let’s leave this place, shall we?” said Gabriel. “I can’t enter this place under my own power, but I can certainly get us out of here.”
Suddenly, they were in Hell no longer. Sam looked around in wonder, his eyes wide. They were back in the Cathedral. Rubble littered the floor. Most of the great ceiling had fallen down, crushing the pews. Shell impacts had left gaping holes in the walls. Small fires burnt here and there but the battle, it seemed, had gone Gabriel’s way. Between the brigade of angels and Colonel Sumner’s men, the horde of demons and other followers of the Antichrist were routed. Even as he watched, demons were disappearing through their gateways in disarray. Small, isolated battles were still being fought but the demonic army had been defeated. For now.
Then the magnitude of what had happened hit him. The full realisation of who he held in his arms finally dawned on him. Aimi. His love. He turned towards her, basking in the adoration he saw in her face.
Aimi stroked his cheek the way she had many times in the past and he would have wept if he could. She brought his face down to hers and they kissed. Time seemed to stop as he lost himself in her embrace. His arms tightened around her. He’d thought she was lost to him forever and now that he had her back, he would never let her go again.
“Samael,”said a gentle voice nearby. Gabriel. “Samael, you have to release her.”
He wrenched his face away from Aimi’s with an effort and looked up at Gabriel who was now standing at his side.
“What?” he said, confused.
“She doesn’t belong here. She has to come with me.”
He looked at her with disbelief. “What do you mean?”
“She was meant to have been taken in the Rapture. She belongs in Heaven.”
“No,” he cried. “You can’t have her.”
He felt Aimi’s hand caress his cheek again. “Sam? Sam, look at me.” He did and he could see tears welling up in her eyes. “It’s Ok,” she said. “Gabriel’s right. I have to go with her.”
“No,” he cried again, sudden wrath threatening to overtake him. “It’s not fair!”
“I know,” said Aimi sadly, tears streaming down her cheeks. “But I have to.”
Sam hung his head. He knew that what Gabriel and Aimi were telling him was the truth. He was being selfish again. Who was he to deny Aimi the right to ascend to Heaven? Would he really condemn her to a further seven years of Hell on earth? He wanted to, despite this, but in his heart, he knew it was the wrong thing to do.
He felt Aimi’s tiny hand in his. She placed something in his hand.
“We will be together one day,” she said, smiling at him. “I know we will. Stay strong and remember me. I will love you forever.”
Gabriel gently removed Aimi from his grasp. The Archangel gathered Aimi into her arms and together, they took flight. He watched them soar up into the nave and through the gaping hole in the ceiling. Suddenly, they were gone.
He sank down onto his knees in an abyss of misery so deep that a cry of pain slipped through his lips. His heart felt like it was breaking. Just when he had her back, she was taken from him again.
He looked down at his closed fist. Slowly, he opened it. The cross and chain that had once belonged to his mother and that he had given Aimi many years earlier, lay cold against his palm. A small part of his mind registered that it did not burn him as it once did.
“I love you, too,” he told the empty air.



EPILOGUE


NEW BEGINNINGS

3 MONTHS SINCE THE RAPTURE



“He is despised and rejected by men, a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief.”

Isaiah 53:3



The figure trudged along the road, sending tiny drifts of ash fluttering in his wake. He was dressed in jeans and sturdy hiking boots. The hood of his sweatshirt was pulled up, obscuring his features from the early morning light. He wore a backpack with a long sword strapped to it. Another sword was tucked into the belt at his waist.
The road seemed to stretch on for ever, angling towards the east. The figure looked neither to the left or the right as he marched on under the grey sky, his pace unwavering. Time passed. He came to a crossroads. On a large flat rock under a sign post sat a winged female.
“Hello, Gabriel,” said Sam. “Long time no see.”
Gabriel smiled and stood. “Good to see you too, Samael. How are you?”
Sam shrugged. “As well as can be expected,” he sighed.
“Where are you going?”
“I don’t know. Where the road takes me, I expect.”
“You know this isn’t over, don’t you?”
“Of course,” he replied, nodding his head.
“Satan has sustained a slight set-back, that’s all. The Antichrist will return, and I suspect that when he does, things will get much, much worse.”
Sam expected nothing else. There was still well over six years left before the Tribulation ended. The defeat of the Antichrist had done little to diminish the number of demons who appeared at night. Even L.A, where the demonic forces had suffered their greatest defeat, was still plagued by them.
“I know,” said Sam.
Gabriel tilted her head and looked at him sideways. “Why didn’t you stay?”
“You mean with Colonel Sumner?”he asked. “Because he didn’t need me. Looked like he had things well under control. Besides, I like to work alone.”
It was true; he did like to work alone. More importantly, despite his actions during the battle against the Antichrist, he had done little to allay the fears of the soldiers. They still regarded him with suspicion and he knew that he would never be completely trusted. He stayed only long enough to ensure that his wounds had healed. The other cuts inflicted by his brother’s hell-wrought blade were unusually slow to mend.
“And what about Grace?”
Sam winced with guilt at the memory. After Gabriel had taken Aimi, Sam had finally taken note of what was happening around him. Gabriel had done an excellent job holding off the horde of demons that had appeared within the nave of the Cathedral. Colonel Sumner’s troops had simply finished them off. The victory hadn’t come without cost though. Many of his soldiers had been injured or killed during the attack. Some had just disappeared. Grace was one of them. Sam had searched for hours but it was no use — Grace had gone.
He tried to tell himself that maybe she had become lost or disorientated but he knew that he was just deceiving himself. There was no trace of her back at the cash and carry either. There was only one possible solution. Grace had been taken to Hell. She had been taken to Hell because he had left her behind. He had left her. It was his fault.
“I don’t know,” he confessed. “She must be in Hell but how am I supposed to find her? There are countless millions of souls down there. I thought about just going there, but what then?”
“There might just be a way, you know,” said Gabriel, a tiny smile hovering on her lips.
“How?” demanded Sam. “Tell me. You must tell me.”
“Sorry,”she said, genuinely sounding like she was, “but I can’t. The rules again. You’ll figure it out eventually.”
He put his head down, rubbing his face wearily with one hand. It was never easy. Nothing was ever easy. He felt one of Gabriel’s hands on his shoulder.
“I’m confident you will find a way. Never give up hope, Samael.”
“And Aimi?” he asked. “How is she?”
“Happy. Content. She misses you of course. Like I said, never give up hope though. Don’t think that what you did went unnoticed. However, be warned that while some things change, others can never be.”
Sam nodded in understanding, fingering the chain and cross around his neck. They stood in silence for a moment.
“What will you do now?” she asked.
“Keep going,” he replied. “There are lots of innocents out there who will need my help. I’ll do what I can.”
Gabriel nodded in satisfaction. “Sounds like a fine plan to me.” She paused. “Anyway, it’s been good seeing you again. I have to go now but we’ll see each other again soon.”
“Ok,” said Sam, lacking anything better to say.
Gabriel took flight into the ashen sky. Sam watched her go, staring after her until she was but a tiny speck in the sky, suddenly feeling very lonely.
He sighed and looked back to the road. The crossroad appeared to give him choices but he knew he didn’t really have any. His path had been set the moment he was born.
He adjusted his pack, and making sure his hood was firmly on his head, he set off to the east again.
He had a long way to go.
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