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Readers advisory

This novel is based on the biblical book of Revelation.
It is an apocalyptic work of horror fiction. As such it seeks to attain a realistic account of the times we are in. This means it contains graphic descriptions of violence as well as what some may consider to be profane language. 
There will be death, there will be slaughter… there will be blood and gore.
Whilst the work contains religious themes, it does not proclaim to be an accurate representation of the various religious texts.
It’s make-believe, for something that I hope never occurs. 



Revelation 6:1-2
And I saw when the Lamb opened one of the seals, and I heard, as it were the noise of thunder, one of the four beasts saying, Come and see.
And I saw, and behold a white horse: and he that sat on him had a bow; and a crown was given unto him: and he went forth conquering, and to conquer.
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A confidential report on the Middle East
To: General Peter Robinson, Head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
From: General Steven Sandhurst, DIA Director
As I am sure you are aware, the present situation in the Middle East is grave. Not since the Yom Kippur War have we seen such a potential threat to the Jewish state of Israel.
There are more pressing issues though. Whilst we strongly suspect that Iran was responsible for the complete recent destruction of the Saudi Arabian oil infrastructure, their use of third-party mercenaries has put plausible deniability between them and the financial devastation that is now threatening to bring down the house of Saud. The present unrest in the Saudi capital and other cities threatens our ally in the region. If Saudi Arabia falls, the balance of power will tip rapidly in favour of Iran.
The United States cannot allow this to happen.
Our analyses show that, without direct US military intervention, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Qatar will all fall to internal uprisings brought on by the destabilising influence of Iran. It is our opinion that merely relying on sanctions on Iran is no longer enough, and along with the NSA, we have received compelling chatter that Israel itself is at risk of insurrection. Whilst Israel can defend itself more than adequately against any combined conventional military assault from its neighbours, it is highly vulnerable to a concerted and coordinated internal attack on its infrastructure.
We strongly believe that, should Israel be hit by a devastating terrorist attack, it may well resort to the use of nuclear weapons in response. There is no doubt that this will bring both Russia and China into the equation which would risk a global thermonuclear exchange.
I would urge the Joint Chiefs of Staff to once again try and persuade the Commander in Chief to authorise our military to intervene more strongly in the Middle East. This is not a time for isolationism and we feel that it is now imperative that we act swiftly to deplete the military capability of Iran. The head needs to be cut off the snake and it is now time for us to strike decisively against the Iranian threat. If we don’t act now, we risk losing influence in the entire region which would have a devastating effect on world energy supplies, and the world’s financial markets.
Although they are loathe to admit it, Israel needs our help, and I would advise that the DOD considers deploying further assets to the area.
Regards
Steven Sandhurst, DIA Director





1.
August 7th
Boston, USA
He never thought the apocalypse would look so beautiful.
Although daylight, the sky was black with the soot from a thousand ravenous fires. Professor Ari Stone stood close to the cliff edge, looking down at the shattered city below him. If the Metropolis had once been recognisable, the conflagration and the devastation hid its identity now, leaving nothing but anguish and ruin. He knew what this was; had read and written about it for nearly thirty years. And yet he was surprised that what he had considered glorified fiction had come to pass.
“Do you see?” a powerful voice said from out of the ether. He didn’t know the source of the voice, but was sure it was not in his imagination. “Do you see the truth that was prophesised?”
“Yes,” was all Stone could manage, although his voice sounded alien. The air stung his eyes and the smell of the people burning infested his nasal passages, clogging them, corroding and irritating the delicate flesh.
“When will you believe?” the voice demanded.
“This isn’t real,” Stone insisted. “This is just a dream.” 
The voice mocked him in reply. “You think you know what is real? If that’s the case, then you really haven’t been paying attention.” 
Stone felt himself turn, the motion not of his own creation, the body filled with aches that were not familiar to him. Before him lay a mighty golden throne, with a man seated high up. The face of the man was vague, constantly changing, never revealing his true identity. To the right of the man floated a set of iron scales, upon which rested a glowing, if tattered, scroll. Despite the way it hovered, one side of the scales sank beneath its presence. On the throne, the man sighed, shaking his mighty head in resignation. He spoke, but Stone was unable to hear what was being said.
“Then I saw the lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing before the centre of the throne. He went and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne,” the voice proclaimed. Stone knew the words, had read and written them enough times.
It was then that Stone realised he was holding the scroll, the paper of which disintegrated at his touch, only to reform its solidity. It felt unusually heavy, as if wrapped around lead. He tried to throw it down to the earth, but it seemed joined to him, tingling against the hot skin of his palm. Seven wax seals held the scroll closed, each one marked by symbols that were incomprehensible to his human eyes. Stone had no control here. He felt more like a passenger in somebody else’s body.
“Poor, pathetic little lamb. You have yet to realise the devastation that will soon befall your kind. The scroll will open,” the voice said. “The seals will break, and you will be there to bear witness to the final wrath against the arrogance of your species. You will deny your part in it, but you will be instrumental in dooming an entire planet.”
“I refuse,” Stone insisted, only to be met by horrific laughter. “I refuse to bear witness. Choose somebody else.”
“The fool thinks he has a choice. You have already been chosen by a power you could never understand. You cannot defy what is written.”
From the sky, the sound of great trumpets blared, almost deafening in their intensity, and pain tore through his mind. Stone didn’t need to put his hand to his ears to know they were bleeding, but he did anyway, a feeble attempt to try and block out the noise. Beneath his feet the ground shook, the cliff edge breaking away, crumbling as the reverberations destroyed the cohesion of the land. At the sound of the trumpets, the man on the throne vanished into dust. The throne shattered into millions of shards that cascaded to the floor all around Stone’s feet.
“Why are you doing this?” Stone pleaded. This wasn’t supposed to happen.
“Because your kind have all fallen from his grace…and because I can.” Was this what the voice was, some spiteful child playing with his toys? “I have given you every opportunity, and despite that you tumble towards your own annihilation. You were given free will and yet you abused the gifts that you were blessed with.” The dust around Stone’s feet began to swirl in miniature tornadoes. “Better for me to relieve you of the burden of your suffering. Now is as good a time as any, even though I know it dooms us all.”
“No. You don’t get to have that right.”
The ground at his feet began to churn, the earth erupting outwards as decayed hands thrust themselves upward, clawing into the air. Some of them grabbed Stone, pulling on his feet and calves as whatever was down there tried to pull itself free. It was too late for Stone to run, the hands extending into arms as a multitude of corpses made themselves known.
“I have every right. And I will cause them to eat the flesh of their sons and the flesh of their daughters,” the voice continued. Before he was dragged fully down to the ground, Stone was there to witness the sky opening up and the great fire descending. It was as if the clouds themselves had caught fire.
“No,” Stone begged. “You don’t have to do this. We can change. Just give us a chance.”
“Oh, but I do have to do this,” replied the voice.. “And you will be there to witness it all. Humans will never change. You will pay your penance and I will have my fun.”
Decaying flesh grabbed his arms, nails breaking the skin as they easily shredded the feeble fabric he wore. The scroll was ripped from his grasp and flung into the air, where it burst into flames. The fire did not consume it though. If anything, the parchment seemed to feed on the fire rather than the other way around.
“I will laugh as the first seal breaks. I do this for I am vengeance. I am spite. I am everything you little crawling monkeys crave to be,” the voice cried out.  As he was pulled beneath the surface, Stone gagged on the dry dirt that waterfalled into his mouth, stifling the final scream that so desperately wanted to be heard. “I don’t think I have ever witnessed anything that has disappointed me so. You are barely worthy of my torment, but what choice do I have? We all have our part to play.”
That was how the nightmare always struck him. At first it had been a rare event, but over the past few months it had become more frequent, hitting two or three times a week. Stone’s doctor had told him it was due to overwork and the morbid subject that he spent his time on. That made sense, he supposed. He had been pushing things of late, travelling to promote his latest book, and pushing the ideas out onto paper faster than perhaps he should have. There was a desperation in his actions, too few people willing to read his latest work. His appeal was fading, the younger generations having no interest in what he wrote.
Then there was the medication that had been prescribed, and the stuff he had acquired by more illicit means. Amitriptyline for the depression that constantly threatened to consume him. Adderall to help him write, to help get the carnival that played in his head onto the computer screen.
Sitting up in bed, he wiped the sweat from his forehead, the world still blurry around him. No doubt the prolonged travel was contributing to this, putting strains on a body that was well past its best years. But the speaking tour usually made him almost as much money as his books, and he couldn’t reject how much he enjoyed educating the minds that came to hear him speak.
He could deny it all he wanted, but recognition, and the pay cheque that came with it, was a powerful motivator for why he carried on writing about these morbid subjects.
Tonight was the last of this leg of his US tour. It was a full house, all tickets bought and accounted for. This was a smaller, more intimate venue than the others he had graced with his presence, but that was fine. Talking to huge crowds never felt right to him, despite their profitability. The hundred present tonight should open up some healthy discussion. As conceited as it might be, Stone thought of himself more as a purveyor of ideas rather than a writer. Often, he could better express concepts in words than he ever could on paper, because the written word couldn’t respond to direct challenge.
So long as he was paid for it. Hey, a guy had to eat.
Stone knew his subject matter, which was definitely fortunate considering the fevered responses his writings sometimes promoted. Controversy sold books, at least according to his agent. And what could be more controversial than dissecting the strongly held religious beliefs of billions of people?
Stone was about to discover that he should have stayed at home. Thing is, even that wouldn’t have spared him what was coming.


2.
London, UK
Blood and pain.
That was all Lilith ever seemed to dream about these days. These weren’t nightmares; instead they were often accurate memories of the retribution she had wrought on those who threatened the stability she guarded. Those lives were forfeit by the very nature of their corruption, and she was happy to bring God’s vengeance crashing down on those who threatened the safety of the world.
She brought that vengeance now, and she was enjoying every second of it.
Two sets of footsteps echoed down the stone canal path, hers and the man she was chasing. He was young, fit and athletic, but he had no hope against her training and stamina. Despite the black aura that surrounded him, visible only to some like Lilith, the pursued man knew he was no match for the chasing assassin. That was why he ran, fear driving him into a primal need to survive.
The general public might not know of the religious warriors lurking amongst them, but a select few of those who followed the path of the Little Whore did. Lilith was feared by them as much as she was despised.
The canal was too wide to jump, and swimming would not be a means to escape her vengeance, so all this man could do was run along the litter-strewn path and hope for some sort of salvation. Already he was tiring. Lilith could hear that his breathing was ragged, the injured and bleeding arm clutched against his chest, shock undoubtedly looming over him like a shroud. No matter how hard he pushed himself, Lilith was clearly gaining. This vile specimen of God’s universe had minutes at most. Better that he cherish them whilst he still could, because Lilith was going to savour every second of what was to come.
Killing one of the possessed was both a necessity and a mercy. It was also a damned fine way to spend an afternoon.
Three minutes ago, things had been different. The man and his two accomplices had chosen this spot because it was apparently deserted, the ideal place to dispose of the child that hopefully lay alive, bound in the back of their car. The abandoned brick structure next to where they had parked was a suitable venue for the end they wanted to bring to their prisoner.  These three, these demons, had not expected Lilith to be waiting for them and had been woefully inept in defending themselves against her devastating attack.
Lilith had taken the three as they exited their vehicle, surprise and speed an effective weapon. She could have offed them from a distance using her sniper rifle skills, but she preferred the old-fashioned ways. Before they knew what had hit them, Lilith’s first throwing knife had taken the largest of them in the neck, severing arteries, veins and muscle. A killing blow worthy of her years of training. It didn't matter how strong you were when blood was pumping from such a grievous wound.
The second knife had landed before the woman it struck had been able to pull the gun out of its holster. The satanic-infused woman had briefly stood there, shock etched on her face, the blade embedded in her left eye, the precision of the throw incomprehensible to the now running man. He too had tried to pull forth a weapon, but the final knife thrown had sliced through his wrist, making the hand useless, and the gun dropped to the dirt. Flight had been the only option left to him. He wasn’t powerful enough to stand toe-to-toe with Lilith, and he knew it.
Lilith wouldn't have it any other way. It was good to feel the air coursing into her lungs. She was the alpha predator here, and what use was the hunt without the excitement of a chase?
Now Lilith watched as the demon she pursued stumbled, his body hurtling to the ground with a pained cry. In seconds she was upon him, a knee firm in his back. Her enemy tried to writhe free, but she gripped an ear to keep him under control, the pressure she exerted below what was required to rip the organ from his head. There were so many ways she could hurt this creature that she was almost delirious with the opportunities presented to her.
It was such a shame the unwilling host body would have to die too.
“You were warned to stay away,” Lilith stated. Despite her exertion, her breathing was controlled. “And yet your kind persist. If you had remained hidden in the shadows, I might have been willing to ignore you.” That was a lie, of course. Once Lilith got the scent of them, she never relented.
“Bitch,” the demon managed, although it was a pitiful insult.
“You could have lived for at least a few more days, maybe weeks. If only you had behaved. Imagine the human delights you could have tasted.” That was why they came, to defile the perceived purity of this place. They didn’t realise that humanity was doing a pretty good job of that without them.
“My master will see you burn,” the demon roared. He tried to throw her off, but Lilith was strong, much stronger than she looked. Her hand was like a vice and the other suddenly held yet another knife against the base of the possessed man’s neck. That stilled the demon. He had heard the rumours of the Inquisitors, and knowledge of what was coming was no salvation. His fate had been sealed the moment Lilith had stepped from her concealment.
No, that wasn’t correct. His fate had been sealed the moment he had chosen to rise from the safety of the fiery pit. The forces of chaos feared Lilith. Some chose to fight when she appeared to them, others, like the desperate entity beneath her, chose to flee. It all ended the same way for them.
“Perhaps he will,” Lilith admitted. “And when you see him, you can give him my regards. But first, I will have your name.” She slid the knife across the skin, opening up a wound as a taste of what was to follow.
“I’ll tell you nothing,” the demon insisted.
“Oh, come now, must we play this game?” Such stubbornness. Did she really have to go through this again? “You know what I will do.”
“Go fuck yourself,” the demon roared, wriggling beneath her. The knife moved effortlessly, slipping under the right armpit, thrusting deep and rendering the arm useless.
“I’m in no rush. You know what I am. You know what I am capable of.”
“I will not tell you my name, whore.” 
Lilith sighed. “O holy hosts above, I call upon thee as a servant of Jesus Christ, to sanctify my actions this day in preparation for the fulfilment of the will of God.”
“What are you doing?” the demon implored. It sounded panicked now, trapped in a situation it could never have envisaged.
“I’m giving you the last rites. I would prefer you return to Hell, but the blackness of purgatory is better suited to your kind.”
“No, you cannot.”
“I call upon the great Archangel Raphael, master of air…”
“Wait, please.”
“Please? Did you just beg?” Lilith twisted in her position and brought the knife deep into the possessed man’s right buttock. “Did you listen when the child you abused begged you to stop?” She withdrew the knife, twisting it as she did so.
“Berith, my name is Berith.”
“You have my thanks, and I release you.” Being sent to purgatory, whilst sparing the demon the agony of his place in Hell, would arguably be a worse fate. And yet there was no certainty that her words would have that effect, the ritual taking longer than she risked spending here. She had bluffed, this time successfully.  
Before he could object further, Lilith pushed the knife forwards, its pointed edge easily slipping through the flesh, breaking between the vertebrae, severing the cervical spine. From experience, Lilith knew such an injury would bring death, but it would be slow and drawn out. That would give her time to savour her one true indulgence.
With exaggerated effort she turned the man over, saw the desperation in his searching, dying eyes. The muscles of his face still worked, but the rest of his body would be limp, the connection to the brain severed. The spine had been cut low enough to paralyse, but high enough to keep the heart pumping and the lungs breathing. Lilith preferred this way of killing, to bathe in their terror, the black shroud pulsing as the demon’s hold over the captive began to weaken.
She used the knives whenever she could. Whilst a bullet was efficient, it rarely left her prey in this vulnerable state. The knife was pure, the weapon she was first taught to use at the age of seven. Even among her own kind, there were few who were her equal.
He tried to speak, but she pressed a gloved finger against his lips.
“Hush now. There is nothing for you to say.” She waited, knowing that the change would come. This body was infected, the disease hot within him. But without the host, the infection could not survive and so it would flee back to the hot place where it would once again begin its tormented eternity. 
At least that was what she had always been told by those who trained her. She hoped the bastard thing would suffer back down in the heat.
There. The black cloud that briefly swept across the whites of his eyes was further proof that this fiend had indeed been touched by the dark ones. Then the horror and the pain melted away, to be replaced by a look of peace and gratitude as the darkness around the felled man dissipated, the possession ending. The infection had been forced out, sent back to its realm of agony. All Lilith saw in the face now was thanks. Being possessed by demonic forces was something even the most evil of men should never be condemned to, even if they went into it willingly.
“Thank you,” the man said, tears in his eyes, his breath laboured and heavy. “Thank you for sparing me.” There was no way for her to know what this victim had been forced to watch as the demon rode in his body.
Another soul saved.
“Go with Christ,” Lilith said, slipping a hand over the man’s mouth, fingers holding his nostrils closed, the knife still clenched and ready. It took less than a minute for unconsciousness to take him, and she held him there whilst he died. Not once did he try and struggle. Nothing she could do was equal to the torment of having that corruption churning away inside.
There were ways to free a body of its evil captor so that the person lived. But they were time-consuming and haphazard, and often left the remaining host broken and useless. With seven billion souls at stake, one had to take the quickest path. She was a surgeon, cutting the infection from the world. Let the exorcists from the other religious orders pray their way to salvation. If you considered the survival rate of exorcists, you could perhaps see why Lilith’s methods were much more effective. Exorcists were trained in words, not in violence, and violence was the only effective tool against the servants of Satan. Ironic perhaps that violence alone would never be enough to force the demon to reveal its name.
She could remember the name of every demon she had sent back. It was a long list.
Lilith searched the corpse then, knowing what she would find. Inside his wallet, she discovered the brutal proof of his identity, reinforcing the concern that had been growing over the past few weeks. The identification stated he was an agent of the British intelligence service MI5, so likely the others she had killed might be, too. 
Demons were getting bolder and stronger. It was unlikely that the agent of MI5 had willingly allowed himself to be possessed. The organisation had long ago been purged of those who followed the teaching of Satan. It wasn’t just demons that the Inquisitors dealt with. They were known to hunt down those who spent their days worshipping the true lord of the Sheol.
This should not be happening. More proof that the Seals were weakening. More proof that she was right about what was happening to the world. Lilith knew, though, that her superiors would not listen to her unless she could gather hard evidence. She suspected that they wouldn’t listen even then.
To possess a member of MI5 was a worrying development. That suggested a coordinated purpose rather than just random selection by the agents of chaos. She would report this to her superiors and hope that her words were believed. She wasn't optimistic. As organised and as ruthless as her Order was, it was mired in its own dogma. Demons, she had always been told, were never organised, working for their own interests rather than some higher purpose. They were hedonistic, drunk on the emotions they could drag from the humans they terrorised. Throughout her training she had been told that demons were loners, predatory wolves stalking the land of the living to obtain their “fix”.
Usually that was the case, but the day they learnt to organise would be a terrifying day for humanity.
Lilith was certain that day had already arrived, but those who were deemed her superiors didn't agree. They would either listen or they would dismiss her concerns as they had so many times before. No matter what, she would continue her battle against the darkness because, even with its growing futility, there was nothing else for her to do.
Standing, she left the wallet open on top of the corpse, her gloved hands not leaving any residue of her presence. When it was eventually found, the MI5 identification would no doubt create an uproar in the secretive government agency. The knowledge she had acquired during her youth told her that there should have been no other cases of infection in that organisation. And yet, here was clear evidence. The auras of all three had exuded the proof she needed that the impossible was happening. Demons were working together.
Unfortunately, the proof of her eyes would unlikely persuade the leaders of her Order.
Lilith gazed down at the corpse, wanting to understand the full picture of the dangers she likely faced. She could see the edges of it, an image of evil that shrouded the world she protected, but the bulk of it was unknown to her. If this was all planned, and if the demons she had dispatched over the last few months were indeed working to some coordinated agenda, she was determined to get to the bottom of it.
But first, there was one more thing to do.
Retracing her steps, she made her way back to the car, the two bodies still lying where she had left them. A quick search showed that only one of the three beasts she had slain was a member of that most elite of security organisations, although one of the other two had been a Detective Constable in the Metropolitan Police Service. This was more troubling, proof that the foul demons were seeking positions of authority. To what end, Lilith could only speculate. Curiosity drove her to search the woman’s corpse further, using the knife to slice clothes from the body. Across the cadaver’s back, a thick red rash spread over the skin. The more powerful the demon, the more chance there was for the human body to reject its presence.
Whatever these demonic bastards were up to, it was not for the betterment of human kind.
With the vehicle unlocked, the car boot yielded easily, revealing the terrified child who cowered bound within. How many children like this had been tortured and mutilated to feed the desires of those who dwelled within the pit? Hell was supposed to keep them in check, these vile foes of Christ. That was why it had been created. And yet, so many of those supposedly trapped in their dark prison seemed able to find a way out into the light.
“You don't have to worry anymore,” Lilith said. The lie came so easily to her, for she felt this boy had suffered enough. She would have rescued him, but he was already too damaged, the fingers on both hands removed by tortures already inflicted. Such a shame. He could have realised so much potential. 
The boy was special in a way that he nor his parents could ever appreciate. He was a rarity—someone whose genetic code was locked tight against the forces of possession. Even if he wanted to give himself willingly, no king or prince of Hell could occupy this form. His abduction, cruel treatment, and eventual dispatch served a dual purpose. Firstly, it gave those from the depraved place a relief for the craving they sought. And secondly, it removed the danger this boy represented to those who occupied the nine circles.
Just as Lilith could sense those with the demonic cancer within them, so these sons and daughters of Satan could sniff out those resistant to their possession.
Her Order only ever recruited from those who were immune to the temptations brought forth by the scourges of Satan. Some of those were born specifically from carefully selected and ruthlessly protected bloodlines. Others, like Lilith, were collected from the carnage that demons often left in their wake. Lilith didn't have to imagine what horrors had already been perpetrated onto this child’s flesh. She could see much of it on the boy’s naked form. Lilith also had the memory of what had been done to her before she herself had been rescued nearly twenty years ago. That memory was suitable motivation for the battle she waged.
Without the fingers, whoever this boy had been was of no use to her Order. And whilst she could have let him live, what kind of a life awaited him? He was traumatised beyond measure having endured what nobody should ever suffer. Better to end it now and send this child to the beloved and gentle waiting arms of Christ.
Those were her standing orders.
Bending down, she removed the duct tape from his mouth, the cries of anguish finally freed. So young to experience such pain, and likely his mind already on the brink of shattering. He was too lost within himself to try and repel her seemingly caring embrace, and she placed her hands gently on either side of the child’s head. For a second, the boy seemed to calm, his eyes meeting hers. In that brief moment, they made a connection that Lilith had no choice but to betray. A quick twist, and the neck snapped easily.
The only life she would leave the eventual authorities were whatever non-sentient creatures skulked in the surrounding dirt, or the skies above.
***
To look at her, few would realise that Lilith had been responsible for the death of over a hundreds of people, but those who knew of her kind were never fooled. Of the naïve general public, some would call her killer, a vicious force that cut a swathe of carnage across a whole country. Other more logical minds would call her guardian, the last remnant of a defensive line that had kept evil at bay for more than a thousand years. Most people wouldn’t call her anything, because the battle for the soul of humanity was hidden below the placid surface of pumpkin spiced lattes and dopamine-inducing social media.
The battle for the fate of mankind was never televised or reported. It had always been hidden by a cloak of secrecy. She hunted those who chose to hide in the darkness. 
By the modern laws of man, she was guilty of numerous violent atrocities, but she had no need to fear the police or the country’s security services. Lilith was a ghost, moving from city to city, bringing the fight to those who had earned the feel of her blade against their throat. That was her favourite method, to use the laser-sharpened steel to separate the flesh, opening up blood vessels and letting the life flow from them freely. To look in the eyes of her victims as they bled out before her was an addiction to which she willingly succumbed.
She was sure the almighty would allow her this one small pleasure. The demon who had tried to run away from her needn’t have bothered. There had been no chance of him getting away.
There were other ways she killed, all as ruthless and as efficient. No life was safe when it reeked of the corruption of the one who ruled the world below. It didn’t matter who they were. Man, woman or child, she would end whomsoever her Order demanded. And recently they had been demanding a lot. Perhaps the rumours were true, the whispers she snatched from those who lived these secret lives. Despite the denials from her superiors, it was said that the seals holding closed the gates of Hell were weakening. 
That would be a problem.
That was why she was here, on the outskirts of London. More deaths to add to her body count. More blood to stain the fetid earth. More dark souls to send back to their rotting maker.
Just because they were spawned from Hell, didn’t give them any special powers. When you possessed a human’s body, you took on all its traits and weaknesses. Only the strongest of those from the dark place arrived with anything close to supernatural powers. That was why her religious Order had been so effective against them over the centuries. With rare exceptions, her enemies were no greater threat than the average man or woman.
It was difficult for those trapped below to escape into the light of the free world. That didn’t stop thousands of them trying, though.
As it was, there were enough of Lilith’s kind at present to hold back the trickle that made it through. But they wouldn’t stand a chance if the gates were flung wide. If those seals ever broke it wouldn't matter how many vermin she dispatched. As skilled as she was, Lilith and those who fought with her could never win against such numbers.
She belonged, body and soul, to the Order of Tyron, a secret and most likely forgotten remnant for most in the Catholic Church. Only a rare few knew of its existence. Any books depicting or recounting the Order’s deeds were locked away deep in the Vatican vaults, lest the world learn of the true power the Catholic Church could still wield. The Order of Tyron was the shield of man, one of the last defences against the growing forces of darkness that pressed against the sanity of the world. Depleted, over-stretched and hideously outnumbered, those who served the Order did what was asked of them because there was no other way.
It was the only life Lilith knew. Her kind was kept hidden, for the world would reject the truth she represented. Her given name was Lilith Wrath, born of pain and trained in blood. No civilised society would accept the tortures she had been forced to endure to earn her place in the Inquisitor ranks.
A memory flashed briefly into her thoughts. She had once been like the boy, abducted, broken and abused. Only back then, the man who saved her had not been forced to end her miserable suffering, but to prolong it a thousand-fold. 
Her title was Inquisitor. She was a hammer of God, sent to smash those who would defile the Lord’s holy name. And she would not stop until the war was won, or until she was dead and buried in the cold unforgiving earth.
Only a fool would ever claim the war could be decisively won, but she fought it anyway.



3.
Saudi Arabia
After a whole day, parts of Saudi Arabia were still on fire. Not since Saddam Hussein set his oil fields ablaze had so much devastation been wreaked upon the oil production capability of the Middle East. The world’s stock markets had reacted accordingly, plunging as fears of a prolonged oil shortage began to emerge.
A lot of people had just lost a lot of money, with pension funds across the globe reeling from the impact.
Saudi Arabian oil facilities had been attacked before, and the lessons from those attacks had clearly not been learnt. The air defence systems, comprising Patriot missile batteries as well as Crotale short range missile systems and M1097 Avenger systems for point defence, had proven inadequate to stop the previous attack on the Abqaiq and Khurais oil facilities. Those defences, although recently bolstered, were once again useless against the more sustained attack that was yesterday thrown against them. 
In reality, there really was no effective way to defend against such an attack, and everybody knew it.
This time, the assaults were far more widespread, comprising hundreds of drones and cruise missiles which overwhelmed every major oil facility in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The first target hit was the newly completed Jazan refinery, quickly followed by the Luberef facility. Within minutes, before the alarm could be raised across the country, the Riyadh refinery was also ablaze. The first storage tank to be hit at Riyadh caused an explosive cascade that spread to fifteen other storage tanks as well as to the refining structures themselves. The result was utter devastation.
Across the region, pipelines were also shattered. The plan was simple—the eradication of Saudi Arabia’s ability to extract, transport and refine the crude oil products it was so dependent upon. This was an economic death blow, the first stage in a war the Iranians had now decided they were willing to wage. 
Before those watching could catch their breaths, the Abqaiq plant, Ras Tanura and Jubail refineries were also burning furiously. Deep in the deserts, several pumping stations were hit for good measure, their remoteness no defence against the coordinated and well-planned act of war. Although the Houthi movement in Yemen once again claimed responsibility, nobody was in any doubt that it was Iran who masterminded the attack.
In parts of the country, it began to rain oil. And that wasn’t the end of it.
Shipping was also attacked. In the Strait of Hormuz, with a displacement of over six hundred thousand tonnes and carrying four million barrels of freshly loaded oil, the oil tanker Herald of Faith was sinking and abandoned after being hit by three perfectly aimed torpedoes. The torpedoes were fired by an Iranian-owned but Russian-built, kilo-class submarine that was steaming back to a safe port to escape the vengeance of any allied naval ships that might be in the vicinity. Although there were numerous western ships patrolling the waters of the Persian Gulf in the hope of protecting the vital energy corridor, they were not in the right place to stop the attack.
That burning and sinking super tanker couldn’t be blamed on the Houthi rebels.
The Strait of Hormuz hosted the transport of nearly a quarter of all the world’s oil, and it was effectively a no-go area. There was more trauma to come. When you had your enemy on the ropes, the classic tactic was to keep on hitting them. This time, unfortunately, as so often happened, the enemy hit back.
The leaders of Iran were soon to learn they had made a monumental strategic blunder.
***
Ashkan Khazenifar knew little about the attacks, but had dreamt about the great fire now raging in the Hijaz, the western part of Saudi Arabia. The prophetic symbol this represented was hard to overlook, though he did his best to ignore the implications.
 The Last Hour would not come until fire emits from the earth of Hijaz which would illuminate the necks of the camels of the Busra.
His part in the great plan seemed small, but he knew he would not fail for his faith was unquestionable. The hot sun beat down on him, but he did not complain, for he had lived his whole life in such temperatures. Now he was about to end that life in a heat that would rage a thousand-fold. As a loyal member of the Iranian Sepâh, his only real regret was that he was destined to martyr himself on the day of his youngest son’s birthday. There was so much he still wanted to do with his life, but when honour and duty called, what could a man faithful to Allah do but heed that call?
Ashkan knew his family would be well cared for, so long as he was successful in his mission. In the nights that led up to this fateful day, he often found himself wondering what his two sons might make of his sacrifice. Would they understand? Would they honour him as the martyr he hoped to be, or would they curse him for abandoning them to the evils of such a world? Ashkan hoped they would one day understand.
He hadn’t been in the country long, having crept across the highly porous Iraq/Saudi border three days before. There was a time when such a journey would have been impossible, with Iraq a mortal enemy of his beautiful country. But Iraq, riddled with Shia militia, was all but an ally of Iran now. Iraq, once a constant thorn in the Iranians’ side, had become a useful buffer against the land armies of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. That buffer would be needed, because to all intents and purposes, Iran had declared war on a nation that possessed considerable military power. The Saudis would hit back.
Not only was that a risk, but they were also backed by the Great Satan himself, the cursed United States of America. Iran had plans for them as well.
Ashkan stepped into the street, the slim bomb vest that had been constructed for him easily hidden under his robe. It was constructed from thin blocks of Semtex coated in steel ball bearings, designed for maximum human casualty. It would also send Ashkan straight to the afterlife. The outfit was stifling, but he easily went unnoticed amongst the people who were likely reeling from the assault their country was already under. The oil was only part of it. With much of the oil infrastructure closed down, the financial toll on the Kingdom would be catastrophic. No doubt they would have to go cap in hand to the hated Americans who would already be pouring extra troops into the region.
Let them come, thought Ashkan. They will all fall before Allah’s might.
It was money that was always going to be Saudi Arabia’s Achilles heel. Unemployment was high, with people kept pliant by the promise of bread and circuses funded by the billions brought in by the country’s great oil wealth. Those who objected were brought into line by the brutality of the Mutawa, the Saudi religious police. That control would fail if the majority of the people went hungry.
It was so easy for regimes to fall. Ashkan suspected that was what the Iranian hierarchy were hoping for.
The Saudi kingdom still had its wealth but presently couldn’t extract it from the ground. That was why Ashkan was here, to further hit the Saudis where it would hurt them the most. He wasn’t alone either. He couldn’t see any of his brothers, but he knew they were near, and they would not fail either. They would come after his explosion. Dressed as fire fighters, they would bring the carnage further into the heart of the structure.
His job was to destroy the security at the main doors and to provide the pretence for this additional incursion. With the lobby of the immense sky scraper filled with the dead and the dying, who would argue when first responders arrived? Whilst Ashkan would martyr himself through suicide, his brothers would come with guns to kill as many as they could find. 
Attacking the Tadawul Stock Exchange only made sense during the day, when it was full and busy in its trading. The huge building towered above him and he knew he had mere moments left before those he loved would give him the title Shahid. He was suddenly sure his sons would honour his name. How could they not? This was the will of Allah.
It was mere minutes from here to where he had stayed the night before and the desire to back away grew unnervingly strong. He knew he would not succumb to that weakness. He was human, he was frail and fallible, and his mind could rebel all it wanted. As long as his feet carried him forward and his thumb pressed down on the trigger taped to the palm of his hand, he would not fail his country or his God.
Hiding any concerns that lurked in his heart, Ashkan climbed the steps that led up to the impressive structure. 
There was no way for him to know that the war he was helping spark was being orchestrated by minds that desired to see humanity fall. If only he had been in possession of Lilith’s powers. If only Ashkan had been able to see the black shroud surrounding the man who had sent him on this mission, perhaps then he might have been able to understand the way the minds of men were being manipulated.




4.
London, UK
“Armed police, get your hands up. Get your fucking hands up, now.”  Damien had not been surprised that he had been found, it was inevitable really, even with the precautions he had taken. He just hadn’t expected it to be this night. It was a shame really, because he hadn’t finished preparing the two bodies he had recently killed.
His breath lingered around him as he sighed, his bare flesh hardly feeling the cold. Damien raised his hands, a sly smile falling across his lips. This was an inconvenience, nothing more.
They would arrest him and interrogate him, their words full of noble disgust at the atrocities he had committed. There should be some entertainment to find in all that somewhere. 
“On your knees, get on your knees.” Damien thought about it for a second, and eagerly complied. A bullet was not something he wanted to encounter right now. He had to survive this encounter because his task on this world was incomplete. There was so much of this life he wished to experience, and so much of it that he needed to end. He had for so long lurked in the shadows, hiding away from humanity as he picked off his victims.
It would be interesting to feel what fame and notoriety was like. That’s what his arrest might mean. These men might make him famous.
“Get your face on the floor, get your face on the damned floor.”
“On your belly, on your belly,” another voice ordered. 
With the ground biting into his legs, he arched his head around to see how many of them were here. My, they certainly had pulled out all the stops for him. Damien felt almost honoured.
“Do not look at us, do not fucking move,” men screamed, half a dozen surrounding him now that he had failed to comply, weapons pointed threateningly at his face. He spotted the hesitation. Perhaps Damien’s height and heavily muscular frame were daunting for them. If not for their guns, he would have tried to fight them off and may well have succeeded. Instead, he let the arms grab him roughly as they tackled his body fully to the ground. His face was planted in the dirt and debris that had accumulated over the years since the abandoned factory had closed.
Something sharp dug into his abdomen, but he ignored it, a knee pressing in his back as his arms were manipulated behind him. The tension there was of more pressing concern. He put enough resistance in those arms to make the person on top of him work for it.
I could crush your neck like it was nothing, Damien thought. He pictured his big fingers squeezing the flesh of the officer’s throat, a satisfying mental image that would never see reality.
He had no idea how they had tracked him here. They would no doubt tell him in their own good time, gloating over their own brilliance. The weak liked to do that. They liked to prove their supremacy if given the chance, to spit in the eye of the wolf they had been able to ensnare.
“Easy, guys,” Damien said.
“Shut it,” came the response.
“You got him?” one of the officers asked.
“Yeah, I got him. He’s not going anywhere, are you killer?” Those words were followed by an unnecessary tug on his right arm as the cuffs descended on his wrists. There was chaos all around him as further officers attempted to make safe the area. Oh, what delights they were about to find. This room had once been a staff canteen, able to seat well over fifty people. It was presently barren of furniture, with the police free to roam its full expanse.
The real treat was to be found in the adjoining office.
“You could at least let me get dressed,” Damien said in mock protest.
“I said, shut your damned mouth,” came the response, a gloved hand pressing down hard on the back of his head. Damien felt his cheek thrust across the ground, likely grazed. He blinked as debris got in his eye and made it water. That annoyed him. He didn’t mind the dirt, but Damien didn’t want anybody to think he would weep for what he was about to be accused of.
If only they had stormed this room when he was in mid flow with knife in hand. That would have been a different scenario. Instead he had been meditating after completing part of the ritual.
“Sarge, you have to…Jesus!” a man said from the adjoining room. Then came the sound of vomiting, somebody obviously traumatised by what Damien had prepared. If only they could understand. If only they had let him finish. It would have been better if he had been able to complete the masterpiece he had only recently begun to create.
Well technically it wasn’t Damien who did the slaughter, but the police would have to wait before they learnt that interesting truth. My, wouldn’t they be surprised.
Despite the persistent memories it would carve in his captors’ minds, Damien knew each and every one of these officers would willingly gaze in awe upon his art. They would deny their own admiration of course, calling him a host of vile names, but inside their hearts, they would weep with the beauty only he could create.
“What’s your first name?” the officer riding him asked. Damien spat dirt out of his mouth in response. “I said, what’s your first name?”
“I am the I am,” Damien said. It was so clichéd, but it seemed like the right thing to say. At least they didn’t need to search him, what with him being naked save for the blood that completely coated his body.
The ritual demanded he bathe in the blood of those he killed.
Damien’s latest victims had died two hours ago. The police would soon realise how close they had come to saving those two lives. He hoped such knowledge would haunt them, for they were interfering with his precious and vital work. Those lives weren’t even valuable, both a threat to the world and the people in it. Damien would explain that to them, but he knew they wouldn’t listen.
He wouldn’t hold that against them. There was no way their feeble minds could comprehend the magnitude of the task he had been set.
If he was honest, Damien expected rougher treatment. Perhaps a boot in the ribs, or even a kick to the head. The fact that those arresting him seemed restrained, despite the evidence of his brutality on display, meant they were likely wearing body cameras. That was a shame. There was a certain invigoration about the body blows he was expecting. They never came. Instead, Damien was dragged to his feet and a blanket thrown over his shoulders. He didn’t mind being naked, but apparently the police did. Maybe he made them feel inadequate. Even with the cuffs, two men kept hold of him with his body restricted between them. Without their guns his brutal fists could have easily killed every last one of them. Never mind. There would be plenty more killing.
He loved how intimate it all was. Damien reckoned he could get used to such treatment.
The officer with the sergeant’s stripes got right in his face, his foul breath washing over Damien. The sergeant was calmer than the others, a level head to settle the vigilante justice that could so easily be unleashed here. Cameras could be turned away, a resisting body flung down a flight of steps. Damien was big, but bones could be broken and fingers dislocated.
“Tell us your name, lad. Let’s not have any more nonsense.”
“You can call me Damien.” There was little point lying, although he declined to give them his other names. Damien wasn’t the name he was born with, but it suited him. It seemed apt, considering.
He also didn’t tell the sergeant the name of the other That would need a demonstration, and this place was not the suitable venue. Besides, the other might not be able to restrain himself. Even now, Damien could feel his other half straining to be released.
Calm now, you will get your chance.
“Well, my friend, let’s get the official stuff out of the way, shall we? I’m arresting you on suspicion of multiple murders. You don’t have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you don’t mention something that you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given as evidence.” A spit hood was suddenly pulled over Damien’s head. He could still see through it, but the world was now a haze.
“You honestly think I would spit at you?” Surely such activity was reserved for drug addicts and animals. Damien was sired from noble blood, if only these valiant officers could understand that.
“I don’t know what you are capable of,” came the sergeant’s response. “But we wouldn’t want to give these fine lads an excuse to use any unnecessary force, now, would we?”
“That’s a shame. I was kind of looking forward to that.”
“Save it,” the sergeant said. “Nobody is impressed by your bullshit.”
The sergeant watched as his prisoner was dragged away before venturing into the adjoining room where three of his officers stood ashen-faced. He didn’t want to enter that room. He wanted nothing more to do with this maniac.
Nothing of what they found was expected, as the officers first on the scene had held back and called in backup. The anonymous tip-off had proven itself, and inside the derelict factory they had found the man half the Metropolitan Police had been hunting for the last fifteen months.
Forty-seven murders, many of them still unknown to the police. All were male and included both adults and children. There hadn’t been a sexual aspect to the killings because Damien had no interest in the flesh dangling between his legs. Things had been much worse than that. The killings had been so random that nobody had been able to establish a consistent pattern in the victims. Damien would likely be able to tell them the pattern, but the sergeant didn’t put much stock in the murderer giving them the truth.
 In the room of death, two bodies hung by their feet from the beams above. The bodies were cold, pale, the blood drained out of them into a bath that had been placed beneath. No doubt that depraved bastard had enjoyed the bath. Maybe he even found the blood invigorating. But where were the victim’s clothes?
Unlike the room in which the arrest had been made, the floor here was clean, swept of all but the faintest traces of dirt. A thick clear plastic sheet had been spread out so that the killer could begin his collection. The sergeant suspected Damien had been interrupted before he was finished, as not all of the organs so far had been removed from the bodies as was the usual pattern from past crime scenes.
He stood there mesmerised, surprised by how little the scene affected him. The impact would come. It always did. Later though, when he was alone, when the demons could run rampant through his mind. At least they finally had this maniac, and the streets of London could once again lay claim to safety—at least, from this one’s insanity.
Now they just had to get the bastard talking. Those who would later interrogate Damien would be surprised by how forthcoming their prisoner was willing to be.
***
Lilith regretted the death of the child. It had been unfortunate, but necessary. His life would have been one of useless pain and torment, made worse by the yet undiscovered corpses that had once been his parents. The demons would have killed them, slowly, in front of the child to freshen him up for the fun that was to follow. It was better to spare the boy any more of this world. He was an innocent and the Lord on high would tend to his wounded soul.
There was also the risk that the poor child would be kidnapped again by the persistent demonic forces. The demons she had dispatched would not find it easy to return for quite some time, but there were others that would love to taste the young boy’s fear. Their numbers were too numerous to count, and she could only protect so many.
That had always been the way.  
When she was well away from what was now a crime scene, Lilith informed the authorities of her actions. The text she sent was via an anonymous burner phone purchased nearly twelve months earlier. The message went to the number 61016, the number for British Transport Police, and relayed the GPS coordinates of the bodies she had left at her unsuccessful rescue attempt. No doubt the police were already on the scene, tearing their hair out trying to understand what had occurred. Whilst MI5 would undoubtedly try and usurp the investigation, they would likely find the presence of the dead police officer would hamper their attempt to play power games.
The two agencies would have to work together under the mutual umbrella of their humiliation.
Both organisations would want to keep this as quiet as possible due the embarrassment it would cause. The DNA of the three dead adults would be all over the child, along with fingerprints. The truth that they had kidnapped and tortured the youngster would be there for all to see. 
Lilith had returned to the safe house she used whenever she was forced to come to this dismal city. She owned no property herself, but had access to countless addresses scattered across Europe. Inquisitors were rarely in one place for long, their mission seeing them follow a trail of abductions and murders that demons invariably left in their wake. Most of the time she acted on the intelligence provided by her Order. But sometimes, as with today, she was able to hunt out the infestation using her own training.
Being able to see the darkness around the possessed helped in that regard. It was a skill only some Inquisitors could claim. Whenever she discovered one, and when time permitted, she would put that individual under surveillance. Sometimes she would kill them outright. Opportunity occasionally allowed that. With regret, she now saw that she should have taken that action when she first saw the corruption around the man who she discovered worked for MI5. 
Her possessions were not hers. They were merely on loan from her beloved Order. One day the weapons she carried into battle would either be abandoned at the scene of her death, or returned to be used by her replacement. When she was dead, she would have no need for such trinkets. Lilith would be a curiosity for the law enforcement organisation that found her cooling corpse and she would end up cremated without anyone present to mourn her passing.
Lilith had to admit that the day’s events troubled her. Not the killing of an innocent; that act barely registered on her conscience. No, her unease rested on the identities of the others she had killed today. In her mind, the forces massed against her kind were becoming organised, working together to further some scheme that was a mystery to all. She knew she could not solve this conundrum on her own, but she also knew that the hierarchy of her Order appeared slow to adapt, painfully set in their ways.
Demons acted in a set, defined pattern. That was how it had always been, so why would things change now?
The house she borrowed was the typical terraced affair found across much of London. It looked normal from the outside, but its structure had been hardened against attack. The windows were bullet and blast-proof, with the external walls strengthened by a second steel-reinforced layer that had been added years ago. The front and back doors, so innocent in appearance, were designed to withstand everything except the most persistent of attacks. Although the front door gave the appearance of being opened by a key, that was purely for show. The inquisitive often ignored that which gave off the appearance of being average.  Instead, the door was opened via a hidden retinal scan reader that was programmed with the biometrics of all the Inquisitors who were likely to use the property. Lilith knew of two other similar properties in London she could use if this one became compromised.
She knew that one of them presently housed another Inquisitor, although she hadn’t seen him. His name was Lucien and he had graduated the same year as Lilith.
Inside, her haven included more of the same deception and subterfuge. Hidden panels, hidden rooms, all containing the tools she needed to fight her never-ending war. She never saw the people tasked to service these residences, but knew that whenever she arrived at a property, it would contain everything she needed to sustain her. Most importantly of all, the basement allowed for a secret escape—a hidden grate that provided access to a series of disused tunnels below. Ancient cities like London were often interlaced with such subterranean mysteries. The ones beneath this building had been installed in 1875 to run gas pipes through.
The residence would also have all the weapons she needed for ridding the world of demonic hordes. Hers might have been an ancient Order, but they embraced all that modern technology could give them. They were part of the Catholic Church, and therefore not short of funds.
The idea was that Inquisitors would never need to interact with the world at large except in the pursuit of their mission. Lilith however, as with many of her fellow Inquisitors, rejected this approach, choosing instead to venture out into the world and see first-hand the corruption that dwelled there. Such actions were frowned upon, but not forbidden because it was understood that a knowledge of society and the people she helped defend were, for some, important in maintaining the cover that the Order of Tyron required.
The number of people outside the Order who knew of its existence could be counted on the fingers with which God had blessed Lilith.
She sat cross-legged and naked on the padded rug in a living room that held no other furniture, waiting for her satellite phone to inevitably ring. The call would be encrypted, over the Vatican’s own secretive satellite network. People forgot that the Vatican City was a nation unto itself, with a reported wealth of nearly fifteen billion dollars. Of course, it was worth much more than that, easily able to establish a covert international communications network impervious to the ever-listening ears of the world’s security services.
The phone, resting on the rug in front of her, rang as expected. Lilith picked it up.
“I’m listening,” she said.
“Report,” the voice on the other end demanded. The man she had never met, and hopefully never would. He was Lilith’s handler, the person to whom she directly reported. His name was Bishop Rizzo, but Lilith knew him mainly by the generic codename John. Even that she would never use over the phone, and the Sicilian accent that punctuated his words confirmed the falsehood behind the fake name. Lilith knew other things about him, too. From his voice alone she could tell he was a man of weak stature. This was not an individual trained in battle.
“It was as I feared. Three were working together.”
“That is unusual. Are you sure you are not mistaken in this?”
“Who are you talking to?” Lilith had no time for such foolish notions.
“Right. Did you rescue the child?”
“The child is with Christ.” She could almost sense the anger bristling at the other end of the phone. Anger not with her, but with the opportunity lost.
“Were you too late?” This implied that the child was dead by the time Lilith had arrived to the attempted rescue. Not too foolish a question given the often-volatile nature of the demonic mind, and she accepted that John had to ask. He, like Lilith, had people to whom he had to answer.
“No, the child had been rendered useless. The vermin had cut off all his fingers and thumbs.”
“Again?” It was not the first time Lilith had encountered this type of defilement. She also suspected she wasn’t the only Inquisitor to have reported such occurrences. The demons were learning; adapting.
“They know how to act against us. We can expect to see this more often.” Whilst many of the Inquisition were born into the role, those like Lilith were conscripted from the children rescued by other Inquisitors. As haphazard a technique as this seemed, the resultant Inquisitors were often of the highest calibre for they had first-hand experience of the dangers the world faced.
First, they had to survive the training.
“But that suggests a coordinated approach. Demons work alone.” John seemed to believe the words he spoke. Lilith no longer did. “Demons always work alone.”
“Clearly not anymore. My recent experience says otherwise. Has my last report been relayed to the Cardinal?” Lilith was referring to the man who headed the Order. In the entirety of its existence, the Order of Tyron had never been commanded by anyone from the Inquisitor battalions. That honour always went to the select few who worked their way up through the Vatican ranks, chosen sometimes through merit, but at other times through politics. All, however, had to go through a trial to prove they were immune to the corrupting influence of the demon spawn, as did any at the highest ranks of the Vatican.
In times of old, that was an arduous and unpleasant process. Now it was done with a simple blood test to prove the candidate was genetically incompatible with the demon hordes. It would not do for the head of the Order to fall to possession. The Catholic Church had suffered enough of that over the last few decades, causing the church to be riddled with scandals not of its own making. And still those in control could not imagine the demons working to some ordered plan.
Sometimes Lilith wondered if those in charge were bloody idiots. The other possibility that occasionally occurred to her would be a disaster so as usual she pushed it to the back of her mind.
“Yes. Though I have not been told what was made of your report.”
“Have other Inquisitors reported similar findings?” 
The voice at the other end paused before responding. “There have been rumblings,” came the eventual reply. Rumblings? So, her fellow Inquisitors were finding exactly as she was. “You should not concern yourself with such matters.”
“How can I not, with what I am seeing?”
“You presume too much,” John insisted. “You are here to follow orders, nothing more.”
“Have you ever battled with the dark ones?” Her words carried no malice, but it was sometimes important to remind the bureaucrats who the soldiers were in this fight.
“You know I haven’t. I am not worthy of that honour.”
“Then do not tell me what I do or do not presume. I request a conclave be organised.” She knew such a request would be denied, but she asked anyway. At least it would be on record. Every word she said across this secure phone network was recorded and logged.
“Don’t be ridiculous. There hasn’t been a conclave of active Inquisitors in over two hundred years. The risk is too great.” Indeed. Having the Orders warriors under one roof was risky, even with the precautions they would take.
“That may be, but I request it anyway.”
“Very well,” John replied wearily. “But don’t hold your breath.” With that, the conversation was ended, the line going dead. The temptation to hurl the phone across the room so that it might smash against the stone fireplace was strong. Instead, she switched it off and placed it with exaggerated caution on the ground before her.
To feel temptation was acceptable. Acting on those temptations was where the problems always started.
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